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From the President
The hardest thing about producing each issue of the Skeptic
is thinking what to write in this column. Sometimes a matter
arises that makes it obvious what to write about, and that is
the case with this issue. However this matter more properly
concerns me under my other hat as editor and I have addressed
it on page 5.
So I am stuck for an idea. I know what, why don’t I leave all
the rest blank and you write your own ‘guest’ editorial in the
available space in your own copy of the magazine.

Barry Williams
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Change of
Address

Change of
Format

Eagle eyed readers will have noticed that
the address shown in the adjoining
masthead is different from the one that
has graced our pages for several years.
This change is not evidence of a
footling whim by the editorial team, but
reflects a decision by Australia Post to
merge the St James and Sydney South
Post Offices and to issue a new box
number to each box holder.
The new address will apply from midMarch 1994, although letters addressed
to the old address will continue to be
delivered for some time.
All readers are asked to alter their
records accordingly.

Readers who suspect that their eyes have
become less eagle-like since the last
issue may rest easy. In this issue, we
have reduced the print size to 11point.
This allows us to include even more
informative articles and correspondence
in the magazine without increasing its
size by an amount that will greatly
increase its production costs.
As it happens, this issue is larger in
any case, as we have received many
more items than we normally do and we
are delighted to offer our readers the
largest ever edition of the Skeptic.
We hope to be able to keep it up, but
it depends on what you send us.

Melbourne
Meeting

Sydney.Dinner
Meeting

Tuesday, 15 March
Poyntonz Hotel
Grattan & Cardigan Sts
Carlton

Saturday, 26 March
The Chatswood Club
11 Help St
Chatswood

Meet at 6.00 pm for a bistro meal,
or at 8.00 pm for a talk on the
nature of scepticism and a display
of magic by our distinguished
guest speaker.
There is no need to pre-book.

Meet at 7.00 for 7.30 pm for a sitdown, two course dinner and a talk
on the nature of scepticism and a
display of magic by our
distinguished guest speaker.
Pre-booking essential.

Cover charge $5.00

Cost $25.000 (drinks not included)

Our special guest for these two meetings will be Clyde F Herreid, Distinguished
Teaching Professor in the Department of Bilogical Sciences, State University of
New York at Buffalo. Professor Herreid is also a consultant to CSICOP and a
professional magician. He is in Australia on sabattical leave and is visiting
universities, collecting information and giving lectures on the teaching of science
and the development of critical thinking skills.
He is interested in meeting with Skeptics and has agreed to speak on his special
topics and to demonstrate his magical skills.
the Skeptic is published four times per year by the National Committee of
Australian Skeptics Inc. Views expressed in articles and letters are those of the
authors and are not necessarily those of the National Committee of Australian
Skeptics Inc. Articles may be reprinted with permission and due acknowledgement
to the Skeptic.
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A Statment of Purpose
Barry Williams

In this issue we publish contributions from some readers who
question what role Australian Skeptics should assume in
relation to certain issues and what should, or should not, be
published in the Skeptic. It is, of course, the right of any
Skeptic to be concerned about these issues and the magazine
provides a forum for the airing of these concerns. As both
the president of the national committee and as the editor of
the Skeptic, I feel it is important to make it clear how I see
the role of the organisation and the publishing policy of the
Skeptic.
Australian Skeptics is an organisation which chooses, as
the Aims make clear, “to investigate paranormal,
pseudoscientific and similarly anomalous phenomena from
a responsible, scientific point of view”. Included in this
definition is the right to challenge the use of genuine science
to draw unwarranted conclusions. However, while Australian
Skeptics approaches these issues using the tools.of science
and critical enquiry, it is not a learned scientific society with
a narrow focus on any particular scientific area. It is an
organisation whose audience comprises those sections of the
professional and lay public who are interested in scientific
matters and who question claims or assertions which rely on
dogmatic explanations. While scepticism is an essential tool
for the scientist, a comprehensive knowledge of science is
not essential for a sceptic.
The organisation does not involve itself in political, social,
religious or other issues, unless they exhibit a paranormal or
pseudoscientific dimension. Australian Skeptics has no
dogma; it is not politically correct; nor does it prescribe moral
stances, for such attitudes are the very antithesis of scepticism.
It does not take positions on issues, it only asks that any
position that is taken be supported by evidence. Australian
Skeptics is an organisation for sceptics, not for ideologues.
As the publication of Australian Skeptics, the Skeptic
publishes items that generally cover the areas of interest of
the organisation, however it often does so from a somewhat
broader perspective. the Skeptic does not commission articles,
relying on items supplied by our readers and, as these articles
obviously represent the interests of our readers, we do our
best to publish those that we receive. Of course, some items

submitted are entirely unsuitable for our pages, on the grounds
of their complete irrelevance to our aims or to the interests
of the readership at large, or that their publication may lead
to legal action against the organisation. Others may be edited
to remove potentially libellous content or needlessly
contentious ad hominem comments.
Items published in our Letters pages and our Forum
columns attest to the diversity of the interests of our
correspondents. These pages are designed to offer a venue
for issues whose relationship to our published aims may be
considered somewhat tenuous, but which do fall within our
broad parameters and are of interest to some of our
subscribers.
the Skeptic is not a refereed scientific journal, nor has it
ever been, nor should it be. There are many refereed scientific
journals in any number of fields that properly fulfil the
purposes of, and are essential to the strength of, those
scientific disciplines. the Skeptic fulfils quite a different
purpose, that of allowing the lay person to raise questions,
the answers to which may be obvious to the experts, but which
may well be far from obvious to the public at large. The role
of the Skeptic is to be a forum in which readers are free to
ask questions and others can provide the answers (and indeed
to argue their heads off about the topic).
To limit that freedom is to deny scepticism a role and if
we deny that role then we should become a different body
and call ourselves something else. the Skeptic is a journal of
fact and opinion which addresses issues and asks questions
that interest our subscribers. In particular, we do not declare
any areas of enquiry to be taboo. Political correctness, as the
term is generally understood, has no place in a journal for
sceptics.
As editor, it is not my role to censor or restrict what our
correspondents wish to say, as long as they bear some
relationship to the aims of Australian Skeptics. It is open to
any Skeptic to challenge my interpretation of what is the
purpose of the organisation or the magazine and I am always
happy to publish critical comments about the style of the
magazine or of me. To this I add only one caveat. As editor,
I always have the last say.
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Olympian Braves the Coals
Adam Joseph
Fresh from his triumph in the Tokyo Marathon, Australia’s of fears. The claims made for firewalking range from the
champion marathon runner and Olympian, Steve Moneghetti, pseudoscientific to the purely mystical, with claims of mindjoined the Victorian branch of Australian Skeptics on over-matter to physiological alterations predominating, and
February 19 in an evening that the city of Ballarat will long courses cost participants on an average, $160-200 to learn
remember.
the ability. It was only when sceptics applied the techniques
We live in a world that is dominated by personal of science to this phenomenon that it became clear that the
insecurities and where an industry stands ready to exploit ability to walk across hot coals depended, not upon
those insecurities. Where once
psychological conditioning
people relied on their own
nor outside influences, but
abilities to face-up to the
simply to the well understood
vagaries of daily living, we now
physical properties of ‘thermal
have all manner of experts
mass’ and ‘conductivity’.
ready to teach us, not so much
The Victorian branch had
techniques, as attitudes.
been aware of the firewalking
Sporting coaches no longer
phenomenon, as applied to
concentrate on the physical
sports training, for some years
skills of their charges; play with
and recalled well the case
a straight bat; strengthen the
when Adelaide Crows
backhand; keep the eye on the
footballer Nigel Smart became
ball; now they want to get
unfit to play when he burnt his
inside the head and control the
feet in a firewalk that went
way we think about the game.
wrong. Sydney Swans coach
The sales force no longer just
and football (For readers from
sells the company’s product,
NSW and Qld: This refers to
they are encouraged by
a quasi-religious rite, found
‘motivators’ to live the
largely in the southern states,
company ethic.
and which need not concern us
As a result of this trend, and
rational folk from northern
of legislation introduced by the
climes. Ed) legend, Ron
federal government to require
Barassi, when asked on radio
companies to spend a certain
two years ago, had he ever
percentage of their profit on
investigated how firewalking
staff training, there has been a
was done, replied “ No, but it’s
huge growth in the industry
to do with the mind and seeing
generically labelled ‘personal
that all the experts seem to feel
development’. Nothing wrong
that we only use 5-10% of our
with that, but what constitutes
mind, there’s obviously a fair
Victorian President, Adam Joseph, carries on.
training in an economy
way to go in getting the best
increasingly dominated by tertiary or service industries? out of it”. (We didn’t ask what ‘experts’ he was referring to,
Personal development is a nebulous concept that ranges from but they were clearly not involved in neurophysiology. Does
techniques for improving one’s efficiency in one’s chosen anyone know who started this rumour about only using 10%
field, to semi-mystical appeals to higher entities or states of of our brains?) (That only applies to New Agers. Ed)
consciousness.
If we were to attract media attention to our demonstration,
Among this burgeoning field, one which has attracted much Australians being Australians, who better to recruit to our
notice among sceptics world-wide is the promotion of courses cause than a sporting great? Steve Moneghetti is one of the
which use firewalking as a means of overcoming all manner world’s leading marathon runners and a Ballarat local hero.
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While the fire was doing its stuff,
reducing the wood to coals, the
assembled crowd of 200 was treated to
short talks from Ian Plimer on scientific
fraud, Vince Butler on spontaneous
human combustion, Steve Roberts on
star gazing and Shane Delphine on the
principles of firewalking. By this time,
the crowd had swelled to some 400-500
(or maybe 5,000. All promoters like to
exaggerate).
In the tradition of events like this, the
cry went up for the President of
Victorian Skeptics to lead-off the
walkers but, just to dramatise the event

Steve Moneghetti begins his walk....

He relies very much on the health of his
feet to complete the training and
competing necessary to achieve his
preeminent position in his chosen sport.
And, importantly for this story, Steve is
a science/maths teacher. He understands
the physics involved in the successful
stroll across the coals.
We approached Steve Moneghetti a
couple of months ago and asked him to
participate in our demonstration, to
which he readily agreed. In the
meantime, he was scheduled to compete
in the Tokyo Marathon. We set the date
for a week after his Tokyo run. We were
greatly heartened by the fact that Steve
won the marathon, which was run in the
depths of the Japanese winter. Joining
Steve was his coach, the former
Olympian, Chris Wardlaw.
Two weeks before the event, Ballarat
Skeptic, psychologist, Margot Murphy,
and some of the committee conducted
a preliminary test run. twenty people
walked the coals before a small number
of interested spectators.
And so to the event. On February 19,
committee members travelled to
Ballarat to set up the evening. A three
metre pit was dug and a large amount
of wood was piled in and set alight.

stuff. I walked across and ‘doing an Ed’
turned and walked back. No problems.
A couple more tried it and then came
the turn of Steve Moneghetti, Chris
Wardlaw and various members of the
Victorian committee. Ever anxious to
dispel the popular image of the
academic as a withdrawn and diffident
person, Prof Plimer removed his outer
garments and walked across clad in his
virulent green underpants. It was Ian’s
first firewalk.
Steve Moneghetti walked across
again. When asked, he said “It’s not
even as hot as walking on hot concrete.
It’s all to do with heat transference from
the charcoal; it takes a while for the heat
to be transferred from the coals to your
feet. So long as you don’t stand still and
there is no metal in the pit, you shouldn’t
get burnt”.
So, what are the principles involved
in staging a firewalk?
Most of us know that the outer layers
of our skin is simply dead cells. The
living tissue underneath will scald at
somewhere between 50 and 100 C. To
firewalk safely, a material is needed that
has low thermal mass and which
transfers heat slowly. Charcoal, being
very porous and is an ideal medium.
What sort of wood should be used? It

...and walks....

further, I yelled for volunteers to go first.
In response, we heard a voice shout
“Yeah me; I’ll give it a go”. Me turned
out to be a man called Ed (No,no, not
this Ed. Ed), who we hadn’t met before,
nor seen since. He was handed a huge
banner and wandered across the 670 C
coals, as though he was strolling
through the park. Then he turned around
and walked back, then back and forward
again. It was in danger of turning into a
one man show, so we called a halt to
Ed’s peregrinations and I had to do my
...and walks.
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It’s child’s play

doesn’t really matter, as long as any old
nails or other metals are removed. Wait
for all the wood to be completely
converted to charcoal before you begin
and ensure that there are no flames
present when you decide to go. Don’t
let yourself be egged on into starting
before everything is ready as
firewalking can be dangerous if you
don’t do it properly. Rake the coals flat
and don’t leave bits sticking up above
the coal bed. When walking, each foot
remains in contact with the coals for
about half-a-second, so walk smartly,
but don’t run or stomp your feet. It is
best to do the walk at night to get the
most spectacular effect from the
glowing coals.
At the Ballarat walk, we rewarded the
successful walkers (over 140 took part,
including a number of children) with
baked potatoes, cooked along the sides
of the pit. During the proceedings, the
temperature of the coals, as measured
by a pyrometer began at 670 and had
dropped to 320 after about an hour. Did
anyone suffer burns? Yes, about 10
people received minor burns which
would have resulted in small blisters by
the next day, but no-one suffered worse
than that. That is always a risk, as small
cinders sometimes stick to the feet or

get caught between the toes.
There is little doubt that this also
happens at firewalks conducted for
money by professional ‘motivators’,
but who, after all the hype at one of
these, would admit to being so
lacking in faith or moral certitude as
to complain. Firewalking is not 100%
safe, no matter what nonsense fills
your head but, if it is done sensibly,
it should not cause serious harm to
your feet. Whether it does any good
for you self image depends, I
suppose, on how low it is to start
with. However, the potential is
always there for serious injury.
Someone who fell during the walk
and landed in the coals, would be
very seriously burnt indeed, and no
amount of pre-preparation would
help.
The response of the media to our
demonstration was interesting to say the
least. As would be expected, the local
media in Ballarat gave the event a great
deal of prominence. The Melbourne
newspapers also gave us good coverage,
but the television used the event as a
‘soft’ item at the end of the news. Steve
Moneghetti was shown, but no mention

Ian Plimer shows his mettle

Kathy Butler takes the plunge

was made of the serious purpose of the
firewalk, while much was made of the
cute “hot foot from Tokyo” sort of
comment. It was a good demonstration
of the ephemeral nature of what passes
for news on television. Steve could
easily have been taking part in a
personal development course, rather
than demonstrating that there was no
reason to spend money on ‘psychic’
training when the laws of physics were
a sufficient explanation for the
phenomenon.
It might be instructive for someone
to investigate whether the increase in
television viewing is causally connected
with the rise in belief in esoteric and
fatuous New Age claims.
Our aim is to make the public aware
that the ability to firewalk does not
depend on any mental conditioning, but
on the laws of physics. If we do it often
enough, then we may convince people
to save their money. Our next outing
will be at the Great Australian Science
Show from June 2-5 in Melbourne. We
promise only that this will be the
“mother of all firewalks” and will invite
the Adelaide Crows and Ron Barassi to
the event and anyone else who might
be interested, and, like in Ballarat, it will
not cost anyone a cent.
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News and Views
This column comes from singed Sydney,
site of the worst bushfires this state has
experienced in 50 years. The fact that
the loss of life and property was
considerably lower than even the most
optimistic predictions stands as a tribute
to all the volunteer fire fighters and other
emergency personnel who came from
every state and territory to assist NSW
in its direst emergency. As a citizen of
this state, I can only offer gratitude and
admiration to all those who took part.
Naturally, none of the psychic
fraternity ‘saw’ this disaster in advance.
One interesting proposition, put by a
British organisation going under the title
of Future Scientific Predictions or
something similar, was that the TV
stations should broadcast movies about
floods and rain so that when everyone
was thinking about them, rain would be
attracted to the area by ‘magnetic
forces’. Neither that, nor the many calls
for prayers for rain, seemed to have any
effect, and, in the final analysis, any
good that came from the fires came as
the result of human courage and
dedication.
* * *
Barry Eaton, ABC news reader and
astrologer, is reported in the South
Australian press as having told an
Association of Risk Insurance Managers
conference in Adelaide that “astrology
could become an important part of 21st
Century corporate decision making”.
He said that seven (unnamed) out of ten
top companies in France used astrological
guidance and that “Unfortunately Australia
is the sort of country that waits for things
to work overseas”.
Fortunately for Australia, if what he
says is true, we may have to wait a very
long time before we see our companies
using magic to make their corporate
decisions, as there is no evidence that
astrology is ever going to achieve a
better record than it currently has.
Unfortunately, based on observation
of various corporate and governmental

decisions made in Australia in recent
years, it may be that our business and
political leaders are already using
astrologers, as it is difficult to believe
that normal human stupidity could
account for so many disasters.
* * *
To those who have an urge to believe in
numerology, the second cricket test
against New Zealand late last year must
have seemed full of omens.
New Zealand was dismissed in both
innings for 161 runs, the time taken for
each innings was 292 minutes and Mark
Waugh scored 111 and took 1 wicket in
each innings.
As if all of those palindromic (or the
numerical equivalent) numbers were not
enough, then there are even more
coincidences to add to the list of
‘mysteries’. The third NZ wicket in each
innings fell at 84 and each time it was
Pocock, Danny Morrison made 0 in
each innings and Richard de Groen was
twice the not out batsman.
But the really sinister fact was that
Australia won by an innings and 222
runs. Multiply that by the number of
completed innings (3) and what do you
get? The Devil’s number, that’s what!
Isn’t numerology easy when you set
your mind to it?.
* * *
In the Skeptic Vol 12, No 2 we featured
an article by Raymond Watson, calling
into question the validity of ‘Chinese
Restaurant Syndrome’ (CRS), the illeffects supposedly due to ingestion of
monosodium glutamate (MSG) used as
a flavour enhancer.
A new double blind study conducted
at Sydney University strongly supports
the view that if anyone actually suffers
a reaction to Chinese food, then MSG
is not the culprit. Now, if restaurateurs
read the scientific literature, they can
probably save some ink by not writing
“No added MSG” on their menus.
Thanks to David Lewis of Ipswich for
sending us an article from the Jan-Feb

93 edition of Psychology Today
concerned with fire walking.
According to the article,
“psychologist Ronald J Pekala PhD,
executive director of the Atlantic
Education Institute in Westchester,
Pennsylvania” said that hypnosis had
nothing to do with the ability to walk
on hot coals.
Dr Pekala claims it is made possible
through ‘one point focusing’. “It’s an
alteration of attention, not an alteration
of state of consciousness” the article
quotes him as saying. During “six hours
of intensive training”, Pekala teaches
fire walkers to “focus their attention on
a single image - mainly cool moss”,
which apparently gave him proof of
mind over matter.
Well, I hate to be a wet blanket Doc,
but as an experienced fire walker, with
absolutely no training whatsoever, I can
tell you that you were only half right.
Along with hypnosis and change of state
of consciousness, mind over matter,
cool moss and focus are also surplus to
requirements. The answer lies with
simple physics.
* * *
The Sydney Morning Herald of January
31 reported that the NSW Police
Academy has included the New Age
stress reduction techniques of “mutual
foot massage and listening to whale
songs” in their Detectives’ Education
Program.
Visions keep appearing of Det Sgt
“Crusher” Plod inviting Fred Nurk to
“Accompany me to the station for a
deeply caring and holistic experience”.
* * *
Uri Geller, who told me in a recent
meeting that he was not a litigious sort
of fellow (Vol 13, No 4), is probably
glad that he isn’t. Following the case
where a US Federal Court awarded
CSICOP almost US$150,000 against
Geller for a failed suit in which he tried
to have CSICOP jointly added to a suit
he is running against James Randi, we
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now hear that he has failed in two suits stopped Big Ben (or any other large nations. Much of the blame can be laid
he instituted against Professor Victor scale public act) and someone else at the feet of quacks who promote
Stenger. Vic Stenger, professor of claims they did it, would Uri sue? And ‘homeopathic immunisation’ as an
physics and astronomy at the University if he did, how could he prove his case? alternative to medically proven
of Hawaii and author of “Physics and Well, it wouldn’t be too difficult if preventatives.
* * *
Psychics” (Prometheus, 1990), was Geller has the powers he claims to have.
sued by Geller over some remarks he Would it?
Ron Bernardi of Boolarra, Vic sent us
* * *
made in the book. The State Court of
an interesting clipping from the Sunday
Hawaii dismissed the action and the Recent inquests have brought more Herald Sun of August 23, 1993. It
Federal Court in Miami, after Geller warnings of the potential dangers to concerned 20 US Pentecostals who
withdrew his action, awarded Stenger people from the use of untested were found emerging from a family
‘alternative’ medicines.
US$49,148 for legal costs.
sedan after it had crashed into a
An 11 year old girl who suffered from tree.They were all nude and claimed
Geller has appealed but we hear that
his lawyers in Miami have withdrawn asthma died after being given the they had driven for 500 km after their
from the case. In the most recent news popular ‘tonic’ Royal Jelly and a 21 year pastor had told them the Devil was
we have heard from Vic Stenger, the old woman died after taking a Chinese taking over their town. We wonder if it
court has ordered that Geller pay up by herbal concoction for the flu.
is a true story or a new
March 3 or face further
urban myth. Ron also
sanctions.
asks, “What do you get
* * *
if you mix holy water
On a similar topic, you
with castor oil?”. The
can learn a lot if you tap
answer is “A religious
in to the assorted
movement”, which is
computer
bulletin
something we didn’t
boards and networks
want to know.
(see article in this
* * *
issue).
In
the
previous issue,
“Psychic Detective”
(News
and
Views) we
Riley G, mentioned in
catalogued
the
descent
the last issue, seemed to
into
the
sewers
of
have infested a number
Sydney
of
the
of the networks with his
Peripatetic
Prof,
Ian
curious claims about his
Plimer,
in
search
of
psychic detective work,
gold.
At
least
that
was
most of which were
what he said, though
either extra-ordinarily
Professor Ian Plimer wages a gutter campaign against creationists
some of our less
banal occurrences
respectful
members
suggested he was
Somewhat more fortunate was the
or totally incomprehensible. He also
auditioning
for
a
part
in the revival of
spent a great deal of time publishing Sydney man who took a traditional
Les
Miserables.
Even
less charitably,
thinly veiled innuendos against James Chinese herbal potion, which caused
some
creationists
were
overheard to
him to collapse. He survived, but only
Randi.
This continued for some time until a after three hours of internal heart mutter that it was exactly the right place
very sternly worded communication massage. Again we ask, why aren’t for Ian. Curiously enough, their
from Randi, mentioning legal action, these ‘medicines’ required to pass the moanings may have proved to be
caused Riley G to disappear from the same sort of stringent testing that is prophetic, as the photograph at left
net. We doubt if this will be claimed by applied to pharmaceutical preparations? attests.
* * *
* * *
Randi as a supernatural occurrence.
The
News
items
on the following pages
One of the last of Mr G’s postings Meanwhile, we are glad to see that the
said “Uri Geller has stopped Big Ben Federal Health Department is going on come from our far flung network of
again”, which brought the expected the offensive over the declining number correspondents throughout the globe.
snorts (electronic snorts) of amusement of children who are receiving (We will not entertain any suggestions
from the other subscribers. One even immunisation against common diseases. that some of them have not been flung
Australia has one of the lowest far enough.) If any of our readers have
said, “No he didn’t, I did”.
Which brings the interesting proportions of children being news stories that will fit into a page or
speculation; if Geller claims to have immunised among industrialised less, they are invited to submit them to
News and Views.
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UFO Rage
Dr Steve Roberts, VP of the Victorian
Branch, has filed this report on an
Angry UFOlogist.
Five pages of a recent Nexus magazine
were filled by an article entitled “UFO
Base in NSW?”, extracted from the
forthcoming book Mysterious Australia,
by Rex Gilroy. Rex runs the AustraliaPacific UFO Research Centre,
somewhere in darkest New England,
and his address and phone number were
given prominence at the end of the
article.
Although the article fell a bit short
on hard evidence, it did report a wealth
of interesting UFO sightings and
mysterious happenings in the area,
including objects which variously flew
overhead, made a noise, emitted a
flame, left circles of damaged ground,
and/or were observed by up to hundreds
of people. Daggy explanations by the
RAAF were also given for some of
them. My curiosity was aroused - I have
studied UFOs since 1967 and I used to
run a UFO group too - and I thought
Rex’s article would make a good subject
to discuss on the radio, so I invited Rex
to participate in a radio chat show on
which I often appear. The idea being that
Melburnian listeners could phone in
their own stories, and he could discuss,
for example, what damage had been
caused by the recent tragic bushfires in
the Katoomba area, and whether any
new UFO or other mysterious activity
had occurred in consequence.
Rex accepted with alacrity, and was
still very keen when the show host
called him at the agreed time. But this
attitude changed quite abruptly, when
the host mentioned the words
“Australian Skeptics”. He immediately
became abusive and refused to go on
the air. Frantic cajoling and honeyed
words had no effect. He tried to deny
that he had written the article (despite
his name being in a box at the end of
it), and muttered something about
closed-mindedness and the destruction
of his life’s work, before angrily ringing
off. A few minutes later the host called
Rex again so that he could hear the

11
(impartial) summary of his article,
which I then proceeded to broadcast; but
still Rex chose to shout abuse rather
than discuss UFOs. So much for
analysis of the UFO phenomenon;
what’s the point of doing thorough
research work when you miss a chance
to publicise it?
Rex’s sudden demise left me free to
slag away without fear of contradiction,
had I so wished; but a good Skeptic
always wants a fair two-sided
discussion. I wonder what Rex has
against the Skeptics, such that just that
one word, applied to a person he has
never met or heard of, can turn him from
hard-working author and willing
broadcaster to a mere hurler of abuse.
He must be very closed-minded.
* * *

Psychic Pique

Nat Sec , Harry Edwards, details his
run in with a Prominent Psychic
The 11 AM show (7 Network) featured
a segment on what was referred to as
“the burgeoning psychic business” .
Various psychics, tarot readers and a
necromancer were interviewed or
shown during the five minute segment,
among them, Simon Turnbull, president
of the Australian Psychics Association.
The Presenter, Neil Mercer, rang me,
and asked whether I would care to
comment on the segment, and in passing
referred to the amount of money the
tele-psychic business was generating. I
agreed to be interviewed and it went to
air live, on Thursday, February 10.
After a review of a shortened version
of the original tape I was asked a series
of questions.
Among my answers and general
comments I opined that to become a
psychic it was only necessary to call
oneself a psychic, there was no training
involved, there were no tests or exams,
and in a reference to the Australian
Psychics Association, said that to join
you were only required to pay a $100
fee.
In response to the question “what
harm do they do?” I suggested that many
people take psychics seriously, that the
advice they were receiving was from

persons not professionally qualified to
give that advice, and that some people
were inclined to become dependent on
psychics thus abrogating their own
responsibility for decision making. I
pointed out that Simon Turnbull had
failed lamentably in a test of ESP (see
the Skeptic Vol 12, No 3. p 8) and had
subsequently failed to predict a winner
at a race-meeting. A final comment on
the tele-psychic scam exposed in the
USA concluded the interview.
Immediately on leaving the studio I
realised that I had inadvertently made a
mistake in identifying Simon Turnbull
as the person at the race meeting, it had
in fact been Gary Wiseman the
astrologer. (When recounting the
interview with Barry Williams later in
the day, he made the identical mistake.)
Although there was nothing I could do
about it, I had a premonition that I would
hear more about this innocent mistake and I was right! A phone call from
Simon Turnbull berating me for lying
and asking whether I was familiar with
the laws of defamation
(1) the fee for joining the Australian
Psychics Association was $195 not
$100, and “they didn’t take anybody.”
A potential member must produce three
letters from clients to say that their
readings had been accurate, and (2), he
had not been taken to a racecourse to
predict winners. The latter I
acknowledged as a mistake, I
apologised and offered to do so again
publicly if he wished. In regard to the
method of verifying a potential
member’s psychic powers, I pointed out
that testimonies from clients in no way
supported a psychic’s claim to possess
those powers for reasons that should be
patently obvious to anyone giving it
even a fleeting thought. My late mother
practised as a professional clairvoyant
for over forty years and openly admitted
that she had no extraordinary powers;
she was simply acting as a sympathetic
ear for those who wished to unburden
their problems. A non-psychic, she
would have had no trouble in
conforming to the requirements of the
Australian Psychics Association for
membership.
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Mr Turnbull again raised the
possibility of a defamation suit but said
that he would first have to consult his
partner. I responded that the Australian
Skeptics would be delighted to defend
such an action, as it would present the
opportunity to question in a public
forum whether or not Mr Turnbull
possessed, as he has often claimed,
psychic powers.
The exchange was not unduly
antagonistic, and we both agreed that it
was better to discuss the issues rather
than indulge in personal attacks. He said
he would like to debate the issues, a
proposition with which I immediately
concurred, a tentative agreement being
that a debate be held at the National
Convention in June.
While I apologised for my mistake I
can ameliorate its seriousness with
another example of Mr Turnbull’s
inability to predict the horses. He,
together with Kris Fontaine, (tarot
reader), and Shabnam Ramzan,
(psychic), were asked on Channel 7
(Melbourne) News on November 1, to
predict the winner of the 1993
Melbourne Cup (News and Views Vol
13, No 4). All three were wrong!
* * *

Cult Warning
Phil Shannon of Canberra looks at a
Cult
Earlier this year, Channel Nine’s A
Current Affair profiled KENJA, one of
the so-called ‘human potential’ outfits
in Australia, raising a number of
concerns with this organisation. KENJA
has recently become active in the ACT,
and has been endorsed by some senior
figures within the ACT education
system. This pseudoscientific cult,
however, has sod-all to do with learning
and human development.
KENJA was founded in 1982 by Ken
Dyers and his wife Jan Hamilton
(KENJA is made up from the first few
letters of the duo’s Christian names).
KENJA claims to provide “effective
learning which is enjoyable ... and
positively rewarding”. So do many other
systems but KENJA is not based on a
respectable, or at least testable,

scientific learning theory. With KENJA
we are in the land of pseudo-science and
cult-babble.
Dyers claims that KENJA works by
drawing on the “age-old development
of energy transfer to enable people to
free themselves of inner repressed
psychological blocks that were
inhibiting them from reaching their full
potential”. This (undefined) energy (in
some undefined manner) transfers itself
from body to body “using quantum
physics” (that’s science isn’t it - so it
must be OK). Best results are claimed
to be achieved with “an absolute
stillness” in one person which “results
in a heightened mental and physical
awareness in another”.
But apparently there is sometimes
more involved than sitting around being
still and unblocking the psychological
drains of your partner in the one-to-one
sessions (called “processing”) held in
private locked cubicles. There may be
a laying-on of hands.
According to A Current Affair, Dyers
faces several charges for allegedly
sexually abusing under-age girls during
these sessions. If these charges are
proven, it shows that some peddlers of
pseudo-scientific bilge can be not only
mad but bad and dangerous to know.
Dyers’ past should set sceptical bells
ringing. He is ex-Scientology. KENJA’s
“processing” resembles Scientology’s
‘auditing’. Neither KENJA nor
Scientology have been successfully
subjected to academic review by
psychological
or
educational
authorities. Dyers has no known
qualifications in any field.
KENJA smacks less of the “age-old
development of energy transfer” than
the age-old money-making scams of
charlatans. Each “processing” session
costs $100. It beats studying learning
theory.
KENJA bears all the marks of the
pseudo-scientific cult. NSW MP,
Stephen Mutch, alleges that KENJA’s
activities include “deceitful recruitment,
physical and financial exploitation,
abuse of cult members, taxation
avoidance, misuse of pseudo-hypnosis
and
other
mind-influencing

techniques”. Par for the course, really.
A major concern is the endorsement
of KENJA by people one would hope
should know better than to back an
untested and untestable theory. The
Dean of the Faculty of Education at the
University of Canberra supports it as
does the Headmistress of a Catholic
girls’ secondary college in Canberra.
This is one for Skeptics to keep an eye
on.
* * *

A Touching Tale
Kathy Butler, of the Victorian
Committee, brings us up to date on
Therapeutic Touch.
In the last issue of the Skeptic (Vol 13,
No 4) I wrote about the promotion of
Therapeutic Touch (TT) by Flinders
University faculty of nursing, and the
credulous manner in which the course
coordinators accepted its validity. For
those of you who weren’t paying
attention (and you know who you are)
TT is a method whereby the practitioner
passes her hands over the patient
(touching is actually optional) causing
beneficial effects from an Energy
Unknown to Science. The few research
papers supporting this method either
appear in dodgy journals, or have been
roundly criticised for poor design, bad
statistics etc.
Not long after the arrival of the
Skeptic in my mailbox, I was contacted
by Bela Scheiber of Rocky Mountain
Skeptics (RMS) in Colorado (the
modern-day home of TT). He had
reprinted the TT article in the RMS
newsletter and was eager to form a
trans-Pacific link in the valiant struggle
against this pseudoscientific claptrap.
The RMS have had limited success in
their dealings with the Colorado Board
of Nursing, which seems to work in a
sort of Yes, Minister fashion on a
geological time-scale.
The steps RMS have taken are:
Jan 1992 - RMS questions the Board
as to how Board-recognised
organisations ( eg Colorado Uni) can be
made responsible for the content of their
continuing education courses. The
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Board responded by setting up a
taskforce to report on TT. (Why just
TT? An unanswered question so far.)
The Board subsequently decided to
allow TT courses to continue.
RMS investigated TT further and
again approached the Board in Jan ’93.
After some discussion they reaffirmed
their earlier decision, stating that the
treatment must be performed to measure
its effect, therefore people must be
trained to deliver the technique.
In April ’93 the Colorado senate
health committee addressed RMS’s
concerns by sending the Board a stern
letter stating that it expected them to
make a thorough review of all
alternative therapy courses before they
would be approved.
Meanwhile, back at the Colorado
Uni, RMS discovered that TT courses
were still running, with glossy
brochures for TT videos ($675)
produced in-house. The Uni’s response
to RMS? Set up a review committee!
On December 16 , University Regent
Jim Martin issued a statement which,
in short, said that (another!) committee
should be set up to view all TT videos,
read the literature, hear submissions and
generally act in a scientific manner to
investigate TT once and for all. If it is
dodgy, it should get the flick from the
nursing school.
This is where we are left dangling.
Congratulations all Sir Humphry fans
who have kept up so far! I’ll keep you
posted on any further committee tapdancing!
* * *

Astrology Scam
Barry Williams, editor and president,
is outraged by the perfidy of the New
Age
Evidence is emerging of an
extraordinary scam which has been
perpetrated on members of Australia’s
Portuguese speaking community. It is a
cautionary tale for those who hold that
belief in astrology and other New Age
nostrums is essentially ‘harmless’.
Advertisements had appeared in the
Portuguese language media, inviting
people who were suffering from bad
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luck to have their fortune altered by
astrological blessings. Those who
responded were invited to bring their
money to an address, where it would be
‘blessed’ leading to a reversal in their
fortunes. One man converted his money
to US$, $100,000 in all, took his money
to the address in a box and handed it
over. According to reports, the box of
money was removed from his sight for
a short period and then returned to him,
with the admonition that he not open
the box for several days and his money
would be doubled. Becoming nervous,
he opened the box and, to his surprise,
but not to that of anyone with an interest
in the annals of confidence trickery, the
box was found to contain cut-up paper.
This one of the oldest tricks in the
armoury of the profession con-man.
Playing on the greed that is one of the
more common of human failings, the
trickster offers something large in return
for something smaller, always ensuring
that he gets his hands on the something
smaller first. After the switch, the victim
finds that, in return for his money he is
left with worthless goods. Whole books
have been written about such schemes
and they are still in use today, often with
considerable embellishment.
After police were contacted, they
reported that they were anxious to
contact a couple who were believed to
have boarded a flight to Brazil a few
days previously. When the news became
public, other victims came forward and,
at last count, 22 had been identified,
with a total sum of over $300,000
involved. Police said that there were
likely to be many more victims who
were too embarrassed to come forward,
which is another human factor played
on by confidence tricksters.
A fairly common tale of crime,
interesting to Skeptics only because the
perpetrators claimed to be astrologers,
one might think. Indeed, when I
approached a friend who is a devotee
of the black arts, she gave exactly the
response I expected. “But everyone
knows that astrology can’t bless things.
These people were obviously not
genuine astrologers”.
Quite clearly, everyone does not

know that astrology can’t bless things.
At least 22 people thought that it could
and found out to their considerable cost
that claims of astrological knowledge
are no guarantee of fiscal rectitude. As
to whether these people were ‘genuine’
astrologers, I would be very interested
to know just what objective test could
be applied to distinguish a ‘genuine’
astrologer from a ‘bogus’ one. It could
be suggested (and no doubt will be) that
genuine astrologers have done some
training and belong to some sort of
astrological trades union. But what
happens to someone who claims to be
an astrologer who does neither of these
things? If you claim to be a doctor or
lawyer or electrician without fulfilling
the requirements of those professions,
you will soon get into trouble with the
laws of the land. No such sanctions
apply to astrologers - anyone can claim
to be an astrologer and they needn’t
know their Aries from their elbow. It is
as nebulous as claiming to be a ‘good
bloke’. Tim Mendham is a good bloke,
but you might be taking a risk to leave
him alone in a room with your $100,000
(or me, for that matter).
But the serious side of this matter
depends not on whether someone is a
genuine astrologer, but upon the sort of
mind-set which encourages people to
believe that fortune can be improved by
some sort of sympathetic magic. And,
as we have thundered in these pages
before, that is exactly the sort of mindset that is being fostered in this country
by promoters of the New Age and the
popular tabloid media. perhaps we
should lobby the government to have
inscribed on every crystal “Warning:
New Age belief is a Wealth Hazard”.
* * *
The Victorian Director of Public
Prosecutions has ordered a trial for four
persons involved in the 1993 ‘death by
exorcism’ of Mrs Joan Volmer.
Earlier, a magistrate had found that
insufficient evidence existed to commit
these individuals for trial.
Because this case is sub judice, we
cannot canvas the issues further here.
BW
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Rationality Down the Plughole
Steve Hynes
When I was at school, our physics teacher was a Mr
Bottomley. It was a very appropriate name as his most
noticeable charac-teristic was a backside that stuck out in
the oddest manner. He looked like a baby in nappies when it
first starts walking. The kids gave him an even more apt
nickname, Rumpy.
Rumpy wasn’t a very good physics teacher. In fact, he
wasn’t really a physics teacher at all — he was a history
teacher who just got lumped with physics classes because
there was no-one else.
His lessons were meandering affairs that drifted
unpredictably and only occasionally chanced upon the subject
in hand. One day, while in an unusually scientific mood, he
somehow chanced to tell us that the way in which water goes
down the plug hole depends on whether you’re in the northern
or southern hemisphere. He told us that in the northern
hemisphere the little whirlpool goes clockwise, while in the
southern hemisphere it goes the other way. This, he said,
was caused by the rotation of the earth.
By this stage of my schooling my own reading had given
me a fair grasp of Newtonian physics, despite Rumpy’s efforts
to the contrary, and I found his plug hole theory very puzzling.
For the life of me I couldn’t see why it would be so. I asked
Rumpy about it the next day, but his explanation hinged
mainly on the fact that it was a “well known phenomenon”.
He mentioned something about centrifugal force, but that’s
about as scientific as it got.
From time to time in the years since I have stood in my
spindly nakedness watching my bath water disappear down
sundry plug holes, sometimes whirling rapidly clockwise,
sometimes anti-clockwise, sometimes just glugging away
with a total lack of discipline. And the location of the plug
holes has mattered not one bit. My current plug hole happens
to be in the northern hemisphere and it whirls in whatever
direction takes its fancy.
Apart from these occasional bathroom musings, I would
have given the matter no further thought had not a friend’s
teenage son recently come home from school with exactly
the same story. Here we were, nearly thirty years later, on the
other side of the world, and Rumpy’s theory was still being
dished up in school as scientific fact.
A few days later I happened to be reading Last Chance To
See, a book about endangered species, written by Douglas
Adams. This is the same Douglas Adams who gave us the
wonderful Hitchhikers Guide to the Galaxy series (a trilogy
in four parts, recently stretched to five). Adams makes a jolly
good living by taking the mickey out of science, but like the
best of science fiction writers, he knows his stuff. In Last
Chance To See, Adams finds himself in New Zealand, about

as far as it is possible to get from his northern hemisphere
home in Surrey, England. The experience prompts him into a
description of this very same whirlpool phenomenon. And
he wasn’t trying to be funny.
This was becoming the scientific equivalent of the urban
myth. I’m quite sure that Rumpy had nothing to do with
imparting the theory to either Adams or my friend’s son. The
belief is obviously a lot more widely held than I had realised.
It appears that Rumpy was right about on thing — it’s a “well
known phenomenon”.
It seems to me that only two factors could influence the
direction of rotation of a plug hole whirlpool, namely the
shape of the vessel, particularly in the vicinity of the plug
hole, and the movement of the water immediately prior to
and during the draining process. In the conventional
symmetrical bath the shape would have no influence, leaving
just fluid movement as the deciding factor. The results of my
not terribly scientific experiments seem to bear this out.
Deliberately induced swirling prior to pulling the plug can
produce predictable rotation, while allowing the water to
settle as much as possible seems to produce random rotation,
or sometimes none at all. Of course the very act of removing
the plug induces movement which could ultimately result in
rotation in one direction or the other, but the effect does seem
to be random.
Fluid dynamics is not within my field of expertise, so the
above analysis may be a load of old bathwater. I stand to be
corrected, and if Rumpy was right I would welcome an
expert’s explanation of why. However, let’s assume for the
moment that Rumpy’s theory is incorrect. How would such
an idea gain such wide circulation over such a long period,
among people who should know better?
The only explanation I can think of is that someone has
confused plug hole whirlpool behaviour with that of cyclones.
Cyclones do rotate in different directions in different
hemispheres, and this, I believe, is due to the gradually
increasing surface speed of the earth’s rotation as one moves
toward the equator. This causes differential air movements
at different latitudes and the directions are opposing in the
two hemispheres. Once again, I don’t claim that this is the
right explanation, but it’s the one I’ve heard many times and
it does seem plausible. An expert’s opinion would again be
welcome.
Are there other Skeptic readers who have come across
Rumpy’s theory? Is it, as I believe, a case of nonsense
perpetuated by people failing to question what they are told?
Or should I go back and brush up on my Newtonian physics?
Simple observation makes me rather sure that the facts are
on my side. Any takers?
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Gaia Postscript
Paul Kaufmann
The other day I heard a ‘chemist’ on ABC Radio say that she
thought that the Gaia theory was a wonderful development
in science even if it is false.
One of the foremost British scientists of the 17th century
was Robert Hooke, a polymath who produced a large range
of theories and discoveries. One thing which drove Newton
round the bend was Hooke’s habit of claiming that he had
discovered and published long ago whatever Newton came
up with. Hooke’s method, Newton claimed, was not science.
“...The best and safest method of philosophising seems
to be, first to enquire diligently into the properties of
things, and to establish those properties by experiments
and then to proceed more slowly to hypotheses for the
explanation of them. For hypotheses should be employed
only in explaining the properties of things, but not
assumed in determining them; unless so far as they may
furnish experiments. For if the possibility of hypotheses
is to be the test of truth and reality of things, I see not
how certainty can be obtained in any science; since
numerous hypotheses may be devised, which shall seem
to overcome new difficulties. Hence it has been here
thought necessary to lay aside all hypotheses, as foreign
to the purpose ...”
Newton had a thing about ‘Truth’, an obsession for
exploring matters in depth and not giving up until all angles
had been examined and fitted into whatever scheme
developed. Also, when Newton was old and the full
possibilities of universal gravitation became clearer to him,
he speculated to friends about the creation of stars and the
like - he believed in the necessity of a creator. Asked why he
did not publish his conjectures, he said, “I do not deal in
conjectures”.
Newton spent more time and effort on alchemy than on
anything else. In the ‘mechanical philosophy’ Newton had
found an approach which radically separated ‘body’ and
‘spirit’ and eliminated spirit from the working of nature.
Newton needed a way of bringing back spirit without
sacrificing ‘truth’. Alchemy looked on nature (including the
animate and inanimate world) as life and explained
phenomena by the activating agency of spirit: it claimed that
all things are generated by the ‘copulation of male and female
principles’ and that there existed an ‘activating’ principle,
an active agent - the philosophers’ stone.
When, later, chemistry was found to fit nicely into the
‘mechanical’ philosophy, so that its use as a spiritual basis
of things disappeared, it became difficult to find some other
sets of phenomena to take its place, ie phenomena which
were both ‘spiritual’ and capable of systematic investigation.
It is understandable, in view of the religious objections of

the times, that Newton would not publish anything about
alchemy. However, he also never, in the thousands of pages
of notes on his alchemical reading and experiments, got to
the point of writing up a theory, something equivalent to his
mechanics and optics. No matter how much he invested
personally in this work, he would not sacrifice his scientific
integrity by anticipating a successful outcome.
We appreciate his theories of gravitation etc. More
important for us today - we would have got to his theories in
time in any case - is his unbending scientific integrity.
Nevertheless, his type of science was rarely practised even
in his day. Today, because of the sheer size of the scientific
enterprise and the economics of it all, the Newtonian methods
are out of the question. Which is a pity. One consequence of
the rush to publish is that marginal matters such as
speculations involving untestable non-material notions creep
in everywhere. If Newton’s fine example were followed, much
of Freud, most of Jung and of Maslow, all of ‘morphic
resonance’ and ‘culture genes’ and cosmic connectivity, not
to mention the many hundreds of lesser lights who dress up
speculation and conjecture as persuasive because ‘scientific’,
may have remained in their originators’ desks.
Lots of people, just like Newton, see a place in the world
for ‘spirit’, mind, whatever. Nothing wrong with that, nor
with the publication of such people’s thoughts, provided that
they are presented as speculative and give way, where there
is an overlap, to the Newtonian-type scientific knowledge.
There can be an appeal to a supernatural authority which
readers are free to accept or reject. For enterprises of this
kind the Newtonian caution need not apply - to philosophers,
historians, nor to most of the writings of anthropologists,
sociologists, etc, nor to religious, theological, mystical works,
nor to poetry, from Blake to Les Murray. But when, unlike
Newton, people buttress their ideas with ‘scientific’ pretences
and push them as demonstrable truths, the sceptic must
remonstrate. Such people try to persuade others, as they
manage to satisfy themselves, that there are some
circumstances and methods of bringing ‘spirit’ into the
respectability accorded in our secular times to the sciences.
They try to establish a systematic framework of the world
which is either complementary to or in competition with the
physical world. Since all attempts along these lines in the
past have been found sooner or later to be nugatory, it may
be more useful enterprise to systematically try to incorporate
remaining vestiges of such animate approaches to nature into
the system of phenomenal theories which are the everyday
basis of our interactions with the world.
Continued page 17 ...
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Never let the Facts...
Harry Edwards
Most readers will be aware of the American magazine The
National Enquirer, whose outstanding reputation is for the
bizarre, and an ability to exaggerate, embellish, distort and
sensationalize just about anything to the extent that any
resemblance to the truth is purely coincidental.
Recently on the market is the Australian version, more
inclined to drift along with the plethora of women’s mags
who thrive on royal trivia than the paranormal fantasies
featured by its American antecedent.
The headline of one story to which my attention was drawn
(National Enquirer, August 31, 1993) proclaimed:
MIRACLE ROCK FLOATS IN THE AIR.
The subheading, not to be outdone, exclaimed, “Experts
baffled by 90kg stone that flies like a balloon” . An
accompanying pic showed a group of Indian men pointing
with fingers and arms outstretched at a rock seemingly
floating above their heads.
Now having done some pretty hard yakka in my time
including clearing boulder strewn building sites, I was just a
mite sceptical about a rock imbued with the ability to
overcome a natural law. However, as the “experts” were
baffled I read on curious to find out why.
The story goes on to say that the stone - a round hunk of
granite weighing just under 90kg, located at a Moslem shrine
in the city of Khed, can normally only be lifted by a
weightlifter, but each day scores of visitors line up, chant the
name “Peerbaba Kamarali Devish” an ancient Moslem holy
man, and effortlessly lift the stone with their forefingers. The
text reports that the stone hovers in the air for a few seconds
and then drops heavily to the ground. In an adjacent box,
however, it is claimed that “It floats on its own for a few
minutes then drops!”
Who were the experts baffled by this extraordinary event?
A riddle anyone capable of dividing eleven into 90kg could
solve. Well there was Abdul Karim, 50, a bicycle shop owner;
Ubedulla Khan, a 45-year-old teleprinter (sic!), and Javed
Mehboob Tambuli, the shrine’s caretaker. Not impressed?
But wait, there’s more!
Dr A Nigvekar, head of the department of physics at India’s
University of Poona, who is quoted as saying, “It’s definitely
not a trick ... I’ve examined the stone. It’s an ordinary rock
weighing just under 90kg. There’s absolutely nothing special
about it at all.”
Now having spent two months in India lecturing at
universities, scientific establishments and to rationalist
organizations, predominant among which are members of
high academic standing and who would be as likely to confirm
such a mundane happening as miraculous, as Uri Geller would

admit to being a magician, I wrote to Dr Nigvekar asking
whether he had been quoted out of context or inaccurately. I
just couldn’t bring myself to believe that the head of a physics
department could go along with such nonsense ... perhaps he
was having a joke at their expense.
In September I received the following reply from Dr
Nigavekar. The letterhead reads: Department of Physics,
University of Poona, Ganeshkhind, Pune 411 007. India. Prof
Arun S. Nigavekar, Member, University Grants Commission.
Dear Mr Harry Edwards,
I am in receipt of your letter dated 6th inst., with a clipping
from the National Enquirer, August 31, 1993, Australian
edition.
I am rather surprised to find quotes attributed to me in
the news item mentioned in the clipping. Indeed, I do
not recollect meeting any reporter or any other person
in connection with the news item that has appeared in
the National Enquirer. In fact, I have never visited the
place mentioned in the news item even though I have
heard about lifting of a stone by a group of persons.
Under the circumstances, the statements mentioned in
the news item cannot be attributed as my statements.
In fact, I would be pleased to know the name of the
person who has written this particular news item. In the
news item it is mentioned that the boulder floats on its
own for a few seconds (it is interesting to see that this is
converted as “for a few minutes” in the adjacent box),
which as told to me by many people, is not true. With
kind regards, yours sincerely,
AS Nigavekar

My faith in scientific integrity restored, I concluded that
journalistic licence is one thing but another to put words in
the mouth of one who would have been accepted as a credible
witness but was not even present at the time.
I wrote to the National Enquirer enclosing a copy of Prof
Nigavekar’s letter and asked for their comments so that they
could be included in a future article for the Skeptic.
A few days later I received a call from the editor of the
National Enquirer, Mr Grant Vandenberg, who thanked me
for the opportunity to comment but added that the material
in question had been sent them from the States and he would
have to fax them for a comment. I offered to delay publication
of the proposed article until a reply was received - at the time
of writing that was just over two months ago.
During the first week in December 1993 it was announced
that the Australian edition of National Enquirer had ceased
publication. Mr Vandenberg is now working on the Channel
10 Alan Jones programme.
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In another article “Holy Woman Oozes Oil and Bleeds
from Hands and Feet” (See also The Good Oil, the Skeptic
Vol 13 No 4, p 12) the followers of stigmatic Mirna Nazzour
claim that she has been given divine healing powers by God.
Thousands say (at least so the story goes ) that they were
cured by Syrian-born Mirna’s touch - among them the blind,
crippled and cancer sufferers. The article further claims that
medical science has never given an explanation for stigmata
and that in 1990 the “miracle” was witnessed by Dr Mansour,
a professor from the UCLA School of Medicine who testified
to the authenticity of the deep wounds which opened on
Mirna’s body, saying they healed in two days - compared
with an expected ten.
Again I sought confirmation only to have the letter returned
marked “insufficient address.” Subsequent enquiries showed
that there are fourteen Dr Mansour’s listed in UCLA.
However, two other points can be addressed, first the
“thousands” of anecdotal testimonies and second the
“absence” of a scientific explanation for stigmata. Generally
speaking anecdotal evidence is worthless, and the National
Enquirer makes it even more so by omitting the source of the
information - if there ever was one.
Assuming it is not a hoax or a self-inflicted wound as in
the case of the Bavarian stigmatic Theresa Neumann whose
blood when analysed turned out to be of menstrual origin,
there is a condition known as psychogenic purpura, in which
spontaneous bleeding can occur with no current physical
trauma. It can be brought on by severe stress and occurs in
people of “hysterical predisposition” the cause therefore
would appear to be a psychological manifestation rather than
a supernatural one.
...Gaia from p 15
The respect accorded to scientists tends to be extended to
their metaphysical speculations, whatever their quality.
Ordinary people may also be deluded by the dreamings of
fringe scientists and pseudoscientists, although they tend to
be scoffed at by establishment scientists and may, with luck,
disappear when some new fashion replaces them. The
philosophers etc, provided they do not impinge on the
phenomenal areas, operate under their own, quite different
rules, mainly concerned with internal consistency, the length
of their pedigree, and any use that can be made of their output.
I should not wish to hazard a guess whether or not the
fancies of dealers in matters spiritual, or of the pseudoscientists, are more damaging than the more subtle
suggestions of Eccles, Davies, Whitehead, etc.
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Convention 1994
Preliminary announcement
The Australian Skeptics annual convention will be held on
the weekend of June 4-5, 1994 in Sydney (the venue will be
announced in the next issue of the Skeptic ).
The keynote speaker will be Philip J Klass, chairman of
CSICOP’s UFO Subcommittee, and one of the world’s leading
sceptical authorities on UFOs and “alien abductions”.
In addition to the convention, Mr Klass will be appearing
on two further occasions in Sydney, one of which will also
be the Skeptics’ annual dinner meeting and once in Newcastle.
He is also expected to visit Canberra and Melbourne during
his stay in Australia. Subscribers will be advised of the dates
and venues as the details are finalised.
Media contacts wishing to interview Mr Klass during his
visit should contact Australian Skeptics at the above
address.

In the Beginning
the first five years of the Skeptic
The book which collects all the major articles and
correspondence from the first five years of the Skeptic
magazine into one composite volume. It is professionally
produced, of 164 pages, in A4 size.
Read about the issues that concerned Australian Skeptics
in its formative years (1981-1985). Sections include:
astrology; creationism; cryptozoology; divining; health;
pseudoscience; psychics; scepticism; TM; and UFOs.
We have had a most gratifying response to the
announcement of the publication of “In the Beginning” in
the previous issue, but we still have plenty of copies available.
It makes an excellent addition to your sceptical library and is
an ideal gift for your less-than-sceptical friends and relations.
Don’t miss out on this important event in the history of
Australian Skeptics. Order your copy now from:
Australian Skeptics
PO Box A2324
Sydney South NSW 2000
Cost $25.00 (+$2.50 p&p)
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SCIENCE & MYTHOLOGY

The Unicorn
Anthony G Wheeler
Do Unicorns exist? Have Unicorns ever existed?
These may seem like simple questions, questions to which
the answers are well known. Nevertheless, they are not. We
cannot select our answers from just ‘yes’ or ‘no’. The answers
have been sought for hundreds of years, and even now the
answers are not simple.
‘Science’ strictly means ‘knowledge’. Major methods of
‘knowing’ are intuition, authority, rationalism, personal
experience and science. ‘Science’ as we usually use the term
is the study of accumulated knowledge, and how it was
produced
using
the
principles of replication, and
trial by experiment. It is
science’s scepticism about
existing knowledge that
drives our need for
replication, and for trial by
experiment.
How does science
contribute to our knowledge
of Unicorns? How have
these other methods of
knowing contributed, and
when there was conflict which type of knowledge
dominated?
As for the answers, the
mythical, magical Unicorns
never have existed. Though
natural one-horned animals
(without magical powers)
have
existed
(the
rhinoceros), top-horned
animals
have
been
inadequately described and
mis-interpreted as Unicorns,
and two-horned animals may
well have been made into
Unicorn-like one-horned
animals.
The Unicorn Myth
Of all the fabulous beasts, the Unicorn is special in that it is
very beautiful, and in that it has no interest in man.
The Unicorn is the composite of power and purity, force
and love, of strength and righteousness. Bigger than a horse,
as powerful as an ox, and armed with a single horn over a

metre long, it is a noble beast that symbolizes true and deep
love. The single horn is bright and sharp, so sharp that it
pierces flesh with ease. And the Unicorn is coloured: a pure
white body with the horn black, white and crimson from
bottom to top.
The Unicorn is a noble creature, living alone with no need
of man. They live far away, in deserts and solitary on the
tops of mountains. The Unicorn is powerful, too powerful
for any man to hunt. (If a lion meets a Unicorn, the lion runs
for the nearest tree for safety.) If desperately outnumbered
and cornered, the Unicorn
will leap from a cliff to land
impaled upon its horn unharmed, to then run away
to safety. But the Unicorn
may be taken by trickery
and guile. Use a pure lady,
young and innocent. A
virgin is recommended.
Dress her with care and seat
her in a pretty glade and
wait: a sweet song may
help.
The Unicorn is a
creature of love. The
Unicorn is too powerful for
man, but is enchanted by a
woman’s capacity for love.
The Unicorn passing by a
virgin or young maiden
cannot help but pause, to
approach, to lay quietly
with his head resting lightly
in the lady’s lap. Sing soft,
sing low.
Your Unicorn is now
vulnerable, your Unicorn
may now be attacked. But
do not aim to capture him,
because no man can restrain such power. All you may do is
take his life. As he lies gentle and quiet, without warning
thrust in your sword with all your strength. And again, and
again. You may yet fail, and the beast may still escape. But
you may just succeed, you may still the savage heart, the
strong limbs, the beauty and the glory.
The horn is magic, destroying all poison. Place your food
or drink into a cup made from the horn and however poisoned
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it may have been it will now be safe to eat. Or add a sliver of
horn to your drink to purify. Just place a horn on the table
and any poison nearby will make the horn ‘sweat’. A little
horn ground and taken (called ‘sugar of the horn’) will even
cure sickness. Beat and boil the horn in wine and your teeth
will be made white and clear.
The Unicorn is noble;
He keeps him safe and high
Upon a narrow path and steep
Climbing to the sky;
And there no man can take him;
He scorns the hunter’s dart
And only a virgin’s magic power
Shall tame his haughty heart.
A medieval German folk-song.
The Chinese Unicorn
‘Science’ is associated with western democracies. But the
lack of science is not so
restricted. On the other side of
the world the Chinese had
their Unicorn too. The
Chinese Unicorn, the k’i-lin,
is a most significant animal,
the foremost of all the 360
animals on earth. The Unicorn
has the body of a deer, the tail
of an ox, the hooves of a
horse, and a short, fleshy horn
and five-coloured coat.
The Chinese Unicorn is so
gentle that it takes care when
walking not to tread on the
tiniest of creatures, and will
not eat even grass choosing
rather only dead plants. To
harm such a peaceful beast is naturally most serious; even to
just come across a dead Unicorn is unlucky.
The Chinese Unicorn lives a thousand years, and is a good
omen. One of four magical propitious animals (with the
Dragon, Phoenix and Tortoise) the Unicorn’s appearance
foretells the birth of an honourable ruler.
Apparently in the 13th century one of the Emperor Ghengis
Khan’s armies was turned back from its path of conquest by
a chio-tuan, a variant of the Chinese Unicorn, announcing
“It is time for your master to return to his own land.”
The source of the Unicorn myth
It all started with the Talmud, where a great ox with one horn
was the lead animal in Adam’s herd, and was Adam’s first
sacrifice to God. Come the flood the poor Unicorn’s huge
size meant that there was no room for it to join Noah’s
refugees in the Ark, and the Unicorn had to swim along behind
occasionally resting the tip of its horn on the Ark.
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This loss of the Unicorn in Noah’s flood is the theme for a
song, though the cause of its demise here is tardiness rather
than immense size:
Then Noah looked out, through the driving rain,
but the Unicorns were hiding, playing silly games,
they were kicking and a-splishing, while the rain was
pouring,
oh them foolish Unicorns.
1970’s Pop song
Christians found the idea of the Unicorns’ extinction in
the flood repugnant. Extinction itself was considered
blasphemy - no all-powerful God would allow one of His
creations to be lost. The myth was established and given
substance by Ctesias, a travelling, writing Greek physician;
he went as court physician to Persia in 416 BCE Ctesias
described an Indian animal as being larger than a horse and
white, with a dark red head and dark blue eyes. A single horn
450 mm long came from the
forehead; the bottom pure
white, the upper part sharp
and crimson and the middle
black. And this horn, either
powdered or made into a cup,
protected from poisons,
convulsions and epilepsy.
This animal sounds mainly
like the Asian rhinoceros,
with part Indian wild ass, part
Tibetan antelope, and a lot of
imagination and gullibility.
Indeed it the sort of account
we would expect from
second-, third-, and more,
hand accounts of traveler’s
tales, each re-teller eager to
impress others of the wonders they have seen.
The authority of the Bible
On several occasions when writing in the Old Testament about
the strong and un-tamable wild ox the authors had used the
Hebrew word for re’em or oxen. But the Jews of Alexandria
translating these books into Greek (in about 250 BCE)
substituted the Greek word monokeros, or one-horn. In Latin
this became unicornis, (unus meaning one, cornu meaning
horn). In English unicorn. The dominant English translation
of the Bible, the Authorised (King James) Version of 1611,
widely used by the Protestant Churches, continued the use
of ‘unicorn’. Dr Martinus Luther in Germany wrote of the
einhorn. (The Revised Standard Version of the Bible has reintroduced “wild ox”.)
“God brought them out of Egypt; he [Israel] hath as it were
the strength of a unicorn.” (Numbers 23:22)
“But my horn shalt thou exalt like the horn of a unicorn: I
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shall be anointed with fresh oil.” (Psalm 92:10)
“Will the unicorn be willing to serve thee, or abide by thy
crib? Canst thou bind the unicorn with his band in the furrow?
Or will he harrow the valleys after thee?” (Job 39:9-10)
This mis-translation was due to the Alexandrian’s
ignorance of the wild ox (from which modern domestic cattle
have descended), in their time having been hunted to rarity,
but knowledge of the Indian single-horned rhinoceros. Also
the influence of early Assyrian and Persian artistic style where
oxen were pictured only in profile, with only a single horn
visible, contributed to the mis-interpretation. The original
authors and editors of the Bible had no intention of implying
that the re’em had a single horn, as demonstrated by their
use of the plural horns in “the horns of the unicorns”
(Deuteronomy 33:17); they were just inadequately describing
an animal that was so familiar to the original authors and
readers that no description was needed or given, and having
trouble with an appropriate translation for its name.
Now the wild ox was massive - nearly seven foot tall with
tremendous strength and ferocity. And
these attributes came to be associated
with the mis-translated Unicorn. And
especially so when the wild ox became
extinct in the 16th century.
Personal experience of travelers
Early descriptions, some by eyewitnesses and others based on hearsay,
of the Indian rhinoceros bolstered belief
in the Unicorn. One of the best and most
accurate is from Pliny the Elder:”The
Orsaean Indians hunt an exceedingly
wild beast called monoceros, which has
a stag’s head, an elephant’s feet, and a
boar’s tail. The rest of the body is like
that of a horse. It makes a deep lowing
noise, and one black horn two cubits long projects from the
middle of the forehead. This animal, they say, cannot be taken
alive.”
Marco Polo, the explorer of Asia, wrote in 1298: “There
are wild elephants in the country and numerous unicorns
which are very nearly as big.” Marco’s ‘Unicorn’ was actually
the rhinoceros, an animal new to Europeans. The singlehorned rhinoceros certainly fit this usual description of the
Unicorn as far as power goes, and the rhinoceros is the only
animal with a central horn. Though of course the rhinoceros’
horn is no where near as long as a metre or so, and the colour
is wrong. In fact the rhinoceros was a great disappointment
for Unicorn-hunters, being greatly ugly and unattractive in
its habits. Again from Marco Polo: “They delight in living in
mire and mud. It is a hideous beast to look at, and in no way
like what we think and say in our countries, namely a beast
that lets itself be taken in the lap of a virgin. Indeed, I assure
you that it is quite the opposite of what we say it is.”
Similar stories from many travelers were compiled by
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Charles Gould into his Mythical Monsters (1886). The
number of accounts of Unicorns suggests that maybe the
Unicorn is real, but the discrepancies between these accounts
argue that they could not based on the same, common animal.
Gould suggested that possibly the animals described were
recently extinct, with the descriptions having been corrupted
by poor memories and errors in their re-telling. Another
possibility offered was that the Unicorns had been produced
by crosses, or hybrids, between horses and deer, producing
the variety. And thirdly, Gould acknowledged the contribution
of “embroidery of fancy, designed to enrich and adorn an
article esteemed rare and valuable”.
The authority of the New Testament
The authority of the Christian Bible was enough to inspire
belief in the Unicorn as a real animal. (For a few, then as
now, the Bible is taken as literally true and infallible.) This
belief was strengthened in the middle-ages by the European
Christian tradition of the Bestiaries: natural histories written
to glorify God, to reveal His purpose
in His created animals. The Bestiaries
portrayed the Unicorn as small and very
fleet with a great shyness of man, and
fascination with the beauty and love of
maidens.
We also have the symbolic
representation of Jesus Christ as the
Unicorn. Many times the scene of a
Unicorn (Jesus Christ), small (humble)
and with a single horn (the unity of
God), resting his head (the Incarnation)
in the lap of a virgin (Mary) and about
to be killed (the Passion) by a hunter
(the Holy Ghost) was exploited.
Alternatively this pretty picture is an
allegory for sex to some. Says Willy
Ley: “After all, what is white, dark at the base, and tipped
with red, and loses its power in the lap of a virgin?”
With such Biblical and Church authority supporting the
personal experience of traveler’s anecdotes the Unicorn was
accepted as real throughout the middle ages. Edward Topsell’s
16th century Histories of Beasts bases its argument for the
existence of Unicorns on a quotation from the Bible and the
literal truth of the Bible: “Likewise, in many other places of
Scripture, we will have to traduce [slander, misrepresent] God,
Himself, if there is no unicorn in the world.”
Elaboration by rationalism
Also popular, from 3000 BCE to the present day, has been
the motif of a lion and a Unicorn fighting. This has been
explained as representing the overthrow of an older
matriarchal moon-worshipping society (the Unicorn) by a
patriarchal sun-worshipping society (the lion). Or
alternatively, the succession of spring (with the vernal equinox
in the zodiacal sign of Taurus) by summer (with the summer

Vol 14, No 1
solstice in Leo). The variety of shapes of the Unicorns in
these illustrations, as though bulls, antelopes and goats had
been the models for different artists, suggests the lack of real
Unicorns on which to base the artwork, or even as the basis
for a consensus as to what animal a Unicorn resembles most.
British Knights returning from the Crusades brought back
tales of sightings of wild antelopes native to the middle east.
These antelopes have their paired horns set so close together
so that they appear as a single horn when seen from the side.
With the horn itself as a souvenir
(one fine example is still to be seen
at the abbey of St. Denis, and
another in King Edward’s collection
at Buckingham Palace), and copies
of local art showing the animals in
profile, the idea of a single-horned
(Unicorn) animal was not far
removed. Supported by the
authority of the Bible, these crude
sketches and memories of glimpsed
sightings became part of British
heraldry
The Unicorn features on the crest
badges of the Scottish clans of
Cunningham, Stewart of Appin,
Ramsay and Oliphant & Melville
(and as a supporter for the arms of
the City of Bristol). When Scotland
was united with England & Wales
in 1603 one of the two Unicorns
from the Scottish royal arms joined
the English lion (displacing the
Welsh dragon) on the new British coat of arms, and is still
there today, complete with collar and chain tethering the
Unicorn (symbolism for England’s domination of Scotland).
(You can still see these arms, complete with lion and chained
Unicorn, on older government buildings in Australian cities.)
This parochial (English) nationalism persists in the nursery
rhyme:
The Lion and the Unicorn were fighting for the crown,
The Lion beat the Unicorn all around the town.
This may have been inspired by this older account by Spenser
in his Faerie Queen:
Like as the lyon, whose imperial powre
A proud rebellious unicorn defyes,
T’avoide the rash assault and wrathful stowre
Of his fiers foe, him to a tree applies.
And when him running in full course he spyes
He slips aside; the whiles that furious beast
His precious horne, sought of his enimyes,
Strikes in the stroke, ne thence can be released,
But to the victor yields a bounteous feast.
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Intuitive belief in the medical benefits of the horn
The Unicorn has been based variously on the bull, antelope,
goat and horse, with solid or cloven hooves. In Moslem
countries it was often represented as a dog or wolf. Although
the body varies so, the horn is relatively standardised as long,
straight and slender, with spiral markings. This suggests that
while the artists’ model for the body varied, the horn was
inspired for all by the same structure: the slender, straight
tooth of a male narwhal! (The rhinoceros’ horn has a wider
base, is shorter, and slightly
curved.)
The narwhal is an aquatic
mammal (an air-breathing relative
of the whales) living in the bitter
cold arctic seas. From time to time
a dead narwhal would be carried
south by the currents to be washed
up on some Scandinavian or British
beach. Any local rustic finding such
a carcass could hardly miss the
opportunity for cash rewards: cut
the tusk free and voila - one rare
Unicorn horn for sale.
Narwhal horns were rare, but
there were just enough to keep the
legend going. The rarity of the
horns must have added to their
allure. Certainly they were greatly
valued for their prestige, for their
medicinal powers, for their antipoison properties. Not surprisingly
only kings and princes could afford
even a little one. The king of Denmark in 1600 was so very
rich and powerful that he sat on no less than a throne built of
Unicorn horns.
The Unicorn horn was known as the ‘alicorn’ (thereby
avoiding the repetitious name). Many different horns, from
black bucks, other antelopes, and so on, were passed off as
alicorns wherever a profit could be made. The ‘true’ alicorn,
known as unicornum verum, was found in the ground. These
are actually the enduring tusks of long-dead mammoths, and
were greatly prized (until doctors and patients lost their faith).
The false alicorn, unicornum falsum, from the narwhal and
available in larger quantities, was strictly distinguished in
northern Europe.
The value of the Unicorn horn lay not just in its rarity,
beauty or mystical associations, but in its reputed medicinal
potency. St. Hildegard in the 12th century first ascribed
magical medicinal properties to the Unicorn. These powers
were later transferred from the animal’s body to its unique
horn. It was the treatment of choice for epilepsy, impotence,
barrenness, worms, the plague, smallpox, and other diverse
ills.
The Unicorn horn turned bad to good: eat a little finelypowdered horn and almost any disease would be cured, or
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fashion a cup from the horn and any poison in your drink
will be neutralised. (Other incorruptible materials, like gold
and ivory, also had these supposed magical wholesome
attributes.) As to the price of a Unicorn horn, some valued it
weight for weight as equal to gold. Others valued it at ten
times their weight in gold. In Shakespeare’s time one then at
Windsor Castle was valued at £10,000. With value comes
crime. Apparently in 1303 a monk in Westminster stole a
Unicorn horn. To deter repetitions, King Edward I ordered
the monk’s entire skin to be separated and tacked to the wall
near where the theft had occurred.
Of course any medicine containing Unicorn horn would
be expensive. But then the very expense of a medicine was
proof of its value. A husband could hardly begrudge his sick
wife the benefits of Unicorn horn-medicine, even if they did
both suspect that recovery and the Unicorn’s horn medicine
were unrelated, just coincidence. And if the medicine didn’t
work, never mind - it is always worth trying, just in case.
The expense of the medicine proved the husband’s love, the
wife’s value. As we’ve already found, the Unicorn was love.
In China the Unicorn was the Asian single-horned
rhinoceros, and the rhinoceros’ horn was greatly treasured.
The rhinoceros’ horn is still believed to have some of these
properties today. Not so much for its medicinal properties as
for its aphrodisiac powers. Indeed, the desire for the
aphrodisiac properties of the rhinoceros’ horn, and the
willingness to buy it for exorbitant amounts of money, is a
major incentive for the illegal hunting threatening the
continued survival of the species. Fortunately the dishonest
substitution of African rhinoceros’ horn (this species has two
horns) as the real thing has relieved the pressure on its Asian
cousin - an example of dishonesty producing a more desirable
outcome!
Intuitive belief in the Unicorn
We have then the personal experience of travelers, the
authority of the Bible, and rational argument producing
support from other areas such as the zodiac. What is the
individual left with other than intuition? Do you believe in
the Unicorn or not? Lewis Carroll parodied the power of
intuitive belief in Through the Looking-Glass.
“...and he [the Unicorn] was going on, when his eye
happened to fall upon Alice: he turned round instantly,
and stood for some time looking at her with an air of
deepest disgust. ‘What - is - this?’ he said at last. ‘This is
a child!’ Haigha replied eagerly... ‘We only found it today. It’s as large as life, and twice as natural!’ ‘I always
thought they were fabulous monsters!’ said the Unicorn.
‘Is it alive?’ ‘It can talk,’ said Haigha solemnly. The
Unicorn looked dreamily at Alice, and said, ‘Talk child.’
Alice could not help her lips curling into a smile as she
began: ‘Do you know, I always thought Unicorns were
fabulous monsters, too? I never saw one alive before!’
‘Well, now that we have seen each other,’ said the Unicorn,
‘if you’ll believe in me, I’ll believe in you. Is that a
bargain?’ ‘Yes, if you like,’ said Alice.”
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Science: test the medical claims
In the 17th century medical sceptics (led by sceptical
Renaissance Italians) doubted the pharmaceutical value of
the Unicorn’s horn. With the placebo effect recognised as
the ‘cause’ of many claimed cures, doubt entered. With the
seeds of doubt, doctors and their patients lost their faith.
Without faith, the Unicorn’s horn was valueless. Serious
books established this opinion and its use declined. Powdered
Unicorn’s horn had been included in the British
Pharmacopoeia for nearly a hundred years, from 1651 to 1741,
but was omitted from the 1746 edition. (Of all the benefits of
science that I would like my students to learn, an
understanding of the placebo effect would probably be more
personally valuable to them throughout their lives than any
other in these days of rampant pseudomedicines.)
Science: repeat the observations
The reality of the animal diminished as the continents were
explored without the Unicorn’s home being discovered. The
explanation of the mystery of the Unicorn’s horn began with
the realisation that Columbus’ West Indies, and America, are
not India, and the subsequent search for the North-West
passage to India. Those brave sailors exploring the northern
Atlantic and Arctic oceans saw the living narwhal, and their
descriptions exposed the narwhal’s tusk as the major source
of the Unicorn’s horn. At about the same time the past
existence of mammoths as the source of unicornum verum
was being appreciated.
Disbelief in the Unicorn spread slowly. The recognition
of the narwhal did much damage to the legend. And the
exploration of the dark continents left less and less land for
the mythical beast to survive in. The fundamentalist believers
in the infallible Bible clung to the Unicorn rather than accept
that any word in the Bible may be wrong. Nevertheless, the
Unicorn’s decline was well underway by 1700, though
disbelief in the medicinal powers of the Unicorn’s horn took
a little longer.
Scientific deduction
In 1827 Baron Cuvier, a prominent and respected zoologist,
declared that a Unicorn is biologically impossible. His reason
was that in all cloven-hoofed animals the separate bones
making up the skull meet and fuse in the middle of the
forehead; this junction is called a ‘suture’. (It is the gap
between these forming skull bones that gives the newborn
baby its ‘soft spot’ in the centre of its skull.) Because the
bony horns of cattle, goats, and others, grow out from the
skull bones, and because such an outgrowth could not arise
from a suture, Cuvier declared the single-horned animal
impossible. (The rhinoceros does not count here because its
horn is not bone, but very densely compacted hair.)
Scientific deduction tested by experiment
Cuvier was wrong, however, about how the horn grows. Horns
do not grow out from the skull bones. Instead they grow from
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a ‘horn bud’ in the soft tissue covering the skull bones. The
horn grows from this bud forward to form the horn, and
backward to fuse with the skull bones behind. With this
pattern of growth the type of skull bone behind the horn bud,
suture-line or not, may not be important; maybe the growing
horn will fuse just as well with sutured bones as in the middle
of the bone.
Dr W. Franklin Dove working at the University of Maine
tested this possibility in 1933 . Dove anaesthetised a day-old
Ayrshire bull-calf, removed its two horn buds, and reinserted
the horn buds together in the centre of the forehead over the
suture. Instead of the pair of curved horns typical of Ayrshires,
this animal grew a single, very straight horn, curving slightly
upwards at its tip. And, this horn was pale gray at its base
and black at its tip. The similarity to the ancient descriptions
of mythical Unicorns was uncanny.
Unknown to Dove a few years earlier Dr Odell Shepard
had described the production of ‘Unicorns’ by a similar
operation by African Dinkas and Karrirs using cattle, and by
Nepalese using sheep. One of their reasons for doing this wa
apparently to mark the leaders of their herds. Maybe they
had made Unicorns? And maybe some of these animals had
been traded to Europe where they had inspired the
descriptions by the ancients such as Pliny?
In 1984 the USA’s Ringling Brothers Circus exhibited four
goats with single, central horns as ‘living Unicorns’. These
may have been animals created surgically by Dove’s method.
Animal Rights activists protested.
Conclusion
We have seen how personal experience, intuition, rationalism
and authority had all contributed to the Unicorn myth. And
how then sceptical, un-trusting science, with its need for the
repetition of observations, its ability to deduce, and its ability
to test claims and deductions by experiment, has reduced the
myth of splendid magical animals to man-made leaders of
the herd.
Of all the ways of ‘knowing’, of personal experience,
intuition, rationalism, authority and science, only science tests
its knowledge. Only with science is the unreliable knowledge
discarded and the reliable knowledge conserved. Science has
been criticised for its production of false concepts, and for
its delays in discarding its false concepts, but then only
science does test its concepts, and only science does discard
those found to be false.
If you started reading this article thinking it to be an
explanation of the Unicorn myth, you were right. But this
article is also a demonstration of the power of scepticism
through science to produce reliable knowledge. No other way
of knowing has this same power.
The lack of any reality to the mythical Unicorns has been
so evident for some that they have used the Unicorn as the
epitome of an idealistic animal “totally insulated from all
exogenous rhythms”, as a stand-in for the “null” hypothesis;
hence its appearance in a 1957 research paper “Biological
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Clock in the Unicorn”.
Is then the final fate of the Unicorn? To have been reduced
to a classical non-animal for the use of theoretical biologists?
Never mind, the solitary power of this beautiful animal with
its unbridled love of innocence continues in our myths.
Sources
Daniel Cohen, “Unicorn”, Encyclopedia of Monsters, 1982 Dorset
Press (NY) 0880294426, pp 266-270.
LaMont C.Cole, “Biological clock in the unicorn”, Science, 3 May
1957, vol 125, pp 874-876.
Jack Dann & Gardner Dozois, “The Unicorn”, Bestiary, Jack Dann
& Gardner Dozois (eds), 1985 Berkley (New York, NY) 0-44105508-7, pp 69-70.
William J. Darby, “The unicorn and other lessons from history”,
Nutrition Reviews Supplement, July 1974, pp 57-61.
Wallace C.Ellerbroek, “The Unicorn”, Journal of the American
Medical Association, 1 April 1968, vol 204, no 1, pp 131- 134.
A. C. Fox-Davies, A Complete Guide to Heraldry, (revised and
annotated by J.P. Brooke Little), 1909, 1985
Thomas Nelson (London) 0-85613-854-1, pp 164-167.
Charles Gould, “The Unicorn”, Mythical Monsters, 1886, 1989
Bracken (London, UK) 1851702695, ch 10, pp 338-365.
Richard Huber, Treasury of Fantastic and Mythological Creatures,
1981 Dover (New York) 0-486-24174-2.
Humphrey Humphreys, “The horn of the unicorn”, Annals of the
Royal College of Surgeons, England, 1951, vol 8, pp 377- 383.
James M.Jasper & Dorothy Nelkin, The Animal Rights Crusade,
1992 Free Press (NY, USA) 0-02-916195-9, p 160.
Fridolf Johnson, “Unicorn”, Mythical Beasts Coloring Book, 1976
Dover (New York, NY) 0-486-23353-7, p 28.
Willy Ley, Lungfish, the Dodo, and the Unicorn, 1949 Viking Press
(New York). Willy Ley, “The legend of the Unicorn”, Exotic
Zoology, 1959 Viking (New York), 1987 Crown (New York, NY)
0517625458, ch 1, pp 13-27.
Genevieve Miller, “The Unicorn in medical history”, Transactions
of the College of Physicians (Philadelphia), 1960, vol 28, pp 8093.
Richard F.Mould, “Unicorn’s horn”, Mould’s Medical Anecdotes,
1984 Adam Hilger (Bristol) 0852747624, pp 130-133.
Malcolm South (ed), “The Unicorn”, Topsell’s Histories of Beasts,
1981 Nelson-Hall (Chicago) 0882296426, pp 169-175.
Lee M.Talbot, “Marco Polo’s Unicorn”, Natural History, Dec 1959,
vol 68, no 10, pp 558-565.

Illustrations
1: Unicorn (from Fridolf Johnson, “Unicorn”, Mythical Beasts
Coloring Book, 1976 Dover (New York, NY) 0-486-23353- 7, p
28).
2: Chinese Unicorn, ink on paper (from Richard Huber, Treasury
of Fantastic and Mythological Creatures, 1981 Dover (New York)
0-486-24174-2, p 93).
3: Unicorn from a 13th-century French illuminated manuscript (from
Richard Huber, Treasury of Fantastic and Mythologi-cal Creatures,
1981 Dover (New York) 0-486-24174-2, p 28).
4: Unicorn from the British royal coat of arms, 1693 (note the collar;
the chain has been omitted) (from Richard Huber, Treasury of
Fantastic and Mythological Creatures, 1981 Dover (New York) 0486-24174-2, p 28).
Many others are available from the sources listed.

24

Vol 14, No 1

REVIEW

Theology and Creationism
Alan Towsey
Genesis, Creation and Creationism
Lloyd R Bailey
Paulist Press, New York, 1993
The author of this book is associate professor of Hebrew
Bible at the Duke Divinity School in North Carolina, and
also holds a degree in physics, two things which make him
very well qualified to write it. The book is directed - very
definitely - against the advocates of “Creation Science”
(“Creationism”), whom he distinguishes as “Creationists”,
but it departs from the usual practice by ignoring the currently
accepted hypothesis on the origins of the Bible (which
‘creationists’ would reject anyway) and concentrating instead
on the plain text of Genesis 1-11 as it appears in most modern
versions, and so letting the text speak for itself.
The main thrust is that the author(s) of these chapters did
not intend primarily to record a literal history of the origin of
things - that was a minor issue, expressed in the concepts of
the time - but rather to distinguish Hebrew belief in one
supreme God from the polytheistic beliefs of their Semitic
neighbours. Whereas the latter tended to regard the awesome
forces of Nature as gods in themselves, disputing and fighting
among themselves, the Hebrews believed in one God who
had himself actually created these forces as mere ‘things’,
powerfully and systematically, in a short period of time.
Bailey shows, for example, that the ages of the
patriarchs: “are not randomly distributed. This is in
contrast to what we would expect from a genealogical
list of historical ages. Rather, the vast majority of them
are divisible by five (ie they end in either 0 or 5) ...Of
the remaining entries, ten of them end in either 7 or 2.”
(p 56) (Deduct the magic number 7 and you get 0 or 5
again) “...As for divisibility by 5, note that the human
life-span is set at 120 years (Gen 6:3); the dimensions
of Noah’s boat are 300 X 50 X 30 (6:15); rain fell for
40 days and 40 nights (7:12) covering the mountains to
a depth of 15 cubits (7:20) and enduring for 150 days
(7:24); ...Some animals came aboard in 7 pairs (7:2);
the flood begins after 7 days (7:10); the waters endure
until the 17th day of the 7th month (8:7); the birds are
sent out at 7 day intervals (8:8-12); and the earth
becomes dry on the 27th day (8:14)”. (p 58)
These ages are compared to the Mesopotamian pre-diluvian
King Lists, which give fantastic life spans (72,000 years etc)
that turn out to be multiples of 60 - the basis of place-notation
in Babylonian mathematics. Base 60 is evident, too, in many

of the figures in early Genesis.
This analysis is conducted at length in the book, and is
supported by a comparison - or contrast - with “the
randomness in the lengths of reign of the Kings of IsraelJudah as recorded in 1&2 Kings”.
The author sums up his exposition in the following
terms: “Perhaps, then, a theological statement is being
made throughout the manipulation of numbers. The
genealogy in Genesis 10 has an integrity and a ‘truth’
of its own which transcends considerations of history ..
Neither the individual ages ... nor the number of
generations in a genealogy ... was intended to be ‘literal’.
They do not intend chronology and geography in the
modern sense of those terms, and thus the text itself
argues against the use to which ‘creationists’ have put
it.” (pp77-8)
Dr Bailey admits, of course, that nowadays we have no
idea what the original purpose of the authors in this respect
may have been - we can only guess. He further queries
whether the text describes “creation out of nothing” (creatio
ex nihilo), as the ‘creationists’ claim. While some
commentators (eg Unger & White: Expository Dictionary of
the Old Testament) claim that the Hebrew word bara’ does
mean just that, the author, a Hebrew scholar - contests this,
pointing out that “about this there has been a long history of
debate”. In the Bible, “this verb is used only with the deity as
the subject, but usage elsewhere (mainly in Isaiah 40-55),
which some modern interpreters think date from about the
same time as the present formulation of Genesis 1” indicates
that:
“Clearly, in these and other texts, the divine action is within
history and involves actions performed upon existing matter.”
(p 110) 1
All this discussion (including some fascinating and
informative footnotes), however, takes up only half of the
book (120 pages). The remaining 118 pages are taken up by
16 Appendices, many of which make absorbing reading. Some
of the topics they cover are:
The ‘Day-Age Theory’ - How long is a ‘day’ in Genesis?
(A surprise here!)
Radiometric Dating Techniques. (One of the best
summaries I have seen.)
Numbers: Sacred and Symbolic Usage ... the Number
Seven.
Gematria.2
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The Cosmology of the Ancient Semites (with diagrams).
Is “Scientific Creationism” Independent of “Biblical
Creationism”?
It also includes the unabridged text of the verdict of the
US District Court in 1982 against the Arkansas Board of
Education, prohibiting as unconstitutional the teaching of
‘Creation Science’ in state schools, and showing that so-called
‘scientific creationism’ is essentially a religious approach,
while evolutionary theory, on the other hand, is based on a
scientific approach.
The notes to this particular Appendix also point out the
falsity of the ‘creationist’ claim ”that the belief in a creator
and acceptance of the scientific theory of evolution are
mutually exclusive. ...many working scientists who subscribe
to the theory of evolution are devoutly religious.” (p 232)
What I personally cannot go along with, however, is the
author’s suggestion mentioned above - and often put forward
by others, too - that the stories in Genesis 1-11 are stating
some form of ‘truth’ or ‘truths’ in symbolic fashion. To me,
this is a cop-out on the part of those who feel compelled to
accept the facts of evolution but still wish to justify their
belief that the Bible is inspired throughout by God, at least
in its main themes, if not literally. 3 No-one knows for sure
whether, or how far, the Bible is inspired - certainly the errors
and contradictions cannot be.
To my mind, these stories are plain myths, invented to
explain the origin of things in concepts of the time, and with
no thought of hidden ‘truths’ (beyond, perhaps, the concept
of the one creator-god) - do we look for hidden ‘truths’ in
myths of the Australian aborigines, for example?
They are also, as the eminent mythologist Joseph Campbell
has said, “revelations of the deepest hopes, desires and fears”
of the myth-makers themselves - but they are not divine
revelations. Robert Walter puts it succinctly (in World
Mythology, Reader’s Digest 1993, p 9): “For many, their own
myths are literal facts, while everyone else’s are imaginative
concepts”.
The ‘creationists’ main error, of course, as this book sets
out to make clear, is to treat their English version of the Bible
as if it were an exact translation of the ‘original autographs’4,
and read it for its surface meaning only, failing not only to
analyse the text, as Dr Bailey does, but also failing to take
into account the literally thousands of different sources on
which the various versions are based, by translators of
different religious persuasions, who often come to quite
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different conclusions as to which are the most probable
reading - to say nothing of the ambiguities and various
possible interpretations inherent in the Hebrew and Greek
texts themselves. 5
All in all, this book is not only absorbing and thoughtprovoking reading for those interested in biblical studies, but
also contains a wealth of reliable information with which to
counter the arguments of the ‘creationists’.

Notes
1

Philo of Alexandria, a Jewish philosopher writing in the first
half of the first century CE (working, admittedly, from the
Septuagint [Greek] translation of the Old Testament), does not
seem to accept creatio ex nihilo, but rather to think that God
brought order, system and activity into previously existing, but
inert, chaotic matter. “Nothing is generated out of nothing... for
it is impossible that anything should be generated out of that
which has no existence anywhere”. (On the Eternity of the World,
II [5]). This idea, of course, was not new: the Roman poetphilosopher Lucretius, writing in the 1st century BCE (On the
Nature of Things, I:155) had already declared: “Nothing can be
created out of nothing” - a view that has never yet been positively
refuted by any experiment or discovery; any theories to the
contrary remain just that - theories.
2
eg Philo of Alexandria (Allegorical Interpretations, Book 1,
1:3): “When, therefore, Moses says, ‘God completed all his works
on the sixth day’, we must understand that he is speaking not of
the number of days, but that he takes six as a perfect number.”
3
Since many of the same moral and religious themes, though
sometimes differently expressed, run also through the Koran and
the Scriptures of other major religions, it could well be argued
that these, too, are equally as inspired as the Bible - as indeed
their adherents believe.
4
The ‘original autographs’ are, of course, long since lost. Noone today knows for sure exactly what they said, nor even when
or where they were written, or by whom - we can only
hypothesise. But it seems strange that, if God went to the trouble
of inspiring absolutely inerrant scriptures in the first place, he
could not arrange for these to be transmitted intact, without
copying errors or other alterations or additions, down through
the ages.
5
For example, as discussed in this book, does the Hebrew of
Genesis 1:1 mean “In the beginning God created...” or “When
God began to create ...” (as in some modern versions)? Or does
Genesis 2:4 mean “In the day when the Lord God made...” (King
James version and others) or “(At a time) when the Lord God
made...” (as in some modern versions)?
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Facilitated Communication
Adam Joseph
The technical data in this article summarises the arguments
contained in Disability and Facilitated commu-nication:
A critique - by Professor Alan M Hudson. (Royal
Melbourne Institute of Technology), in TH Ollendick &RJ
Prinz (Eds), Advances in Clinical Child Psychology (Vol 17).
New York: Plenum Press. With kind permission of the author
and publisher.
Funding stopped
On September 30, 1993, the Victorian State Government
ceased funding the controversial facilitated communi-cation
centre, Dignity, Education and Language (DEAL) thus ending
a period of some seven years of government financial backing
at both the state and federal level. DEAL had been the subject
of a review which resulted in 35 recommendations regarding
management, client management practices, referral and
assessment procedures and professional issues. Because
DEAL had been unable to satisfactorily meet the necessary
recommendations, the Minister for Community Services, in
effect, dealt a blow which saw the group cease promoting
the facilitated communication technique with taxpayers
blessing.
So ended another chapter in the technique in which a helper
or “facilitator” manipulated the hand of a disabled person to
point at letters on a typewriter keyboard and, allegedly, to
communicate. The amazing aspect of this whole story is how
it was able to engender as much support as it did for so many
years. In 1979, after a protracted legal battle, a judgment
was handed down in the Supreme Court of Victoria to allow
Anne McDonald to leave St Nicholas Hospital, a facility for
physically and intellectually disabled children. She has since
then lived with Rosemary Crossley, a former teacher at St
Nicholas and the person who introduced facilitated
communication. Later, a film, Annie’s Coming Out. , was to
be made of events leading to McDonald’s release. The story
was given wide media exposure and as such served to prolong
a method which still has it’s supporters today. It is also a
good case where even the ‘experts’ gave credence to the
method of communication used by Crossley, until grave
scepticism set in. What the heart may sometimes want to
adhere to, reality can break apart.
The Method
Facilitated Communication has been defined in various ways,
but the most frequent is “a teaching strategy used to help
people with severe communication impairment develop the

hand skills needed to use communication aids independently”
(Crossley, 1992b, p43).
The technique usually involves some form of physical
assistance by another person, called a facilitator, to help the
speech impaired person to accurately point at letters or push
keys on a communication device of some sort. The letters
then spell out the intended message. The communication
device may be a high technology device such as a computer,
or a low technology communication device such as an
alphabet board. Very frequently the device used is a Canon
Communicator, an instrument which is operated by a
keyboard and which generates a paper tape print-out
containing the message. The controversy which has developed
centres upon the fact that the facilitator, while providing
physical assistance, may influence the communication
generated by the person with the disability (Biklen, 1990,
1992a, 1992b; Calculator, 1992a, 1992b; Cummins & Prior,
1992; Prior & Cummins, 1992; Rimland, 1992).
In 1988, a group of professionals working in the intellectual
disability field made a submission to the state government
expressing concern about facilitated communication. The
group comprised five psychologists, five speech pathologists,
four special educators, one psychiatrist, one occupational
therapist, and two managers of large services for the disabled.
The working party presented evidence that in some instances
the communications were being substantially influenced by
the facilitators (Interdisciplinary Working Party on Issues in
Severe Communication Impairment, 1988). As a consequence
the state government asked the Intellectual Disability Review
Panel (IDRP) to conduct an inquiry into the reliability and
validity of facilitated communication (referred to by the IDRP
as assisted communication). Their report recommended that
each case needed to be individually assessed (Intellectual
Disability Review Panel, 1989). A previous inquiry,
commenced in 1979 and lasting nine months, found of eleven
intellectually disabled children tested, that “Not one of the
eleven children shows any evidence of a level of intellectual
functioning beyond that expected of children of two and a
half years of age. The eleven children function at a level
indicative of severe or profound mental retardation. There is
no valid evidence to support the claims that these children
can communicate by the use of an alphabet board. Ms
Crossley’s claims that these children are capable of
understanding and communicating highly sophisticated
concepts are false. No child shows evidence of even the most
elementary level of literacy or numeracy”. (Eisen, 1980, p6)
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Despite concerns, the growth of facilitated communication
received little attention from government or other sources in
recent years until the case of Carla (a pseudonym). Carla
was a 29 year old woman living with her family in suburban
Melbourne and attending a local adult day centre. She had
contracted encephalitis as a young child and since then had
been considered to be severely intellectually disabled. During
1990, while being ‘facilitated’ by a staff member at the day
centre, Carla “alleged” that her father and her brother had
repeatedly raped her. Furthermore, Carla “alleged” that her
mother was complicit to the attacks by holding her down and
muffling her objections.
Carla was removed from her home by government
authorities in late 1990, but the family ultimately made an
application to the Guardianship and Administration Board
(GAB) to be appointed legal guardian of her. As part of the
proceedings of the Board, Carla’s ability to communicate
using facilitated communication was assessed (Hudson,
Melita, & Arnold, 1993).
The GAB found that Carla had a severe intellectual
disability and could not validly communicate using facilitated
communication. Guardianship was jointly awarded to her
mother and sister. Carla now lives at home again, does not
attend the same day centre, and does not use facilitated
communication.
Communicated Accusations
A further critical case that drew public attention was that of
a worker in a community residential house for disabled
people. The male staff member (Mr W) was sacked by the
state government after three women who lived at the house
alleged, via facilitated communication, that he had drugged
and raped them. Mr W was charged by the police but the
magistrate dismissed the case because of the failure of a
simple validation test. The state government, however,
refused to reinstate Mr W. This resulted in an investigation
by the State Ombudsman, who supported the view that Mr
W had been unjustly dismissed (Ombudsman Victoria, 1993).
Curiously, facilitated communication did not spread to
other states of Australia despite its development in Victoria.
Overseas, however, it began to spread after a visit to Australia
by Douglas Biklen of Syracuse University, who wrote of his
experience at the DEAL centre in the Harvard Educational
Review (Biklen, 1990). Sadly, disputes about the validity of
facilitated communication, often enmeshed in allegations of
sexual or physical assault, have also followed.
In Syracuse, New York, a 10 year old girl with Down
syndrome accused her father of sexual abuse. In Kingston,
New York, a 13 year old girl with autism accused her father
of sexual abuse. In Marion, Indiana, a 10 year old girl, who
was blind and severely intellectually disabled, accused males
from her home of sexual abuse. In Whittier, California, a 27
year old male teacher was accused of sexually abusing four
autistic male students. In Wichita, Kansas, a 17 year old
severely intellectually disabled girl accused her mother of
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sexual abuse. The Autism Research Institute (1992a, 1992b,
&1993) summarized these developments and commented that
in the 20 or so cases they were aware of, all of the allegations
had been judged false or not credible. They then went on to
list law suits that the accused had subsequently initiated.
These included a $6 million suit in New York, a $2.5 million
suit in California, and a $700,000 suit in Indiana.
Facilitated communication is now also used in England
and other parts of Europe. This use, however, appears to be
less well established than in Australia and North America.
Evaluation
Experimental studies typically involve testing the ability of
the individual to validly communicate using facilitated
communication, under conditions in which the facilitator is
not aware of a specific piece of information that is intended
to be communicated. Three particular methods have evolved.
For the sake of clarity, the person with the disability is referred
to as the subject, and the person providing the facilitation as
the facilitator.
(a) The first method involves asking the subject a question
which requires a specific single word or short answer
response. The facilitator is present at the time and may or
may not know the correct answer. However, the facilitator is
auditorily screened from hearing the question and cannot,
except by guessing, assist the subject with the answer.
(b) The second method involves showing the subject a
stimulus object which requires a response. The facilitator is
present but is visually screened from seeing the object. The
stimulus object may be a picture about which a specific
question is asked, for example, what is the colour or shape of
some element of the picture. Alternatively, the stimulus object
may be a written question requiring a single word or short
answer response.
(c) The third method involves having the facilitator leave
the room, and then either showing some object to the subject,
or discussing some topic with the subject. When the facilitator
returns to the room, the facilitator asks the subject to indicate
what happened during his or her absence. In this situation
the facilitator can engage the subject in extended discourse,
but must be able to accurately elicit the required event. This
procedure is referred to as ‘message passing’.
The first formal testing of an individual’s ability to
communicate using facilitated communication was probably
the testing of Anne McDonald, which took place in the
Supreme Court in Victoria in 1979. This testing was not part
of the proceedings of the landmark case in the Supreme Court
in May 1979, in which Justice Jenkinson decided that she
was not intellectually disabled and allowed her to leave St
Nicholas Hospital. It was part of a later case, heard in
September 1979, regarding her seeking release from the
control of the Public Trustees to manage her own financial
affairs. Crossley and McDonald (1980) report that a variation
of the message passing methodology was used. The
assessments were carried out by a Senior Master of the Court
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with only Anne and the facilitator (Rosemary Crossley)
present. The facilitator was sent out of the courtroom and
words were spoken to Anne. After several unsuccessful trials,
Anne reproduced two words given to her, “string” and
“quince”, which were reproduced as “string” and “quit”.
Crossley and McDonald report that Justice Murphy accepted
this as evidence that Anne could successfully communicate
using facilitated communication and ruled in her favour.
The first large scale validity evaluation reported in
literature is that conducted by Wheeler, Jacobson, Paglieri,
and Schwartz (1993). The study involved 12 subjects living
in a residential service for adolescents and adults with autism.
All subjects met the DSM-111R diagnostic criteria for autism
and were aged between 16 and 30 years.
The subjects were shown pictures of familiar objects and
asked to type the names of the objects on either a word
processor or a printed representation of a QWERTY
keyboard. The typing took place under three conditions. The
first involved the subject being shown a picture and then
asked to type a name with no facilitation. The second
condition involved facilitation, but with the facilitator being
visually screened from seeing the picture shown to the subject.
The third condition was called the distractor condition and
also involved facilitation. In this condition, however, the
facilitator was shown a second picture at the same time as
being screened from seeing the subject’s picture. In half of
the trials in this condition the picture shown to the facilitator
was the same as that shown to the subject, but in the other
half of the trials the picture was different The facilitator was
not aware of the picture being the same or different.
Each of the 12 subjects was given 10 trials in each
condition, with the 10 trials in the distractor condition being
equally divided between same and different distractors. Of
the 120 trials in the facilitated condition, not one was judged
as being correct, and only two were judged as being partially
correct. For the 60 trials in the distractor condition in which
the facilitator saw the same picture as the subject, there were
14 correct responses. Nothing could be concluded from these
responses and Wheeler et al referred to them as pseudocorrect responses. For the 60 trials in which the facilitator
saw a different picture, there were no correct answers to the
picture shown to the subject. There were, however, 12
answers which corresponded to the card shown to the
facilitator. Wheeler et al considered that these data
“conclusively and incontrovertibly proves that, for this sample
of facilitated communication participants, their
communications were influenced (ie altered or determined)
by their respective facilitators” (Wheeler et al, 1993, p56).
Given many other studies examining the validity of
facilitated communication, the fact that facilitators influence
the communications of their subjects does not seem to be an
issue about which there is disagreement. The experimental
studies clearly demonstrate the existence of such influence,
and its existence is accepted by the proponents of facilitated
communication. The reported literature, however, is strangely
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silent in regard to the motivation for such influence, but those
who do address it consider it to be unintentional (Eberlin et
al, in press; Wheeler et al, 1993).
Ethical Issues Associated
On the face of it, facilitated communication is something
which offers hope to people with communication
impairments. Individuals, who previously were not able to
indicate their needs and wishes, could use the method to
increase their own contribution to decision making about their
lives. This would in turn greatly enhance their quality of life.
It is not surprising, therefore, that those who have questioned
the usefulness of facilitated communication have met with
considerable resistance from its proponents. The usefulness
of facilitated communication must, however, rest upon its
demonstrated validity.
Results of experimental evaluations of the ability of
individuals to communicate using facilitated communi-cation
have not shown that the subjects can validly communicate
while using the method. Furthermore, studies show that
facilitators are very likely to exert influence on a subject’s
attempt to communicate during its use. Although this
influence appears to be totally unintentional, there must be
serious ethical concerns about the use of facilitated
communication.
First, there must be a fundamental concern about the notion
of attributing a communication as originating from a person
when this is in fact not the case. All human beings would see
it as a right that others do not put words in their mouths.
Most human beings have the cognitive and communication
skills necessary to dispute things which they are alleged to
have said. People with intellectual disabilities do not usually
have these skills, and hence the erroneous attribution of a
communication is a particular problem in their case. It is
incumbent upon service providers to provide maximum
safeguards in regard to this issue.
A second ethical concern relates to the issue of providing
the best possible service to people with disabilities. It is
imperative that service providers make available to their
clients those programs which have been shown empirically
to be effective in meeting their needs. Facilitated
communication is not well supported empirically or
theoretically, and as such, ought to be closely scrutinised by
service providers before selection for adoption with a
particular client.
The final ethical concern relates to the propensity for users
of facilitated communication to become involved in disputes.
These disputes may be about matters which are relatively
minor, for example which visitors the person will have, or
may be very serious and involve issues such as allegations of
sexual abuse. All disputes generate stress and should be
avoided if at all possible. If programs other than facilitated
communication can be used to achieve a particular objective,
ethical concerns would suggest that those programs ought to
be used as a first preference.
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Conclusions
In a relatively short time period the phenomenon of facilitated
communication has had a major impact on the field of
disability. Much of this impact has, unfortunately, been
associated with serious disputes about important issues in
the lives of disabled people. The use of facilitated
communication has clearly been controversial.
This short review has summarized the history of the
development and spread of facilitated communication. It has
also looked at some of the research into the validity of its
use. The experimental studies have found little, if any,
evidence of any individual’s ability to validly communicate
using facilitated communication, but did find evidence of
pervasive influence exerted by the facilitators. Although some
theoretical analysis has been attempted, this has been rendered
somewhat difficult by an absence of a comprehensive and
cohesive statement about its theoretical underpinnings.
Finally, the ethical issues associated with the use of facilitated
communi-cation were discussed.
The general picture which has emerged is that facilitated
communication does not have a sound theoretical base, and
that the experimental data do not support the view that
disabled people can use it to validly communicate their wishes
and opinions. There is no evidence that facilitated
communication constitutes an advance in clinical psychology.
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A Taste for Chinese?
Richard Buchhorn
In the lead-up to the Bicentenary and Brisbane Expo, a glossy
new magazine, Exploring Australia, appeared. The lead
article by Peter Shanley, “The Cooktown Cannibals” described as “chilling” by the Courier Mail - told the story
of Hugh and Don Macquarie, who:
“...were captured alive. Both men were attacked and knocked
unconscious. When the elder Hugh awoke, his brother had
already been killed and was being roasted. To make sure Hugh
didn’t try to escape, the tribesmen chopped off his legs at the
knees and left him to watch while his brother was eaten. With
the last of his strength, he scratched an account of what had
happened into a tin pannikin. The pannikin was found by a
party of miners four days later, pushed under a rock ledge
amid the remains of the feast.”
(Congratulations if you didn’t assume that the title of the
article referred to Aboriginal people; doubled if the word
‘tribesman’ left you unsure on the matter: you are excused
from having to read the rest of the article. Otherwise, read
on!)
A dramatic story, worthy of a place in Ripley’s “Believe it
or not”. The sceptic in me stirred: I decided to check it out.
Shanley could not remember where he got his version from,
but it was probably from Hector Holthouse (River of Gold,
Angus & Robertson, 1967), who, in turn, was unable to give
me a source for his account. Ion Idriess (The Tin Scratchers,
A&R, 1959) had a slightly less gory version - Hugh’s legs
broken, not amputated - with details of some of the sentences
and quite extensive information supposedly scratched on the
pannikin.
Contemporary newspaper reports milked the incident in
the best tabloid tradition, but gave none of the graphic details
featured in the Holthouse/ Idriess versions. Even before the
police search, The Cooktown Herald “supposed” the bodies
were eaten and, “for all we know, the skeletons (are lying)
bleaching around camps...” This surmise is possibly the
source of Idriess’ account of “freshly picked bones glinting
in the sun” being found beside the track.
I eventually located the original Inquest Papers in the
Queensland State Archives (No 47 of 1877). These include a
detailed account of the results of a five-day search of the site
by a five-member police detachment. Throughout, there is
no mention of the pannikin or cannibalism: a butchered packhorse, personal belongings, blood stained clothing, and blood
on the rocks and ground were found, spread along a mile of
the track. 400 metres further on, and 400 metres off to the
left of the track, some hair, burnt skin and bone fragments

were found in a fireplace on the third day of the search. While
Dr Korteam pronounced the hair to be human, either the skin
and bone fragments were not given to him, or he declined to
declare them human. They could well have been from the
butchered pack-horse. The coroner returned an open verdict.
Dr Peter Bell (Cairns Historical Soc Bulletins 276/8) points
out that the evidence could be read to suggest that the brothers
were killed by a solitary European traveller for the
considerable quantity of gold they would have been carrying.
It would have been in the interest of any suspect to have the
pannikin produced at the inquest. Could the story about it
have been spread to discourage further investigation?
The later versions become increasingly inconsistent with
the evidence presented at the inquest, and the details of their
graphic story of cannibalism are clearly exposed as
fabrications.
A preference for the flesh of Chinese
A few months later, the statement of a columnist in The
Sunday Mail about a preference Aboriginal people in North
Queensland had shown for the flesh of Chinese, over that of
Europeans, was challenged in a letter to the editor.
Encouraged by four correspondents who rushed to his
defence, the columnist poured scorn on his critic, claiming
that what was written was “completely accurate” and
dismissing as “asinine rubbish” the suggestion that there was
no evidence for it.
The dogmatism and stridency of the letters and subsequent
column, reminiscent of defenders of creationism, astrology
etc, invited me to take my enquiries further.
I began with Carl Lumholtz, a Norwegian ethnographer,
who spent fourteen months in North Queensland in the early
1880’s, often alone with Aboriginal guides, observing flora,
fauna and Aboriginal practices. His book Among Cannibals,
reprinted 1980, is frequently cited, even by people who
haven’t read it, but vividly recall the title - and, of course,
presume it refers to Aboriginal people.
The topic of cannibalism would fill a mere five of the
book’s 400 pages. Some people told Lumholtz that the natives
were cannibals. He never actually saw anyone eating human
flesh, and he does not name the few witnesses who said they
had. The specific examples are vague on details of date and
place.
But his Aboriginal guides, he said, made no secret of their
cannibalism. It was a leading topic of their camp-fire
conversation at night; their eyes sparkled at the thought of
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eating human flesh; thighs, they assured him, were the best
eating. All this, Lumholtz said, caused him disgust and
irritation.
Aboriginal people reading his story usually explode into
laughter at his reversal of cause and effect. They point to the
restraint and courtesy shown by the guides in allaying his
fears with assurances that they had no stomach for the flesh
of a white man.
Over the years, the numbers supposedly eaten have grown
from dozens to hundreds, peaking in Cilento and Lack’s
Centenary History of Queensland, which had “thousands of
Chinese ... killed and eaten by the ferocious myalls of the
Palmer”.
So, what is the evidence? The research of historians like
Evans, Saunders, Reynolds and Loos over recent decades
provided a good starting point. And Michael Pickering’s
unpublished thesis, “Cannibalism among Aborigines: A
Critical Review of the Literary Evidence” (ANU, 1985) has
provided detailed information and a framework for analysis.
When you put together all the statements relevant to the
topic, all the newspaper reports, journals, books, letters,
inquests, whatever, relating to North Queensland for the
period 1861 to 1897, the material fits broadly into three
bundles.
Firstly, there are the specific credible reports of the deaths
of some 260 Europeans and 90 Chinese at the hands of
Aboriginal people. These give, in varying degrees, details of
names, dates, places and circumstances. For 20% of them,
there are quite extensive Inquest Papers in the Queensland
State Archives. But in not one of these reports is there any
real evidence of cannibalism.
That qualification - no real evidence - defines the second
bundle; instances from the first group, like that of the
Macquarie brothers, where allegations of cannibalism were
added. But the mere fact of disappearance, signs of struggle,
bloodstains, or the failure to find a body are not real evidence.
Bones and charred flesh in the fire-place may be evidence of
cremation, but not of cannibalism. Were they to be considered
as such, the white perpetrators of the 28 Aboriginal people
at Myall Creek in 1838 would have been charged with
cannibalism.
The third bundle includes stories which lack details of
names, dates, place or source - like Holthouse’s story of half
a dozen Chinese miners found hanging from a branch by their
pigtails, waiting for their turn to be clubbed, roasted and eaten.
Or Lumholtz’s tale of ten Chinese miners being eaten at one
dinner (he attributed the preference for their flesh to their
being largely grain fed).
In short, we still lack even one credible account of either a
European or a Chinese person having been eaten by
Aboriginal people, let alone evidence for any preference.
Endosocial cannibalism
At this point, a related question is often raised: “But they did
eat one another, didn’t they?” Rather than answer that fully,
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let me try to summarise Pickering’s findings.
Indigenous Australians were deemed to be cannibals before
colonisation. That preconception, together with fear and
fertile imaginations, coloured observations (often partial) of
complex burial rituals. They led to exaggeration, distortion
and fabrication of evidence. They turned suspicions and
allegations into assertions; second- and third-hand accounts
were presented as first-hand ones.
The critical preference option would be for the strength of
the evidence for incorrect and extravagant accusations by
the colonisers, over the weakness of the evidence for
cannibalism among Aboriginal people.
The persistence of the myth
As part of my research, I succeeded in contacting over a dozen
writers of published books, articles, letters etc who had
endorsed this cannibalism myth. Some ignored me; a few
were surprised and willing to re-assess their positions; others
became agitated and abusive - how dare I challenge accepted
knowledge and push the ‘noble savage’ image! But none came
up with any evidence.
A well-publicised book on the Chinese in Australia (1992)
included sweeping statements about Aboriginal people in
North Queensland: “They all ate human flesh as sustenance,
not as ritual, which made them dangerous to visitors... Game
was short, hence the widespread cannibalism of the
Aborigines... Inevitably some Chinese were eaten by
Aborigines.” When, through his publisher, I questioned the
basis for the author’s statements, and asked for references,
he replied,
“It (cannibalism) happened as I said and that’s that. The
people who are trying to deny it are the same sort as the
German right-wingers who are now denying that any Jews
were murdered... People who try to bend history to suit
themselves exasperate me. Buchhorn is not worth replying
to directly...”
Having done the hard work, I rather naively thought that it
would be possible to get the subject debated and to be able to
challenge repetitions of the myth. On some occasions, my
letters to editors of papers repeating the story were not
published. When they were, two or three correspondents
emerged from the woodwork to attest to the cannibalism of
Aboriginal people and with considerable feeling. Often they
were given the last word; replies to their assertions were not
printed.
Skeptics interested in my Kafkaesque experiences with
regulatory bodies, supposedly responsible for the correction
of harmful inaccurate material - the Australian Press Council
,and the Judicial Committee of the Australian Journalists
Association - might read David Bowman’s articles in
Australian Society for April 1990 and September 1991, and
for an even more frustrating tussle with QTQ9 and the old
Australian Broadcasting Tribunal, in the ABC’s 24 Hours
for May, 1993.
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The role of the myth
The debate should now focus on the origins, growth, role
and persistence of such myths.
In the era of colonisation, “They are cannibals” could be
loosely translated, “We want their land”. The perception of
indigenous peoples as primitive, savage and inferior helped
justify both the process and its brutality.
The myth still functions to impede the process of owning
our history in this land. The allegation is not made about
Aboriginal people living today, but the myth enables ‘us’ to
take pride in the success of our effort to civilise/ Christianise
‘them’, liberating them from barbarous practices. Stories like
those of Lumholtz and Holthouse lurk in the dark recesses of
many minds, ready to leap out whenever the negative
perceptions and latent hostility are threatened.
It also serves to dissociate Aboriginal people of today from
those who supposedly indulged in the practice, undermining
claims to continuing sovereignty and land rights. Indeed,
Hugh Morgan of Western Mining has argued that to recognise
Aboriginal cultural affiliation with land would be to legitimise
cannibalism.

local community - there emerged “a significant association
between the length of postpartum sexual taboo and
cannibalism”.
It is possible that this amazing discovery is an example of
the computer adage “garbage in, garbage out’. Or it might be
every bit as relevant as other findings: M Albertus Bain’s
statement (Ancient Landmarks, Uni of WA, 1975) that “all
circumcised tribes practised cannibalism”; Levi-Strauss’
(1966) suggestion that cannibals generally eat their own
boiled and others roasted; and Lumholtz’s warning of a
hundred years ago, that it was “a mistake to suppose that
cannibals have an uglier look than other savages”, that indeed
they, “may look very quiet and approachable”.
But if weight is to be given to such discoveries, they have
the potential to intrude on social niceties. If, for example, an
Aboriginal couple, or indeed any couple from a different
ethnic or religious background, invites you to dinner, be
careful. Don’t be deceived by appearances. Ask how they
intend cooking the meat; check the man’s wedding tackle
and find out how long they left it unused after the birth of
their last baby. We do, after all, live in dangerous times.

The wider debate
Along the way I discovered a book, The Man-eating Myth,
by W Arens (OUP, 1979), an anthropologist at the State
University of New York. His journey has, in some ways,
parallelled mine. The book is quite short and readable and is
recommended to anyone interested in the subject.
Arens points out that just about every group in history
has, at some time or other, been accused of being cannibals including the Picts, Scots, Irish and Catholics: unknown
people from just beyond the geographical or social limits of
the world of the accuser. He notes that anthropologists have
never allowed lack of reliable observation of the practice
deter them from asserting that it used to happen until just
before they arrived to study the exotic strangers; that unlike
other customs, it has ceased immediately at the urging of the
coloniser or missionary. He suggests that it is doubtful that
cannibalism has ever been an accepted practice for any
society.
While not touching on Australian versions of the myth,
Arens focuses on the same processes, preconceptions and
purposes evident in this country. Indeed, if he revises the
book, he will probably cite Michael Pickering’s work.
But the fascination of the topic persists. In Divine Hunger:
Cannibalism as a Cultural System (CUP, 1986), another
American anthropologist, Peggy Reeves Sanday,
acknowledges, and dismisses Arens’ hypothesis. She then
makes a quantum leap to compare 109 societies on which
she deemed the information sufficient to judge whether
cannibalism could be classified as present - in 37 of them or absent - in 72.
What do these societies have in common, how do they
differ? Sanday found that, in heterogeneous societies - ie
societies like ours, with at least one jural level above the

I would be happy to provide copies of material mentioned
above to interested Skeptics and would also appreciate any
comments, photocopies of material perpetuating or using this
myth in the Australian context, or demonstrating its growth.
These may be ancient or contemporary, in books, local
histories, letters to editors, oral traditions, commentaries of
tour guides. Phone (07) 844 5526 or PO Box 3230, South
Brisbane 4101.

A BLATANT PLUG

Hubble Photographs
Available
Our friends at Sky & Space magazine, the subject of a Blatant
Plug in the previous issue, advise us that their next issue
contains a selection of outstanding astronomical photographs
taken by the recently repaired Hubble space telescope. Any
astronomy buffs who are keen to see just what results can be
produced by a telescope above the atmosphere, now that its
optics are working properly, can buy Sky & Space at most
newsagents, or subscribe from:
Sky & Space Publishing
80 Ebley St
Bondi Junction NSW 2022
Tel (02) 369 3344 Fax (02) 369 3366
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LIFESTYLE

Chinese Puzzles
Shane Delphine
The following article consists primarily of a potted account
of an interview conducted by Steve Colebrook and myself at
Melbourne’s Como Centre on 13 December with American
Feng Shui master Bill Spear who was in Australia on a lecture
tour.
Those unfamiliar with the word Feng Shui (pronounced
fong shway) have obviously been lax in their following of
that journal of new age philosophy - Woman’s Day - of late.
In any case, Bill will enlighten you with his definition of
Feng Shui in the transcript. Note that this definition may differ
from those found elsewhere. In my preliminary reading for
the interview, I discovered that traditional Chinese principles
are extremely difficult to pin down, leaving ample scope for
personal interpretation.
Before I detail the transcript, and before you begin to berate
us for the dearth of hard-edged questions posed, I must explain
that the interview was conducted for the radio program The
Liar’s Club and it was necessary to obtain Bill’s consent for
its broadcast.
At the end of the dialogue, as on The Liar’s Club, I will
offer a few thoughts on Bill’s responses.
Q. What is Feng Shui?
A. Feng Shui is the Chinese art of placement, which
emerged in the Orient probably around the 7th or 8th century
AD. [It was] based upon the Chinese Book of Change, known
as the I Ching, which was probably a few thousand years
older than that. [The I Ching is] based upon an understanding
of man’s relationship to his environment.
[Feng Shui] was originally used to find an auspicious
dwelling place for a shrine or a tomb, since the ancients
believed that the essential energy that we are remains on the
planet even after our death ... and [thus] sought always to
find a calm place for the spirit of their ancestors to reside.
At the same time, there was a body of knowledge which
was very keenly aware of the relationship between the
environment and dwelling houses, and the people who were
living in this culture at that time started to take notice of ...
how civilization ... was affected by the configuration of the
rivers and the mountains and also by the forms and shapes of
the dwellings and the orientation of their front door ... [They
also noted that] the quality of life that was taking place in
those dwellings was keenly related to the textures and the
materials that were used, the colours that were used, the
direction that the wind was blowing, the movement of the
sun and so forth. ... Throughout many, many centuries this

[knowledge] stayed pretty much in China, but as the global
economy expanded after the industrial revolution, and
especially in the last decade or so [with the growing
prominence of Asian culture] ... there is now quite a lot of
interest in the West built around Feng Shui.
Q. How dramatic are the effects of Feng Shui upon a
person’s health?
A. Very much so. ... The effects of shapes and angles,
colours, textures [and] patterns in the environment in which
people are living, recuperating or being treated ... have all
been clearly shown through studies to be closely correlated
with the success or failure of different types of treatments ...
Q. Does Feng Shui effect just a person’s mental health or
does it have some physical effect upon them?
A. Well, in traditional cultures there was never a separation
between mind and body ... The concept of holism was a living
reality in traditional cultures. It was not something they had
to assemble from a group of parts. It was already given that
we’re all connected. So we can see that it affects the mind
and body simultaneously in the symbol and imagery of the
different placement and angles, textures and colours of things,
as well as having dramatic effects upon our heart, on the
function of our urinary tract, our sexual organs, our
respiration, all those kinds of things.
Q. In what circumstances would someone employ a Feng
Shui expert and what do you do when called in?
A. Very often there are situations where buildings are
created that have big “negative spaces” ... In Feng Shui, when
there is such a [negative space], it immediately creates some
difficulty for the occupants, so if a corner is missing [for
example], it needs to be corrected by light, or by bringing
activity, or what the ancients called ch’i, energy, to that
missing corner. So in some cases I might recommend that
people put gardens in a courtyard and maybe put some birdfeeders out there to attract some activity. In other cases, we
might put a fountain there to charge up the area [author’s
note: water is regarded as a carrier of ch’i]. ... There have
been some dramatic effects where people have had their
corners missing which is analogous to a part of their life which
is underdeveloped or missing, which may affect their health
[Bill went onto describe some of the miraculous
transformations that have taken place in people’s lives after
suitable corrections to their environments have been made].
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Q. Is it possible to put a mirror or bird feeder in the wrong
place and would this have adverse effects?
A. ... There are two specific aspects to Feng Shui. One is
the more mundane or ordinary aspect which is the
rearrangement of things ... no grave consequences are there
if you happen to make the wrong choice ... The second nature
of Feng Shui ... is more highly charged and for some people
it tends to occur to them as being very mystical, or even full
of superstition, and these aspects [are what] we call the
transcendental applications ... This is a movement of energy
which is in the invisible world. [In fact] acupuncture is based
upon the invisible world, [it is] the understanding of the
energy flowing through our body in the pathways we call
meridians. The insertion of needles, or the heating of a herb
called mugwort, or even finger pressure, on certain points
along the meridians changes that energy. I sometimes call
Feng Shui “acupuncture in space” because the meridians that
flow through the body are also flowing through any room or
space, courtyard, your office, they’re everywhere! And so
what you do in a transcendental nature is that you kind of
begin to turn the dials and twist the knobs in space. [You
don’t] literally insert needles there ... but you do other things
to change the energy - you might place a mirror in a particular
place, or hang a crystal somewhere, the proper placement of
a wind chime will moderate that energy or charge that energy
or pacify that energy ... if you fool around with it, without
any kind of understanding, yes, you can create difficulty.
After reading a description of the course Bill was teaching
in Melbourne, we asked:
Q. Can you tell us how Feng Shui may be used in predicting
the future?
A. Feng Shui uses as a basis of understanding the occupant
of a house a type of astrology which is relatively obscure,
but very accessible, ... based upon the I Ching. It is not the
zodiacal astrology ... which uses an understanding of the
constellations ... [rather] it is based on a cycle of nine, kind
of based on, and related to, the nine planets, and the cycle of
nine changing and moving through space ... So the predictions
that we can make are a result of studying the atmospheric
changes that take place year by year as we move through
these nine years; cycles of nine.
Specifically, if you’re asking me for some future
predictions, I’ll go so far as to say that in the next two to
three years we will see, continue to see let’s say, very, very
significant political and geographical changes on the face of
the earth. The earth is moving into a very intense period of
energy according to the I Ching astrology, and we’ve seen so
many ethnic culture clashes taking place all over the world for example, the Bosnia-Hercegovina-Croatian- Muslim
issue, or what’s been taking place in Africa and Northern
Ireland and so forth. I think this will intensify in the next two
years ... This is something we’ve been talking about for the
last five years since 1989 - 1990 when the change [to the
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current cycle] originally took place. So between 1990 and
1999 very, very big changes on the face of the earth ... We’ve
[already] seen a horrific earthquake in India, I think we’re
likely to see more of those, more fires, more really strange
changes in our weather patterns - I mean speaking to people
around the world about what’s been going on with the weather,
right, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to notice something is
very strange with the atmosphere of the world ...
I think we’re in for some fairly rough going as a species in
the next two or three years just in terms of our stability, so I
would encourage people to look primarily at their own
individual health and take care of themselves. [People should]
really look at the relationship between diet and disease. We
all know that somewhere down the road, we’re going to have
to pick up the tab and we’re like just, you know, putting it
off, putting it off until the UFO shows up and takes care of
us. Well, I don’t think it’s going to happen that way. I think
it’s going to be more a challenge to our own individual
destinies, a challenge to our own individual disciplines and
way of life
Q. Can you expand upon the concept of ch’i?
A. ... We’re all made up of an invisible energy called ch’i,
and some people will ignore it and deny it and focus only
upon the material world and you have to do the double blind
cross-over study and absolutely show it to me in mass, and
form, and texture, and temperature, and dimension. [Then]
there’s other people who can watch ch’i being manipulated,
being changed ... as with ch’i kung masters ... and seeing is
believing, when you see those kind of things happen, you
change your orientation, your perception completely alters.
Bill’s replies to our questions bring many issues to mind.
At the root of Feng Shui lies the “invisible energy, ch’i”. To
reiterate the comments made by Stephen Basser in his article
upon acupuncture (the Skeptic Vol 13 No 2) “the [traditional]
concept of ch’i bears no resemblance to the Western concept
of energy ... The Chinese character used to represent ch’i is
literally read as vapours rising from food”. Thus, in order to
make the concept of Feng Shui (and acupuncture) more
congruous with twentieth century modes of thought, it appears
that practitioners misrepresent or misinterpret the nature of
the core Eastern philosophy which they claim validates their
practices.
Forgetting the historical inaccuracy, the assertion that ch’i
is some form of invisible energy, itself, does not stand up to
scrutiny. Many forms of energy which are invisible to the
eye are known to science - x-rays and ultra-violet radiation
provide two obvious examples. However, the existence of
these forms of invisible energy can be demonstrated through
experiment. Furthermore, they are consistent with, and
indeed, tie in with, other demonstrable facets of reality in
our universe.
The existence of ch’i, on the other hand, cannot be shown
by any existing scientific means. Bill remarks, in response to
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our final question, that “seeing is believing”, but I believe
that one of James Randi’s greatest gifts to scepticism is the
fostering of the contrary notion that one should not be
convinced of something merely on account of having
witnessed it. I am the first to admit that some human beings
can perform some pretty remarkable feats, be they ch’i kung
masters, long distance runners or whatever. However, they
are human feats, the result of the development and refinement
of the human body, not the product of the manipulation of
some mysterious energy.
Another problem with ch’i is that it is an energy that is
simply not needed. We have convincing explanations for most
aspects of existence. We don’t need ch’i to explain how a
fridge works, or why a drug behaves as it does, or why planets
rotate. This is not to deny the possibility that there are forms
of “energy” (or forces) that are presently unknown to us.
However, any unknown force is unlikely to have the effect at
the macroscopic level that ch’i is claimed to have.
With reference to the system of astrology Bill mentions, a
minor point is that his claim regarding the cycle of nine being
based upon the nine planets is obviously incorrect - Pluto’s
discovery, for example, only came in 1930. Bill presages war
and natural calamity in the current nine year cycle as the
earth passes through a “period of intense energy”. But what
nine year period since the earliest days of man’s existence
has not been marked by war and natural disaster? If he had
predicted, in the current climate, that, say, the next five years
in earth’s history would be marked by peace and goodwill
among men and, counter-intuitively, it turned out to be true,
then that would provide some impetus for closer scrutiny of
the method of divination espoused.
I am also a bit worried by his prescription for humanity in
the face of the predictions made - “I think that we’re in for
some fairly rough going as a species ... so I would encourage
people to look primarily after their own individual health”.
None of the concern for the well-being of humanity that is
one of the few laudable aspects of many new-age philosophies
- rather a distinctly egocentric outlook is encouraged.
Finally, although I am sure that many other points have
arisen in readers’ minds, it occurs to me how easy it would
be to set oneself up as a Feng Shui practitioner! A week’s
reading of the I Ching (to get the terminology correct),
coupled with a fertile imagination and you’re set :
“Yes, place the pot plant over in that corner.”
“You’ve been feeling lethargic lately? It’s the colour of
this room. It represses the ch’i which gives you vitality. I
suggest painting that wall a light shade of blue ... You don’t
like blue? Well how about peach?”
“You know crystals are good ... You’ve heard about power
of crystals?
Well, they help focus the ch’i inducing positive flux
throughout the immediate area. This corrects imbalances ...”
Yes I’m sure you get the idea.
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World Round Up
Harry Edwards
Ultra-orthodox rabbis in Jerusalem have declared Israel’s
planetarium off limits. The planetarium show for secular
audience said the universe was created about 15 billion years
ago, which the rabbis consider heresy. Ultra-orthodox Jewish
belief insists that God made the world 5,753 years ago, the
date calculated from scriptural references.
The planetarium show for religious audiences said the
universe was created “a long time ago,” but that was not
enough for the rabbis.
San Francisco Chronicle.
You name it, the Russians believe it: faith healing, astrology,
magical ointments, and so on. A popular Russian magazine
on herbal remedies offered the following advice: “To heal
rheumatism, summon the courage to lash yourself with
nettles.” No doubt the editor used to work for the KGB.
A 16 year old girl named Lena had her headaches treated
by a faith healer, who yanked from Lena’s stomach a rope of
spirits that only a healer could see. She pointed with disgust
to the floor, where the spirits purportedly lay coiled in a heap
and said, “Five meters I pulled out!” (That’s five yards of
spirits, not five parking meters ... demons come by the yard
in Russia.) Seems that this would give you stomach aches,
not headaches, although reading about it gave me both.
The North Texas Skeptic.
Dr John E Mack, professor of psychiatry at Harvard and one
of Bud Hopkins’ (of alien abduction fame) ‘disciples,” after
having interviewed Linda (an alleged abductee), offers the
following assessment in an article. “The idea that this sincere
and honest woman could be involved in an elaborate hoax is
so absurd as to force attention upon the motivation of those
making such a bizarre claim ... She is clinically,
characterologically, humanly— use whatever language you
like—incapable of such deception...”
COMMENT: Isn’t that what Samson said about Delilah?!
Philip J Klass.
Skeptics UFO Newsletter.
The London Daily Telegraph reports on a state-of-the-art
observatory in Arizona which is jointly operated by NASA
and the Vatican. The paper says that the telescope searches
distant galaxies for NASA ... and if it happens to find any
humanoids out there, the Catholic Church is prepared to
baptize them. I guess the shortage of priests is worse that I
thought...they’re looking for candidates in outer space. This
could explain why the Pope wears that tall hat. Could he be
... a Conehead?!
The North Texas Skeptic
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SCIENCE

A Chemical Free Lunch
Brynn Hibbert
Once in existence force cannot be annihilated; it can only
change its form : Mayer 1842
The energy of an isolated system is constant: 1 st year
chemistry textbook
There is no such thing as a free lunch. Brynn Hibbert
The stars twirl apparently endlessly in their orbits and if God
happens to ask a chap in Utah to solve the World’s energy
problems he should see no great problem in obliging the deity.
Mind you, this was Utah in pre-Fleischmann and Pons (cold
fusion) days, but one of the Middle East wars was in progress
and the price of oil had just taken a hike, so the prospect of
running your motor car on cheap water rather than expensive
oil was too good to miss.
Thus was the story unfolded unto me by a producer of the
television program Beyond 2000 some years later. The
producer had been sufficiently enthused to send a reporter
over to Utah to view the device, a perspex cylinder about
50cm tall by 20cm in diameter containing metal tubes running
vertically. From the top it
looked like a latter day
Gatling gun. The video that
they brought back showed a
Mr Stanley Meyer pouring
“pure” water into the
cylinder, then switching on
a generator upon which
bubbles swirled up from the
metal tubes. Evidently the
electricity from the
generator was used to
produce hydrogen and
oxygen. If a lid was bolted
on then a rapid rise in
pressure could be seen on a
gauge. The gases escaping
from an orifice could be ignited and lo! they burned with a
clear flame.
Stop me if I’m wrong but was not electrolysis discovered
by Volta in 1800 and communicated to the Royal Society in
London (whose President was Joseph Banks, the Australian
explorer), and would not any student of science explain that
bubbles of hydrogen and oxygen are exactly what would be
expected. The difference (according to Mr Meyer) was that
the generator was there merely to provide an oscillating
electric field and that the process was not electrolysis but

resonance. Springs resonate, atoms in molecules resonate,
so it was argued that by hitting just the right frequency the
hydrogen atoms and oxygen atom in water will fly apart.
The analogy with soldiers walking over a bridge in step,
causing it to collapse, or the note on the church organ that
brings the roof in, was perfect. Why could not a suitably
directed electric field do the same with a molecule? To add
to the credibility there was an interview with a gent with
donnish half-glasses purporting to be the Dean of Engineering
at London University who, while clearly trying to hedge his
bets, said that there was something in this resonance theory
and perhaps it should be taken seriously. The brochure that
came from Mr Meyer invited investors to set up their own
resonators, while counselling that this opportunity was for
the ‘financially sophisticated’ only. I shall leave you to ponder
on the problems of resonance.
Two hours later a sadder, and I hope wiser, TV man left
my office. I knew I had got the message across when he
inquired whether the First Law of Thermodynamics did work
everywhere. “Yes”, I
assured him, “it would be a
very strange God who
suspended the Laws of
Physics only in Utah”.
Much to my surprise the
man and his device
reappeared in a New
Scientist
article
in
September of this year.
Resonance had fallen
out of favour, now it was
zero point energy. I could
not help but write to that
magazine pointing out that
zero point energy like
resonance was a chimera as
far as useful work goes.
What astounds me is the sheer gullibility of people, not
the least journalists. A few years earlier I had been involved
with an Australian invention that claimed to make a new form
of hydrogen and oxygen. The front page article in the Sydney
Morning Herald blasted “Fire from Water .. an inventor’s
triumph”, and started “A cramped workshop at the back of a
suburban house in Sydney’s west seems an unlikely place to
trigger a global energy revolution.”. There clearly has been
no global energy revolution emanating from a Sydney back
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yard, but there is a race memory that major problems are
being solved, so that when Professor Hibbert turns up offering
a more tame discovery, he hears that all this has been done,
and why are the taxpayers wasting their money on pompous
academics who bag independent seekers of truth.
These modern day perpetual-motion vendors have a long
pedigree that was only mildly disrupted by the statement of
the First Law of Thermodynamics by Mayer in 1842. Water
features large in these efforts. The energy crisis in 17th
Century England was caused by the lack of mill streams to
turn water wheels. Robert Fludd (1574-1637) left a number
of illustrations of a device to recirculate the water in an
overshot water wheel. In this device the falling water that
turned the water wheel
provided enough energy to
both grind the corn and return
the water to the mill race via
an Archimedean screw. Fludd
was not a charlatan and
neither was the Bishop of
Chester who in Mathematical
Magick (published in 1648)
discussed the use of a magnet
to attract a steel ball up an
inclined ramp, “which steel
as it ascends near to the
lodestone may be contrived
to fall through some hole in
the plane, and so return to the
place from whence at first it
began to move; and being
there the lodestone will again
attract it upwards till coming
to the hole it will fall down
again; and so the motion will
be perpetual...”. The good
Bishop seems to have invented the first executive desk toy,
as he proposed no way of exploiting the work done by this
recirculating ball.
Whatever the current energy fad, a perpetual motion
machine was made to exploit it; water, wind, electricity,
steam, magnetism. I have always particularly liked the Zimara
(1460- ca 1523) self-blowing windmill, in which the rotation
of the sails of a windmill work enormous bellows to provide
the wind to turn the sails to work the bellows.
The American Patent Office tried to cope with the steady
stream of putative perpetual motion devices by issuing the
following notice “The views of the Patent Office are in accord
with those scientists who have investigated the subject and
are to the effect that such devices are physical impossibilities.
The position of the Office can only be rebutted by a working
model. ... The Office hesitates to accept fees from applicants
who believe they have discovered Perpetual Motion, and
deems it only fair to give such applicants a word of warning
that fees cannot be recovered after the case has been
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considered by the Examiner”.
One of the great perpetual motion frauds was John Worrel
Keely who claimed to invent a generator that turned tap water
into high pressure etheric vapour when vibratory energy was
applied. The Keely Motor Company raised $5 million from
spurious inventions based on a hydro-pneumatic-pulsatingvacu-engine, sympathetic equilib-rium, etheric disintegration
and even quadrupole negative harmonics. Even when Keely
was dropped by his eponymous company he found a rich
widow to support him. On his death in 1898 his house in
Philadelphia was searched to reveal a labyrinth of pipes that
conducted compressed air to power his perpetual motion
machines. The New York Journal ran a banner headline in
January 1899, “Keely the
Monumental Fraud of the
Century”.
My advice to sceptics
when faced with fanatical
inventors is to remember the
First Law is always right and
to cut through the circuitous
explanations. Draw a box
round the device with one
arrow in and one arrow out
and invite the inventor to say
whether he claims that there
is more energy coming out
than going in. If he says there
is, invoke the First Law, if
he prevaricates thank him
kindly and take your leave.
Do not get drawn into
arguments about “High
Temperature Confined
Carbon Plasma Magnetic
Mirrors And Electronic
Fields In Our Ioffe Bar Carbon Maser X-Ray Chromatic
Turnable Particle Accelerator Laser”.
Finally the resonance argument fails because it is upside
down. Think of resonance as helping a structure to go where
it wants to go; the bridge into the river or the church roof
into the nave. Water is already where hydrogen and oxygen
are heading (that is why hydrogen burns in oxygen, the heat
is the excess energy after they are turned into water). Just as
no amount of organ playing will re-roof the church, resonance,
without all that energy, will not disassemble water.
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Lies and Statistics
Vince Butler
“There is nothing an Agnostic cannot achieve if he’s not
sure what he believes in” (M Python)
Those of you who live in or have visited Melbourne may
have heard The Liars Club on public radio 3RRR Sunday
mornings, 102.7 on the FM dial. It is our local forum for the
probing of claims made without proof. I guess you could call
us “The Investigators” of the paranormal and unproven.
There is no better way of spending Sunday morning than
to listen to someone get a good probe. On the morning of 27/
12/93, we discussed the results of a poll conducted by Irving
Saulwick and Associates. We talked with Irving Saulwick
about the results of the survey which covered statistics about
peoples’ convictions in various notions and concepts. This
poll was published in the Melbourne Age and the Sydney
Morning Herald just before Christmas in December, 1993.
The offer was made by Mr Saulwick for someone from the
Australian Skeptics to go and see him and explore the poll
results further. I earned the short straw and entered the
exciting world of surveys and statistics. Just call me the
Arnold Schwarzenegger of the maths world. If it doesn’t poll,
Hasta la Vista, baby. The easier part of polls is collecting
and collating the figures. More difficult is the phrasing of
the questions. The question phrasing can make a world of
difference in the responses. Even the order of the questions
can have an effect. The more difficult part is the interpretation
of the figures. All the interpretations here are mine, so if you
see anything which looks wrong, you can blame me. The
Question asked was “I am going to read out a list of things
some people believe in. In each case, could you tell me
whether you believe in it or not?
“Astrology”; “Reading palms”;”Tarot cards” ;”Mental
telepathy”; “Reincarnation” ;”Life after death”; “God.
I like this set of questions. It starts with a non-threatening
statement that implies that the respondent may not be the
only believer. This would take away any stigma the
respondent may feel about a positive response. If it started
with “There are many loopy and idiotic beliefs”, the responses
may have been very different.
The poll was taken by telephone. I wanted to use a subset
of some indicative beliefs. As you see above, the poll covers
several areas but I did not want to cover them all. I didn’t
have the time and I did not want to overstay my welcome
with Irving Saulwick. After all, selling these results is how
he makes his income. I am sure that you are all quite welcome
to give Irving a call to buy some of his charts. I selected the
belief in Astrology as the tenuous “New Age” type belief.
My feeling is that anyone who can believe that planets and
stars many millions of kilometres away can have any effect

on our lives, will believe anything. Mental telepathy was
selected as a more likely potential, but unproven, human
ability. There are perceived indications that there may be more
to this than scientists can understand as yet. (No
correspondence will be entered into as to whether this has
proof or not. People seem to have the impression that science
has put a question mark over the subject of human psychic
powers. It is also something that people tend to want to be
true.) I selected the belief in God as being faith not needing
proof. This is where the creationists go wrong, in my opinion.
They try to justify their faith with science.
Out of the figures published in the paper, the most
interesting figure was the drop in Belief in Mental Telepathy,
from 51% in 1988 to 40% in the latest poll. It was also noted
that only 89% of Christians believe in God, while 28% of”
No Religion” people do believe in God. I will make no more
comment on this figure. So, on to the poll results.
Do you believe in Astrology? (%)
Male
Female 18-24
25-39
Y
29.0
35.3
40.5
34.8
N
69.8
61.8
58.2
64.3
?
1.2
2.9
1.3
0.9

Y
N
?

Some
42.6
53.2
4.3

Prim
35.7
60.7
3.6

Sec
39.0
59.7
1.3

VIC
NSW
Y
24.9
31.9
N
73.5
66.1
?
1.6
2.0
(? = Don’t know)

Sec/Tech
30.0
69.4
0.6

40-54
25.6
72.4
2.0

55+
30.9
65.3
3.8

Uni
23.4
74.9
1.7

QLD
38.3
59.4
2.3

I have excluded some fifteen people who had not
completed primary school. This small number would not have
been statistically valid. You read the figures in columns. So
29.0% of males believe in Astrology; 69.8% of males do not
believe in Astrology. The last 1.2% of males do not know
whether they believe in Astrology.
Notice the general but significant trend to less belief as
age increases. This could mean that there is an increasing
belief in Astrology, but it could also mean that people believe
less in Astrology as they get older. Also significant is the
general decrease in belief as education level increases. The
State chart shows that heat and humidity starts affecting the
brain as you go north. The unfortunate statistic is that women
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generally believe more than men. This is borne out in the
following figures:
Do you believe in Mental Telepathy? (%)
Male
Female
VIC
NSW
QLD
Y
34.9
44.0
37.5
38.4
21.4
N
60.8
51.5
58.5
56.9
73.0
?
4.3
4.5
4.0
4.7
5.6
Notice the 9% greater belief in mental telepathy in women
than men. There is an interesting item in that Victorians and
New South Welshpersons believe in this more than our friends
in Queensland. So what does this mean?
And now to faith:
Do you believe in God? (%)
Male
Female
VIC
Y
68.2
79.2
66.8
N
25.3
14.9
26.1
?
6.5
5.9
7.1

NSW
76.9
17.3
5.8

QLD
81.8
14.2
4.0

What can I say about this without offending anyone? Three
quarters of the population believe in God. Belief in God
increases as you go north. As Barry Williams said on the
Radio show, “They’re a Godless bunch in Victoria*”. Well,
maybe not Godless, but we certainly don’t have our fair share.
You will notice a large sex based difference, as well. So, if
you are a Victorian male, you are much less likely to believe
in God than a Queensland female. I asked Irving Saulwick
for some comparisons between the categories.
The first I asked for was:
Belief in God vs Belief in Astrology (%)
Belief in God
Yes
Belief in Astrology
Yes 33.9
No 64.2

No
25.8
72.8

This implies that a belief in God means a greater chance
in the belief in Astrology. Or does it mean that not believing
in God means that you are less likely to believe in Astrology?
Do not forget that three quarters of the sample believe in
God. So a greater number of three quarters of the sample
believe in Astrology. And so, to the last grid. (And you thought
that I’d never get there).
Belief in God vs Belief in Telepathy (%)
Belief in God
Yes
Belief in Telepathy
Yes 42.9
No 53.4

No
30.0
67.1

Again, you see belief in God results showing a greater
belief in Telepathy. If I were a cynic, I would suggest that the
churches train people to be more gullible. But I’m not, so I
won’t. Maybe there is a particular mind-set at work here.
So what is the bottom line? Women consistently believe

more than men. Why is this so? Is it the fact that women are
bombarded by the media and magazines with these sort of
beliefs more than men are? Women read the New Idea
Horoscopes and men read the latest Ford Falcon test in Wheels
magazine. Is it because women would like to believe in a
better and more ordered world than men? Do women have
better evidence of a psychic world than men? Or does
woman’s intuition show them the true way of nature? Younger
people tend to believe more than older people, but this is
only borne out in some charts. Maybe we get more cynical
as we get older. This is the same with State. Education level
makes a difference, but only with the “junk” beliefs. Training
in scientific methods seem to work against Astrology, Tarot,
and Reading palms. Has the higher incidence of belief in
God in Queensland been caused by training or the
environment? Do cyclones and hurricanes cause an increase
in faith? Or do they congregate together because like attracts
like? Or are we just more wrong headed down south? There
always seem to be multiple ways of looking at the same chart.
These are the questions that an intellectually bankrupt person
like me cannot answer. What can we do to get people to ask,
”Why?” and not accept “Why not?”. Isn’t this our task as
Skeptics? It is not necessarily lampooning these beliefs or
baiting fundamentalist religions, but generating a questioning
attitude in the general public.
Anyone who wants a copy of the Liars Club Radio show
can use the normal order details in the back of this magazine.
Many thanks to Irving Saulwick and Associates who gave
me permission to review and use the figures for this article. I
hope you enjoy your free membership to the Australian
Skeptics, Irving, and I also hope you like what you see and
decide to stay for the duration.
* No I didn’t, I said “it is because Melbourne is such a Godforsaken place!” I was probably joking.
BW

The licencing of psychics
In the Skeptic (Vol 13 No 4. p 40) I called for input from
readers to ascertain whether there was any interest in a
proposition to licence psychics, clairvoyants and other
exponants of paranormal diagnostic and health therapies. The
response was 100% in favour. While the percentage looks
impressive the actual number of replies was only two! Under
the circumstances, this is hardly encouraging and I doubt any
proposition with that type of support would be met
enthusiastically in any quarter. No further action is
contemplated so - carry on charlatans!
HE
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Electronic Antenna
or TV-top Paperweight?
Colin Keay
How would you like to have a powerful VHF/UHF electronic
antenna which “is an enormous success in the United States”?
“It pulls in pictures of breath-taking clarity and vibrant
colour”. “Suits any size
TV. Just plug in the back
of your set, and the
patented electronic
circuitry delivers an
astonishing picture. No
power point needed”.
“Measuring only 95 x 80
mm, the slimline black
case is almost invisible
sitting on top of your
TV”. “Say goodbye to
Rabbit Ears” and “Save
on Costly Rooftop
Aerials” proudly claimed
the full-page colour
advertisement.
Too good to be true?
Then wait... a “handsome
goldplate neck chain” is
included “absolutely
free”! And there’s more...
you get a chance to enter
a $3000 winner-takes-all
sweepstake with every
order despatched!
For many trusting
buyers,
the
final
persuader was the bearer
of the advertisement: the
back page of the
February-March issue of
the NRMA’s house
magazine Open Road.
A senior colleague,
who should have known better, sent off a cheque for the
required $19.95, plus $4.95 post and handling, to the agent:
Sterling Mail Order, 965 Pacific Highway, Pymble, NSW. A
junior in the Department, less worldly-wise than his senior,
sent away for three of the devices. In each case the vibrant
colour frequently reverted to black and white and the breathtaking picture clarity left a great deal to be desired. After
considerable fiddling, repositioning, hanging up and laying
down, the three devices were abandoned and the Rabbit Ears
fetched back from the rubbish heap. The purchaser of the
three units returned them, and did indeed get a full refund as
the advertisement promised.

The senior man sought our independent advice. His unit
was connected to a TV set as recommended in the instructions
and it was found that the performance was generally not quite
as good as a Rabbit Ear
antenna, and definitely
inferior to an outside
aerial.
The
first
intriguing discovery was
that the connecting lead
to the TV set was
completely unshielded
except for the shielded
connector! This means
that the lead itself
functioned as an
antenna,
albeit
inefficiently, with or
without the help of the
mysterious contents of
the firmly sealed device.
External examination
of the unit revealed no
evidence of internal
magnetic material, and
there was no continuity
between the two
accessible leads. Was it
faulty? There was only
one way to find out:
perform an autopsy.
After some persuasion
the owner agreed and,
with the aid of a milling
machine, the thick
bakelite casing was
carefully opened up.
The contents consist
of a triangular printedcircuit board bearing a set of three conductive tracks, two
5600- ohm resistors, a 20-picofarad capacitor and an
inscription in English and Chinese. The inscription reads:
WORLDWIDE PATENT
INVENTOR
LU. KO-CHANG
in both languages.
The leads are connected to a track similar in shape to a
folded dipole antenna, with a small loop at the centre
enclosing two parallel prongs along the axis of the board.

continued p 43...
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Cyber Sceptics
Glenn Capuano
The high-tech realm of “CyberSpace” (the name given to the
computer communications world) has long been the domain
of only computer nuts and other technically minded people.
However the information revolution is extending into the
general population, and recently, those purveyors of
paranormal piffle have found a ready market in the formerly
rather sceptical CyberSpace. In the this article I will talk about
what’s available to the Sceptical CyberSleuth with a home
computer and a modem, using computer Bulletin Boards, and
in the second article I’ll give some information about the
parts of the world-girdling INTERNET of interest to sceptics.
Computer Bulletin Boards
Computer Bulletin Boards Systems (BBSs) are computer
systems set up for the specific purpose of allowing people to
call in using a computer and modem, and participate in a
large range of activities, varying from board to board. Usually
set up by computer hobbyists for a specific purpose
(socializing, programming, games etc.), they are fairly cheap
to run, and a lot easier to access than the Internet.
In the last 5 years the number of Bulletin Boards in
Australia has increased fourfold (there are now approximately
1000 around the country), and they are starting to be noticed
by the mainstream media. The huge increase in the number
of people using BBSs, has seen a corresponding increase in
paranormal information, with some boards even dedicated
to it! It hasn’t quite reached the level of certain women’s
magazines as yet, but certain parts of the BBS community
could do with a pinch of scepticism now and again. For those
of you who cower at the sight of a keyboard, here is a very
brief introduction to bulletin boards, how to access them and
how you can use them.
The equipment you need to access Bulletin Board Systems
(BBSs) is:
1. A computer (just about any type will do, but don’t try
using a ZX81...)
2. A modem capable of a decent speed (at least 2400 baud
is a must these days, many people use 9600 or 14,400). A
second hand 2400 baud modem should cost no more than
$150. New high speed modems are down to about $400 now.
3. A terminal program to run the modem. There are
commercial programs around, but the best ones are shareware,
available from most BBSs and many shareware vendors for
a nominal fee. The best of these are Telix and Telemate.
4. A phone line. Your normal phone line is fine, unplug
your phone and plug in your modem, or use a piggy back
plug and leave them both in. If you become a BBS addict,
you might have to consider a second line for your modem, or

your friends might wonder why the phone is engaged all the
time! It costs the price of a phone call each time you call a
BBS, but no more than this, so if you stick to local boards, it
is cheap.
5. A list of BBS numbers, some of which are given in this
article! Most BBSs are divided into about three main sections.
One of these is on-line games, which you can’t be very
sceptical about, but are great fun anyway! The “message base”
is the life-blood of any BBS. It consists of messages, both
public and private, between users of a BBS. There are two
types, Local and Echomail.
Local messages stay on the one BBS and often (though
not always) tend to be limited to “G’day how are you” type
of mail, and people asking questions of the SysOp (Systems
Operator, the guy (or girl) running the board). Echomail is
where the real action is, and most boards carry it in some
form or other. Many bulletin boards are part of the largest
amateur network in the world, called Fidonet.
There are over 10,000 Fidonet Bulletin Boards around the
world, and there are echomail message areas (called “Echos”
in Fidonet jargon) on about 600 different topics, from AIDS
to ZYMURGY (Look it up!). Of course not every BBS gets
all 600 areas, you may have to “shop around” to find one that
carries the conferences you are interested in. All echos have
ground rules about what sort of things you can and can’t
post, and many are strictly moderated, so be careful to stay
on the topic of the particular Echo. Also if you’re writing on
an echo that is mainly dominated by messages from overseas,
don’t expect a reply for about a week. Unfortunately since
Fidonet is an amateur network, no-one can afford the leased
lines required for fast overseas transmission like the Internet.
There are many smaller BBS networks, some of which are
of interest to sceptics, such as PODSnet (see below). The third
major section of a BBS is files. You can upload (send files to a
BBS) and download (receive files from a BBS) with your
terminal program. Files are usually various pieces of software
for the computer, but sometimes they are text files with
information on various things, or “GIF” pictures (graphics),
even pieces of music to play on your computer. The best way
to find out what BBSs are about and how to use them is to
grab a modem and a terminal program and call some!
Here is some info about a few bulletin boards of interest
to sceptics. There are many others carrying interesting
information but these are the main ones whose focus is in the
paranormal area. A word of warning. If you are posting
messages of a sceptical nature on these bulletin boards, you
may risk antagonizing the SysOp and/or users of the network.
The worst they can do is kick you off the board permanently,
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which isn’t a horrible fate, but I’ve tried to indicate with
each board reviewed, their attitude to sceptics, just as a guide.
The Answers BBS - Tel: (03) 380-8458; Hours: 10am to
Midnight; Baud Rates: All speeds up to 14,400
This is the premier paranormal piffle BBS. It is truly a New
Ager’s heaven. It has only a few message areas (it’s not
networked at all, so no Echomail) and most of these seem to
be propaganda postings from New Dawn magazine, which
seems to have some connection with the board. The main
focus of this board is the extensive file areas, full of text files
on anything and everything to do with the paranormal. There
are file areas on Crystal healing, Paganism, “What happened
at Waco”, Conspiracies, UFOs, Scientology, “Brain Washers/
Cult De-programmers” and heaps more.
At first I thought the whole thing must be a sceptics joke,
but the stated purpose of this BBS is “to disseminate
suppressed information and expose consensus reality”, which
I think is New Age jargon for “believe every whacky new
idea that comes along”. It makes interesting reading anyway,
though I suspect the sysop wouldn’t take too kindly to open
scepticism on his board.
CompuTalk BBS - Tel: (03) 379-2097;
Hours: 24 Hours; Baud Rates: All speeds up to 14,400
CompuTalk carries the whole range of AstroNet and
MUFOnet echo message areas (see below), as well as an
extensive file collection full of text files about UFO sightings
and speculation (lots of the latter!), as well as our old friend
“Suppressed Information” about supposed “Alternative
Science”, which means anti-gravity, perpetual motion
machines and the like. However, the sysop here is somewhat
open-minded and doesn’t take offence at sceptical messages
even in the echomail areas. Another BBS in Melbourne which
carries many of the same echos, but with less files is
Clayton’s BBS; Tel: (03) 328-4927.
Morning Star BBS - Tel: (02) 833-1848;
Hours: 24 Hours; Baud Rates: All speeds up to 14,400
Morning Star BBS seems to be in the development stages
but contains no less than 140 message areas on all sorts of
paranormal topics. This BBS is a member of five different
paranormal networks (Two of which, NuitNet and
DharmaNet) I have never even heard of. They also have a
large number of text files related to Paganism, Wicca, and
Cults of various types. If you live in Sydney and want to read
the piffle that spreads through the “paranormal” networks,
this is a good place to access them, but the board has nothing
of it’s own to offer as yet.
The White Lodge - Tel: (02) 901-0734;
Hours: 24 Hours; Baud Rates: All speeds up to 14,400 The
White Lodge is a popular BBS with only a small section
devoted to the paranormal, but in this section it has large
numbers of UFO case files in particular, and our old friend
“Alternative Science” again. It carries the AstroNet network,
and also Fidonet, including the Skeptic echo.
Australian UFO Contact BBS - Tel: (02) 832-1537;
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Hours: 10pm - 6am only; Baud Rates: Up to 14,400 Did you
know that you are more likely to see a UFO than win
Tattslotto? Or that there is an alien spacecraft seen somewhere
in the world every 15 seconds? These are the wonderful pieces
of trivia you can get from Australia’s only dedicated UFO
bulletin board! This one is not connected to any networks,
but has a huge range of UFO related files, including GIF
files of UFO pictures. It has message areas for Australian
UFOs, Abductee discussion, and general UFO talk. You can
even fill out a questionnaire if you’ve ever been abducted
and had hideous experiments performed on you. What’s more,
the sysop is friendly even to sceptics and says he’s happy for
us to debate the subject on his board. What more can you
ask?
Alchemy BBS - Tel: (06) 294-0547
Hours: 24 Hours; Baud Rates: Up to 14,400 This BBS is
strongly into the occult. They carry PODSnet (see below)
and a few other networks, but, seems to have few message
areas of its own, most of the messages on it originate from
Morning Star BBS via the network. It also has a large
collection of “occult” text files, with information on such
wonderful topics as “New Messiah living in London”, “Care
and Feeding of Crystals” and possibly the most enlightening
one, “Kindergarten Guide to the Universe”! There are two
other boards in Canberra with more imaginative names, but
very similar content. They are In Gaia We Trust: (06) 2880036 and Book of Splendors :(06) 292-4763
Tenth Dimension - Tel: (07) 349-2730
Hours: 24 Hours; Baud Rates: All speeds to 14,400 Yet
another Alternative Science/New Age/Occult BBS. This one
carries all the networks, AstroNet, MufoNet, a few echos
from Fidonet, and another one called SearchNet which seems
to carry exactly the same type of areas as AstroNet. This
BBS has no files areas at all. In fact its one distinction is
being the only paranormal BBS in Queensland!
Fidonet Echoes
There are a few echoes on Fidonet of interest to sceptics.
These echoes are carried by many different BBSs connected
to the network.
Skeptic - The name of this echo speaks for itself! It’s one of
the few places in the BBS world where you’ll find informed
sceptical debate about the whole range of paranormal things.
UFO - Again pretty self-explanatory! Discussion about UFOs
and Extra-Terrestrials from any perspectives. This one
averages about 80 messages a day from all over the world,
with info about all sorts of sightings from the sane to the
ridiculous!
C-VS-E - Creation verses Evolution. Debate, argument,
mudslinging, declarations of war, this one has the works! If
you’ve ever argued with a creation “scientist” you’ll know
what to expect here.
A-Theist - Not strictly sceptical, but for anyone who’s an
atheist this one is an interesting discussion area, but it’s not
for religious debate.
Holy Smoke - This one is for religious debate! The atheist/
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agnostic view is dominant, but all viewpoints are welcome.
Other Networks
AstroNet - The “Alternative Science and Technology
Research Organisation”! This one is entirely devoted to the
paranormal and “alternative” science. It has a total of 16
different echo areas, covering UFOs, the Occult, Channelling,
ET Abductions, Dream Interpretation and Conspiracies, to
name a few. It is quite a widespread network with about 250
BBSs in 7 countries. They are not entirely credulous, since
they do carry FidoNet’s Skeptic echo on their own network,
in their words “To maintain our feet on this earth.”. Couldn’t
have said it better myself!
MUFONet - This is a network totally dedicated to UFOs, in
all shapes and sizes. It seems to be based in the USA, and has
few BBSs in this country. Information on the network seems
fairly sparse. Undoubtedly this is because it has been
infiltrated by the aliens themselves, who will no doubt abduct
the co-ordinator by the end of this year.
PODSnet - The Pagan and Occult Distribution Network has
more message areas than the other two, but tends to be
confined mainly to New South Wales. It carries the more
way out spiritual material with Echos on topics like “I Ching”,
“Magick”, “Altered States” and “Out of Body Experiences”.
There is precious little sceptical input on this network, which
is run by the “Church of All Worlds”. If anyone has any
information about this establishment I’d be interested to hear
from you.
When you log on to a BBS for the first time, don’t expect
to be able to access all areas and functions immediately. You’ll
generally have to leave some details like an address or phone
number so you can be verified (there are some people who
delight in logging on and abusing everyone, or uploading
viruses). You’ll usually be upgraded by your second log on.
Now for a blatant plug! You can find all the Fidonet Echoes
listed above, plus heaps of files and on-line games, on my
own bulletin board, Anti-Matter BBS. The main purpose of
the board is Astronomical information and software but I
have a lot more there too, including the Skeptic echo, and at
least two members of the Victorian Committee are users. The
number is (03) 752-1171 and it’s on-line 24 hours a day at all
modem speeds up to 14.4k.
If you’re a bit bewildered by all this and don’t know where
to start, there are a lot of help files on bulletin boards, and if
you log on to Anti-Matter, there is an excellent BBS tutorial
you can download. If you can’t even work out how to log on,
there are several books around now that explain the ins and
outs of BBSing. Check in the computer section of a bookshop.
I’d be interested in hearing about any other boards with a
paranormal focus around the country that I may have missed,
particularly in South Australia and Tasmania which seem to
be “piffle free zones” at the moment as far as BBSs go. If
you find any new information not included in this article,
please call Anti-Matter BBS and send me a message. I’d also
be interested to hear from anyone who has successfully
debated the users of these networks!
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...Antenna from p 40
The transverse dimension of the dipole is effectively 70 mm,
indicating a resonant frequency well above the highest UHF
TV channel. However the second track extends for 120 mm
around the forward perimeter and is tapped into the first track
through the two resistors, one at each end. This loads the
dipole and reduces its resonant frequency to some extent.
The third track is completely isolated from the other two and
is shaped like a six-element Yagi antenna, 31 mm wide at its
widest point. This confers some degree of directivity, but
only in the microwave region of the spectrum. The 20picofarad capacitor appears to serve no purpose other than
preventing a continuity check of the unit between the set lead
and the shorter second lead which bears a terminal lug
provided “for hanging it on the wall”.
From the foregoing, the most reasonable conclusion is that
the unit is inherently useless in providing the claimed benefits.
This verdict was put to the test by connecting the unit to a
TV set, adjusting for the best picture that the unit would
deliver, and then carefully unsoldering, at the board, the lead
to the set. On all channels there was scarcely any reduction
in picture quality. In other words, a piece of insulated wire
1.1 metres long can function by itself very nearly as well as
the so-called “electronic antenna”.
A further test was even more persuasive: the set lead was
resoldered to the unit and shorted to the “hanging-up” lead.
The performance difference was almost undetectable. This
suggests that the most worthwhile function of the unit is when
it acts as an anchor-weight for the wire antenna!
One last test was performed. A shielded cable, like from a
VCR to a TV, was connected to the two terminals of the unit.
This enabled the performance of the unit to be assessed
without the set lead behaving as an antenna and clouding the
issue. When this was done the performance was extremely
poor, except that it became rather more sensitive to direction
than before.
So how about the claim that it is an electronic device? The
unit contains only passive elements (resistors and a capacitor).
It has no active elements nor any power source to activate
them. The operation of the device is therefore not electronic
within the accepted usage of the term.
The claim that it is “the quick, simple alternative to
expensive rooftop aerials” would only be true for homes very
close to a TV transmitter. Otherwise simple physics rules
out such a claim. The amount of energy picked up by an
antenna is generally proportional to the size of its collecting
area. A standard VHF TV antenna has a collecting area of
several square metres. A good UHF antenna has a collecting
area of about one square metre. The Sterling unit, with its
small size, has an effective collecting area of at best onetwentieth of a square metre. For AM, FM reception and VHF
TV channels, the Sterling unit has a theoretical efficiency of
around one percent of that of a good rooftop antenna,
worldwide patent notwithstanding. Even a coat-hanger might
do better!
It would be interesting to learn the basis of the worldwide
patent as labelled on the unit. No patent number is cited. An
inquiry has been addressed to Sterling Mail Order, Pty Ltd,
and their reply is awaited with great interest. Perhaps this
claim is one the NRMA could easily have inquired about.
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Abduction to the Third Planet
Steve Roberts
Michel Desmarquet, an expatriate Frenchman living near
Cairns, relates in his newly published book Abduction to the
9th Planet how he was taken to another planet, shown around,
and given a message to take back to Earth. He has expanded
on the story in numerous radio interviews and credulous press
articles, even in the once-sober Melbourne Age.
The planet was called Thiaoouba, inhabited by the Thaori
people; his guide was named Thao. Michel pronounced all
of these with a ‘t’ rather than a ‘th’ sound. Although he did
not give the precise date in the book, he told us he was
abducted on 26 June 1987, just after midnight, and returned
9 days later. He appears to have travelled faster than light
and/or through a parallel universe, flying past Saturn after a
few minutes (remember this), and stopping off at another
planet at another star on the way from Earth to Thiaoouba.
The “ninth planet” of the book’s title refers to a nine-level
scale of maturity and development of planetary civilisations;
Thiaoouba is on the top level but Earth is still at level 1.
Hopefully Michel’s message will help us advance a bit.
Michel’s account is highly detailed, and some obscure facts
are unusually accurate - for example he refers to the crossing
of the Red Sea as across a sea of reeds, and Jesus being nailed
through the wrist, not the palm. So far, so good - you start to
get a warm, fuzzy feeling that for once, here is a UFO story
that might hold up. Heh! Heh! Just you wait! A detailed
reading brings out plenty of the spectacular mistakes that
inevitably bring such stories back down to earth.
The Thiaooubans were hermaphroditic, but feminine in
appearance, beautiful, and 10 feet tall. They wore one-piece
silver suits and shimmering robes, as were often worn by
aliens in 1960s stories. The book abounds with images
borrowed from Star Trek, Blake’s Seven, War of the Worlds,
Dungeons and Dragons, and Dune. They could change size,
levitate, and dematerialise so as to pass through solid walls,
but they almost always did things the hard way, without
remembering to exploiting these conveniences. They could
communicate by telepathy, as well as speak in French and
English, but then why did they need to speak to each other,
in their own language which he couldn’t understand, in front
of Michel?
On the way over to Thiaoouba they stopped at a planet
called Arèmo X3, where the locals had got themselves into
pretty hard times through messing about with nuclear
weapons. Pausing to interfere with indigenous history and
theology by zapping a couple of 6-foot cockroaches and a
herd of ants the size of cows, our heroes moved on, oblivious

to the fact that insects just cannot be that big - the metabolism
just won’t scale up. Arriving at Thiaoouba, they saw
butterflies with 1-metre wingspans that “fluttered high in the
foliage”, presumably very energetically and noisily. Never
mind that Thiaoouba gravity was only 2/3 of ours - after a
36-hour sleep on return to Earth, Michel got up and walked
around, as Superman might have done.
Of course the Thiaooubans were very highly evolved, and
so must have been constantly burdened with deep and
profound thoughts, which may explain why Thao forgot to
tell Michel to fasten his seat belt prior to some violent
spacecraft manoeuvring. She did tell him, however, that our
Earth captured its Moon, which was orbiting the Sun in an
ever-tighter spiral, half a million years ago; that the Moon
will fall to Earth in 195,000 years, and that Earth once rotated
on a different axis, with a 30-hour day and 280-day year. She
said that there had to be exactly 9 planets around a Sun, and
9 Suns around a bigger Sun, and so on (so it’s a good thing
that our Solar System picked up Pluto, or we would have
been laughed at by the whole Galaxy). Her geology and
zoology were as dubious as her astronomy. Her accounts of
Earth’s archaeology and racial wars were inferior to von
Däniken’s or Velikovsky’s; L Ron Hubbard’s primordial
delusions come to mind. She also explained that when an
electromechanical appliance is running nearby, the white dots
we get on our TV screens are parasites that are attacking the
electrons!
The Thiaooubans are not above interfering with the course
of Earth’s development on frequent occasions. Adam and
Eve were theirs - so was Moses, and all the angels mentioned
in the Bible. So was Jesus, whose body Michel saw in a large
Thiaoouban collection of messianic figures from various
planets. The body had the appropriate crucifixion wounds,
although it didn’t have Jesus’ known features and height oh, details, details. They stopped the Nazis getting the atom
bomb, but were happy to let the Americans invent it and drop
it on the Japanese - it’s OK to kill even billions of people, as
their Astral Beings will simply be re-born somewhere else.
Even in the 1980s the Thiaooubans kept tampering with evil
politicians’ testing of huge satellite weapons -especially the
ones that would have played havoc with astronomical
equipment but which nobody noticed.
Fearing Earthbound ridicule, Michel asked for a physical
token or souvenir that he could use to dispel doubts about his
experiences. They refused, saying that nobody would believe
it anyway. Ooooh, those Skeptics... Actually I might have
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believed him if he had had any sort of token. One might ask,
as Michel did, with so many famous and credible people on
Earth, why abduct him to relay their message? They explained
that Michel had had 80 past lives, making this his 81st = 9x9,
and the number 9 is special (the Beatles knew this). They
showed him all his 80 past lives - including an alcoholic
German coal miner, Queen of 1/3 of a planet, two beggars,
three sailors, water carrier, goldsmith, Roman soldier, child
in Chad, fisherman, an Apache chief who lived to be 86
(Geronimo only made it to 80), plus several farmers, etc, on
various planets. It is extremely unlikely that anyone’s past
life would be as someone important; but the temptation is
irresistible, and we see that Michel has fallen for it not once,
but twice.
Glossing over the millions of other Earthlings who must
be sharing the dubious distinction of having had 80 past lives,
and who might have made better messengers, we do agree
with the Thiaooubans’ message to the Earthlings, which
seems to be: (a) beware of money, politicians, journalists,
drugs, and religions, (b) stop polluting the Earth’s ecosystem,
and (c) the music in discotheques is too loud. Oh, Michel!
They brought you all the way to Thiaoouba to tell you this?
Michel has tried to claim that he was not interested in UFOs
before this remarkable abduction happened to him, but the
book explicitly says otherwise and bears this out in a variety
of ways. How strong was his interest? Well, certain members
of the local hang gliding club used to delight in flying over
Michel’s palm tree plantation, and Michel complained to the
police that he was being buzzed by flying saucers! He did
not think this relevant enough to include it in the book.
Come to think of it, where is Thiaoouba? Michel thought
it might be in the Pleiades, which would make life pretty
exciting since those stars are still in the process of formation.
However, the clay-footed science of Astronomy can give us
a precise answer, perhaps more precise than Michel might
wish. Recall that they flew past Saturn on the way out, just
after midnight on 26 June 1987 - specifically, within 6 million
km of it. Saturn at that time was 9.369 AU = 1400 million
km away from Earth, so they happened to fly through a hole
of area 36 in the surface of an Earth-centred sphere having
overall surface 4.1400.1400π(x10^12 sq km) There is a 1 in
218,000 chance of this cute proximity of Saturn just
happening, which makes the story pretty suspicious. Also, if
they were travelling near or above the speed of light, as
claimed, then Saturn would not have had the colours
described.
At that time, from Earth, we saw Saturn at right ascension
16h56m, declination 21.1oS, ie in a sparsely-starred area on
the border between the constellations we call Scorpius and
Ophiuchus; Thiaoouba must have been exactly in this
direction. From it, Michel saw a pair of red stars, a green star
and a yellow and a white star, the white one being our Sun.
Our Sun has absolute magnitude 4.8, which is how bright it
would appear if at a distance of 10 parsecs; if “just visible”
from Thiaoouba it would be at visual magnitude about 6,
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which leaves it about 17 parsecs or 56 light-years from here.
(The ability to discern faint stars is limited by the human eye
and cannot be improved by atmospheric effects). So they must
have travelled not at “several times” the speed of light, but at
about 100,000 times the speed of light to get there in a few
hours, not allowing for acceleration and deceleration, which
themselves would have been pretty spectacular. Vastly more
than 9 days would have elapsed on Earth during their 9-day
round trip.
This accurate Thiaoouban position and distance can be
further refined. Michel, looking towards us, would have seen
past us to the same stars that we see from Earth in that
direction, ie just outside the ‘V’ shape of the Hyades, with
the Pleiades nearby. He doesn’t mention these spectacular
formations, which would not be significantly further away
from Thiaoouba than from Earth, and there are no bright green
stars or pairs of red stars thataway. In fact, there are no bright
green stars or pairs of red stars at all, as anyone can verify by
going outside on a clear night on either Earth or Thiaoouba.
Finally, our Sun is not white - it’s an ordinary, very yellow
G2 star, and no trick of any atmosphere can make it white,
especially if next to another star which is yellow. So where
is Thiaoouba? It is in cloud-cuckoo land; it cannot be
anywhere else.
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Old Moore’s Mice
Harry Edwards
Over the years sceptical groups around the world have given
prognosticators a drubbing. Any pretensions of accuracy in
forecasting future events can usually be seen in the postvalidation by them of the vague and ambiguous wording of
the prediction. On one rare occasion back in 1984 however,
I was surprised to come across a prediction
uncharacteristically specific, it was in Old Moore’s Almanac
(Australian edition) and read: “On the 28th August Victoria
will be subjected to a plague of mice which would become a
health hazard in the State’s hospitals.”
How the astrologer (at that time Doris Greaves, President
of the Australian Federation of Astrologers) could predict an
event with such a precise date from the disposition of the
heavenly bodies intrigued me, and I suspected that although
it was presented as an astrologically computed prediction it
would, after some enquiries, turn out to be based on
information freely available albeit generally not known, allied
with probability.
How then was this prediction concocted? First the laws of
probability.
Between 1960 and 1984, at least 20 plagues of mice have
been recorded in Eastern Australia; Nyngan, Cowra and
Dubbo reported them in June 1984; another was averted in
Southeast Queensland when the area was hit by a cold snap;
mice were running riot in Swan Hill and Ceduna early in
1984; and in Wagga Wagga in June and July 1984 the situation
was so critical that up to 100 dead mice were being removed
from the classroom of the Riverina College of Advanced
Education each day. This is a fair indication of how
widespread the problem is, albeit not common knowledge to
the average city dweller.
The plagues are not necessarily of short-time duration but
can last three or four years. The mouse population fluctuates
greatly and plagues are self-terminating, sometimes to the
point of extinction, so it can be seen as an on-going cycle
with only the peaks being recorded and reported as plagues.
The CSIRO maintains a research station at Walpeup on
the edge of the Big Desert in Northwest Victoria, where an
officer is engaged solely in monitoring the mouse problem.
Information is passed on to the Department of Wildlife in
Canberra, whence it is disseminated. One forecast was the
possibility of a plague for December ’84/January 1985
depending on weather conditions. Information of this type is
freely available from the CSIRO and State Agriculture
Departments, and is frequently broadcast over rural radio
stations.
It can be seen therefore, that a few simple enquiries would
provide a prognosticator with the basis for a relatively
accurate prediction.
Now let’s take a look at other factors which may have
been used to concoct this prediction.
In Australia the mouse in question is the Mus musculus,

probably introduced into the country about 200 years ago
from Asia, and which has spread even more widely than
another alien - the rabbit. It reaches sexual maturity in eight
weeks, has a gestation period of 19 days, and produces litters
of between four and eight, sometimes more.
What we see as a plague is the final state of an irruption;
as their resources become exhausted the mice disperse en
masse into unsuitable areas, become a nuisance for a time,
then the vast majority perish.
Studies have established that the key factors limiting the
increase in house mouse populations are the suitability of
soil burrowing and the food supply, the latter explains why
certain areas, the cereal belts of Australia, are endemic to
mice infestation. These belts are relatively limited to the
Darling Downs and Dalby areas of Queensland, southwestern
New South Wales and a large area of Victoria.
The first factor, the suitability of soil for burrowing (in
which the mice breed) is the final piece of the jigsaw and
provides the key to why the month of August was picked for
the prediction. (I suspect Doris has something between the
ears as well as stars in her eyes!)
Burrowing depends on rain softened soil, and rain falls
about one year prior to the plague may be involved. Most
importantly however, a not yet understood effect, is that which
bushfires have on a mouse increase. It has been found that
rodents increase about eighteen months after a fire has swept
through their range. The Ash Wednesday bush-fire ravaged
Victoria and South Australia with a ferocity rarely known
before, laying waste 3589 square kilometres of forest,
farmland and scrub, took 74 lives, and destroyed 2236
dwellings and 280,000 livestock - the date? February 1983
exactly eighteen months prior to the forecast date of the
plague!
The possibility of mice plagues always exists therefore;
they wax and wane with the conditions conducive or adverse
to their breeding.
Finally, why the 28th August precisely?
The choice reflects an astrologer’s clinging to the belief
in lunar influence - the 28th of August was the night of the
new moon!
If Doris diligently went about collating the information
available and did arrive at the prediction by that method I
take my hat off to her, but nevertheless she was still wrong no plague of mice was reported as a health hazard in any
Victorian hospital on that or any other date!
As an aside, Doris Greaves and Milton Black were the
principal astrologers contributing to Old Moore’s Almanac
in 1984, between them they got ninety-five per cent of the
predictions wrong. Any that were even remotely close were
odds on probabilities anyway. None of the major events of
that year were mentioned not even the usual plane crashes,
earthquakes and obituaries.)
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Smoking, Pro and Con
As we anticipated, David Lewis’ article, “Active and
Passive Smoking: A sceptical response” (Vol 13, No 4)
drew a considerable rjoinder. Here we present some
reactions to Mr Lewis’ article, together with his reply
and the second part of his original submission.

A Medical Opinion
The article “Active and Passive Smoking. A sceptical
response”, by David Lewis (the Skeptic, Vol 13, No 4), and
the accompanying ‘editorial’ by Barry Williams were a
disappointment from a scientific perspective, and I am still
pondering whether these two apparent tobacco apologists are
merely misguided, or perhaps a wee bit biased. It is difficult
to find an alternative explanation for their journey into
pseudoscience.
I will start by making it clear that in my reply I will be
making no mention of the piece by Dr Gray that David Lewis
referred to. My quarrel is primarily with David’s use of
science, and this is what I will focus on.
David refers early on in his article to the Multiple Risk
Factor Intervention Trial (MRFIT), and uses this to support
his claim that smoking does not effect mortality. This is both
inappropriate and inaccurate, and misrepresents both the
purpose and the results of this study.
The Multiple Risk Factor Intervention Trial was a primary
prevention trial designed to specifically test the effect of risk
intervention on mortality from coronary heart disease (CHD)1,
and after 6-8 years of intervention it was reported that
mortality from CHD, and indeed from all causes, did not differ
significantly between the special intervention and usual care
groups 1 .
My criticism of David’s use of the MRFIT data is that it
was selective. If one of his aims was to assist readers of the
Skeptic to assess the scientific status of the link between
smoking and adverse health effects he could have given them
a bit more to ponder over, such as:
(1) A follow up paper reported that after 10.5 years the
mortality rates for the special intervention group were 10.6%
lower for CHD, and 7.7% lower for all causes of death 2 .
(2) In the MRFIT study those men who died of lung cancer
were either cigarette smokers at the commencement of the
trial or ex-smokers. No lung cancer deaths occurred in the
1,859 non-smokers, and the risk for lung cancer increased
with the number of cigarettes smoked 3.
(3) A recent multiple cohort study, that included persons
screened for the MRFIT trial revealed a consistent positive

relationship between tobacco use and the risk of death from
CHD, and all causes 4 .
(4) To properly investigate a difference in lung cancer rates
between the two relevant groups in the MRFIT study (those
who stopped smoking and those who continued) a longer
period of follow would be required. Previous work has clearly
shown that lower lung cancer rates in ex-smokers only
become evident after a 15-20 year period 5,6 - so why only
refer to results from a 6-8 year review, if the intention is to
objectively review the scientific literature?
The MRFIT trial, as noted above, was designed to observe
the benefits of risk intervention (including giving up smoking)
on CHD, and not lung cancer, and it involved a selected cohort
of high risk men 1 . Why did David Lewis choose a trial such
as this as a way of challenging the smoking and lung cancer
link?
Studies comparing smokers and non-smokers have
consistently shown higher lung cancer, and overall mortality
rates, in smokers 7-19 . If you follow two cohorts over time - a
group of smokers and a group of non-smokers - there will be
more cases of lung cancer in the smoking group than in the
non-smoking group. If David Lewis claims this is incorrect,
or that there is an alternative explanation for the observed
difference then he needs to present some evidence to support
the claim. So far he has not done this.
David goes on to mention the British Doctor Study, so I
thought it might help to look at the latest results of this study
presented by Sir Richard Doll at a Royal Society meeting in
London earlier this year 18 .
For the forty years 1951-91 the overall survival rate to 70
years of age was 80% for non-smokers, 68% for those
smoking 1-14 cigarettes per day, 60% for those smoking 1524 per day and 50% for those smoking 25+ per day.
The death rate for lung cancer (expressed as deaths per
100,000 persons per annum) was 14 for non-smokers, 58 for
ex-smokers, 205 for ‘light’ smokers (<25 per day), and 347
for heavy smokers (25+ per day).
The conclusion from this study is consistent with that from
the many others conducted in countries around the world non-smokers are more likely to live longer, and have a
markedly decreased lifetime risk of contracting and dying
from lung cancer compared to smokers.
In disputing this David Lewis has also misunderstood the
concept of dose-response relationship, as he erroneously
asserts that if such a relationship exists then “we should expect
to find an early onset of disease among heavy smokers”. This
is just not true. For the dose-response relationship hypothesis
to be scientifically supported we would need to observe that
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both the number of cigarettes smoked per day, and the number
of years of smoking, are directly related to the risk of
developing lung cancer. That is, over time, if the hypothesis
is correct, we expect more heavy smokers to contract lung
cancer than lighter smokers. This is exactly what has been
observed, and the British Doctor Study provides an excellent
example 11,18 .
The fact that there are ninety-five year old people who
smoke does not constitute evidence of smoking’s safety, nor
does it refute the evidence linking smoking and lung cancer.
The Skeptics reject the use of anecdotes and testimonials as
a means to support pseudoscientific claims, and this principle
applies equally well to this issue as any other.
The current evidence concerning the relationship between
passive smoking and an increased risk of lung cancer is strong,
and consist of far more than the only paper formally quoted
by David Lewis, which was a Japanese study published in
1981. I cannot understand why he fails to mention any of the
more recent papers that have helped to clarify this issue 20-27?
In commenting on what he feels is a discrepancy between
lung cancer rates and declining smoking rates David again
conveniently fails to give readers of the Skeptic the full
picture.
Smoking incidence has fallen in males, but not in females,
and lung cancer, whilst declining in males is increasing in
females 17,23. Why does David specifically mention the
smoking rate in males, but then use the lung cancer rate for
both sexes combined?
Why not directly compare the trend in smoking and lung
cancer rates for each sex separately? This would clearly be
more scientifically appropriate, but it may reveal something
that David would prefer not to accept.
Death certificate data and their accuracy are not relevant
to prospective studies, such as the British Doctor Study, from
which we have obtained the strongest evidence showing the
relationship between smoking and lung cancer. They are only
a potential problem in historical based studies.
There are two final issues that I would like to open up for
discussion, and the first of these is whether David Lewis’
paper should have been printed at all in the Skeptic in the
form it was in?
David states that “ the harmful effects of passive smoking
are not borne out by recent studies”, but no studies are quoted
to support the statement. He makes a similar unsupported
assertion about active smoking.
Should the Australian Skeptics be aiming to be an
organisation whose primary goal is to encourage the free
exchange of beliefs/claims, regardless of whether they are
accompanied by any supportive evidence, or should it hold
to the view that claims must be supported? Isn’t this latter
requirement supposed to be one of our overriding principles
- to ask that those persons who make specific claims provide
scientific evidence to support them?
David Lewis is entitled to his own personal belief about
smoking and lung cancer, but when it came to publication in
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the Skeptic why was he not required to adhere to scientific
convention and provide references for the claims being made?
Without specific citations how can his claims be checked?
If we are to accept papers such as this one then what will
differentiate us from the supposed pseudoscientists? How
can we criticise, for example, the homeopaths or the
astrologers for their unsubstantiated and therefore untestable
claims, if we will happily accept similarly unsupported
material.
The Editor of the Skeptic - Barry Williams - asks that
respondents to David Lewis’ article “follow the rules of
rational argument”, but it is not altogether clear that this was
required of David in the first place, and this leads into my
second issue which is, in fact, the ‘editorial’ by Barry
Williams that follows David Lewis’ article.
Barry says that the Australian Skeptics do not have a
position on this issue, and I have to ask why not? The scientific
evidence linking smoking and lung cancer is as conclusive
as for any other area that the Australian Skeptics have become
involved in. We have a ‘position’ on Creationism, Telepathy,
UFOs Homeopathy, and Graphology, just to name a few, and
we do so because the existing scientific evidence does not
support the claims made by those who believe in these things.
What is the difference?
Barry writes that he has, “..developed an hypothesis, based
only on observation, and not subjected to the rigours of
scientific testing.”
My response to this is - so have the Homeopaths. Is this an
acceptable defence for them? If we are to approve of this
kind of thinking for the Australian Skeptics then what
separates us supposed scientists from the pseudoscientists?
Smoking and smokers are persecuted, according to Barry.
If we think like this then we are no different to the conspiracy
theorists with their UFOs in secret army bunkers and fluoride
conveyed mind control (Dr Strangelove lives!).
How should I next respond when those who treat serious
conditions with distilled water ignore my request for evidence,
preferring instead to tell me how much they are persecuted?
Is Barry suggesting that the scientific evidence linking
smoking and lung cancer is not genuine - that it has been
somehow concocted by the ever elusive ‘they’, who are no
doubt fanning the flames of persecution?
If one takes a closer look it becomes clear that the paranoia
and reality are not too closely related. In a recent editorial in
the Journal of The American Medical Association (JAMA),
discussing the issue of the health effects of environmental
tobacco smoke (ETS), the following was written:
“...if we are sent epidemiologic studies showing that ETS
is benign, or even beneficial, that are equivalent in
methodologic and analytical quality to the studies that we
receive that show its toxic effects JAMA will publish them.”28
(p1743)
Is this an example of the persecution? I would respectfully
suggest that Barry be careful otherwise he may become the
first insider to win the Bent Spoon Award!
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The apparent association between smoking and lower rates
of Alzheimer’s Disease and Parkinson’s Disease has not been
ignored by the scientific medical literature 29-35 . From a
scientific perspective these associations are far from being
confirmed 33,35 , and I would have to agree with the view
expressed by the authors of one of the ‘positive’ papers:
“[The] data do not support a recommendation of cigarette
smoking as a prevention for Alzheimer’s disease since the
overall health hazards of tobacco consumption far outweigh
the potential beneficial effect.”34 (p299)
That it is difficult sometimes to obtain funding for research
is an unfortunate fact of life. Is Barry trying to say that, in
spite of the substantial body of evidence showing smoking’s
harmful effects, if more funds were available that we should
be directing these into researching the possible beneficial
effects of tobacco? If there were positive benefits that
outweighed the harmful effects wouldn’t we have observed
them by now in the numerous cohort studies?
To use homeopathy again as an example, the homeopaths,
like many alternative practitioners, complain of funds not
being available for research, and many have used this
argument, along with the persecution red herring, to justify
their scientific inertia.
In view of the existing evidence, and the theoretical issues,
would Barry be happy for public money to be taken away
from a promising area of research such as the new molecular
treatments for cancer and put into research on homeopathy?
Why is the smoking issue any different?
It may be the view of some readers of the Skeptic that I
am being an unreasonable wowser, and that as David Lewis’
article was printed in the ‘Forum’ section that it should not
be judged so harshly. I reject this view.
In the domain of scientific investigation of unusual claims
the Australian Skeptics has chosen, quite rightly, to take the
moral high ground, but we must realise that in so doing we
are obliged to scrupulously observe the same rules we ask
others to follow. The most dangerous threat to the Skeptic’s
credibility is to fail to acknowledge this, and to accept the
double standard that we will then be living by. I believe that
there can be no more important issue for an organisation such
as this one.
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(Dr) Stephen Basser
Heidelberg VIC

A Second Opinion
I was staggered by the illiteracy of the article denouncing the
anti-smoking campaign. It shows that your magazine is not
above the demagogy for which you constantly denounce the
creationists.
I won’t list the overwhelming evidence about smoking. A
detailed rebuttal of Mr Lewis’ assertions is far beyond the
scope and size of your publication and requires grounding in
oncology, respiratory medicine and basic epidemiology. Any
Skeptics wondering whether they should smoke best see their
GP. If they prefer to believe Mr Lewis’ illiterate and selective
analysis of medical statistics, I thank them for proving the
principles of Darwinism: let smoking demonstrate the survival
of the smartest. Provided that smokers only pollute their own
air, I welcome them to it and hope that tobacco taxes will
cover the cost of their painful demise. Mr Lewis got only
one thing right: the medical profession should stop wasting
its breath on free advice.
I would like to explain something, though. Apart from
grossly selective quoting, your author comes unstuck because
he equates the conclusions of medical studies with concrete
facts. Biostatistics prove nothing in a mathematical sense of
the word. Imagine the genesis of lung cancer: after many
years’ exposure to a relevant carcinogen, in the presence of
the right genes, given the right diet, a few bronchial cells
start to move towards malignancy. They are hunted by the
immune system or may be unceremoniously dispatched by a
coughing fit. The bearer may snuff it first with a heart attack.
Proving this chain of events and linking it with smoking is
very difficult on a statistical basis. Medical opinion is formed
by balancing the quality and quantity of available data, and

the conclusions based on one study seldom mean that those
saying otherwise are dead wrong. Trials must be interpreted
in light of their methodology: thanks to the current climate
of publish or perish, medical literature is awash with
meaningless papers, based on tiny or heterogeneous samples,
drawing dubious conclusions unsupported by their data. Any
amateur attempting to tread this terrain by singling out a few
quotations that appear to support his assertion will end up
looking like your author.
To convince Mr Lewis, I need two groups of humans, all
breathing air carefully filtered of other carcinogens, eating
the same food and doing the same work for thirty years, one
group stopping twenty times a day to smoke, the other puffing
on sham cigarettes which also have a mild tranquilliser effect
similar to nicotine. I need large numbers to slaughter some at
regular intervals over fifty years to examine the changes in
their lungs. I will be pleased to apply for funding if a sufficient
number of volunteers reports to the Skeptic. I propose a
random allocation to either group, although non-smokers will
be slaughtered more humanely.
Tobacco companies are always looking for the likes of Mr
Lewis - without access to the broad picture and in some sort
of need to demonstrate their cleverness. This demagogy is
eagerly grasped by smokers without the benefit of sufficient
education or brains to understand that high school debate
tactics do not equip one to analyse complex and sometimes
contradictory epidemiological data.
Finally, Mr Lewis, doctors are not the people who started
persecuting smokers. Insurance companies did. Argue with
Nigel Gray all you want, but don’t smoke if you want a cheap
life policy.
I regret that your valuable space was wasted on this issue,
which is not a scientific controversy at all. I don’t see you
publishing some bush lawyer’s ridicule of cosmology or
quantum physics - but balanced medical opinion is a popular
target because many really prefer to shorten their lives by
representing a denial of the obvious as healthy scepticism.
Scientific medicine is partly to blame. When things were done
because doctors said so - pioneers of hygiene, anaesthesia
and penicillin, our greatest advances, never troubled
themselves with double blind trials - everyone believed us.
Now that we examine very assertion with imperfect
methodology, Mr Lewis can have a field day.
Leave the smugness to Jehovah’s witnesses and brush a
few cobwebs out of your publication. Take your disingenuous
UFO coverage. I am the first to suggest that UFOs may indeed
be a culturally inspired mass delusion akin to the witch plague
of the Middle Ages. The flying saucers may indeed be
reflections of airport floodlights, Venus projections or hoaxes.
The UFO abductees may be hallucinating or suffering from
delusions. The marks of purported physical interference
suffered at the alien hands may be stigmata.
This is scarcely obvious from the Skeptic. If UFOs are all
images of Venus, can this be reconciled with the times and
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places where Venus is seen? If they are all hallucinations,
publish the fact that there is a procedure for pilots to report
it. Has a sober Skeptic ever seen what can only be explained
as a UFO? Why does NASA refuse to comment on them and
why are retired NASA employees falling over themselves to
do so?
Alleged UFO abductees are simply laughed at. Nobody
seems to understand that if they are not reporting a true event,
they are pretty ill and need help. I have read of many
allegations of surgery purportedly performed by aliens surely, someone tried to verify or disprove this. Stop ridiculing
the poor yokels who photograph planets and tell us instead
whether there is any objective data.
Just from what I have read, the numbers of reliable
observers reporting UFO sightings should concern someone
who doesn’t believe in them. They include scores of
policemen, soldiers, pilots and astronauts. The reports seem
stubbornly consistent regardless of time, place or cultural
bias. That authorities deny not only any knowledge, but also
any interest in these events must arouse healthy suspicion.
Of course there would be a government conspiracy if UFOs
turned out to be alien craft. Governments simply don’t know
another way! At the dawn of our evolution, Ugg, the Chief
Cave Cleaner, lured Ogg, the Health Inspector, outside the
cave and cracked his scone with a club because Ogg alleged
a relationship between excreta and dysentery (event not
actually recorded, but ritualised and reproduced by every
government department dealing with public safety ever since).
If aliens really did land here, unless they blundered into the
like of Barry Jones, they were undoubtedly shrouded by
absolute secrecy - especially if such aliens are also public
servants.
Another issue whose coverage your magazine is rather
superficial: acupuncture. I am a practising GP and don’t use
it at all. Many patients ask my opinion and a significant
proportion go on to ignore it, but I am yet to see an impressive
or lasting effect. My professional experience of acupuncture
contains nothing that would contradict Dr Basser’s adamant
rejection of it.
Yet I wouldn’t rush to dismiss when so many others claim
good results. A culture, whose modern exponents are not
known for suffering fools gladly, is unlikely to have deluded
itself for two millennia; my experience of quackery indicates
that they have a life-span of about five years. The fact that
ancient Chinese put forward an unscientific explanation for
the physiological effects of acupuncture is surely no argument
against its efficacy. There are many studies suggesting that
acupuncture does have physiological effects. Whether
anybody can translate them into proven clinical benefits is in
dispute - but, again, medical statistics are not good for
evaluating phenomena like quality of life or pain. The clients
of the original acupuncturists - mostly young (few lived to
old age), mostly male, Chinese, NON-SMOKERS - differ
dramatically from the clientele of the acupuncturists today.
Age, sex or even racial differences could account why
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possible effects of acupuncture are less pronounced in our
society.
And I think you should conform to the process used by
scientific journals - an article is refereed to screen armchair
expertise for factual errors. All-knowing derision may inspire
the weary veterans of creationist rallies, but adds little to the
promotion of sceptical analysis of various issues. Given the
educational level of our society, it may be hard to discuss the
latest fads with a straight face, but you would be more
effective if scientific issues were not presented as black and
white.
(Dr) I B Englin
Prahran VIC
Dr Englin’s points relating to issues other than smoking will
be addressed elsewhere.

A Second Opinion
Our esteemed editor has set a lead in declaring his bias in
this discussion; so I follow: I have never smoked (save a
couple of Old Chums long long ago) nor did one of my sisters:
however I watched the other sister, who smoked heavily, die
of lung cancer. So I am emotionally anti-smoking and I assume
the right to evangelise against smoking among my nearest
and dearest.
That said, my attitude to the world at large is that if people
want to take drugs of any sort; nicotine, heroin, alcohol or
whatall, let ‘em. The only caveats are that they should not
adversely affect my enjoyment of life, they should be provided
with the best possible advice so that they know the risks and
society should arrange its affairs so that some of its members
are not able to reap super profits by peddling the various
substances at artificially inflated prices with the consequent
involvement of burglary, murder and mayhem.
Now David Lewis argues that the advice which is being
given by a whole range of otherwise respected and competent
authorities is overstated or, indeed, hysterical.
In questioning David Lewis’s argument I want to make
two points.
Firstly, he refers to research by Feinstein and Wells reported
in 1974. They found a bias in the diagnosis of lung cancer
depending on whether a patient had a history of smoking or
not and they concluded that “cigarette smoking may
contribute more to the diagnosis of lung cancer than it does
to producing the disease itself”. And so impressed was he
with this startling conclusion that David Lewis adds an
exclamation mark after it.
However David Lewis only quotes percentages given by
Feinstein and Wells to justify that conclusion.
It is notoriously easy to draw wrong conclusions from data
if only percentages are used so I thought it worthwhile looking
at that particular paper and with the help of the staff at the
NSW State Library I managed to track down a copy in the
National Library, Canberra.
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Feinstein and Wells compared the smoking history of 654
patients who had died from lung cancer with the diagnosis or
non-diagnosis of their condition before death and here is the
actual data presented in their paper.
Cigarette Smoking and Non-pre-mortem Diagnosis in
Patients with Lung Cancer at Necropsy
Amount of Cigarette
Smoking
Unknown
None
Light
Moderate
Heavy
Extreme
TOTAL

Rate of Non-Diagnosis
During Life
16/43 (37%)
17/45 (38%)
8/41 (20%)
28/203 (14%)
24/241 (10%)
9/81 (11%)
102/654 (16%)

Yes, of course, they established a diagnostic bias; the
percentages show it. But the overwhelming significance of
their data is that of the 611 deaths from lung cancer of people
whose smoking history was known in that hospital only 45
were people who did not smoke (ie 7.5%) and a staggering
566 (ie 92.5%) were people who did smoke. That glaring
fact is not mentioned by Feinstein and Wells and makes
nonsense of their conclusion that the diagnostic bias obscures
the relation between smoking and lung cancer. Indeed the
concentration on the non-diagnosis percentages really reveals
the interpretative bias in Feinstein and Wells and David Lewis
who has apparently followed their conclusion uncritically.
Properly read, the data of Feinstein and Wells is a damning
indictment of smoking.
My second point is that if David Lewis wishes to pursue
his criticism of the advice that smoking is a personal health
hazard and a public health cost then he should deal with the
whole field of research into its relation to emphysema and
heart disease as well as lung cancer. Why confine his “critical
response” to one article by Dr Gray?
And when David Lewis produces his critical review of all
the research literature; please let him give full and proper
references to his sources. I had neither facilities nor time to
go searching, clueless, for Pike and Doll’s 1967 study,
Cameron and McGoogan’s 1981 study or Janerich et al 1990.
Who knows, they might be simply names and quotes dreamt
up by a fevered brain in a smoke-filled room?
References
Feinstein A R and Wells C K (1974) Cigarette smoking and lung
cancer: the problems of “Detection Bias” in epidemiologic rates of
disease. Assoc.Am Physicians:Transactions, vol 87, pp 180-185

John Warren
Central Mangrove NSW

Actuarial Statistics
David Lewis’ article on the statistics of smoking is an ideal
topic of discussion for the Skeptic, a nice change of direction
from Noah’s Ark, the BVM and the Tooth Fairy.
The problem we face in forming our own opinions is the
fact that most of us are not professional statisticians and where
we don’t have the source data and details of the investigation
techniques employed, we must rely on the conclusions drawn
by unbiased investigators.
There must be considerable significance in the differential
life assurance premiums charged to smokers and nonsmokers. The life insurance industry is extremely competitive
and yet companies charge the 40% or so of the adult
population who smoke considerably higher premiums than
the charge the non-smokers. The actuaries who determine
the premiums are professional statisticians and they have
access to the research statistics and medical evidence. Would
a competitive industry do this to such a large part of its target
market if there was not well researched and compelling
evidence forcing it to do so?
If David’s hypothesis is correct, insurance companies are
running a conspiracy against the smokers of Australia and I
am surprised the tobacco lobby has not sought relief under
the Trade Practices Act. Perhaps the Skeptic could see fit to
publish an extract from a major insurance company’s actuarial
life tables so that we can see whether David’s statement “If,
as it seems likely, smokers and non-smokers enjoy the same
life expectancy...” has any validity. As for Barry’s editorial
comment - yes mate, the opposition of non-smokers is
unscientific. We simple don’t like the smells smokers make
in confined spaces, particularly restaurants. If smokers could
just refrain from doing that and from dropping their litter
anywhere they feel like it, the non-smokers of the world will
allow them to smoke and pay more than their fair share of
taxes, with appreciation and acclamation.
Richard Lead
Apia, Western Samoa

More Statistics
David Lewis’ article about smoking and lung cancer (Vol
13, No 4) contains a number of questionable statistical
assumptions, but one in particular cannot be allowed to pass
without comment as it is central to one of his main arguments.
He takes the figure of 130,000 deaths between 1950 and
1989 and divides it by 40 to obtain an estimate of the expected
number of deaths per year, then concludes that the 1989 figure
is almost twice what it should be, despite the decreased rate
of smoking.Mr Lewis completely overlooks the fact that
Australia’s population in 1950 was approximately 7 million
and by 1989 it was 17 million. This puts a rather different
complexion on his figures.
The arguments of one so statistically careless must be taken
with a pinch of - er - tobacco.
Steve Hynes
Bishop’s Stortford, England
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No Smoke Without Ire!
Reflections on rebuttals
David H Lewis
Richard Lead’s reasonable objection about life insurance
penalties on smokers was raised by Dr Shroot of ASH in
TheCanberra Times (3/8/93) against my assertion that
smokers enjoy the same life expectancy as nonsmokers. I
replied that in the first place it was surprising that the medical
profession should appeal to the insurance industry and I
suggested that they had imposed them opportunistically
following the flawed report against smoking by the Royal
College of Physicians in the 60s which started this whole
hysteria. Certainly their “actuarial studies” never prompted
them to penalise smokers before that time. I then compared
those two authorities to two blind elephants holding on to
one another’s tails! No rebuttal of that theory has been offered.
Dr Englin’s reaction was a shade more apoplectic and
began with an allusion to my illiteracy though he was kind
enough to later mention my cleverness. Rather predictably
he relied on the familiar mantra of “overwhelm-ing evidence”
- none of which he deigned to reveal to us! He then patronised
us by suggesting that no-one without a grounding in
“oncology, respiratory medicine and basic epidemiology”
could hope to understand his rebuttal anyway. Judging from
his novel proposal for an epidemiological trial involving the
regular slaughter of its subjects one might also need to blend
the imagination of Hieronymous Bosch with the stomach of
an Aztec executioner!
His mention of the “Medical literature (being) awash with
meaningless papers” and, later, the “contradictory
epidemiological data” or the “imperfect methodology” does
not inspire much confidence in this “overwhelming
evidence”! His nostalgia for the good old days of intuitive or
inspirational medicine takes us back to the era of bloodletting, purging, witch hunting and demonic possession. I
think I’ll take modern medicine even if it is still prone to fly
off on the occasional witch hunt! His error about insurance
companies is covered above.
Dr Basser also evinces some irritation that the subject
should have been broached at all but for some inexplicable
ethical reason he refrains from any mention ( or defence) of
Dr Gray’s original assertions. So Dr Gray may say what he
likes but no one is allowed to discuss the manifold glaring
inconsistences in his arguments! That becomes “a journey
into pseudoscience”!
He is a bit precious to chide me for my failure to formally
cite all my references for he obviously knew perfectly well
what the MRFIT was whereas the references I did formally
cite he studiously ignores! These of course were the ones

that showed that Dr Gray (and presumably the whole
Australian medical profession) has been happily flaunting a
long discredited Japanese study as the jewel in the antismoking crown! I naturally referred to Hirayama because that
was Dr Gray’s defining authority and even though I did not
formally cite all my references I most certainly named several
recent studies that did not bear out the harmful effects of
passive smoking. Dr Basser shouldn’t have had too much
trouble identifying my reference to the Australian Medical
Health and Research Council, for instance!
Incidentally, although Dr Gray’s false jewel went unnoticed
by the entire medical profession (referees and all) it WAS
detected by JR Johnstone’s passive smoking study from the
Australian Institute of Public Policy which described
Hirayama’s findings as “ more in the realms of cosmology
than epidemiology”!!
In his anger or in his haste to condemn, he completely
misrepresents my use of the MRFIT study. I did not choose
this trial “as a way of challenging the smoking and lung cancer
link” in fact I made no mention of lung cancer in this
connection. What I did say was “these findings give no
support whatever to Dr Gray’s assumption that smoking kills
or that quitting saves lives” which indeed they don’t. Even
although the ten and a half year follow-up seems superficially
to give slightly better results for the experimental group ( the
quitters) they still show nowhere near the immunity expected
on the orthodox view and it still contains many unexpected
anomalies. For instance, contrary to the impression that Dr
Basser tries to convey at (2), cancers of the respiratory and
intrathoracic organs showed 66 deaths in the experimental
group against 55 in the control (smokers). All cancer deaths
were almost indistinguishable at 140 to 149 and although
there seemed a better mortality for CHD in the experimental
group “this was observed primarily for men with hypertension
at baseline” (p1799) ie for those at special risk.
Without getting too bogged down in figures, the point to
be made here is that MRFIT is at very best inconclusive and
does not provide any comfort to Dr Basser who implicitly
admits this by saying (at 4) that a longer period of follow up
is required (ie 15-20 yrs). This is not the thrust of the antismoking evangelists who almost promise smokers instant
eternal life if they quit!
Despite Dr Basser’s claim to the contrary I have already
provided several objections to the orthodox view that smokers
suffer a higher lung cancer and overall mortality rates. One
was the MRFIT trial just discussed; another was detection
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bias (smokers are more likely to be diagnosed with lung
cancer); another was the unreliability of death certificate
information and yet another was the crass contradictions in
Dr Gray’s own figures. I hope Dr Basser reads my case notes
more thoroughly than he read my article before ever operating
on me or he’d cut off the wrong leg!
Let’s now deal with his rather disingenuous objection to
my allusion to the discrepancy in lung cancer incidence and
smoking numbers. He pretends that I have grossly misled
people here by allegedly confusing male and female smoking
rates but he knows full well that female smoking rates have
remained fairly constant so are not going to affect the overall
picture. Therefore my question is perfectly legitimate. In ball
park figures the overall number of smokers in the country is
about the same as after the war. It the number of smokers has
remained fairly constant for nearly fifty years how are we
only now getting Dr Gray’s figures that there are now more
than twice the number of lung cancers as in the early fifties.
He naturally blames this on smoking but I’m more inclined
to attribute it simply to the doubling of the population. On
this view, the rate of lung cancer is pretty well static and
bears no relationship to smoking.
I have not misunderstood the dose response relationship
and nor, presumably, did Pike and Doll when they expressed
their perplexity that “neither the amount smoked not the age
of starting made any substantial difference to the average
age of the onset of the disease”. To put it another way, if lung
cancer is going to manifest itself it obviously does so
regardless of the duration or intensity of smoking. If Dr Basser
played Shakespeare’s apothecary and prescribed me a poison
that he said sometimes kills people quickly, sometimes slowly
and most often not at all, I think I would be justified in
questioning the does response relationship!
Incidently, again if Dr Basser had read me properly he
would have noticed that my “anecdote” about 95 year old
smokers was not used to prove smoking’s safety (though you
must wonder!) but to illustrate that no one seems to be
considering people’s genetic predisposition to cancer and
coronaries.
But the best demonstration of how Dr Basser and his ilk
frighten themselves and the general public about smoking is
his use of Doll and Peto’s figures. Although he tries a sort of
intimidation by authorities (35 in all - and some of immense
antiquity!) he states that their study is “the strongest evidence
showing the relationship between smoking and lung cancer”
and he says this study shows non smokers “have a markedly
decreased lifetime risk of contracting and dying from lung
cancer compared to smokers”.
Well, let’s see. According to his figures from Doll and
Peto, 14 non smoking doctors per 100,000 die of lung cancer
against 347/100,000 heavy smokers. I’m surprise he didn’t
give us the usual “...therefore they suffer 25 times the risk”!
So far so frightening, but let us now turn the question around
and ask what chance the heavy smokers have of escaping
death by lung cancer? Since 99,986 non smokers escape lung
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cancer against 99,653 heavy smokers we can easily divide
the one by the other to show that heavy smokers have a 99.7%
chance of escaping this unpleasant fate. One would have to
be extremely paranoid to regard that as a “markedly increased
risk”!! And remember, on Dr Basser’s admission, this is “the
strongest evidence” we have! Is this really the basis for the
hysterical public health warnings that “Smoking CAUSES
lung cancer”? If that’s the worst it gets, what on earth is all
the hysteria about?
Incidently, there are some questions about the validity of
Pike and Doll’s study not least being its disagreement with
the more recent surveys (see my article - eg Rose and
Hamilton, Seltzer). Also it is a self selected sample from
which one must be wary of concluding causality. So in
summary, how can we score Dr Basser’s rebuttal?
1) That he prefaces his argument with that ultimate insult
“a tobacco apologist” (not to menton “misguided and biased”)
doesn’t augur well for his scientific detachment.
2) He obviously hasn’t bothered to read my article very
carefully because he so often misrepresents me.
3) He makes several mountains out of molehills such as
his pretended problem with my references.
4) He often says I have left undone things that I ought to
have done but which in fact I did do, ie naming studies (albeit
en passant) unfavourable to the orthodox view of active and
passive smoking.
5) He floats the furphy that I have misled people by
confusing male and female smokers when he well knows it
really makes no difference.
6) Like many anti-smokers, he sensationalises lung cancer
deaths rates (in this case Pike and Doll’s) to give a highly
misleading picture. No wonder a correspondent to the
Canberra Times last year agonised about teenagers dying
from smoking (19/6).
7) While I can sympathise with his difficulty, his
conspicuous and curious avoidance of any overt defence of
Dr Gray’s thesis suggests he cannot even bring himself to
damn it with faint praise.
8) Although I have done Dr Basser the courtesy of
responding to his objections they are not, on the whole, very
carefully thought out or very convincing. The acrid
undercurrent of annoyance running through his piece
seriously detracts from his detachment and suggests he’d far
prefer there was no debate on the subject at all.
9) However in one respect he is quite right! He is right to
suggest I am biased. I am strongly biased against people being
browbeaten, bullied, and bludgeoned into certain behaviours
on the basis of a half baked bandwagon hysteria and even
more biased against attempts to discourage discussion of the
rational basis of this received wisdom by the gratuitous epithet
of “pseudoscience”, I’ll wear that one.
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Barry Williams comments
Let me first address the particular issues related to the
smoking debate. In this, I speak as one who has been involved
in the debate, and who speaks from a personal point of view.
In a further article in this issue, I will wear my editor’s hat
and address the wider question of the nature of Australian
Skeptics and what topics should properly be addressed in the
Skeptic.
In his attack on my editorial comment, Dr Basser accuses
me of indulging in pseudoscience and opines that I might be
in line for a Bent Spoon award. As nothing in my comment
could be construed as being in any way scientific, pseudo- or
otherwise, he would have some difficulty in sustaining his
case. I merely observed that, historically, cultures tended to
be antipathetic to outsiders, however that term might be
defined. I still think that is a fairly uncontroversial
observation. From that I extrapolated the view that in our
modern, democratic and pluralist society, where it is no longer
acceptable (properly in my view) to denigrate people because
of their race, culture etc, then the smoker has become a
politically acceptable target for prejudice. I may be wrong in
this observation, but there is plenty of evidence in our daily
news media to indicate that I am not. This is not a scientific
hypothesis, it is an observation about cultural history.
Dr Basser, rather disingenuously I thought, sought to imply
that I could be lumped in with the homeopaths et al because
I raised an article in the New Scientist about the scarcity of
research funds for those who wished to study anything that
may have led to positive results from tobacco. I am sure that
Dr Basser understands full well the difference between my
position and that of the homeopaths, so I will not belabour it
here, except to say that I make no claims of any healing
benefits to be derived from smoking, and homeopaths do from
their nostrums. Indeed, I might suggest that it is the zealots
of the anti-smoking lobby who are misusing science in
pursuance of their cause.
Dr Basser goes on to suggest that, because I say that
smokers are persecuted, then I am akin to a conspiracy
theorist. Is Dr Basser suggesting that smokers are not
persecuted? Or perhaps he is suggesting that smokers should
be persecuted for their own good; if they will only give up
the foul weed then everything will be OK. Well that is a point
of view which has impeccable historical antecedents. Jews
and Moors in 15th Century Spain were given the perfectly
reasonable alternatives of giving up their religions or of
burning (entirely for their own good, of course).
Are smokers persecuted? Of course they are. Is it a
conspiracy? Of course it is not. Those who urge smokers to
quit are doing it from the purest of motives (and I am not
being ironical here), just as, no doubt, the members of the
Spanish Inquisition really believed that the only way for the
infidels to save their immortal souls was for them to embrace
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Christianity.
On a purely practical level, if I were to give up smoking, I
would gain some immediate benefits, certainly financial ones
and probably health ones, just as the Jews in Spain could
have avoided the auto da fe by accepting Christianity.
But I am not arguing that smoking is good for me, nor am
I arguing that the medical evidence is not strongly in favour
of the proposition that it is bad for me. The proposition I
wish to put is that the anti-smoking case should stand on its
own merits and should not require that its lily be gilded. And
that is precisely what I believe is happening in the debate. I
am not, as Dr Englin points out, skilled in those areas of
special knowledge required to conduct the epidemiological
studies necessary to determine the truth, or the approximate
truth, of how good the evidence against smoking is. Again,
with Dr Englin, I realise that definitive studies are not possible
without conducting ethically unacceptable clinical trials on
people. On balance, and because I do not have the skills
referred to, I am forced to agree with the bulk of the medical
profession that I should give up smoking and the fact that I
do not is no doubt evidence of a serious character defect in
me.
Those who are in the forefront of the anti-smoking
campaign should also recognise that their evidence is not
incontrovertible; that anomalous results do occur in some
studies and they should not seek to dismiss these anomalies
as being of no consequence until they can show, scientifically,
that they are not valid. Particularly, they should not seek to
preclude, on those grounds alone, research which suggest
benefits which may accrue from tobacco or smoking. The
January 15 New Scientist contains a letter from two
researchers from the University of Wales College of Medicine
regarding the apparent ‘protective effect’ afforded to smokers
from a number of inflammatory diseases. Should this
research, which could result in benefits for the treatment of
very common ailments, be terminated because it may indicate
that smoking has some good features?
Which brings me to my main point. While the weight of
the evidence may show that, on balance, smoking is harmful
to the smokers’ health, the fact that they do not give it up
seems to rankle with some. This ignores the historical fact
that homo sapiens is a contrary animal who sometimes does
all sorts of dangerous things because he wants to, regardless
of the consequences. People climb mountains, parachute out
of aeroplanes, bungee jump, charge machine gun
emplacements and win VCs, ride bulls, face up to Curtley
Ambrose and so on, without massive campaigns being
mounted to dissuade them. But because smokers choose to
indulge in their habit, regardless of the risk to themselves,
then something must be done about it.
And it is what is done that, to me, transcends the bounds
of reason. What is done is to transform smoking from a
personal medical problem, the evidence for which may be a
little difficult for the non specialist to understand, into a SIN!
And Sin needs no strong scientific evidence to prove its
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existence. Everybody knows about Sin. Sin is ipso facto BAD!
And the only way for the sinner to extirpate his sin is for him
(or her) to feel the pangs of Guilt.
And so we get to the ultimate Sin, Passive Smoking. The
danger of passive smoking is an essential ingredient to the
anti-smoking argument for a number of reasons, chief among
which is “while it may be argued that, in a democratic society,
the smoker may have the right to go to Hell in his own way,
he has no right to inflict a similar danger on others”. And
quite right too. Another powerful need for passive smoking
to be a threat is that an inconvenient number of total abstainers
also die from ‘smoking related’ diseases. So, I suggest, the
argument exists to turn the smoker from a person who may
be risking his own wellbeing, and who may not care, into a
threat to society, a despoiler of the innocent, a moral leper. It
is no longer a medical argument, it is a moral crusade. The
Sinner must be made to feel Guilt. Moral crusades can be
very dangerous things, especially when they have the full
weight of the state behind them. Just ask your Jewish friends.
Or your homosexual friends.
Thus we get results like the US Surgeon General labelling
Environmental Tobacco Smoke (ETS) as one of the most
dangerous substances on Earth; a spokesman for the NSW
Health Department, during the recent bushfires, telling people
via the ABC News that the smoke laden atmosphere would
not be particularly dangerous to people with respiratory
ailments because “it is nowhere near as active as tobacco
smoke”; a recent case, settled out of court, in which an
organisation paid compensation to an individual who had
contracted pneumonia after attending a course during which
some people smoked.
I have already admitted my ignorance of epidemiology
etc, but I can recognise a dud argument when I see one. These
arguments may not be countenanced in the specialist journals,
but they gained a great deal of currency in the popular press
and I did not see any of the anti-smoking lobby refuting them.
Indeed, in the latter case I read of some of them praising it as
a breakthrough.
And these arguments are absurd. Even the most virulent
anti-smoker is hardly likely to seriously claim that merely
inhaling the smoke from a passing smoker will cause you to
drop dead in the street, yet there are plenty of very dangerous
substances that will have just that effect. The smoke from
the bushfires contained the residue from thousands of
different plants, animals, chemicals, plastics, used condoms
and who knows what and the spokesman just knew that it
was not as dangerous as cigarette smoke. How?
But, the good Drs will claim, there are more reputable
studies that show that passive smoking is very dangerous
indeed. There may be, but I want to ask “How do you conduct
such a study?” We have already agreed that we cannot conduct
double blind clinical trials, using humans as test subjects and
controls, so we must rely on population studies of one kind
or another. I will accept that this is an acceptable, though not
ideal, method when used for smokers. Smokers are likely to
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admit that they smoke and are unlikely to forget that they
once did, although they will almost certainly either under- or
over-estimate the amount they smoke, depending on the
circumstances. All sorts of outside data may be accessed to
show what proportion of a given population smoked during
any given period. For non smokers who may have been
exposed to environmental tobacco smoke, the task is much
more difficult. In this case, you only have one fact, the fact
of the disease. There is no way that I can see of accurately
determining the level of exposure to ETS of the population
at large. With the smoker it is hard enough to work out how
much smoke he/she inhales; different brands, different
quantities smoked per day; different tar levels; different
methods of smoking etc. At least he has one end of the
cigarette in his mouth and the variables can probably be set
between certain limits. With the passive smoker, the variables
can almost be infinite. How does one arrive at any valid
conclusion under these circumstances? It staggers my mind.
But Dr Basser did quote a number of studies in support of
the dangers of ETS, though I am unlikely to look them up
and would be unlikely to understand them if I did. However,
one of the studies (Hecht et al) was mentioned in New
Scientist (29 January p 16). Headlined “Urine tests confirm
fears about passive smoking”, the body of the story was more
cautious about its claims. In the first paragraph it was claimed
that “This adds weight to the suspicion that passive smoking
can cause lung cancer” (my emphasis). Further on it “provides
experimental support” for the proposal. The test itself
consisted of exposing “volunteers to conditions typical of a
smoky bar for 90 minutes one morning and again in the
afternoon” and then measuring their urine for traces of a
substance derived from tobacco products and which is known
to cause lung cancer in rats. It was found that this level was
ten times higher than that from the same people earlier, when
they had not been exposed to smoke. The article said that
most indoor environments had much lower concentrations
that in the test conditions, but it did show that the subjects
were exposed to some risk. So far, so bad. The penultimate
paragraph, however, put the study into some sort of
perspective. The urine of heavy smokers showed that their
level of the substance was 120 times that of the test subjects
after exposure.
No doubt one cannot extrapolate directly from these
figures, but if we consider that, in the worst conceivable
conditions, the specific risk to the non smoker is 1/120 that
of the heavy smoker, and that a goodly proportion of even
heavy smokers achieve longevity, then we should question
the scientific validity of many of the alarming claims made
in the popular media about passive smoking.
And that is the point I wish to make. There may be good
scientific evidence in the medical literature about the effects
of passive smoking, but members of the public rarely read
this literature. Many of the arguments publicly espoused by
continued p 60...
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FORUM

Breaking Through the Smoke Screeen
David Lewis
A recent edition of New Scientist (9 October 1993) contains
a daring flirtation with the notion that smoking may impart a
benign protective benefit, and Ian Mundell’s article, “Peering
through the smoke screen” is yet another straw in the winds
of change that are stirring around the monolithic orthodoxy
of the anti-smoking juggernaut.
We are now so thoroughly browbeaten into believing that
smoking is the work of the Devil that this article has the
added piquancy of being more than a little heretical. However,
(like Osiander’s disclaimer in the preface to Copernicus’
revolutionary De Revolutionibus) even Mr Mundell
introduces his article with the standard catechism cursing
the alleged evils of the habit - “smoking kills ... the evidence
is overwhelming ... the death toll huge”. Now because the
anti-smokers are regarded as latter day saints delivering us
from “the black stinking fume nearest resembling the horrible
Stygian smoke of the bottomless pits of Hell” (After King
James I, a prototypically moderate anti-smoker!) they have
long been allowed the luxury of unopposed propaganda and
are never required to temper their terrible swift swords on
the anvil of honest and open debate. Since they have
mercilessly persecuted the poor old puffers for so long it will
be good for their souls to face the inquisition themselves for
once. Accordingly, this article will play the Devil’s Advocate
and advance three propositions:
1. That there is no plausible evidence incriminating passive
smoking.
2. That smokers enjoy the same life expectancy as nonsmokers.
3. That smoking may actually confer benign protective
benefits.
Mr Mundell has already offered substantial argument in
favour of proposition 3, with particular reference to
Parkinson’s, Altzheimer’s and ulcerative colitis. Although
he doesn’t cite specific studies, the ones he appears to have
in mind are Kahn’s * 1966 survey of smoking and mortality
among US veterans and possibly Hammond’s * 1966 survey
of the relationship between smoking and a million deaths.
These discuss the so called ‘mortality ratio’, which purports
to show the proportion of smokers to non-smokers dying of a
particular disease. ‘1.0’ then represents parity and lees than
1 indicates an apparent advantage for smokers. Some specific
examples are cancer of the rectum 0.9, coleorectal cancer in
women 0.78 (or 0.66 in heavy smokers) and 0.26 for
Parkinson’s disease.
Approaching the question from another angle,
corroboration of this protective benefit seems to be offered

by the much more recent findings of the Australian Bureau
of Statistics. Their 1990 National Health survey covered
22,000 homes and produced some remarkable and very
unexpected results. To the chagrin of the anti-smokers, they
found that smokers enjoyed health advantages over nonsmokers in six out of ten indices, including heart disease
and cancer - (yes, you read that right), parity on two and a
disadvantage on only asthma (slight) and bronchitis/
emphysema.
Another item of evidence is Janerich et al 1990, a passive
smoking survey which reported that while there seemed to
be “no evidence of an adverse effect of environmental tobacco
smoke” in the workplace, in social settings there was a
“statistically significant inverse association between
environmental tobacco smoke and lung cancer”!
The September 1993 Australian add New Zealand Journal
of Psychiatry study into psychiatric morbidity in women said,
“The unexpected finding reported here is a higher rate of
recovery from their psychiatric morbidity amongst women
who smoked”. Why this should be surprising is not clear when
they then go on to say “This result fits with previously
reported data indicating that women use cigarette smoking
to regulate mood and to cope with the pressures of relentless
child care in the context of strained financial resources”.
In similar vein, the American Journal of Psychiatry (Vol
150, No 4) warns that smoking cessation is not only more
difficult for those with a history of depression, but is also
more likely to exacerbate the disorder. Smoking, it says, may
act as an anti-depressant in some people, alleviating fatigue,
insomnia, indecisiveness and suicidal ideas. “Pressure to stop
smoking may, for certain psychiatric patients, have unique
risks” says Dr Glassman, which could even include suicide
while in the throes of a depressive episode. In the light of the
report in The Australian (15 Jan, 1994), that one third of
Americans are mentally sick, this may have no small
implications.
On another level, smoking is well recognised as an effective
means of losing weight which, of course, is one of the great
perennial preoccupations of the Western world. This facility
contributes importantly to many people’s self-image and,
therefore, their satisfaction with themselves.
None of this offers very much comfort to the anti-smokers,
for there we have many quite independent strands of research,
all converging on the proposition that smoking appears to
offer a prophylactic and therapeutic benefit. And that is before
we even mention the other well recognised physiological and
psychological benefits of smoking that even the most fervent
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anti-smokers reluctantly concede - its ability to raise cortical
arousal levels and counteract boredom and fatigue; its facility
as a relaxant - especially in ultra-stressful situations like
combat; its ability to enhance attention and vigilance; its
ability to enhance pleasurable feelings ( a drink before and a
cigarette after!); its sociability etc. All of these are important
affirmative aspects of smoking that are likely to have far
reaching positive consequences in terms of the general
adjustment, stress level and well being of an individual - very
significant factors in any assessment of overall health.
Finally, let us note that Mundell’s article prompted a
response from the University of Wales College of Medicine
(New Scientist 15/1/94) saying “our evidence, therefore,
supports the observation that smoking has a ‘protective effect’
in inflammatory disease states.”
Passive Smokus Pocus
Let us now turn to the evidence underpinning the widespread
popular prejudice that passive smoking is harmful to those
who choose not to smoke. This notion, of course, is one of
the aces in the anti-smoker’s armamentarium because it places
an enormous burden of moral pressure on smokers - one might
even say moral blackmail. They are made to feel at least
socially irresponsible, if not actually morally culpable for
damaging the health of innocent people. This has a flow-on
effect in that employers and public facilities, like airlines
and hospitals etc, then also feel pressured (not least by
speculative ‘victims’ of passive smoke) to provide smoke
free environments, in the pious belief that they are doing the
right thing. Meanwhile, the poor old smoker is harassed from
pillar to post - their custom, once the hallmark of social
conviviality, suddenly vilified on all sides. Well, what is the
evidence?
We might presume that such a concerted and unrelenting
campaign of social engineering must surely be founded on a
bedrock of solid scientific certainty rather than rampant
Lalondism *.
Let’s start with the Australian situation. The figure of 1,600
deaths a year from passive smoking is widely quoted and
appears to come from the Government publication Drug
Abuse 1992, in which it says, “it has been estimated that up
to 1,650 Australians die each year as a result of passive
smoking”. However, no source or authority is given for this
claim, nor is there any explanation of how this estimate is
reached or quantified. It would, in any case, be very surprising
if a death certificate, anywhere in the world, has yet been
inscribed with the words ‘passive smoking’ under the cause
of death. Simon Grose of The Canberra Times has written
(11 Nov 1993) that this death figure seems to be an
extrapolation from American figures, but we still don’t know
how their figures are produced. It is tempting to think that
they have materialised from thin air.
Another authority, the President of the Australian Medical
Association, issued a statement recently (Queensland Times,
30 Aug, 1993) saying “studies have shown passive smoking
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in the workplace is associated with a 34% risk of lung cancer”.
(He didn’t identify his studies but he probably had Hirayama
in mind, whom we’ll meet again in a moment). Since 20 and
30 years ago virtually everyone was exposed to passive smoke
at work, this suggests that a third of those several million
people should now be exhibiting the disease. The cold fact
that only some 6,000 Australians die of lung cancer each year
from all causes tends to diminish the credibility of that claim.
Incidentally, Dr Nelson is under the mistaken impression
that the Federal Court has ruled that passive smoking causes
lung cancer (Letter MJ Aust, 15/11/93) a furphy recently
repeated by The Australian’s medical writer Steve Dow (21/
1/94) who, abandoning all scientific detachment, also
enthusiastically advocated more passive smoking litigation!
In fact, last year the full bench of the Federal Court ruled
“there is absolutely no conclusive proof that ambient tobacco
smoke can cause disease” but warned “anyone who persists
in claiming that the Federal Court has found that passive
smoking is, or is not, a cause of disease is in danger of being
found in contempt of court” (PP McGuinness in The
Australian, 22/9/93). Certainly the recent Burswood Casino
case rejected the notion that passive smoking posed a health
hazard.
Yet another Australian authority is Dr Gray of the Victorian
Anti Cancer Council and his June 1992 Active and Passive
Smoking article 5 in the Medical Journal of Australia is
presumably the definitive condemnation of the practice. His
careless quotation of the ten years discredited Hirayama study
as the foundation stone of his case was dealt with in my
previous article, but it is worth adding the comment of one
Australian critic that it was “more in the realms of cosmology
than epidemiology *”.
Appeal is often made to the various vigorous
condemnations of smoking from the US Surgeon General,
but these have been criticised and questioned by a number of
reputable studies. For example, in flat contradiction of the
SG’s sensational warnings about the causal nature of smoking
to heart disease, Seltzer’s 1989 analysis * of the famous and
respected Framingham Heart study data could find no
significant associations between smoking and coronary heart
disease. It is perhaps significant then that the SG’s more recent
reports have begun to moderate their tone somewhat. For
instance, the 1989 report discussing passive smoking admits
(p 97) “the lack of statistical significance in all studies” (Only
six of 13 studies showed the required results and then only
marginally) and “the magnitude of the risks associated with
involuntary smoking is uncertain” (p 101). They could be
zero or, as argued earlier, could even be beneficial.
On the other side of the coin, we have already noted
Janerich’s findings and they are perfectly consistent with
several other reputable studies. The 1987 Australian Health
and Medical Research Council’s report found “the effect on
lung function of acute exposure to passive smoke in healthy
individuals appears not to be substantial” *. The Canadian
Aviado’s 1986 Smoking and Society study concluded “there
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are inadequate data ... that exposure to environmental tobacco
smoke causes ... (respiratory) diseases. Consequently ... nonsmokers should not use claims of adverse health effects as
justification for not interacting with smokers in society * ”.
Persehagen’s * 1986 review of the literature said that any
link between passive smoking and lung cancer “can not at
present be regarded as causal”.
Finally, let us consider Dr James Le Fanu’s recent article
in The Times (3/2/94) rather misleadingly entitled “Blame it
on Fags” but which actually argues that passive smoke cannot
cause lung cancer. He notes in passing that the various studies
have been “equivocal” though some, as we have seen, actually
suggest a protective benefit from passive smoke. The problem
he sees with ascribing lung cancer to passive smoke is that
non-smokers almost always develop adenocarcinomas in the
air sacs of the periphery of the lung and he quotes Sir Richard
Doll’s 1964 British doctor study which found “no marked
association with smoking and adenocarcinoma”. On the other
hand, smokers most commonly develop squamous or fat cell
cancers in the lining of the main bronchi. We therefore have
to believe, on the passive smoking hypothesis, that
“carcinogenic smoke, as inhaled by smokers over many years,
causes one kind of cancer, and that the same smoke , as inhaled
by passive smokers at doses tens of thousands of times lower,
causes an entirely different type of cancer, not usually
associated with smoking, in a different part of the lung”. He
then goes on to quote Yale University Medical School’s
Professor Alvan Feinstein, the editor of the Journal of Clinical
Epidemiology as saying “As the evidence fails to comply
with the prime requisites of scientific reasoning, the
prosecution simply ignored these inconvenient results”. Dr
Feinstein then quotes an authoritative public health expert
saying “Yes it’s rotten science, but it’s in a worthy cause. It
will help us ... become a smoke free society”. Shades of M
Lalonde. Dr Le Fanu concludes that whatever reasons there
may be for giving up smoking “the fear of giving other people
lung cancer is not one of them”!
Do Cigarettes Steal Seconds?
It has always been an article of faith among committed antismokers that cigarettes shorten your life. Some authorities
have gone so far as to actually equate minutes lost with
cigarettes smoked, even though this has the obvious flaw of
assuming that the effects of smoking are the same for
everybody, regardless of their genetic or environmental
circumstances. In 1982 the Commonwealth Department of
Health stated that “ a heavy smoker loses almost six minutes
of life per cigarette: a minute of life for each minute of
smoking”. Dr Grey’s article, referred to earlier, describes
smoking as “the largest cause of avoidable death in Australia
and in most parts of the planet”. The President of the AMA
has said that “smoking causes 20,000 premature deaths each
year”, Mr Mundell’s article mentioned “more than 68,000
Britons” and the British Medical Association *, with
apparently incredible accuracy, states “smoking annually kills
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77,774 people”. One can only marvel at the amazing
consistency of a public health hazard that kills exactly that
number each year. If only people could be panicked, pressured
or persuaded into giving up smoking, we are told, then untold
thousands of lives would be saved, not to mention the millions
of dollars spent in caring for them. Unfortunately, none of
these arguments stands up to very close scrutiny.
As for the much vaunted costs to the community of
smoking, it does not take much reflection to realise this
argument is pretty superficial. To put it simply, if non-smokers
are living longer (which of course I dispute) they are merely
postponing the cost of caring for them in their declining years
and possibly incurring considerable extra costs along the way.
It could almost be argued that people save the community
money by popping off early, which opens the Pandora’s box
to the ultimate economic rationalists, who may one day work
out our economically optimum time to opt out! But to refrain
from further facetiousness, serious studies are divided on this
issue, but certainly Jang et al (1987 *) suggested medical
costs to smokers are less than for non-smokers.
However, to return to the thrust of the first hypothesis, the
best way to test life expectancy is through a prospective
intervention study, wherein the performance of two matched
groups is compared for quitting and continuing smoking. One
of the most ambitious (and at $115 million, expensive) recent
trials of this type was the Multiple Risk Factor Intervention
Trial * which randomly assigned 12,886 high risk men to
either an intervention group who either gave up or
significantly cut down cigarettes (as well as other health
precautions) or a control group who were left to their own
devices. This was dealt with in my earlier article (Vol 13, No
4), but it is worth repeating that at the 7 year follow up,
smoking or not smoking seemed to make no appreciable
difference to mortality and this is corroborated in a number
of other recent studies.
Rose and Hamilton * 1978 experiment with 1,445 male
smokers managed to get 50% of the group to quit, with most
others reporting a reduction. Despite this they stated,
“Disappointingly, we find no evidence at all of any reduction
in total mortality”. Their similar 1982 * ten year follow-up
of middle aged smokers with high risk of cardiorespiratory
disease, found an insignificant difference in lung cancers
exhibited by the quitters and continuing smokers (22/714
against 25/731) while mortality in each group was almost
indistinguishable at 17.2% and 17.5% respectively.
Eysenck * describes a collaborative trial with GrossarthMaticek, where 138 continuing male smokers were matched
with 138 male quitters. All had smoked 20-30 cigarettes a
day for over 20 years and quitters had stopped completely
for 10-15 years at the time of the study. Both groups were
then followed-up after 13 years - thus the quitters had not
smoked for between 23 and 28 years. Deaths for smokers
and quitters respectively were as follows - coronary heart
disease 16:14, lung cancer 8:5, other cancers 19:25, other
causes 17:18. Thus 78 smokers survived the trial period and
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76 quitters. Once again the swings and roundabouts brought
the two groups to virtual parity, with a strong suggestion that
smoking was protecting people from other cancers.
So how do Ian Mundell’s precautionary ritual curses stand
up to the cold light of rational analysis? Can we in all honesty
still state that there is overwhelming evidence that smoking
kills or that the death toll is huge? The information presented
here suggests that the evidence is decidedly underwhelming
in scope, quality and integrity, and recent reputable
epidemiological surveys mentioned here give no cause to
believe that smoking kills, which also answers the third fear.
On the other hand, I think I can claim that at least an adequate
case has been advanced in support of those three apparently
heretical propositions, that:
There is no plausible evidence incriminating passive
smoking;
Smokers enjoy the same life expectancy as non-smokers;
and
Smoking actually confers benign protective benefits.
Nietzsche warned us to be suspicious of certainties for
“convictions are more dangerous enemies of truth than lies”.
Many of the most zealous anti-smokers seem so utterly
convinced of their cause that they’ve left no room for escape
should the tide of informed opinion about smoking begin to
turn. Perhaps they should reverse St Francis’ famous dictum
to read “Where there is certainty, let there be doubt” - it might
be more conducive to rational scientific enquiry.
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...Barry Williams from p 56
the anti-smoking crusaders would, however, appear to owe
more to the skills of the publicist than of the sober
practitioners of science. If, as they claim, passive smoking is
a serious threat, and it may be, then the realistic level of that
threat should be publicised so that people may be made aware
of it. If it is at a similar level to that posed by other
environmental agents, then that fact should also be known.
How does the threat to the health of a non smoker sharing an
air-conditioned office with a smoker compare with the threat
of driving her car 20km each day? Or of being bitten by a
funnel web? Or a shark? Or any of the other risks which
form part of daily existence?
Everyone has the right to alert the public to what they
perceive as dangers to the public weal, but they should not
allow the lure of cheap publicity to tempt them into wildly
overstating their case. If things are suspected of being true,
they should not be claimed to unequivocally so. And they
should never seek to deny the sceptic the right to question
their case. The problem inherent in ‘over egging the pudding’
is that you run the risk of being found out. In that case, the
serious intent of your proposition may be seen to be no better
than the hyperbole in which you couch it. We should leave
the propaganda to the politicians, the hysteria to the hypersalesmen. We should seek to present the truth without the
gloss. We should maintain some objectivity and refrain from
turning an important issue into a moral crusade. Especially
so if we are sceptics.
Truth in these cases is important because, apart from the
possibility of needlessly alarming the lay public by
exaggeration, they are often used as the basis for legislation
which may impose serious penalties on people who are not
guilty of anything.
Let me propose a not entirely facetious scenario. Would
the leaders of the anti-smoking lobby feel in any way culpable
if an unbalanced member of the community were to become
inflamed by the inflated hyperbole of the public case against
passive smoking and, taking gun in hand, cruise the streets
shooting dangerous, killer smokers? If they wouldn’t, why
wouldn’t they?
My final request is “Tread lightly dear Doctors, for you
are trampling on my rights”.
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Popper et al
In the Skeptic, Vol 13 No 4, p. 48, Rafe
Champion states: “Of course Popper
claimed that he solved the problem of
induction, my point was that
falsification was not the solution,
instead falsification was his solution to
the problem of demarcation between
science and non-science.”
1. In the already given sources
(“Conjectural Knowledge: My Solution
of the Problem of Induction,” Revue
internationale de philosophie, 25, no.
95-6, 1971, fasc. 1-2 and Objective
Erkenntnis. Hamburg: Hoffmann und
Campe, 1984, p. 7) Under the heading
“The Logical Problem of Induction:
Reformulation and Solution” Popper
first states Hume’s problem of induction
which he denotes by L1. He refutes this,
saying that we can never prove that a
given theory is true. Then he writes:
“There is a second logical problem, L2,
which is a generalisation of L1. It is
derived from L1 by substituting for “is
true” the phrase “is false or true”:
L2. Is the claim that a general
explanatory theory is true or false
justifiable on “empirical grounds”?
That is to say, can the assumption that
certain experimental results are true
either justify the assertion that a general
theory is true or the assertion that it is
false? Here I give a positive answer:
Yes, the assumption that certain
experimental results are true, does
sometimes justify the claim that a
general explanatory theory is false.”
Here Popper talks about disproving
a theory by adducing empirical evidence
which contradicts it; this is known as
the principle of falsification. Now
Champion agrees that Popper claims to
have solved the problem of induction.
And if he doesn’t accept that Popper
offers falsification as a solution to the
problem of induction, I’d be curious to
hear how he thinks Popper has claimed
to solve the problem of induction.
2. The difference between solving the
problem of “demarcation between
science and non-science” and solving
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Letters to the editor on
topics of interest to other
sceptics are welcomed.
“the problem of induction” seems to me
rather marginal because of the fact that
the only interest one usually has in the
problem of induction is to use it as a
demarcation criterion between science
and non- science. So if one has solved
the problem of induction one has solved
the problem of demarcation because
then induction can be used to make this
demarcation ie any theory which can in
principle be proved by induction is
supposed to be scientific. If, on the other
hand, one has solved the problem of
demarcation between science and nonscience then one has solved the problem
of induction in the sense that this
problem is no longer of any interest. Of
course, if you want to claim that you
have solved the problem of demarcation
the proposed alternative to induction
should not contain the same faults.
Unfortunately, however, falsification is
no better than induction in this respect.
3. I regret that Champion has ignored
my repeated questions as to what
Popper is supposed to have contributed
here, that is to say, as to what the
conceptual difference is between
falsification and verification. Popper
claims (p13) that there is “... an
asymmetry between verification and
falsification by experience.” As already
explained (the Skeptic, Vol 13 No 2,
p46) the examples used to demonstrate
such a difference, like the one of the
black swan which falsify the white swan
theory, cannot be considered to prove a
difference. They only show that in these
particular
cases
(necessarily
provisional) verification is in practice
more difficult than the (also necessarily
provisional) falsification. On the other
hand, it is easy to find examples of
claims which are incredibly more
difficult to falsify than to verify.
Assume, for example, that you are
sitting with a friend in front of a

computer terminal. The computer asks
for a password and all you know is that
this password can be any combination
of 32 letters. Now your friend makes
the following claim. “I know the
password.” Obviously it is very easy for
him to verify this claim. He types it in
and the computer gives him access. If,
however, he refuses to do so it is
impossible to prove that he does not
know it - unless we have SF equipment
with which we can directly read out the
contains of his brain.
On page 50 Alan Towsey opines that
the analogy of a sphere as a finite but
unterminated thing does not count
because the surface of the sphere is itself
a boundary. First, one has to note that
in the usual mathematical parlance “a
sphere” denotes the boundary and not
the whole contents. Furthermore, our
imaginary journey in a closed universe
would, indeed, be undertaken on a
surface; it is only that this surface is a
three dimensional rather than a two
dimensional one. The so-called
embedding theorem guarantees that
every three dimensional manifold can
be seen as a three dimensional surface
embedded in a higher dimensional
space. (Note that it is not necessary that
this higher dimensional space exist as a
real physical entity.) Towsey is also
wrong in suggesting that all we have to
do in order to escape from the universe
is to travel far enough on a straight line.
For this only shifts the difficulty and
raises the problem of how we are to get
a straight line (ie, straight relative to
imaginary Cartesian coordinates outside
the universe). The best idea anyone
could come up with was to use ray of
light as a ruler. However, light rays turn
out to be curved by gravitational forces.
So far as we now know, a straight line
appears to be as easily imaginable - and
as fictitious - as a unicorn. The concept
of “straight ahead” seems to us today
to be obvious and universal, but this is
not necessarily so. To the people of
former times the concept of “up and
down” seemed equally natural and
universal. Nevertheless Australians
manage to stick to what Germans call
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the underside of the globe without
noticeable problems. Look Ma, no
hands!
Dear editor, I very much appreciate
your printing a bold GWUP under my
name every time and it is true that I’m
an occasional member of this esoteric
fringe of the Illuminati. However, I
think that by now perhaps the point has
been made. And then, too, someone
might misinterpret it as a claim that I’m
speaking on behalf of GWUP.
Gerald Huber
Schierling, Germany
Sorry Gerald. The problem I have is that
you Germans live in such strange
sounding places. If you could emulate
the practical, though upside-down,
Australians and inhabit places such as
Wooloomooloo, Coonabarrabran or
Koo Wee Rup, then everything would
be easy.
Ed

Physics
In a letter (Letters, Vol 13, No 4), Alan
Towsey invited both Andrew Parle and
me to explain some of his remaining
difficulties in mathematics and physics.
I shall discuss briefly the two items
where I am involved.
Complex numbers
The real numbers, which Alan knows,
can be represented by the points on an
infinite straight line (the x-axis).
Complex numbers, a generalisation, are
represented by the points in the x,yplane.
In a Cartesian system of co-ordinates,
two real numbers are required to
describe a complex number. Thus, if
a,b,c,d are four real numbers, then (a,b)
and (c,d) are two complex numbers,
which can be plotted in the above x,yplane. Now, since we all agree that
complex numbers are useful, Alan will
accept the rules of addition and
multiplication
defined
by
mathematicians and found to be useful
and consistent. The are:
(a,b) + (c,d) = (a+c, b+d) and (a,b) x
(c,d) = (ac-bd, ad+bc).
Two special cases are of interest:
a = √2, b = 0 and c = 0, d = √2. The

first point (a,b) = (2,0) lies on the x-axis,
exactly where the real number √2 was
placed. For this reason, the complex is
called ‘real’ and can be denoted simply
by √2. The second point (c,d) = (0,2)
lies on the y-axis, and such a number is
called ‘imaginary, and this number is
denoted by√-2. As requested, we can
now show that the square root of minus
two, when squared, gives -2: √-2 x √-2
= (0,2) x (0, √2) = (0-√2.2, 0.2 = √2.0)
= (-2,0) = -2.
Curved and finite space
In my letter, I tried to explain the
difference between the words ‘finite’ and
‘bounded’ and used the example of the
surface of a sphere as illustration.
Independently, Andrew Parle did the same
in his letter using the example of a circle.
But if Alan refers to either of us, he
misses the point. Alan speaks of
travelling in a straight line, based on
Euclidian concepts and hence drifts into
the common error that going in a straight
line must eventually meet a boundary.
But in physics, a straight line is not
so simple. To verify that we have moved
in a straight line we must measure, and
to measure we must use light rays or
rigid rods. Are rods rigid? Does light
travel in straight lines? How do we
verify all this? The whole system has
to be built up carefully with definitions,
observations and much more logic than
the layman can imagine. Living in an
almost Euclidian space of vast size, we
find it difficult to visualise experiences
in a non-Euclidian space. If we are
living in a smaller, finite, non-Euclidian
space, we would soon get used to the
experience that only a finite number of
large boxes fit into our space - whenever
we tried to place another box, we would
find a box already there, not a boundary.
If Alan really wants to gain some
insight into these exciting questions of
space and time, I suggest that he read a
more scientifically oriented book than
Paul Davies’. I recommend The Rise of
Scientific Philosophy by Hans
Reichenbach, University of California
Press., 1973. pp 125-143.
Hans Weiler
Croydon NSW
We apologise to Hans for misspelling

his name Wieler in Vol 13, No 2 p 45.
Ed

Numbers
Alan Towsey showed some scepticism
regarding imaginary numbers (Letters,
Vol 13, No 4), and expressed the wish
to have the square root of minus two
set out in definite figures so that he
could square it on a calculator.
Unfortunately, the average calculator
can no more use imaginary numbers
than the average abacus can calculate
trigonometric functions. Fortunately, a
number of Hewlett-Packard scientific
calculators can not only handle
imaginary numbers, but complex
numbers as well. A complex number is
a real number plus an imaginary
number, usually written as, say, (5+2i)
or (5,2). You could then enter -2 and
take the square root, which will give the
complex number (0,1.414213356). If
you square this, you should get (1.999999999), which is close enough
to -2 to satisfy me. Or, if you prefer to
work symbolically, you could enter (2)*ι,square it and algebraically
manipulate it to get -2 exactly.
Most people are familiar with the
concept of a number line. If you draw a
second line at right angles to the first,
intersecting at the zero mark, you have a
number plane. If the first line represents
the ‘real’ numbers, then the second
represents the ‘imaginary’ numbers and
a point in the plane is a ‘complex’ number.
Alan also asked a question about the
nature of imaginary numbers. All
numbers are ‘imaginary’. Can you
weigh 2/3 or measure the height of 9?
What colour is p? Numbers are not
things. The only reality they have is
what we give them. We claim that 3 is
real because we can count one, two,
three sheep. We say 1/2 is real because
we can cut a cake into two equal parts.
We admit that irrational numbers like 2 are real because we can make a rightangled triangle with two sides of length
one metre. We even say that negative
numbers are real because a bank balance
can be overdrawn. AC electrical circuits
work, so why should we not claim that
‘imaginary’ numbers like -(-2)are real?
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Evolution
Is it not fascinating to observe that while
dedicated anti-creationists such as, for
example, Colin Groves (Vol 13, No 4,
p20) are paying attention to the twigs
of the ‘evolutionary tree’, other
adherents to the theory of evolution
such as Hoyle and Crick are busy
destroying its Darwinian roots in
looking into outer space for the origin
of life on our planet, rather than by
‘spontaneous generation’.
Even more fascinating are the
following comments on ‘The Origin of
Life’ in the recently published
Encyclopedia of Evolution by Richard
Milner with foreword by Stephen Jay
Gould “...unfortunately, as Margolis
admits, ‘no cell has yet crawled out of
a test tube’, and thousands of similar
experiments have produced goopy
organic tars, but no recognisable life.
Decades of persistent failure to ‘create
life’ by the ‘spark in the soup’ method
(or to find such productions in nature)
have caused other researchers to seek
other approaches to the great enigma”.
And again, from the same source and
on the same subject “ Repetition of this
idea as fact, without sufficient evidence,
has done a disservice to new generations
by capping their curiosity about a
profound and open question”. And
again, “To dismiss these wide-open
questions with pseudo answers just to
fill in unanswerable gaps is
intellectually dishonest and no service
to science. When asked about the origin
of life, for instance, some say ‘it
probably came about when a spark of
lightning hit a primeval soup of organic
chemicals. That research direction has
been pursued for years but never
proven; its mindless repetition only
stifles student’s creativity in coming up
with new approaches to science’s
greatest mystery”.
Where, we wonder, does this place
Prof Ian Plimer, anti-creationist and
avowed sceptic, who appeared on TV
recently teaching young children that
life began in the primeval ooze,

confidently declaring that it was ‘green’.
Does he really know, or is this indeed
an example of ‘mindless repetition’ or
even ‘ intellectual dishonesty’?
Is it not intellectual honesty that has
forced Hoyle and Crick to abandon the
unlimited time theory, since it does
strain the credulity of some sceptical
minds. Who are the true sceptics on this
subject and will more of them please
stand up? Is it not time to admit that
evolutionists have to hold to the theory
with a similar kind of ‘faith’ that
creationists profess?
Malcolm Edwards
Mooroolbark VIC
The underlying assumption you make
is that ‘evolution’ and ‘origin of life’
are the same thing, which is, though
commonly held, false. Evolution is a
scientific theory, as well tested as any
theory in science, whereas the various
hypotheses about the origin of life lie
within the realms of speculation, some
of which are more plausible than others.
The ‘lightning strike in a primeval
soup’ speculation has widespread
support as do others about life arising
from a clay matrix and ‘seeding’ of the
planet with organic matter from comets
or space borne ‘spores’. I doubt that any
serious scientist would claim any of
these hypotheses as being proven
beyond reasonable doubt. They are held
as possibilities, not certainties and it is
unlikely that we will ever know, without
doubt, how life actually began.
Hoyle is not a biologist, but an
astrophysicist and his work involves the
evolution of stars, not life. His
cosmological theories of a ‘steady state’
universe lost support when the first of
the ‘big bang’ theories were shown to
explain the evidence better. Thus he
may have been forced to abandon the
concept of ‘unlimited time’ because the
big bang theory posits an actual
beginning of the universe, which the
steady state theory did not. All this
cosmological speculation is fascinating
stuff, and it is (generally) based on
scientific interpretation of the evidence,
but none of it can be nailed down as an
incontrovertible fact. Cosmology is not

really science at all; it, like theology, is
really a branch of philosophy.
Scientific ‘facts’ only remain facts
while they continue to explain the
evidence. Religion, on the other hand,
remains valid for its believers, as long
as there are any believers.
A study of history will reveal
hundreds (or thousands) of religions
which were no doubt considered by
their adherents to be the very last word
in explanations of how things came to
be as they were. Most of these religions
now have no adherents (unless some
New Age ratbag has resurrected them),
but that does not reflect on their validity
to their adherents at the time when they
flourished.
Religious ideas do evolve, and an
objective observer would be able to
trace the evolution of these ideas,
including their mutations, throughout
history. In the end, he would have
discovered a lot about human beings,
but not a great deal about the
‘underlying truth’ of the universe (if
there is any). As for the ‘theories’ of
creationists, they bear no relationship
to science whatsoever, being at best
theological speculation and, at worst,
fatuous dogma.
Ed

Luniculture?
Most modern horticultural practices
appear to have a scientific basis, or at
least one might imagine that they could
have. It is thus somewhat disconcerting
that the popular press is promulgating
plant moonshine. January 1994 edition
of Your Garden has an article on Moon
Power and a horoscope guide for
planting seeds according to phases of
the moon.
They state, “The two week period
from the new moon to the full moon is
the best time to plant leaf variety annuals
like silverbeet, herbs and flowers. The
seven days from full moon to last quarter
is the best time to plant root crops like
potatoes, carrots and bulbs. The best
possible days for planting are when the
moon appears in one of the most fertile
astrological signs such as Cancer,
Scorpio and Pisces” etc, etc. I put better
bulldust than this on my tomatoes.
W H Ewers
Warnambool VIC
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Free Will
(Yet again)
Aaaaaaaaaagh! I’ve just read Ian
Bryce’s latest response to my last letter
on free will (Vol 13, No 4). Are other
readers satisfied with the logic, or lack
of it, presented in his letter? Talk about
wanting to have your cake and eat it too.
Ian wants to argue that there is no
determinism in an entirely material
world, even though he writes “The
behaviour of all atoms and particles is
evidently completely governed by the
laws of physics”. He then claims that
quantum mechanics, etc, makes things
unpredictable and so he argues that
unpredictability in some way gets him
off the hook of determinism.
Be that as it may, he then makes a
completely unsupported leap to state
that his “mind (ie physical brain
processes) ... can exercise free will”.
What? The implication of his argument
is that he equates unpredictability with
free will. He must be joking.
Even if things are unpredictable and
in that sense non-determinable, that
gives absolutely no support whatever to
the notion that we can make free,
meaningful choices. How can
unpredictability possibly give rise to
free will? Ian doesn’t say and it is hardly
surprising that he doesn’t.
I’ll say it again; in an entirely material
world, things just happen, whether they
be predictable or not. Nothing or no one
can make choices or influence anything.
Things just happen. Of course Ian and
the rest of us feel like we are genuinely
making and acting upon real choices,
but in a truly material world, it is
entirely illusory.
If we don’t like to believe, or can’t
accept that we have no free will, maybe
rather than trying to do the impossible
of integrating free will and materialism,
we should reconsider whether the
materialistic world-view is really
sustainable.
Graham Preston
Annerley QLD

The question of free will has been
argued back and forth for centuries,
without any answer arising that satisfies
all sides. Such questions may be
ultimately unanswerable, but if they
keep philosophers gainfully employed
and deflect them from mugging
pensioners and having unnatural
relationships with furry domestic pets,
then it is probably a good thing.
As I see it, all the evidence points to
an entirely materialist world and it
seems to us that we have ‘free will’. Any
proposition for an extra-material world
runs into even bigger problems than
those posed by “free will’. Perhaps we
are asking the wrong questions.
Ed

Miracles
I watched the Hinch programme on
Mirna Nazzour (The Good Oil, Vol 13,
No 4) with the usual blend of mirth and
derision I reserve for such articles. I find
it difficult to comprehend adults
weeping for an opportunity to touch a
Syrian housewife. Some obviously
thought that her oily secretions (was it
virgin olive oil? - I’m sure Barry
Williams was too much the gentleman
to ask) [You are still gullible about some
things then, Stuart? BW] were of some
benefit apart from soothing hands
chaffed by rubbing too many rosaries.
This led me to ponder what life is like
for such people, and others who visit
such places as Lourdes in the hope of a
miracle cure. What if, due to
unavailability, economic hardship, or an
ailment being presently untreatable by
reliable western medicine, all these
people have available to them is faith
and hope? Should Skeptics rush in and
take this from them?
Whoa! I am certainly not advocating
a change in the objectives of Australian
Skeptics, including the disclaiming of
‘miracles’. Yet should vulnerable
people suffer or have something taken
from them because of stupid rules and
superstitions imposed by various church
authorities? These should be the main
target of Skeptics since only through
their change in attitude will the flock

gain true wisdom, so that religion and
science (ie reality) are more compatible.
But I digress. My point is that these
sufferers seeking miracles may only
have the placebo effect at their disposal.
Perhaps it is possible that a small
number of registered ‘miracle cures’
may have been the result of an adamant
faith in recovery (regardless of the
nature of the faith). I don’t believe the
mind can move objects or contact the
dead, but it is not outside the realms of
possibility that a positive mental attitude
can aid recovery. Further, I believe that
if a hundred sceptics were slipped a
sugar pill by their GP in a hospital,
unbeknownst to them, then a handful
might find recovery swifter than could
be expected with no medication, due to
their (correctly placed) faith in
conventional treatment. This is my
opinion. Can someone with a medical
background confirm this, or are
placebos only useful in treating
hypochondria?
I know that many will cry, “What
about millions who are doomed to be
let down by their faith in miracle
cures?” I presume that they either
renounce their faith, thereby joining the
ranks of sceptics, or gain further solace
from their faith in other ways. Anyway,
could the disappointment of many be
weighed against the real improvement
to some, even though they be a small
percentage?
So what is the Australian Skeptics
position on placebos and how does this
affect the points I have raised? Could
Skeptics be inadvertently guilty of
trying to ‘civilise the natives’ too
quickly?
Stuart Brownlea
Mill Park VIC

Planning a
Moonlight Flit?
Don’t forget to let us
know your new address.
We won’t dob you in to
the authorities.
Honest!

Vol 14, No 1

Homeopathy
There has been a lot of sceptical
scientific debate about how homeopathy
works or whether it works at all. There
has been much acrimony but I think
little real science. The theory advanced
by its proponents is blatantly absurd, but
the sceptics have been incredibly naive
and unscientific in going like a bull at a
gate at the theory itself.
It is a common fallacy among
immature scientists to judge things on
the basis of the theory given by the
proponents. Primitive savages may
propose that a radio works because little
men inside it play little musical
instruments. An absurd theory but it
does not follow that the radio does not
work.
Homeopathy must work or it would
not have survived so well. The scientific
way to discover how it works is to study
how it is practised in the real world
instead of speculating about it like silly
old philosophers. Leave metaphysics to
the philosophers and get out into the
field if you want to understand anything
real.
The matter is very simple. All one
needs to do is consult a homeopath or
just read their column in one of ‘those’
publications. It will become
immediately clear that homeopaths do
not practice purely homeopathic
medicine. Along with their worthless
bottles of plain water, they suggest
taking a substantial amount of minerals
and vitamins as well as giving general
tips of a sensible nature on healthy life
styles.
Now, since the bulk of the population
is seriously deficient in nutrients and
healthy life style it is not surprising that
this simple advice is enough to cure a
lot of people. Also now that modern
doctors are so addicted to prescribing
expensive and dangerous patent drugs
and have abandoned the type of advice
doctors once gave out about nutrients
and life style as old fashioned, it is not
surprising if many people who are
getting worse under a doctor, turn to a
homeopath and are cured.
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Far too much is explained away by
the magical placebo effect. While real,
it is very weak, nowhere near strong
enough to sustain things like
homeopathy. In most so-called
‘scientific’ trials, the placebos used are
far from inactive. Homeopathy is that
simple. The vitamins etc give the cure
and the bottles of ‘holy’ water (which
cost nothing to produce) make the
profits.
The trouble is that far too many
scientists have their minds clogged up
with philosophy. Philosophy is just a
mediaeval superstition, a game for
charlatans. Real science is about
observing nature and rational thinking.
Keith Rex
Paddington NSW

Apparitions
After reading Harry Edwards’ article on
Apparitions and Shrines (Vol 13, No 4),
I met a lady who had recently returned
from a pilgrimage to Europe, visiting
areas where the pious claim to have seen
the Virgin Mary. She (the lady tourist)
had stayed for a short time at
Medjugorje and a chat with her revealed
the following information.
I asked, “Weren’t you afraid of the
war?”
“No, the valley has special
protection. No bombs have dropped in
the valley. Whenever jet planes attempt
to bomb, their radar screens go haywire
or Medjugorje disappears off their
screens. Three bombs did drop in the
valley. One did not explode, on set fire
to bushes that were going to be burnt
anyway and one exploded, killing a cow.
The meat from the cow was butchered,
stored in a fridge and used to feed the
refugees. No matter how much meat
was removed, the fridge would not
empty - meat just kept reappearing. Just
another small miracle of Medjugorje!”
No, I’m not making this up.
“Did you see the Virgin Mary?”
“No, but my husband and I saw the
sun spin.”
“Did the whole party see this?”
“No, some saw the sun shed blue

light, others saw a disc in front of the
sun, some saw nothing.”
“How long did you look at the sun?”
“Oh, half an hour.”
“What! The whole party?”
“Yes, half an hour.”
“Did you worry about your eyes?
Perhaps getting eye damage?”
(With a smile on her face) “No, we
have special protection, being in
Medjugorje.”
There we parted company. I wonder
how many people will suffer from eye
damage due to their religious beliefs,
based on stories from some children?
This lady functions in society, her only
problem is that she believes and, by
believing, has risked her eyesight. She
plans to return to Medjugorje one day
and no doubt she will gaze at the sun
again. Maybe religion, like excessive
smoking, is bad for your health. And
perhaps scepticism is good for your
health, as you tend not to believe
unproven stories.
Ron Bernardi
Boolarra VIC

Fire Walking I
Barry, You’ve got it all wrong. We are
not all psychic now (Vol 13, No 4 p 8)
due to evolution because psychic power
is not an heritable trait. As we all know,
it is a god-given gift and not passed on
through the genes from parent to
offspring.
Also, referring to “Foot Feat Not So
Hot”. Not only did you save money
using heat beads but I think you also
dropped the temperature. From my
experience at the BBQ, heat beads
aren’t as hot as charcoal. I usually use
heat beads, but when I want to pep-up
the heat a little I throw on a few pieces
of charcoal.
However, I don’t know about the two
fuels’ conduction of heat but I guess it
would be the same. Perhaps one of our
scientific readers could enlighten us.
It does explain how, as a Boy Scout,
we could retrieve potatoes from the fire
with our bare hands, but could not touch
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the ones covered in foil. (The ones we
could handle were covered in a thin
layer of charcoal.)
Peter Boekel
Glen Iris VIC
Peter, I don’t think the difference in
temperature between heat beads and
coal would make a great deal of
difference in the ‘walkability’ of the pit.
Both burn at a temperature that your
intuition tells you is ‘too hot’, but which
your rational brain will tell you is OK
(after you understand the physics
involved).
Your potato example is a very good
one to point out the ‘conductivity’ and
‘thermal content’ sides of the physics.
Pick up a foil covered spud and you risk
instant blisters, because the relatively
high thermal content of the potato/foil
mass is transferred to your hand very
rapidly. Pick up the charcoal covered
spud and it takes much longer. But here
is the interesting bit; take off the foil,
and within seconds it has transferred the
small amount of heat contained by the
low mass of foil to your hand and you
can hold it all night. Hold the naked
potato and the slow heat transfer from
its considerably higher mass makes it
very uncomfortable to hold after a
while. Yet they were both at the same
temperature when they started.
Ed
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benefit psychologically from both firewalking and sky-diving but I am too
much of a coward to try either. The
second concerns achieving something
which we think is impossible. The skydiver has a parachute whereas the firewalker has no such assistance.
There is no suggestion of mysticism
in Robbins’ writings and he only refers
to God in a very general sense. I am
concerned that you have done him an
injustice and may have deterred people
from reading two excellent books.
Ron Walker
Mentone VIC
I refer you to “An Investigation of
Firewalking” (Skeptical Inquirer Vol X,
No 1) in which Robbins is quoted as
saying that he could “without touching
her, bring a woman to involuntary
orgasm and... bring a person who was
brain dead back to life”. He also is said
to have claimed that his programming
led to “physiological” changes in his
clients. That may not be ‘mystical’ but
it will do me.
The copies of pages from Robbins’
books you sent me were definitely not
mystical, but they struck me as being
fatuous in the extreme. That is only my
opinion, of course.
Ed

UFO Photos
Fire Walking II
I refer to News and Views (Vol 13, No
3) in which you refer to Tony Robbins
as making “extraordinary claims about
the mystical and psychological
benefits” of fire walking. Mr Robbins
is the author of two books, both on
personal development. Awaken the
Giant Within does not mention fire
walking. The subject is raised twice in
Unlimited Power.
Robbins maintains that there are two
benefits from fire walking. The first
concerns overcoming fear and in this
sense it is no different to other
seemingly dangerous activities such as
sky-diving. I have no doubt that I would

The article by Mark Kriewald, “The
UFO Photo That Wasn’t” (Vol 13, No
4), reminded me of a similar experience
about 12 years ago, when I was working
as a photographer on a daily newspaper
in Victoria.
The paper received several calls just
after sunset one evening, claiming that
there was a strange red light low in the
western sky. I drove to the edge of town
where I could get a clear view, and sure
enough, there it was.
The light was comet shaped and
moving slowly across the sky. I
immediately had a fair idea what it was
and as soon as I looked at it through a
telephoto lens my suspicions were

confirmed. It was an aircraft, flying high
enough and far enough further west to
still be in direct sunlight, and it was
leaving a very short vapour trail. To the
naked eye it looked like a single comet
shaped object, but through a powerful
lens it resolved clearly into a dot
followed by a trail.
I took a few photographs then headed
back to develop the prints, and told the
editor what I believed it was. One of
the reporters was meanwhile
interviewing various callers, most of
whom seemed to think they had seen a
real live UFO. I handed the prints to the
editor and asked that my thoughts on
the sighting be printed along with those
gleaned by the reporter. He promised
that they would be, but they weren’t.
Suddenly we had a full blown sighting
on our hands, and I found myself at the
centre of it.
It just happened that there was a chap
living in a nearby town who was a
prominent and very active member of a
group supposedly dedicated to the
scientific investigation of UFO
sightings. I can’t remember its exact
title. He came to interview me and I
outlined my simple explanation. He
asked for copies of the photographs,
which I gladly gave him and off he went.
About three months later he turned
up at the office to tell us that the
photographs had been sent to the
organisation’s headquarters in the
United States for analysis and computer
enhancement. The results, he said,
confirmed that the object could not have
been an aircraft. He said the analysis
had shown that it was definitely not
made of aluminium, nor of any other
metal or alloy known on earth — a
pretty remarkable deduction to make
from an ordinary black and white
photograph. He also produced
documents from the Department of
Transport and the Air Force stating that
there had been no aircraft in the
immediate area at the time.
I always believed that the aircraft was
in fact quite a long way to the west. It
had appeared low in the sky, at an
elevation of no more than ten degrees,
yet far enough west and high enough to

Vol 14, No 1
be still in sunlight. If it had been a
commercial aircraft flying at the usual
35,000 feet (roughly 10km), the
horizontal distance involved to produce
such a low elevation would obviously
be considerable. The aircraft would
certainly not have been in the
“immediate area”.
A check of commercial flight paths
showed a regular path passing about
90km to the west of where the sighting
was made. The investigator would not
even consider this possibility. He
presented his “evidence” to the editor
who published it without question. He,
too, was uninterested in my more
rational explanation. There are times
when I feel ashamed of the journalism
profession and this was one of them.
Steve Hynes
Bishop’s Stortford, England.

Pedantry I
To the writer of editorials; I applaud
your onslaught on the nonsense
merchants, but why must you abuse a
dead, therefore defenceless, foe? “Foe”
it must always have been for you. But
why savage it rather than consult one
of us fuddy-duddies who lived in times
when Latin was taught?
In News and Views (Vol 13, No 4)
the singular is magnum opus. Opus =
“work”, a noun. Its plural, opera, has
become singular in Italian for a musical
drama or comedy. Magnum, the
adjective, = “large”, also has a plural,
magna. So, if you are referring to ‘large
works’ in Latin, opera magna would do
nicely, although, as word order didn’t
bother the ancient Romans much, you
could try magna opera.
But magnum opi suggests a poppyleaf Havana cigar, or would that be a
magnum opii?
Keep up the good work. Don’t let us
pedants get you down.
(Dr) Peter Arnold
Vaucluse NSW
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Pedantry II
I’m afraid I have to point out an error in
your usually excellent journal. the
Skeptic for Spring 93 (Vol 13, No 4)
used, on page 7, the expression Magnum
opi. This breaks almost as many rules
as Graham Chapman did in Vita Briani
(or Life of Brian). So Opus is third
declension, Magnum has to agree, et
cetera. and the long and short of it is
that you should have had Magnum
Opera (although one could build a case
for the genitive Magnorum Operum
here, given the context).
Please let the Skeptic maintain high
standards of Research, Accuracy,
Journalism and Latin. In fact many
would perhaps agree that there is a good
case for publishing the Skeptic
exclusively in Latin. Let’s keep alive a
noble scholarly tradition so sadly
neglected these last few hundred years.
What do my fellow readers think?
Daryl Colquhoun
Marrickville NSW
The pedants are revolting (Czar
Nicholas II, 1917)
Now hang on a bit, isn’t Magna Opera
a little performed work by Puccini,
about a simple Japanese car worker,
Mitsu Bishi who is seduced by an
American soldier, General Motors, and
which contains that limpid love duet,
In My Merry Oldsmobile? And if it
isn’t, why isn’t it?
Also answer me this, if Latin is a dead
language, what do they speak in Latvia?
Anyway, I don’t care, Latin is all
Γρεεκ to me.
Ed

Complaint
I found Harry Edwards review of the
magazine Woman’s Day (“Pop Psychic
Pabulum”, Vol 13, No 2) offensive,
particularly the concluding paragraph.
The muddled thought that Harry has
tried, but not quite succeeded, in
expressing, is that women complain
about being treated like idiots, yet they

act like them. This gem, followed by the
statement that “women are their own
worst enemies”, presumably because
they are all fools, as his previous
sentence indicates. Admittedly, the
words “many” and “it would seem” give
an appearance of moderation to Harry’s
outburst, but, as ‘many’ is equated with
millions, any semblance of moderation
must be recognised for what it is: gloss.
Harry wrote that “Women are the first
to complain that they are discriminated
against, treated as second class citizens,
considered intellectually inferior and
incapable of rational thought”. This
‘complaint’ is balanced against the
following ‘fact’: “And yet the popular
media, which sell (sic) in the millions of
copies a week, [and] on which many of
them [ie women] rely for information and
advice encourage irrational think-ing,
superstition and the uncritical acceptance
of unsubstantiated paranormal claims”.
What is the connection that Harry is
trying to draw here, between the
discrimination against women and the
success of Woman’s Day? What is the
point that he is making?
It is not entirely clear from Harry’s
use of a word like ‘complain’ that he
does not consider the idea that women
in general “are discriminated against”
etc as unfounded. As it is difficult to
believe that anyone could make such an
asinine statement, I will free him from
the imputation, by accepting that he
accepts the reality of such
discrimination. Such an assumption is
of little value, however, as we find
Harry implying, with his “and yet”
clause, that women, and remember that
this is women in general, have no right
to ‘complain’ against this sort of
discrimination because of the success
of magazines such as Woman’s Day.
Well done Harry, what a pretty piece of
logic! If we take Harry’s universal
‘women’ to only to refer to the women
who buy, read and digest the magazine
mentioned, then there are still problems.
While there is no doubt that the
magazine “encourage[s] irrational
thinking ...”, does it follow that it is
acceptable for its readers to be
“discriminated against...” etc, as such a
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reading suggests?
I am not surprised that someone who
drools over ‘titillating’ pictures of
Rachel Hunter in skimpy swimwear,
and fantasises about abducting his near
neighbours - there’s nothing like a good
rape, is there Harry? - would write such
stuff, but I am surprised that the Skeptic
has printed it. I was under the
impression that the Skeptic was a
magazine that was designed to foster
intellectual exchange, and reasonable,
if not rational, thought. Well, I am
beginning to suspect that I was wrong.
Harry’s boys’-club bravado is, or ought
to be, out of place in this magazine.
Surely, if the Skeptics are to do anything
about their image problem they are
going to have to avoid the indulgence
of such supercilious criticism.
Finally, if Harry is not just interested
in using the popularity of magazines
such as Woman’s Day as a stick with
which to beat women, then I suggest he
do a bit of reading. Some remedial
sociology would not go astray, and just
about any feminist study of the media
will help explain the relation between
social structures, social conditioning,
and the role of ‘women’s’ magazines.
Having done some reading, I
recommend that he take a look at a few
‘men’s’ magazines, such as Picture and
Pix, to see if he can’t find a few telling
examples of irrational thinking and the
uncritical acceptance of unsubstantiated
claims.
Patrick Spedding
Sandy Bay TAS
Mr Spedding letter was accompanied by
another, in which he declined to renew
his subscription, citing many of the
points he raised in this letter. It also said
inter alia, referring to Harry Edwards’
original article. I have included the
relevant parts of this letter below:
“I was pleased to see that Pearl
Eisen’s angry response to Harry’s article
was printed - but the facetious response
that followed it made it clear that not
only was Harry not prepared to admit
that his comments were offensive, and
possibly wrong-headed, but that he was
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not even going to have the decency to
treat Pearl Eisen’s letter seriously. I can
only conclude that his attitude meets
with approval among the editorial
‘team’, and that any further letters of a
similar nature will be met with scorn. It
appears, strange to say, that the Skeptic
is a bastion of social and intellectual
conservatism, and that the ‘scepticism’
professed is not one that encourages the
continual reassessment of one’s own
opinions, or rather, prejudices.
Consequently, I have no interest in
subscribing to the Skeptic...”
Patrick Spedding
I have addressed this and other
suggestions on what the Skeptic should
and should not publish, elsewhere in this
issue.
As to the Skeptics’ “image problem”,
I would suggest that this, like beauty, is
in the eye of the beholder.
BW
Harry Edwards responds
Having read Mr Spedding’s unduly
verbose ad hominem attack, I was
overcome with remorse, remonstrating
with myself for being the cause of his
not renewing his subscription. Initially
I considered expressing my regrets for
giving him the impression that I was a
recalcitrant sexist, and, as the junior
member of the editorial team, plead
diminished responsibility. However,
reading through it again, I concluded
that Mr Spedding appears incapable of
differentiating between serious and
tongue-in-cheek comment, and, lacking
any sense of humour, or potential to
make a substantive contribution, he
endeavoured to obscure his lack of
objectivity with verbal prolixity. First,
let’s see what I said, as distinct from
what Mr Spedding perceived me as
saying:
1. Nowhere in the article did I refer
to women as idiots, nor did I imply such.
2. My comments in the article were
restricted to women’s magazines. I am
well aware that magazines oriented
towards predominantly male readership
are not blameless when it comes to
unbalanced reporting, but that was not
the subject under discussion. (See an

article on the National Enquirer in this
issue.)
3. I did not ‘drool’ over the
photographs of Rachel Hunter, I
‘nodded my approval’, an act of
approbation by an average heterosexual
who appreciates the symmetry, form and
beauty of one of nature’s supreme
creations. (Who’s sexist?)
4. Rape was neither mentioned nor
implied.
5. I was musing, not fantasising.
Perhaps Mr Spedding should
question why he feels the need to infer
sexual connotations where none exist,
nor were intended.
The thrust of my article, which has
apparently eluded Mr Spedding, was
that (a) the editorial staff of women’s
magazines are usually women; and (b)
they present only uncritical articles on
the paranormal. By implementing such
a policy (assuming that it is a policy)
they deny their predominantly female
readership the information necessary to
evaluate objectively. By so doing,
women are doing a disservice to
women.
Far from being sexist, I endeavoured
to promote the right of women to be
fully informed of these matters in
magazines they patronise. And, in this
case, women’s magazines are the worst
offenders. If women’s magazines persist
in denying women their right of access
to this information, are they not being
discriminatory and their own worst
enemy? (I mean the women who
produce the magazines are the enemies
of women at large, just to make it crystal
clear.)
As to the policies of the Skeptic,
every issue contains the admonition that
the opinions expressed are those of the
author and are not necessarily those of
the organisation. My editorial colleague
sounds off about this point elsewhere
in this issue.

In the Beginning?
See the back page.
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Apparitions
Regarding Harry Edwards’ interesting
and informative article “Apparitions
and Shrines” (the Skeptic, Vol 13, No
4), the following extract from a book I
bought a few years ago may interest
fellow sceptics. The book is titled
“Handbook of Unusual Natural
Phenomena - Eyewitnesses’ Accounts
of Nature’s Greatest Mysteries” by
William Corliss (Anchor Books, NY
1983). On pages 106-7, we read:
“Kaleidoscopic Suns. On January 9,
1923, at Cork, Ireland, there occurred a
solar phenomenon that seems well
beyond the capacity of atmospheric
optical theory to explain. The observer,
a Joseph Mintern, termed it a
kaleidoscopic sun. The name fits. The
phenomenon is so improbable that one
would seriously question the veracity
of Mr Mintern if similar reports did not
exist. Here is Mr Mintern’s testimony.
‘A friend shouting to me to hurry out, I
saw the sun behaving in a most unusual
fashion; now surrounded by bright red,
flashing rays in all directions, then
changing to yellow in which the body
of the sun, though more clearly visible,
appeared to dance and shift about here
and there in a radius of about 5; again,
changing to green, the rays flashing as
in the red - all these changes taking place
in less time than it takes to write. ... Of
all the beauties seen I should think the
quickly changing mock suns the most
beautiful as they flashed here and there
faster than it was possible to count them.
The colours were so brilliant and
dazzling that even after I had come
indoors anything I looked at appeared a
mixture of all the colours seen.’ The
changing rays and shifting mock suns
may have arisen from sheets of falling
ice crystals of different geometries
(Meteorological Magazine, 58:10,
1923).
“In June 1885, several residents of
Birmingham, Michigan, saw a similar
display just before sunset. ‘The sky was
clear with the exception of a few clouds
of the cumulonimbus order a few
degrees above and to the northward of
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the sun. Suddenly there appeared a
peculiarly weird and hazy condition of
the atmosphere. There was an
indescribable commingling and general
diffusion of all the hues of the rainbow.
During this state of things there
appeared in the sky, on the earth, and
on the trees, innumerable balls of
decomposed light, presenting all
imaginable colours and apparently of
about the size of a bushel basket. They
were uniform in size and appearance.
The phenomenon was confined to that
region of the sky about the sun,
extending but a few degrees each side
of it. It lasted about twenty minutes,
when it disappeared as suddenly as it
came (American Meteorological
Journal, 3:486, 1887).
“The kaleidoscopic suns bring to
mind the famous 1917 ‘Miracle of
Fatima’ seen in Portugal by many
thousands of people. This event has not
been described in the scientific journals
examined to date, but Charles Osborne
gives a good discussion of the event in
Catholic World, 169:208-15, 1949. The
similarities between the ‘dancing sun’
of Fatima and kaleidoscopic suns are
strong.”
The preceding pages also discuss
‘moving and jumping halos’ (around the
sun) and ‘subsuns and countersuns’,
which it explains as atmospheric effects.
I recall also watching a TV interview
a couple of years ago with an Australian
millionaire businessman who told of
how he was ‘converted’ a few years ago
when he saw the sun dancing in the sky
while he was staying in a remote village
in Italy. He was so impressed by this
‘miracle’ (it obviously did not occur to
him to wonder if it might be a natural
phenomenon!) that he became a devout
Roman Catholic.
So maybe the inhabitants of Fatima
in 1917 really did see the sun dance in
the sky. But if they did, it was an
atmospheric phenomenon, not a
miracle.
Alan Towsey
Tahmoor NSW

Predictions
Harry Edwards
Towards the end of 1991 I received a
newspaper clipping from a subscriber
in the form of an advertisement by
Fatima International. It was a list of
predictions for 1992 based on Biblical
Prophecy and authentic revelation.
They were composed by Robert Bergin
who specialises in Biblical prophecies,
paid for and published by Fatima
International as a service to the people.
Now into 1994 with a latitude of some
twenty-two months for error, it is
interesting once again to note the futility
of trying to read into the bible that which
is not there.
The following is a precis of the
predictions, my comments are in italics.
1. During 1992 the United States will
jettison its constitution as unworkable.
2. American Christians of all
denominations will unite to formulate
a specifically Christian Constitution.
3. This will happen just as a mortal
threat to America is developing in
Europe.
1 and 2 did not come to pass, and with
the break-up of Communism what has
been a mortal threat for forty years
dissolved overnight.
4. During 1992 an entire new family of
ruthless totalitarian regimes will
dominate most, if not all the countries
of Eastern Europe, namely the former
Soviet republics and the former Warsaw
pact countries.
Taking into consideration past
historical events one can make a fairly
safe prediction along these lines based
on probability. Most countries whose
national boundaries encompass diverse
ethnic , religious or minority groups
were or are bound and held together by
a central control - colonies by foreign
rulers, countries occupied by others, or
united by an external decision making
body such as the defunct League of
Nations or the United Nations. Once the
yoke of central control is lifted a
struggle for autonomy and control
ensues. The pattern is consistent and
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rarely peaceful - most of the African
colonies, Yugoslavia and Indo-China
are examples, so why should the breakup of the Soviet Union be singled out
as an exception? In many instances the
old master is replaced by a totalitarian
government constituted of those with the
most muscle or supported by their
previous master’s vested business
interests. Exceptions to Bergin’s
prediction are the Baltic States, the
Balkans, Czecho-slovakia and Poland,
the latter close to being accepted as a
member of NATO. From Bergin’s
perspective, writing for Marianologists,
atheism equates with evil.
5. The stage will be set for the rise of a
new Nazi empire ... this empire will
quickly embrace many countries in
Western Europe, notably Germany,
France and the Scandinavian countries.
Apart from the odd neo-Nazi skirmish,
more of a protest against the influx of
refugees rather than a rising spectre of
the third Reich, I don’t hold out much
hope for that one.
6. Israel, surrounded by Arab hatred will
be under extreme pressure to destroy its
enemies by means of its nuclear
missiles.
Israel showed extreme forbearance
during the Gulf war when it had a
legitimate excuse to do exactly that.
Since then notable advances have been
made by both Israel and the Arabs to
secure an agreement under which all
can peacefully co-exist.
7. Australia will follow America’s
example and adopt a specifically
Christian Constitution.
As America has yet to set the example
we don’t have one to follow.
8. The tremendous global upheaval,
beginning in 1992, will culminate in the
fulfilment of the Apocalyptic
prophecies about the end times.
Yeah, yeah, yeah. Just add it to the list!
9. A massive world-wide confrontation
between good and evil is foreshadowed
in many of the prophets of the Old
Testament. It is to come at the end of
the ages.
None out of nine Robert, good show old
man. After 6000 years the prophets still
haven’t scored a hit, and I suggest that
those who make a living out of trying to
scare the living daylights out of people
had better watch out when the time does
come - if there is a just God they might
just be the ones who end up stoking the
fires!
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