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We've Changed
Our Address
Recent changes in the organisation of
the Skeptic have resulted in a change
in our postal address. Subscribers are
requested to note the change and to
place our new address in their diaries/
computers/fridge doors or whatever
other aides memoir that Skeptics use.
All correspondence should now be
addressed to the Box number below.
Please also check the column to the left
for contact details of your local group.

We have also been forced to increase
the cost of subscription from the $25
that has held firm for four years, despite a rise in paper prices of around
60%. The cost of the annual subscription is now $30 and $80 for a three
year subscription.
We regret this necessity and hope
that the improvements we have instituted and will continue to institute will
lighten the burden on subscribers.

Australian Skeptics Inc
PO Box 268
Roseville NSW 2069

ACT:
PO Box 555
Civic Square ACT 2608
Queensland:
5 Lamington Crescent
Dutton Park QLD 4102
Tel: (07) 3844 3601
Qld Gold Coast:
PO Box 8348
GC Mail Centre 4217
Tel: (07) 5527 9884
Fax:(07) 5577 4784

Welcome to our New Readers
Thanks to our Regulars

As a result of advertising and the generally higher profile Australian SkepSouth Australia:
tics has achieved in the past year, we
PO Box 91
are delighted to welcome more than
Magill SA 5072
400 new readers in the past four
months. This represents a 30% inWestern Australia:
crease on last year's numbers and is our
PO Box 899
largest increase ever.
Morley WA 6062
Our subscription covers the calendar
year, and, as most of our new subTasmania:
scribers
signed up in recent months,
97 Gillon Crescent
they
will
have received two or three
Mount Stuart, 7000.
back
issues
at once and will receive a
e-mail: skeptic@calvados.apana.org.au
Renewal
Notice
in this issue.
Tel: (03) 6234 1458
If you subscribed in the past couple of weeks, you will receive this isDarwin:
sue and your full subscription for 1997
PO Box 809
rather than back issues and there will
Sanderson 0812
be no Notice included. Of course, we
Tel: 08 8988 1600
have copies of the magazine back to
Fax: (08) 8988 1302
1988 for sale if you wish to purchase

them, as well as In The Beginning, a
compilation of all the articles from our
first five years (1981-1985) in book
form. Our second compilation issue,
covering 1986-1988 will be published
early in 1997.
To our regulars, if you did not receive a loose leaf Renewal Notice in
this issue, then there are two possible
explanations:
a. your subscription has at least
one year to run; or
b. we have made a stuff-up.
If you have any doubts about which
it is, please call us on (02) 9417 2071
or Fax on (02) 9417 7930. Our ever
courteous staff will be overjoyed to
advise.
Please try to renew early to ensure
you receive every exciting issue and
please enjoy the holiday season.
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EDITORIAL

Time for a Change
Barry Williams
As indicated in the previous issue, changes are happening
both to the Skeptic and in the organisation of Australian
Skeptics. Partially as a result of the higher profile Australian Skeptics has achieved through its support of the Eureka Prizes, the Mt Stromlo Science Exploratory and other
public activities encouraging critical and scientific thinking, and partly as the result of targeted advertising in New
Scientist and other publications, we have achieved an increase in subscribers of almost 30% in the past four months.
This has been by far the largest increase we have
achieved in our 17 years of existence, and it affords us a
great deal of satisfaction. However, as a result of our success we have also greatly increased the workload of those
office bearers who do most to produce the magazine and
to keep the organisation in the public eye. The time taken
in editing the Skeptic, sending out back issues and books,
banking the subscriptions, meeting media and public requests were all taking on the nature of part-time jobs, rather
than duties for voluntary office bearers. It became apparent that, if the organisation was to continue to grow, then it
was necessary for the Skeptics to employ a full-time executive officer and editor.
At a meeting on November 16, the committee of Australian Skeptics Inc considered and approved a proposition that a person be employed to carry out the administrative, public relations and editorial functions of Australian
Skeptics. Included in the job description are requirements
to increase the frequency of the Skeptic (from the beginning of 1998) to six issues per year; to increase our subscriber base to such an extent that the magazine can, in the
future, be sold through newsagents; to act as a resource for
the various state and regional committees; and to be available to provide information to the media and the public in
furtherance of our aims.
The committee further agreed that the position should
be offered to me and that I be employed as a full time officer of Australian Skeptics from January 1, 1997. I am
honoured and delighted to take on this role, which I consider to be vital to the future success of an organisation to
which I have devoted a large part of the past seventeen
years of my life. Any rumours that I held the committee at
gunpoint until they agreed to offer me the position should
be greeted with grave scepticism (it was the Semtex I
strapped to their legs that did the job).
As a result of my acceptance of this office, the presidency of Australian Skeptics Inc became vacant and, in an
election, Dr Richard Gordon was elected unopposed.
Richard has been a stalwart of the committee for many
years and has been our spokesman on matters medical for
all of that time, frequently appearing in media and other
public confrontations with alternative practitioners.

As matters move into a new phase, I ask your forbearance while I indulge in a little nostalgic reminiscing.
After hearing Dick Smith on television suggest that there
was a place for a sceptical organisation to counter various
irrational beliefs, I joined the newly formed Australian
Skeptics in 1980. When the first magazine emerged as a
four-page broadsheet, we had a few score of subscribers.
After a year, the national committee, based in Melbourne
and largely energised by founding president, Mark
Plummer, asked me to form a NSW committee. This consisted of a small number of enthusiasts many of whom, I
am pleased to say, remain on the committee today.
Our numbers grew slowly as the magazine increased in
size to 16 A4 pages over the next five years, produced by
a team of volunteers using the cut and paste method.
In 1986, the national committee moved to Sydney along
with production of the Skeptic. It was then edited by Tim
Mendham, an outstanding editor who was responsible for
starting it on the road to more professional production
In the next five years, (1986-1990) we acquired a computer and increased the size of the magazine to around 32
pages. The number of subscribers continued to grow slowly
and, by the end of 1990, was approaching 800. During
this period, the media started taking our organisation seriously and we were frequently asked to comment on whatever curious claims surfaced. During this time, we also
acquired the services on the committee of Harry Edwards,
one of the true stalwarts of Skepticism in Australia.
In 1990, personal circumstances forced Tim to give up
editing the magazine and he asked me to take over. I agreed,
just for one issue, but something happened and this issue
is my 26th. Since 1990, the magazine has grown to a regular
68 pages and subscriptions have increased to almost 2000,
with the increase this year being the largest in our history.
I am proud of the fact that the Skeptic is now one of the
three largest Skeptical publications in the world, and is
widely regarded as one of the best. Our renewal rate of
better than 85%, is comparable with the best for any magazine.
In my new role, it is my aim to continue the improvements in both the quality and the appearance of the magazine, and, with your continuing support, I expect to succeed.
During the past seventeen years I have made friendships from among Skeptics, Australia-wide, that I will always treasure. I have enjoyed (almost) every minute of
the time I have spent as president of Australian Skeptics
Inc and as editor of the Skeptic and I want to thank everyone who has given me their support and who has contributed to the success of the organisation and the magazine
and to wish you all the best for the holiday season.
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News and Views
Barry Williams
Much fuss was made a few weeks ago
when it was suggested that the world
had celebrated its 6000th birthday, but
all of the fuss was wrong, because it
was premature by one year.
The claim is based on the famous
dating by Archbishop James Ussher of
Armagh in 1650, who added up all the
‘begats’ in the Old Testament and
came to the conclusion that the Earth
was created in 4004BCE. It was another 17th Century divine, Dr John
Lightfoot, vice-chancellor of Cambridge University, who declared that
the exact date was October 23, at
9.00am. It could be thought by even a
mild sceptic that Dr Lightfoot, a noted
Hebrew scholar, was indulging in a
little bit of special pleading here, because Oct 23 just happened to be the
date of the commencement of the academic year at Cambridge.
While it is tempting for us to laugh
at these reverend gents, we really
shouldn’t because they were using the
best scholarship available at the time.
Science was then in its infancy, and
the scriptures were considered to be
the last word in historical accuracy. Of
course, the same excuse cannot be
used today, as the evidence for the
great age of the Earth is overwhelming and those who persist in maintaining the 17th Century chronology, despite all the evidence, can only be seen
to be doing so through wilful ignorance or plain stupidity.
However, that doesn’t explain why
I said the claims for the passing of the
6000th anniversary were premature. It
is easy to add 4004 to 1996 and come
up with 6000, but it ignores the fact
that there is no year 0 in our commonly
accepted calendar. It’s simple to see
the error if you consider someone who
was born on October 23, 2BCE. What
is her age on Oct 23, 2CE? Four? Try
it out. On Oct23, 1BCE she celebrates
her first birthday; on Oct 23 1CE (the
next year) she is two and on Oct 23,
2CE she is three. Thus the Earth will
not celebrate its 6000th (Ussherian)
birthday until Oct 23, 1997. And that,
incidentally, is the reason why the new

millennium will not begin until Jan 1,
2001, no matter how tempting it may
be to celebrate riotously one year earlier.
*

*

microscopist and Harry Edwards. Our
ad will be headed “Are You Out of
Your Mind?”
Small denomination, unmarked
notes only.

*
*

Thanks to Dr Jennifer Smith of North
Carlton who sent us a clipping from
The Age of Oct 12 reporting a Madam
Duval, clairvoyant and president of the
French Parapsychological Research
Institute, who sent an Englishman with
the curious name of Fred Frisbee unsolicited information on how he could
turn his life around and “take advantage of the lucky period ahead” by
sending her some money.
Unfortunately, Mr Frisbee had
been dead for eight years when his
widow received this remarkable offer,
and it would seem to be a bit late to
try for good luck.
Reminds us of the time when Sydney astrologer, Gordon Ballard, gave
an optimistic reading, promising all
sorts of employment and romantic
possibilities, to a female who had died
in infancy, 35 years earlier, and whose
details Harry Edwards had found on
a headstone in the local cemetery. (see
“Quack Attack”, Vol 8, No 4).
*

*

*

Thanks also to those who have advised
us of the advertisement headed “Are
You Well Educated” (without a “?”) by
an organisation named Academic &
Commerce Assessments Victoria, being run in Campus Review, the university newspaper.
Sounds like some sort of testing
authority for academic or commercial
acuity? Well, not quite. In fact it appears to be some sort of New Age
matrimonial agency, which uses “a
psychologist, iridologist, astrologist
and highly trained consultants” to find
your Mr or Ms Right. And all for a
mere “fixed fee of $2580”.
The Skeptic is thinking of starting
a similar service, only we will use a
geologist, a physicist, an electron

*

*

I am not one to boast [Oh yes you are.
Ed], but just the other day I received
in the mail a letter from the International Biographical Centre of Cambridge, England, telling me I had been
“... nominated as International Man of
the Year for 1995/96”. It further informed me that “this prestigious award
... will be made available to only a few
illustrious individuals whose achievements and leadership stand out in the
International Community.”
Well, of course I immediately
thought “Wow! At last my true worth
is being recognised”. I wondered with
whom they had been talking to have
formed such an accurate picture of my
good self.
I recalled that I had previously been
invited by this distinguished publisher
(which shows a picture of a Cambridge College on its envelopes) to
submit my biographical details to
“Men of Achievement” and “International Leaders in Achievement” so I
realised that my ‘achievements’ had
been noted by a discerning organisation.
I read on, my ego inflating with
each succeeding chapter. The second
page showed a representation of the
“Warrant of Proclamation” and “The
Medal of Honour” that would soon be
mine - very handsome indeed. Mind
you, both the Warrant and the Medal
seemed to be made out in the name of
Robert Joseph Garland as “International Man of the Year 1996”, but
who’s to quibble over mere details? I
mean, we IMOTYs are widely known
for our magnanimity.
This is much better than the Nobel
Prize - common old scientists and such
win those and they are only worth a
measly million or so. IMOTY must be
worth more than that!
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Turning the page, I find that I was
being invited to request the International Biographical Centre to “craft for
me the following”, to wit, a Warrant
of Proclamation at 95 pounds sterling
or US$155.00 and a Medal of Honour
struck in silver gilt at a paltry 125
pounds or US$210.
Come to think of it, while I had previously been informed that my Biographical details would be entered in
the various encyclopedias free, I had
been invited to purchase leather bound
encyclopedias for some suitably large
amount of coinage of the realm.
Well, you could have knocked me
down with a sledgehammer! Does the
Nobel Committee dun the recipients
of their Prizes for the cost of their production? I doubt it.
I resolved to keep my pounds sterling and my dollars US in my pocket.
While I may never wear the award of
International Man of the Year, I’m
absolutely certain I never want my
name to appear in The Encyclopedia
of Gullible Idiots.
*

*

*

During the Sydney Festival of Mind
Body and Wallet (sorry) Spirit, in
November, a TV programme contacted Skeptics Central for some information about a British participant,
Dr Douglas Baker.
When asked, the researcher informed us that he reckoned he was
“the world’s leading expert on astrology”. We responded that we had met
dozens of those and asked for further
clarification.
“He claims to be the personal adviser to Barbara Cartland” she replied.
Flabbergasted, we could only riposte
“Jeez, we’d certainly love to have that
on our CV”.
*

*

*

It is reported in New Scientist of Oct
26 that NASA will post images of the
Cydonia region straight to the Internet, after Global Surveyor arrives at
Mars in Sept1997.
Cydonia is the region of Mars
where certain individuals have
claimed that many purpose-built structures, including the notorious ‘face’,
are located.
The new vehicle will contain cam-

eras with a resolution of 2-3 metres,
ten times as sharp as those that took
the Viking 1 pictures that started the
whole face-on-Mars imbroglio.
In the 20 years since Viking 1,
whole industries have been constructed around the single photograph
that shows a feature that bears a superficial resemblance to a human face,
with ‘computer enhancements’ and
fanciful ‘theories’ proliferating like
flies around a cess-pit.
And with the increasing fancifulness of the stories, so too do the conspiracy theories flourish. The failure
of the more recent NASA and Russian
vehicles to achieve orbit provides
more grist to this mill, with all manner of dark deeds being attributed to
NASA and the Russian space agency
by the UFO True Believers.
While it will be fascinating if the
new survey shows any signs that the
‘face’ and associated structures are
anything other than natural formations, it will be even more interesting
to see what convolutions the True Believers go through if it shows nothing
of the kind. Our bet is that a failure
of Global Surveyor to prove that the
face is really a portrait of Prince Valiant will merely serve to convince the
TBs that the conspiracy is even larger
than they at first supposed.
*

*

*

Meanwhile, back in the world of Real
Science, British researchers from the
Open University have revealed discoveries from another meteorite that
gives support to the hypothesis that
bacteria-like life may once have existed on Mars.
Their rock, calculated to have been
ejected from Mars much more recently
(600,000 years) than the one we reported on in Vol 16, No 3, (16 million
years) shows different evidence for the
existence of organic life. If this evidence can be supported, then it raises
the hope that primitive life may still
exist on the Red Planet. Time, work
and better evidence alone will tell. But
that, unfortunately, is the way of things
in the world of Real Science.
*

*

*

In a bookshop recently, I couldn’t help
noticing that the latest opus by UFO
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guru, Stanton Friedman, had his name
on the spine as “Stanton Friedman
Nuclear Physicist”. Can’t decide
whether this is some strange outgrowth of the old Welsh practice
(Jones the Shop, Evans the Electronmicroscope) or if Friedman likes to
reassure himself that he was once a
scientist.
We hope the trend catches on and
look forward to Son of Telling Lies
by Ian Plimer Geologist, or A Skeptic’s Guide to the New Age Revisited
by Harry Edwards Curmugeon.
*

*

*

Skeptics are properly dubious about
claims of miraculous personal powers,
but sometimes you have to wonder.
A couple of weeks ago, I was peripherally involved in the talk given
by the US President (“the most powerful man on Earth”) on the shores of
Sydney Harbour. The day was overcast and there was a light drizzle,
which showed no signs of easing. Fifteen minutes before the official party
arrived by boat, the clouds blew away.
During the proceedings we saw and
heard President Clinton, Prime Minister Howard, Premier Carr, their
wives and Andrew Hoy, recent Australian Olympic captain, in brilliant
sunshine, against the glistening blue
waters of the harbour with a backdrop
of the Opera House framed by the arch
of the Bridge. Sydney at its glorious
late Spring best.
Then the official party left and fifteen minutes later the clouds rolled
back and the drizzle started again.
Next day was one of the coldest November days ever recorded.
As I said, it makes you wonder.
*

*

*

One day recently we received mail
from two subscribers from widely
separated parts of Australia. Both had
the given name Paul, one of them
Lindwall, the other Rackeman. Readers who share the Editor-in-Chief’s
obsession will immediately note that
these are the names of two of the finest fast bowlers ever to have played
for Australia. Statisticians are invited
to calculate the odds against this remarkable occurrence and then tell us
that life has no underlying meaning.
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Conference Roundup
Roland Seidel
What a great conference! I had a great and charming. His wife, Lalla, was telligence that deludes one into thinktime. All the little things that went marvellous as well and they were such ing one is just as smart in all fields.
wrong have faded into obscurity in my an adorable couple that one could of- When we were riveted by Derek Freememory, swamped by the fabulous fer them as models of the best in hu- man’s talk later, Richard made a parthings that went right, the most amaz- man behaviour.
ticular point of acknowledging the
ing of which was the serendipitous
I think the illusion of arrogance privilege he felt - it was a genuine,
appearance of Derek Freeman! He comes from the fact that he is running generous and poignant response.
pretty much stole the show - a quietly flat out most of the time, that he is an
All the speakers were great: I found
riveting delivery on his long labour to uncommonly smart man, and from the Lesley Vick was surprisingly illumibring light upon the darkness
nating on the state of public
of the anthropological disaster
thinking, what’s bad about new
surrounding Margaret Mead
age thinking and where improveand ‘Growing Up in Samoa’.
ment is possible (I was delighted
The inaugural Skeptic of the
to hear that science and the sciYear was awarded to Derek
entific method seem to be deFreeman of ANU and the bent
scribed in philosophy as ‘the Enspoon to Marlo Morgan.
lightenment’ - as a seeker of enI must make a big public
lightenment, I can confirm that I
wail of appreciation for the
only ever found it there and I’ve
Victorian Committee. While I
looked in many places); Andrew
get the visible credit for organGibbs was frighteningly illumiising the best conference we’ve
nating on the state of the recovever had, the quality of it is due
ered memories phenomenon;
entirely to the work of the comMike Ablett’s piece on making
mittee. In the last few weeks it
medicines was full of lots of indeveloped a momentum of its
formation I had been looking for
own and I felt like a leaf in a
for ages; Annie Warburton was
storm. The Vic committee is
delightful as always and is to be
such a strong coherent group
highly commended as someone
richly filled with talented peowho is out there and doing it; and
ple. Adam Santilli, James GerKarl Kruszelnicki was pretty
rand, Dave Davies, Greg
amazing despite some difficulKeogh, Vince Butler, Bob
ties. Karl’s piece is really the only
Nixon, Mark Newbrook, Tracy
one that struck trouble. He was
Reynolds, Kathy Butler, Grant
heavily dependant on AV equipStevenson, Alison Dwyer,
ment and we just didn’t have the
Steve Roberts, Peter Hogan,
expertise to support it on such
Steve Basser and Steve
short notice. Sorry, Karl.
Colebrook: thank you.
We had lots of interesting
Richard Dawkins was brillmerchandise. The Darwin stuff
iant, of course. One of the reawent well - a brilliant design
sons I joined the Skeptics was Vic committee member Dave Davies provides a
based on the creationist fish symplatform for convention visitor, Skeptic editor
to meet such extraordinary peobol with feet on the fish and ‘Darple and I have learnt a bit about Barry Williams, to demonstrate his new acupuncwin’ written inside. I had to imture technique. Lynne Nixon gives moral support.
fame in the process. Fame is a Dave is recovering and is expected to be out of
port this from the US and the tbrilliant light that comes before
shirts, mugs and lapel pins went
intensive care by the New Year.
to blind those waiting and a
almost straight away, much to my
swirling wind that comes after
surprise. We had Skeptics umbrelto confuse the teller’s tale. (Lyrical, difficulties of fame. He speaks with a las, which I thought was a fabulous
aren’t I?) Plenty of people who had measured caution and seems to me to idea but they hardly sold at all. Books
not met him opined that Richard was be constantly on guard against the se- always sell but we still have plenty left
arrogant and it’s rubbish. We found duction of fame that produces arro- for the post-conference bargain hunter
him to be kind, considerate, patient gance, and against the seduction of in- (see back page).
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Victorian Attitudes
incorporating

Tasmanian Topics
Roland Seidel & Fred Thornett
Shepparton Science Show
Bob Nixon did a fantastic job organising our involvement in the Goulburn
Valley Science and Technology Expo.
It went from mild interest to rescuing the event from the forces of
darkness and included a bed of nails,
a fire walk, competitions and prizes, a
magician, lots of giveaways, a few
book sales (I think we even sold an
umbrella) and lots of chat with the locals - contacts and interest.
Thanks to Steve Roberts, Steve
Colebrook, James Gerrand, Peter
Hogan, Greg Keogh and Roland
Seidel from the committee who came.
A special thank you to Betty Gerrand,
Jane Brooks, Marcia Bascombe and
Lynne Nixon who gave up their time
to come as well and made what can
only be described as an essential contribution. An unmitigated success.
Bob, I tips me lid to you!
*

*

*

Astrotest
Here’s another interesting thing. Bob
wrote to lots of astrologers a great letter inviting them politely and respectfully to consider applying for the
$30,000 challenge. He got one polite
refusal and one keenly interested.
Maybe this time?
*

*

*

Tasmanian Matters
Well the big news is that the Tasmanian branch is getting up again. The
Tasmanian group has started up a couple of times before and run aground
because there just wasn’t the critical
mass of sustained support.
Flushed with finances and vigorous membership growth, we figure it’s

a good time to have another go. Recently we had a dinner in Hobart to
which about fifteen people came. We
tossed around ideas about reforming
the Tasmanian branch or making a
merged body incorporating Victoria &
Tasmania. Some people had particular things they wanted to tackle and
there were some pretty good ideas. A
big thank you to Annie Warburton,
John Sluis and James Marchant for
their fabulous hospitality and for organising the dinner
At the end of the evening there
were nine people prepared to represent the Skeptics in Tasmania, some
with long histories in the Skeptics and
some brand new. There was interest
in merging - whatever that means, time
will tell. Consequently our newsletter
is now the Vic/Tas newsletter, we will
be setting up E-mail correspondence
and watching developments as membership grows.
This is a great time to be a Skeptic
- change is on the way so the magazine says - so if there are any other
Taswegians who would like to be actively involved, make contact with the
emerging committee and be a part of
it. Your state needs you!
*

*

*

New Tasmanian Committee
In late breaking news, we can now
announce that the Tasmanian group of
the Australian Skeptics held a General
Meeting on 28 November 1996 at the
Aberfeldy Hotel.
Dr James Marchant contacted
every Tasmanian subscriber to the
Skeptic to invite them to the meeting.
About 20 people attended. This is a
large proportion of the Tasmanian subscribers and we believe that we now
have sufficient “critical mass” to al-

low us to be successful in operating a
branch in the long term.
*

*

*

The new committee is:
Mr Warren Boyles, President:
Mr Fred Thornett JP, Secretary:
Dr James Marchant, Treasurer:
Mr Alan Bottomley,
Mr Informal and
Mr John Sluis.
The new Tasmanian contact is:
Fred Thornett
97 Gillon Crescent
Mount Stuart, 7000.
email:skeptic@calvados.apana.org.au
Telephone: (03) 6234 1458
Mobile: 015 099 671

*

*

*

Comments and suggestions welcome.
Details of meetings and such like on
request.
The new committee hopes to press
the sceptical viewpoint in the local
media, to promote sceptical thinking
in the community and to discomfort
the irrational of our fair island.
The meeting agreed to accept the
kind offer of Australian Skeptics (Victoria) Inc to include details of our local activities in its newsletter which is
now styled, Vic/Tas Skeptics Newsletter.

Box 268?

the skeptic
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Southerly Aspect
Allan Lang
With the increase in Northern Territory subscribers we are initiating
branches up there. There was an initial meeting in Darwin in November.
They have no official contact yet, but
if any interested NT subscribers contact us, we will get you in touch with
the rest of the Skeptics up there.

*

*

*

A total of 78 people, Skeptics, Humanists, Atheists, and some normal people celebrated Friday 13th in September. The Investigator Science Centre
at Wayville hadn’t heard of us before,
but they donated two double passes as
prizes. One of our subscribers, Brian
Miller, is a marketer of wine, and he
donated two bottles as prizes.

*

*

provided. There was some speculation
as to the origin of this water, given that
the creek is polluted and the underground stream has not actually been
proved. The consensus seems that it
was either miraculously created, or
supplied, filtered and chlorinated, by
SA Water.

*

*

*

I see that the Australian Skeptics has
a new logo. Not that I want to criticize, but the instant I saw it I thought;
“Hullo, there’s something missing
here!” Then I realized what it was.
Those doubters on the other side of the
Dividing Range have forgotten about
South Australia again. However, such
absent-mindedness can be corrected.

*

In December there is another Friday
13th. We are planning a sunset picnic
and a lantern tour of the West Terrace
Cemetery. Any kind of lantern will do,
but electricity and batteries are definitely banned. Dressing for the occasion in anything that you feel fits the
image of a cemetery after dark will be
suitable. (Phone John 8322 5066.)

*

*

*

On October 19, some SA Skeptics
took a tour to Yankalilla to see the
Madonna. The general verdict was that
if the discoloured plaster repair-work
had not had a nice frame around it, noone would have picked it out from all
the other patches of discoloured plaster repair-work on the walls.
Of course, there is a miracle healing spring at the church - at least a
dowser has found one flowing underground.
A cured cancer has also been
claimed from water from the nearby
Yankalilla Creek, but the church is not
encouraging general use of this source.
Instead it recommends that pilgrims
take clean, pure water from a bucket

forensic archaeologist/anthropologist
Geraldine Hodgson. At the dinner,
she gave a detailed presentation on the
excavation at the warehouse which
Dutch clairvoyant Croiset had suggested the Beaumont children were
buried. They weren’t there, and it does
appear that there has been no underground sand disturbance at the site
since the time it was a working brickyard, before the Beaumont disappearance - but we might have guessed that.
The more interesting aspect was
the presentation of how a scientific
excavation should be done. She was
also interviewed the day before by radio stations 5AN and 5DN. The venue
for our dinners was mentioned, the
times and our name.
Any publicity is good publicity, but
this was great publicity! From this we
got some interested phone inquiries.
And, on the down side, one interesting phone call. I can’t say what it was
about (mainly because I didn’t understand it) but conspiracy and brainwashing were involved - there are
some strange people out there.
*

[Editor's Note: South Australia was
omitted from the logo because we assumed that all the holes being dug to
search for the Beaumont children had
removed that state from the continent]
*

*

*

Remember: Skeptics Corner, on
Breakfast with Julia, 5AN-891, on the
thirteenth of each month. It goes to
air sometime between 5:35 and 7:30
AM.

*

*

*

On the first Wednesday of even numbered months we hold a Super Special Skeptical Saracen Soiree at the
Saracen’s Head, 82 Carrington St.
In October, the guest speaker was

*

*

For the rest of this year, and the future
dinners will be at 7:30 PM, on December 4 and February 5.
On February 5 the guest speaker
will be Professor Alistair McLennan
of the Women’s and Children’s Hospital. He will speak of recent re-evaluation of the cause of cerebral palsy.
He recently had an article published
in The Lancet on alternative medicine.
Do ring me (we’re in the book) and
tell me you’ll be there.
If you haven’t been because you
think you won’t know anyone, don’t
worry. Neither do the rest of us. We
all wear name tags and there is lively
conversation and debate on many,
many subjects.

Late News
See Darwin Skeptics
report p 41

Vol 16, No 4

the skeptic

11

NEWS

Eureka Prize Winner Announced
Barry Williams
The inaugural Australian Skeptics Eureka Prize for Critical Thinking was presented at the Eureka Prizes Awards
Ceremony at the Australian Museum on November 14,
1996. More than 300 guests were welcomed by Malcolm
Long, president of the Australian Museum Trust, who then
introduced the compere, Andrew Denton. Pam Allan,
NSW Minister for the Environment and Senator Ian
Campbell, Parliamentary Secretary to the Federal Minister for the Environment, both spoke of the importance of

and laughter competed with applause to make it a memorable evening for all concerned.
Members of Australian Skeptics branches from around
the country were prominent among the invited guests and
included Roland Seidel, president of Victoria, Bob Bruce,
president of Queensland, Graham Laing, president of Gold
Coast, John Happs, president of Western Australia, Colin
Groves, vice president of ACT, Colin Keay, president of
Hunter Region, as well as several committee members from

Australian Skeptics Eureka Prize winner, Trevor Case, is congratulated by Barry Williams

science, and of the media presentation of science, to the
preservation of the environment and of the wellbeing of
Australia generally.
Andrew Denton began by apologising to all present that
the timing of the awards had prevented them from occupying their front-row seats at the Michael Jackson concert
that was occurring at the Sydney Cricket Ground that
evening. He went on to keep the long programme of presentations on track with his characteristically quick-fire wit,

NSW and subscribers from NSW and other states.
First award of the evening, the ABC Eureka Prize for
the Promotion of Science, was presented by Donald
McDonald, chairman of the ABC, to Dr Alex Ritchie, research fellow, palaeontology, Australia Museum, (and
prominent Skeptic) for “popularising the science of palaeontology and raising public awareness of the Devonian
period and the Age of Fishes”. Judging by the applause,
this was an extremely popular award and Alex was almost
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at a loss for words in his response (an unusual occurrence,
as anyone who knows Alex will attest). Alex paid tribute
to those in the media (particularly the ABC) who resisted
the trend towards trivia, by continuing to report science as
a vital and exciting enterprise.
The Pol Eureka Prize for Environmental Research, presented by Peter Berman, the publisher of Pol Publications,
went to Dr Tim Flannery, curator of mammals, Australian
Museum, for “contributing to public debate and increased
understanding of environmental and social issues through
quality research, intellectual analysis and outstanding writing skills”.
Tim was quick to point out that, despite appearances,
the Eureka Prizes was not an in-house event for the Australian Museum and said that it was an exciting place to
work that gave every encouragement to its staff to conduct
important and interesting research.
The New Scientist/Reed Books Eureka Book Prize was
presented by Jennifer Byrne, publishing director, Reed
Books. Andrew Denton (Ms Byrne’s real-life partner)
quipped that this was the only presenter that he had ever
tongue-kissed. This prize was won by Dr Tom Griffiths
for Hunters and Gatherers: the Antiquarian Imagination in
Australia, published by Cambridge University Press. Dr
Griffiths was overseas and the prize was accepted on his
behalf.
The Australian Museum Eureka Prize for Industry was
presented by Pam Allan to Australian Technology Park
Sydney Ltd for “its outstanding efforts in linking the work
of the University of NSW, Sydney University, the University of Technology Sydney and TAFE with private industry and business”.
The Department of the Environment, Sport and Territories Peter Hunt Eureka Prize for Environmental Journalism commemorates the outstanding work of the late Dr
Peter Hunt of the ABC Science Unit. It was won by four
journalists from the Sydney Morning Herald, Bob Beale,
science and environment editor, Leigh Dayton, science
writer, Gavin Gilchrist, technology writer, and James
Woodford, environment writer, for a five part series of articles called “The State of the Environment” published in
the SMH in November 1995. In responding, Bob Beale (a
former winner of a Skeptics Journalism Award) said that it
was not appropriate to blow one’s own trumpet on such an
occasion and then proceeded to perform a very creditable
fanfare on a small harmonica he withdrew from his pocket.
Then came the moment that all Skeptics in the audience were awaiting with barely concealed excitement and
Barry Williams, president of Australian Skeptics Inc,
viewed with a modicum of dread. Mr Williams, who fancies himself as a bit of a wit (and who is all too often proven
to be half right) likes to throw the occasional light-hearted
jest into a presentation. Now he had to share the stage
with the Fastest Wit in the West, Andrew Denton.
Sketching the genesis of Australian Skeptics decision
to become a sponsor of a Eureka Prize, he noted that it
only became possible after the receipt of the generous bequest from the Stanley Whalley estate. He mentioned that
the first idea that came to the Committee was to institute
its own prize, but that this had been discarded because of
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the difficulties inherent in obtaining nominations for an
Australian Skeptics Whalley (pronounced ‘Wally’) Prize.
He described how, tasked by the committee with finding a
suitable prize to support and, using the ancient traditions
of the semi-ubiquitous tribe of Williamses, he had sought
wisdom from the “oldest living Williams”, Robyn of the
ABC Science Unit. He explained that this slur on the distinguished broadcaster was in the nature of sweet revenge
for the occasion when Robyn had introduced him to the
Richard Dawkins meeting in Sydney as “Barry Williams,
my father”.
On a more serious note, he reminded the audience that
while, as scientifically literate people, they may have had
no difficulty in distinguishing between realistic descriptions of real phenomena in the real world, and the superficially attractive wish-fulfilment fantasies of various paranormal and pseudoscientific practitioners, this was by no
means the norm in our society. That for a large (and growing) sector of the population, their conception of reality
was very much dictated by a world view derived from magical thinking and superstitious beliefs. Those who did not
believe this, he suggested, could have their eyes opened
by a visit to the Festival of Mind Body and Wallet (sorry)
Spirit, which was opening the next morning at the Darling
Harbour Exhibition Centre.
He then announced the winner of the inaugural Australian Skeptics Eureka Prize for Critical Thinking which
was designated “to be awarded to postgraduate students or
post-doctoral researchers, under 30 years off age, for work
in the physical or life sciences and related humanities areas, which investigates issue related to the acceptance of
popular beliefs that owe little to the rigours of scientific
method”.
The winner of the prize of $10,000, plus a trophy and
scroll, was Mr Trevor Case, a PhD candidate from the
School of Psychology at the University of NSW.
Mr Case’s research project, titled “The Genesis and
Persistence of Superstitious Beliefs”, is described by Professor Kevin McConkey, head of the School of Psychology, in his nomination .
“The project is outstanding because of its comprehensiveness, its links with social psychology theorising and
its use of experimental methodology to explain (rather than
simply describe) the genesis and persistence of superstitious beliefs.” (A more comprehensive description of Mr
Case's research project is the subject of the following article.)
It is difficult to imagine a more appropriate subject for
the award of the first Australian Skeptics Eureka Prize for
Critical Thinking than this one. While most Skeptics would
recognise the fallacies inherent in many New Age and other
irrational beliefs, little research has been done into how
and why these beliefs come about and why they exercise
such a fascination for so many people. Trevor Case’s research will be a valuable addition to our knowledge in this
area and we are delighted that he is the winner of the Australian Skeptics Eureka Prize.
It is hoped that the publicity generated by Mr Case's
win will encourage more young researchers to investigate
other popular beliefs of dubious scientific validity.
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EUREKA WINNER

The Psychology of Superstition
Trevor Case
Why is it that in this age of unparalleled scientific and technological advances, beliefs in superstitious and paranormal phenomena are once again on the increase?
A stroll through almost any book store will reveal that there
is far more material dedicated to crystal power, alternative
medicines, astrology, numerology, ESP, and alien encounters than to books expounding rational, scientific explanations. My doctoral research explores the psychological reasons why superstitious beliefs continue to flourish.
What are the factors that predispose many people to
accept and embrace unsubstantiated superstitious beliefs?
We have developed a model that predicts that superstitious
beliefs are most likely to be adopted in circumstances that
are characterised by a ‘cognitive vacuum’, that is, when
there is a high subjective need to predict and explain events,
yet the available rational information is incomplete or not
fully satisfying. In this state, superstitious explanations offer
an easy and seductive way out, promising to explain puzzling phenomena within a closed and unfalsifiable conceptual system.
A further important predictor of superstition is the lack
of well-developed critical standards - a lack of scepticism,
if you like - that should selectively predispose some people to take the easy way out, and accept superstitious theories. In other words, when there is a high need for certainty, and limited ability to critically evaluate information, superstitious beliefs will often fill the cognitive
vacuum so created.
So far, I have completed two studies evaluating the
prevalence and characteristics of superstitious beliefs. I was
very surprised to find that even within a university population, over half of the respondents admit to believing in
ESP and ghosts, and one quarter believe in extraterrestrial
visits.
In the next phase of this research, I will use an experimental method. I will present people with various puzzling
phenomena and test their preferences for rational or superstitious explanations. This method will allow me to test
how need for certainty and level of scepticism interact in
predicting preferences for superstitious beliefs.
I hope that by exploring the psychological mechanisms
involved in superstition, we should be able to develop better educational strategies to counterbalance what appears
to be a growing trend towards irrationality in our society.
The Project
My project focuses on social psychological and motivational factors that underlie a propensity for many people
to accept and embrace pseudoscientific and supernatural
explanations. The research differs from previous investigations, in that I have adopted an experimental rather than

a descriptive approach. By selectively manipulating predictor variables linked to superstition, the project will allow us to quantify the factors that are responsible for the
genesis and persistence of irrational belief systems.
Apart from adopting a novel approach in examining
social psychological and motivational factors responsible
for the origin and maintenance of superstitious beliefs, a
new theory is developed from the existing literature. This
theory holds that two relatively independent motivational
dimensions (need for certainty and need to critically evaluate) interact to produce a differential propensity for superstitious beliefs. The model predicts that there are some individuals who will be more susceptible than others to superstitious beliefs because they have a high need for certainty coupled with a low need to critically evaluate information. Manipulating situational variables or characteristics of the event such as ambiguity or cost of the belief
may also increase the likelihood that a person will suspend critical judgment and embrace a superstitious explanation. For individuals with a high need or ability to achieve
certainty and low need or ability to critically evaluate information, a ‘cognitive vacuum’ may form as a result of
their need to explain an anomalous event. For these individuals almost any superstitious explanation will be acceptable. The existing literature has suggested factors that
may be responsible for the origins and persistence of superstitious beliefs. However evidence is generally confined
to anecdotal as opposed to empirical support.
In addition to devising a model of how superstitious
beliefs come to be adopted and why they are resistant to
hostile evidence, I have detailed a four stage research strategy aimed at testing the predictions of the model and defining its parameters. These stages involve (1) the creation
and validation of assessment instruments, (2) application
of the assessment instruments in an experimental manipulation of the ‘cognitive vacuum’ ( 3) application of the instruments in a study of selective learning of superstitionconsistent or superstition-inconsistent information, and (4)
the experimental manipulation of critical evaluation competence through basic statistical training, and examining
the effects on subsequent superstitious beliefs.
This research is innovative in that it aims to identify
and define factors responsible for superstitious beliefs.
Further, a new experimental paradigm for investigating
superstitious belief is developed. This new paradigm will
consist, for example, of presenting either an ostensibly
‘psychically gifted person’ successfully (above chance)
nominating predetermined cards from a deck. A “conventional” demonstration will display the same person although
obtaining hits at chance level. Manipulations of the need
for certainty and critical evaluation are hypothesised to
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Convention Notes
Barry Williams
Before the annual Convention, I had the pleasure of escorting and showing some of the sights of Sydney to
Richard Dawkins and his wife Lalla Ward, whom Dr Who
fans will recognise as the actress who played Romana,
during the Tom Baker incarnation of the Dr.
In one day, Richard appeared on ABC Radio; attended
a book signing at Abbey’s Bookshop, while Lalla met with
Dr Who fans at Galaxy Bookshop nearby; spoke at the
Stanton Library (North Sydney), where he addressed an
audience of around 200, organised by the Stanton staff and
Peter Kirby of The Constant Reader bookshop, on the literary side of his impressive book output; spoke to an audience of over 650 people at a function jointly organised by
The Australian Museum Society and Australian Skeptics.
All this before flying next day to Melbourne to address the
Rationalist Society at a dinner and the Australian Skeptics
National Convention.
A punishing schedule, but one that was fun to be part
of. I found Richard and Lalla to be delightful company,
interested in everything (especially bird spotting) and very
keen on Australia. I was disappointed that Richard did not
like cricket, but this was more than compensated for by
Lalla’s fanaticism that almost matched mine.
At the convention I had the honour of presenting the
“Skeptic of the Year” award to Dr Derek Freeman, the distinguished anthropologist from ANU. The award recognised his remarkable contribution to science by his exposure of the fallacies inherent in Margaret Mead’s anthropological work in Samoa. Dr Freeman’s life and work is
celebrated in Heretic, the latest play from the pen of David
Williamson. The text of Dr Freeman’s paper at the Convention is reproduced in this issue.
A somewhat less pleasant event was the presentation
of the Bent Spoon Award to the “perpetrator of the most
pernicious piece of paranormal piffle”.
From a field consisting of the usual suspects, popular
media outlets, New Age gurus, UFOcranks, and creationist crackpots, we selected Marlo Morgan, the American
author of Mutant Message Downunder.

This book, originally self-published (as non-fiction),
purported to tell how Morgan, a chiropractor, visited Western Australia and went on a “four month walkabout” with
tribal Aborigines who called themselves the “Real People”. She alleges that they initiated her into their secrets as
“chosen to carry the unique, timely and powerful message
of their way of life to all mankind”.
The book sold well and was soon taken aboard by a
mainstream publisher (Harper Collins) and sold (as fiction) well enough to stay on the New York Time Best-seller
List for 31 weeks.
Not bad, you might think, but the trouble was that the
‘secrets’ learned from the “Real People” included the ability to levitate and many other things foreign to aboriginal
lore. It was a New Age tract in the fine tradition of The
Celestine Prophesies and other exploitative drivel that has
denigrated the culture of indigenous peoples from around
the world.
So outraged were WA Aborigines that they sent a delegation of tribal elders to the US to expose the fallacies of
the book. A spokesman for the aboriginal group, Robert
Eddington, described the book as a “fabricated fantasy of
deceit”. Morgan is alleged to have apologised to the Aborigines, but rumours abound of a movie version.
In awarding the Bent Spoon to Marlo Morgan, we express our disgust at the tendency of New Age proponents,
who seem so bereft of any concept of the complexities of
any culture, even their own, as to seek to graft their superficial fantasies onto them and by so doing to bring them
into contempt.
The Convention itself was an outstanding success and
Roland Seidel and his committee deserve the highest praise.
It should be a matter of pride to the Victorian Skeptics that
almost twice as many people registered for the Skeptics
Convention, than did for the ANZAAS Conference held in
Canberra the following week. However we should also be
very concerned that the premier conference for the advancement of science should be faring so badly at a time when
science is under attack.

Psychology from previous page
affect the subjects’ propensity to accept various explanations of the events as plausible. This experimental manipulation will provide the basis of an experimental paradigm
in order to investigate the genesis and maintenance of superstitious beliefs.
Another aim of my research is to investigate strategies
that may reduce the propensity to become superstitious.
Some experimental evidence suggests that presentation (in
a tutorial) of applied examples of basic statistical concepts
may reduce the likelihood that similar erroneous judgments
will be made. My research will expand on the current literature in this domain and investigate the relationship between basic statistical training and propensity to adopt su-

perstitious explanations. The applied implications of this
stage of my research to science education are obvious.
By developing a new model and adopting an experimental approach, the contribution of this project will be to
increase our understanding of the genesis and persistence
of superstitious beliefs. I aim to publish my findings in
refereed scientific journals progressively and present my
project to academic audiences at conferences. Apart from
the scientific community, the psychological investigation
of superstitious beliefs is also an area that is of relevance
and interest to the general public. Consequently, I will also
aim to communicate my findings, more broadly, to the
general public.
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NEWS

Opening Of Mt Stromlo Exploratory
Skeptics support science education
Colin Keay
On the beautifully fine afternoon of Friday, November 8, logo was given a prominent position on the display board
at the Mount Stromlo Observatory site in the ACT west of in the foyer.
It is particularly appropriate that the Australian SkepCanberra, the new Bok Building was officially named and
the Stromlo Exploratory science centre, which it is de- tics are helping to support the Exploratory in a building
signed to house, was declared open. It is an attractive build- named in honour of Bart Bok, Director of the Mt Stromlo
ing, situated between the domes of the 74-inch and Uppsala Observatory from 1957 to 1966. Professor Bok was an
telescopes, and has wide windows opening to a balcony active sceptic long before any organisations of Skeptics
were formed. He organised a massive petition of top rank
with magnificent views across the Murray River valley
scientists, includI attended the
ing many Nobel
ceremony as reprelaureates, testifysentative of Ausing that astrology is
tralian Skeptics,
a baseless busiand the Australian
ness, with no unSkeptics, Science
derpinning of sciand Education
ence whatever, and
Foundation, which
its practitioners
is contributing
making money
$100,000 over a
from it were little
10-year period in
better than outright
support of the edufrauds (at least that
cational objectives
is my memory of
of the Exploratory.
the content of the
This grant is in
petition)*.
line with one of
The Explorathe main objectory is due to open
tives of the Founto the public in
dation, to provide
July, 1997, and
grants to encourage
much work has to
groups and indibe done in preparviduals promoting
ing
exhibits and
critical thinking,
Science Minister Peter McGauran (r) and Dr Colin Keay flanking
models.
One ingenscience and educathe Australian Skeptics logo at the Science Exploratory.
ious hands-on distion.
The official party included Peter McGauran, Minister play was already in place and proved very popular. It was
for Science and Technology, who performed the opening; designed to let visitors feel the weight of a litre carton of
John Bok, son of the late Professor Bart Bok; Pauline milk on each of the planets, plus the Sun and Moon. It
Griffin, pro-chancellor of the Australian National Univer- was most enlightening to everyone, especially in the one
sity; Professor Jeremy Mould, current director of the case where they cheated by bolting to the stand the carton
Mount Stromlo Observatory; Dr Don Faulkner, chairman representing a litre of milk on the surface of the Sun! It
of the Exploratory Display Committee and Dr Tony certainly made everyone appreciate that the Sun’s surface
gravity is 24 times stronger than gravity on the Earth.
Oldfield, director of the Exploratory.
Many ideas for other exhibits are under consideration,
Three of the speakers, Miss Griffin, Professor Mould
and the Minister made very commendatory remarks about and the Skeptics contribution will surely be put to good
the role of the Australian Skeptics in assisting this enter- use in presenting real science to the public.
prise. It was excellent publicity for the Skeptics, but while
* Objections to Astrology, Bart J Bock and Lawrence
there were TV cameras present en masse, there was no
mention of the event in the print media. The new Skeptics E Jerome, Prometheus Books, 1975.
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The Science of Heresy
Derek Freeman
This is the text of an address given to The Australian
Skeptics National Convention at Monash University on
Sunday, September 22,1996
I am standing in this morning for Peter Smark who is indisposed. This has been at quite short notice. What I shall
be presenting to you then is a modified version of a talk
that I gave a month or so ago to The Sydney Institute. That
talk was given in the Chifley Tower, of which a Sydney
journalist has written: “The pink building resembles a cathedral with its metres of marble and granite and its slender microwave tower, like a cross pointing upwards, not to
God, but to Mammon” - the cathedral of the no longer
promenading Alan Bond. It is unlikely, I would suppose,
that any of you were present on that particular occasion.
What I have to report is that although I was speaking in
an ostentatious cathedral of Mammon to an audience of
eminently respectable and solvent Australians, what I had
to say was enthusiastically received. Neo Darwinism has
become all the rage. And, the next morning, in The Australian, there was a feature with the headline: “We’re risen
apes, kin to all that lives, even tomatoes.” I was made poignantly aware of the pertinence of the question that my friend,
E O Wilson of Harvard University had put to me in a recent letter: “What is one to do when heresy becomes mainstream?”
It is good then to be back among Skeptics.
Heretic is a word that tends to make those with religious beliefs shudder. It is only a few hundred years since
heretics were burned at the stake, as was Servetus in Geneva in 1553, and Bruno in Rome in 1600. And, as recently as 1993, Dr Peter Cameron, one of its ordained ministers, was convicted of heresy by the Presbyterian Church
of Australia for having, in a sermon, advocated the ordination of women and questioned certain of the views of St
Paul.
Our term heretic is derived from the Greek word for
choice, and so refers to someone who chooses to think for
himself. But the lot of heretics among true believers, as
history shows, is far from easy.
In science, however, which is an open system of understanding, in which ‘truth is the perpetual possibility of error,’ things are different. In contrast to closed systems of
belief, science advances by shaking the foundations of
knowledge and by showing that the relevant facts are at
variance with accepted dogma. Thus, as Carl Sagan points
out in his book The Demon-Haunted World (1996) science is a system of thought that actively encourages heresy, and which gives its highest commendation to those
who “convincingly disprove established beliefs”. But in
science, being a successful heretic is also far from easy,

for the convincing disproof of an established belief calls
for the amassing of ungainsayable evidence. In other words,
in science, it is required of a heretic that he get it right.
David Williamson’s play Heretic is about what the great
Scottish philosopher David Hume declared to be the only
question of unspeakable importance: “What is the ultimate
nature of human kind?” Today, at the end of the twentieth
century, we are, as I shall presently explain, nearer to having a scientifically informed answer to this question than
ever before.
Century of Ideologies
The twentieth century, despite major scientific advances,
has been, above all else, a century of ideologies. It so happens that I was born in 1916, one year before the Russian
Revolution. It is a revolution that I have now outlived.
According to Marxist doctrine it is “social existence” that
determines “human consciousness,” and by the Bolsheviks of Soviet Russia it was fervently believed that under
communism, human nature would radically and permanently change. By the early 1930s, American observers
who had visited Russia were claiming that this had already
begun to happen. “Mental hygiene” it was said, was “inherent in the social organization.”
We have now witnessed the collapse of communism
and have heard Gorbachev admit to the world at large that
the experience of history has allowed the Russian people
to say “in a decisive fashion” that the Communist “model”
had “failed,” as it had to fail, I would suppose, because of,
among other things, the false assumption on which it was
based.
Another leading ideology of the twentieth century - in
some ways not dissimilar to Marxism - is the doctrine that
“all human behaviour is the result of social and cultural
conditioning”. This doctrine can be traced to pronouncements in the 1890s, by Emile Durkheim, a Frenchman, and
Franz Boas, a German, both of whom were born in 1858.
Franz Boas, whose PhD was in physics, became in 1899,
after studies of the Eskimo of Baffin Land and the Indians
of Vancouver Island, the first professor of anthropology at
Columbia University in New York. A Neo-Kantian idealist, who had acquired from Rudolf Virchow a keen antipathy to evolution, Franz Boas, “the father of American anthropology”, was an extreme environmentalist.
Enter Mead
In 1917, two of Boas’ students, Alfred Kroeber and Robert
Lowie, without presenting any kind of empirical evidence,
proclaimed that between cultural anthropology and biology there was an “abyss,” an “eternal chasm” that could
not be bridged. It was in an attempt to obtain evidence for
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this ideological stance that Franz Boas, in 1925, imposed
on another of his students, the 23 year old Margaret Mead,
the task of studying heredity and environment in relation
to adolescence among the Polynesians of Samoa. Mead
arrived in American Samoa on August 31, 1925. After two
months of study of the Samoan language in the port of
Pago Pago, she spent just over five months in the islands
of Manu’a before heading back to New York by way of
Australia and the south of France.
In 1928, in her book Coming of Age in Samoa, which
became the anthropological best-seller of all time, Mead
claimed that adolescent behaviour in humans could be explained only in terms of the social environment. “Human
nature”, she declared, was “the rawest most undifferentiated
of raw material”. Then, in full accord with the views of
Franz Boas, she wrote of “the phenomenon of social pressure and its absolute determination in shaping the individuals within its bounds.” This was cultural determinism
with a vengeance.
Mead as celebrity
In 1930, Mead’s extreme environmentalist conclusion was
incorporated in the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences,
and, for those who went through college in the USA in the
1930s, Coming of Age in Samoa was “not only required
reading but a classic of universal truths”. This was also the
case in the University of New Zealand, and when I myself
went to Samoa in 1940, it was with the objective of confirming Mead’s conclusion in the western islands of the
Samoan archipelago. So complete was my acceptance of
Mead’s claims that, in my early inquiries, I dismissed or
ignored all evidence that ran counter to her findings.
Thus, it was not until I had become fluent in Samoan,
had been adopted into a Samoan family, and having been
given a manaia title, had begun attending chiefly courts,
that I became fully aware of the discordance between
Mead’s account and the realities I was regularly witnessing. When I left Samoa in 1943, after a stay of three years
and eight months, it had become apparent to me, through
prolonged inquiry, that Mead’s account of the sexual behaviour of the Samoans was in egregious error. But I had
no idea at all how this had happened.
By this time, Coming of Age in Samoa had become an
anthropological classic, and no one would take seriously
my scepticism about its conclusions. So, in 1965, after a
meeting with Dr Mead at the Australian National University in 1964, I returned to Samoa for just over two years to
research in further detail every aspect of her account of
Samoan behaviour.
By this time Margaret Mead had become a major celebrity. In 1969, Time magazine named her “Mother of the
World.” She went on to become, in the words of her biographer Jane Howard, “indisputably the most publicly celebrated scientist in America.” Indeed, during the last decade of her life, she came to be viewed as an omniscient,
wonder-working matriarch. One of the jokes circulating in
America at this time was that when Dr Mead called on the
oracle at Delphi, she addressed the age-old sibyl with the
words: “Hullo there, is there anything you’d like to know?”
She was said in the American Anthropologist of 1980 to
have been “truly the most famous and influential anthro-
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pologist in the world”. A huge impact crater on the planet
Venus - measuring some 175 miles across - has been named
after her.
Among the zealots
In 1978 I wrote to Dr Mead offering to send her the draft
of the refutation on which I was working. Unfortunately,
she died on the 15th of November of that year without
ever having seen it. When it was finally published by
Harvard University Press in 1983 the consternation, especially in America, was enormous. Without warning, the
Meadian reverie about Samoa had been shattered. For
American anthropologists, as one of them remarked, this
was “a seismic event” and, as they surveyed the fallen
masonry, the embarrassment of those whose beliefs had
been so rudely shaken quickly turned to fury against the
antipodean antichrist who had so desecrated their sanctum
sanctorum. In no time at all, as one observer has recorded,
there were many who seemed willing to tear Derek Freeman “limb from limb.”
Things reached their apogee in November, 1983 when,
during the 82nd meeting of the American Anthropological
Association a special session devoted to the evaluation of
my refutation was held. It was attended by more than a
thousand. The session began conventionally enough, but
when the general discussion began, it degenerated into a
delirium of vilification. One eye-witness has described it
as “ a sort of grotesque feeding frenzy”; another wrote to
me saying “I felt I was in a room with ... people ready to
lynch you.”
This then is the kind of fanatical behaviour that is released in the zealots of a closed system of thought when
one of their principal certainties has been effectively challenged.
What is more, at the annual meeting of the American
Anthropological Association later that same day a motion
denouncing my refutation as “unscientific” was moved,
put to the vote, and passed. Yet, as a moment’s thought
discloses, the notion that the scientific status of a proposition can be settled by a show of hands at a tribal get-together is unscientific in the extreme.
The evidence mounts
I now come to what was for me the most unexpected of
denouements.
When I arrived back in American Samoa in 1987 I was
introduced by Galea’i Poumele, the Samoan Secretary of
Samoan Affairs, to a dignified Samoan lady whom I had
never previously met. During my previous visits to Manu’a
she had been living in Hawaii where she had gone with
her family in 1962. She was Fa’apua’a Fa’amu, who, in
1926, had been Margaret Mead’s closest Samoan friend.
In 1987, at 86 years of age, she was still in full command
of her mental faculties.
Fa’apua’a’s sworn testimony to Galea’i Poumele was
that when Mead had insistently questioned her and her
friend Fofoa about Samoan sexual behaviour, they were
embarrassed, and - as a prank - had told her the exact reverse of the truth.
In 1988, and again in 1993 (after I had found in the
Library of Congress a number of letters, all of them in
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Samoan, that Fa’apua’a had written to Mead in 1926),
Fa’apua’a’s testimony was investigated in great detail by
Dr Unasa L Va’a (as he now is) of the National University
of Samoa. In 1990, I obtained from the archives of the
American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia, copies of
the private correspondence of Franz Boas and Margaret
Mead for the years 1925 and 1926. Then, in 1992, in Washington, DC, I was able to research all of Mead’s Samoan
papers in the Manuscript Room of the Library of Congress.
From these and other primary source materials it has been
possible to determine just what befell the 24 year old
Margaret Mead in Samoa in 1926. It is a revealing story.
When Margaret Mead was Boas’s PhD student at Columbia her fervent desire was to do ethnological research
in some untouched part of Polynesia. And so, when Boas
imposed on her his quite different project she at once entered into a private arrangement with the Bishop Museum
of Honolulu to do in Samoa the kind of ethnological research on which her heart was set. This arrangement she
kept entirely secret from Boas, her official supervisor. Immensely ambitious, she was defiantly burning her candle
at both ends. It was to lead directly to her hoaxing by
Fa’apuala and Fofoa.
On New Year’s Day, 1926, the island on which Mead
was working was stricken by a devastating hurricane,
which, in Mead’s words, “razed 75% of the houses of Ta’u
to the ground” and “generally disorganized native society”. Largely because of this, Mead persisted in her ethnological research for the Bishop Museum, postponing indefinitely any systematic investigation of the sexual behaviour of the adolescent girls she was supposed to be
studying.
So it was, in March, 1926, while doing ethnology on
the island of Ofu, and with her work on adolescents, through
neglect, being in a state of acute crisis, that Mead, hoping
to make up for lost time, began to question her travelling
companions Fa’apua’a and Fofoa (who were both 24) about
the sexual behaviour of Samoan girls.
From Mead’s diary and from Fa’apua’a’s testimony we
can date this questioning to March 13, 1926. What the
embarrassed Fa’apua’a and Fofoa told Mead was the exact reverse of the truth, and we have the clearest possible
evidence of this in a letter that Mead wrote to Boas the
very next day. In it she tells Boas that in Samoa there is no
“curb” on sexual behaviour during adolescence, this being
precisely the false information which, as a prank, had been
communicated to her, the previous day, by Fa’apua’a and
Fofoa. This is “the smoking gun” of David Williamson’s
play, Heretic. There is a facsimile of part of Mead’s letter
to Boas of March 14, 1926 in its programme.
A few days after her hoaxing Mead wrote to Boas again
saying she was ready to leave Samoa. Her planned investigation of the sexual behaviour of the adolescent girls she
was supposed to be studying was never undertaken. Instead, she relied on the totally false information with which
she had been hoaxed.
And so, as David Williamson has me saying in his play:
“A whole view of the human species was constructed out
of the innocent lies of two young women”. That one of the
ruling ideologies of our age should have originated in this
way is both comic - and frightening! The full story is told
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in my forthcoming book Franz Boas and the Flower of
Heaven - to the draft of which David Williamson has had
unrestricted access. All in all, or at least so it seems to me,
it is one of the more spectacular stories of the twentieth
century.
Excluding biology
The aim of both Boas and Mead was to exclude biology and particularly evolutionary biology - from the study of
human behaviour. Although, as is now known, Mead’s
environmentalist conclusion in Coming of Age in Samoa
was counterfeit and wholly misleading, it was enthusiastically accepted by Franz Boas. In 1934, when still Professor of Anthropology at Columbia University, Boas proclaimed in the Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences that
“the genetic elements which may determine personality”
are “altogether irrelevant as compared with the powerful
influence of the cultural environment”. It is this anti-evolutionary ideology that has dominated thinking in the social sciences for most of the twentieth century.
We now know that Mead and Boas were massively
mistaken. Boas died in 1942. By that time Oswald Avery
and his colleagues were already actively exploring the
characteristics of DNA, which had been discovered as long
ago as 1869. Since the determination of the chemical structure of DNA by Crick and Watson in 1953, an event ranked
by John Maynard Smith as “the most important discovery
in biology since Darwin,” genetics and molecular biology
have effloresced in the most prodigious way. Never before
have there been such fundamental advances in our understanding of the mechanisms of life. In a paper on “The
Human Genome” published last year by Mandel, it is estimated that there are “about 3,000 genetic diseases” known
in humans, with many of them “affecting brain function”
or behaviour in some way. This makes nonsense of Boas’s
conclusion of 1934.
From work on the human genome, as on the genomes
of other forms of life, it has become apparent, as the great
evolutionary biologist Dobzhansky once remarked, that we
humans are “kin to everything that lives”. A remarkable
instance of this has recently come to light with the successful sequencing of the 6,000 or so genes of yeast - a
unicellular fungus that is used in the baking and brewing
industries. Howard Bussey of McGill University, who coordinated the sequencing of yeast chromosomes 1 and 16,
was recently giving a seminar on his work when a distinguished colleague raised his hand. “What,” he asked, “is a
muscle protein like myosin doing in yeast? Yeast doesn’t
move!” “Myosin,” Howard Bussey explained, “does the
same job in yeast as it does in people. It binds with actin
and other proteins that move things like mitochondria
around in cells.” “The contractile proteins, as in yeast,”
Bussey went on,“ or, for that matter in tomatoes, are woven together in animals to form muscles.” Something to
reflect on when next you have a tomato sandwich: we are
indeed kin to everything that lives.
Simon Easteal, who heads the Human Genetics Group
in the John Curtin School of Medical Research at the Australian National University, having established that there
is only 1.6 per cent difference between human nuclear DNA
and that of chimpanzees, has, with his colleagues, con-
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cluded that humans diverged from chimpanzees only some
3.6 to 4 million years ago. We have thus reached a juncture in the history of human understanding when, as Daniel Dennett has recently put it: “the fundamental core of
contemporary Darwinism, the theory of DNA-based reproduction and evolution is ... beyond dispute among scientists.”
The age of evolutionary enlightenment
We are, it is now utterly clear, the products of evolution.
Or, to put it more dramatically, we are not fallen angels
but risen apes. This key realization changes all of our long
established assumptions about ourselves. In its light, human history, for the first time, becomes intelligible, and
human behaviour understandable as never before. This radical transformation in human understanding - which has
come to a peak in the mid-1990s - I shall call “the new
evolutionary enlightenment.” And, I confidently predict
that, because it is based on fully tested scientific knowledge, it will far outshine the enlightenment of the 18th century.
The fundamental advances of the last forty years in
genetics and molecular biology have been accompanied
by comparable advances in primatology, human ethology,
and, in particular, in the neurosciences. On July 17, 1990,
the President of the United States of America proclaimed
the 1990s to be: “The Decade of the Brain.” The decade
was ushered in by the publication of Paul MacLean’s epoch-making book The Triune Brain in Evolution, in which
it is shown that the human brain contains three
phylogenetically given formations, the reptilian, the
palaeomammalian and the neomammalian, which both
anatomically and biochemically reflect an ancestral relationship to reptiles, early mammals and late mammals.
The principal feature of the palaeomammalian brain is
the limbic system which is primarily concerned with visceral processes and the emotions. It is in this
phylogenetically ancient part of our brains, which is virtually identical with the limbic systems of our primate cousins, the chimpanzees, and which evolved long before the
emergence of cultural adaptations, that our basic human
nature is physiologically programmed.
Yet, even more important are the frontal lobes of our
brains, often described as “the neocortex of the limbic system,” which are the seat of consciousness and, most importantly, of the human capacity for making choices. This
capacity, as the researches of JZ Young, John Tyler Bonner,
Antonio Damasio and others have demonstrated, is biologically given. Thus, as Richard Passingham, one of the
foremost researchers in this field, has put it: “Human beings are capable of voluntary action in the most restrictive
sense; that is, voluntary action involving the conscious
comparison of alternative courses of action”.
The human capacity to make choices, from which both
art and science spring, is, then, biologically given. And
further, in the light of modern research, it is evident that
the two main mechanisms that have operated in the course
of human evolution and history are the related mechanisms
of natural selection and choice, for it was natural selection
that produced the brain in the frontal lobes of which the
capacity to make choices is located.
What evolutionary biology also tells us is that all hu-
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mans, belonging as they do to the same species, have the
same phylogenetically given human nature, with their differing cultures having come into being during quite recent
times, through the varying exercise of choice. Our biologically given capacity for choice is then of enormous
human significance. Indeed, there are grounds for renaming our species Homo elegans, the choosing primate.
One of the most influential books in modern evolutionary biology has been The Selfish Gene by Richard Dawkins,
who has recently become the first Professor for the Public
Understanding of Science in the University of Oxford. The
Selfish Gene, which was first published in 1976, ends with
the statement that although we humans are, in significant
ways, built by our genes and our cultures, we nonetheless
“have the power to turn against our creators”. When I wrote
to Dawkins putting to him the supposition that the “power”
he was referring to was “the human capacity to make
choices,” he replied, on May 23, 1977, saying: “I cannot
disagree with you. I am referring to the human capacity to
make choices”.
What follows was written long before I knew that
Richard Dawkins would be coming to Australia, and, in
particular, that he would be here this morning. I have left it
just as it was written, for Richard Dawkins to comment on
if he so wishes. Dawkins’ position is very similar to that
taken by The Huxley in his lecture “Evolution and Ethics,” which he gave at Oxford University on the afternoon
of May 18, 1893. For Huxley, as for me, civilization is an
attempt by humans to escape from their place in the animal kingdom to establish a human kingdom based on ethics. Thus, in the kind of evolutionary anthropology that I
avow, we humans, although most certainly a part of nature, are nonetheless able through informed and wise choice
to control our biology, including our limbic systems, and,
by transcending the limitations of our cultures, to learn to
think for ourselves and to behave ethically whatever be
our situations. I would put it to you then, that if it leads to
such an outcome, heresy cannot really be such a bad thing.
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CONVENTION

Richard Dawkins at the Convention
Roland Seidel
[all quotes]. Less easy for other things: viruses are to make
us strong or punish us. But there is only one sense in which
living things are for the good of something: they are for
the good of DNA.
There are many examples of replicators: computer viRichard began with some pertinent observations on Skep- ruses, chain letters, ideas (memes) and genes; all using some
ticism and this was a gratifying thing. He has clearly machinery to effect the imperative ‘copy me’. Organic vithought about the idea and has had some experience in the ruses are obviously such a thing, hijacking host DNA as
lighter side (debunking astrology) and much in the serious the copying machinery, and so is an elephant or a mouse
side (public understanding of science). He observed that but less obviously. Such large things are colonies of symone of the problems with Skepticism is that the media biotic genes (‘socialised’ viruses) that have been selected
for their capacity
doesn’t listen, the
to survive in the
inuring effect of
presence of each
which is to make
other, and take a
Skeptics a bit infantastically large
cestuous - talking
digression to manto the converted in
age duplication by
jocular fashion
the more roundawhen the real batbout route of first
tle is to get out and
building an elconvince the peoephant or a
ple outside. (I
mouse.
think this is true to
Plants and anisome degree - it is
mals are transparsense of humour
ently preoccupied
that distinguishes
with propagating
Skeptics and fatheir DNA but
tigue is real - but
Humans are difargues not for
ferent. Naive Darchange of behavwinism has no exiour, but for vigiplanation for conlance and continutraception, adopally renewed vigtion, artificial inour.)
semination (why
He felt that the
pay people to doappetite for wonnate?),
homosexualder and mystery, for
Professor Richard Dawkins signing books at
ity,
caring
for old
something inspiraAbbey's Bookshop, Sydney, before the Convention
people, charity, cartional had been hijacked by paranormalists and religionists when the job ing for animals, art or science. We seem to have divorced
could be done much better by science. “I want to attack ourselves from natural selection, or, rather, our brain has
creationism not just because it is false, but because it is ended up so sophisticated that the genetic imperative is
uninspired and impoverished as a world view compared very easily subverted.
What’s a brain for? Purpose can be thought of at two
with the scientific alternative.” The role of Skepticism is
levels:
Purpose I, the ‘pseudo-purpose’ - a wing is for flytwofold: debunk the junk; and sell science.
ing; and Purpose II, conscious purpose as in the mind of a
designer. (Wings have evolved through natural selection
Now, the Gene’s Eye View of Creation
It’s easy to come up with ideas of what some things are and were not designed in the Purpose II sense but, unforgood for: flowers are to make the world pretty, weeds are tunately, we still use the language of design when we deso we do some work and feel good, cattle and fish are given scribe them.) The brain is useful for perceiving, rememlife to keep their meat fresh till we have need to eat of it bering, learning and setting up goals (Purpose II) but beProfessor Richard Dawkins presentation at the Annual
Convention was entitled The Gene’s Eye View of Creation. In this article, Victorian President Roland Seidel
summarises the presentation.
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cause it is so flexible it is subvertable!
And it can make errors. The Skinner pigeon boxes show
the brain to be a statistical inference engine: the pigeons
learn to associate a particular device with getting food.
When the devices are set to random, the pigeons exhibit
superstitious behaviour - associating whatever they were
last doing when they got food with causing the food to
appear. This is a False Positive error - detecting a pattern
when there is not one there. [Guess why astrology seems
to work.] We also make False Negative errors - failing to
detect a pattern that is there.
So the brain has goal seeking machinery that is powerful, long term, flexible and has been subverted to goals
other than the propagation of genes (consider the nun). It
is too clever by half; an excellent innovation that has overreached itself. And I’m delighted! Darwinism should be
held up as a terrible warning - something to be avoided in
our society. It is good to shake off servitude to the gene.
With language came an increased capacity for shared goals
and cultural evolution (similar to genetic but millions of
times faster) emerged. But this single minded tenacity to
cling to long term goals is also frightening - rival groups
have conflicting goals.
We must hope that our species’ blissful dawn will not
turn as sour as the French Revolution did for Wordsworth.
There are some grounds for hope. That very same flexibility, versatility and foresight which threatens us by sending
our stately Darwinian evolution into runaway overdrive
could also be our salvation.
What a great punch line! There were some pretty good
questions as well.
Questions
How did it get from atoms to self replicating molecules?
This is a question for chemists to answer. There are a few
plausible theories that have been recounted in Richard’s
books but he rightly abstained from passing judgement on
any of them because he is not a chemist. It seems the laws
of chemistry are easily sufficient to provide an explanation and as soon as the first self replicator emerges natural
selection will come into play.
The conquest of disease means the survival of deleterious
genes. Is this bad?
Are we going to populate ourselves into oblivion? Medical science has indeed had a profound anti-Darwinian effect but Richard felt he could live with it. He would rather
be watching out for potential dysgenic effects and tackling
the problem of overpopulation than coping with high child
mortality, shorter life spans and diminished quality of life.
[ I must add here an observation on Nature. The question is often put - are we going against Nature? It occurs in
discussions about genetic engineering, urbanisation, modern medicine versus ‘natural’ medicine and is even offered
as a knock-down argument against science. Are we going
against Nature? Damn right we are and a good thing too.
Nature is red in tooth and claw, savage, implacable, callous, amoral, completely unmoved by suffering. There are
no ethics in nature, no good and bad, merely diners and
their dinners. I am happy to go against this.]
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Can evolution theory explain the laws of physics?
There is a semantic swindle that happens when you talk of
the universe evolving; what you really mean is the universe developing. Development refers to the change in one
entity through time, evolution concerns a series of entities
with a parent-child relationship but refers to the perceived
change of the species.[I nearly wrote ‘progression’ instead
of change but that’s another swindle - it suggests teleology, moving towards a predetermined goal.]
Why stress the gene when the environment is also crucial
in determining which characteristics are favoured?
There is one very special thing about genes that only they
have: it is that they are the things that pass from one generation to the next and determine what is possible. They
are potentially immortal. The world is full of genes that
are good at making ancestors.
Is Darwinian evolution still happening in humans and
where are we going?
Possibly not: it’s hard to die young any more. It is easy to
die without reproducing but the factors that determine that
are probably not genetic. Even something that may look
possible - say, if incompetence with contraception had a
genetic component - but technological and cultural development are so much faster than natural selection that the
genetic pressure would not sustain - in 500 years it may
not be the same things that make for incompetence.
Don’t the genes get frustrated at not being able to do their
job?
Richard was eager to grab this as an opportunity to apologise for a misleading effect of his message. It’s difficult to
talk about anything without anthropomorphising and your
brain then swindles you into making the analogy too strong.
Genes can’t get frustrated because they don’t have personalities. They’re just a bunch of chemicals after all.
The perception of intention in their reactions is type I
error (false positive - the pattern is not really there); the
price, Susan Blackmore says, of having a brain as clever
as ours.
Is evolution a falsifiable theory?
It was nearly time and Richard didn’t have time to give the
full discussion, and seemed disappointed not to have. He
offered JBS Haldane’s response to what would represent
falsifiability in the Popperian sense: ‘fossil rabbits in the
Precambrian’. You’ll have to go to his books for that one.
Richard is a great speaker. What I find great is his capacity to inform respectfully: he is an authority without
being authoritarian. His images are simple, crystal clear,
often poignantly beautiful and powerfully incisive. Natural selection is such a simple idea and it is all you need to
explain the exquisite complexity of life.
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HEALTH

A Piddling Matter
Harry Edwards
Drink to me only with urine and I’ll drink to thee with
mine. Old English song (almost).
The advent of the ‘New Age’ has seen the revival of many
bizarre ‘natural’ therapeutic remedies. Among them, and
rapidly gaining popularity, is Urine Therapy, the use of
one’s own eliminated waste water for healing purposes.
The ancient Greeks were known to use urine extensively
to treat wounds, and for centuries European Gypsies used
cow’s urine to cure diseases of the kidneys. The longevity
of yogis and lamas of Tibet has been attributed to the drinking of their own urine. It was recommended by one 18th
century French dentist as a mouthwash, and in England
during the 1860s and 1870s the drinking of one’s own urine
was a common treatment for jaundice. The 1970s Indian
Prime Minister, Moraji Desai, stated on American TV that
he drank his own urine daily for health maintenance.
The development of knowledge of urine is an interesting story. Records indicate that Babylonian physicians
(around 4000 BCE) examined it sufficiently to note changes
in colour. In old Sanskrit writings twenty different diseases were described, and Hippocrates recorded his observations made on the urine of patients with fever. Through
succeeding centuries, uroscopy, the art of inspection of
urine, became an accepted part of medical practice, and
with it came uromancy. The charlatans flourished, travelling the countryside with their flasks, diagnosing all kinds
of diseases, and preying on the gullible. One of the ‘water
doctors’ who saw an oat grain in a urinal stated that the
patient had eaten a horse!
In modern times, a main proponent of Urine Therapy
has been John W. Armstrong, author of The Water of Life:
A Treatise on Urine Therapy. Rejected as unfit for military service during World War I, allegedly suffering from
consumption, he was advised to seek the advice of a doctor. He was diagnosed as being catarrhal rather than consumptive and put on a regimen of sunshine, fresh air and
nutritious foods. He gained nearly 30 pounds in the ensuing year. Despite the improvement, Armstrong was not
satisfied, and recalling the Bible proverb, ‘Drink waters
out of thine own cistern’, fasted and took to drinking his
own urine. The treatment proved to be effective, he gained
weight, his energy increased, and his skin was rejuvenated.
In 1918, Armstrong began to advise others and supervise
their fasts and, according to his book, treated people suffering with gangrene, various types of cancer, diabetes,
consumption, heart disease, Bright’s Disease, bladder problems, malaria, fevers, wounds, burns, asthma and many
other afflictions with Urine Therapy. As a bonus, Urine
Therapy is the same for every type of ailment – no diagnosis being necessary.

While repelled readers are shaking their heads in disbelief, I hasten to add that in addition to urine, Armstrong
also advocated a well-balanced diet of meat, fish, poultry,
eggs, steamed vegetables, salads, fresh seasonal fruits,
brown rice, and wholewheat bread. Processed and highly
refined foods were to be avoided. Whether Urine Therapy
or a well-balanced diet was responsible for Amstrong’s
alleged successful cures is hardly a moot point!
Going back to the source of Armstrong’s inspiration,
Proverbs 5:15. In my Bible it reads, “Drink waters out of
thine own cistern1, and running waters out of thine own
well”. Further, in Isaiah 36:16 we read, “... eat ye everyone of his vine, and everyone of his fig tree, and drink ye
everyone the waters of his own cistern”. As these are the
only references to ‘cisterns’ in the entire Bible according
to Cruden’s Complete Concordance, there is little doubt in
my mind that in these contexts, the cisterns referred to are
drinking water containers not the Vesica urinaria. I shudder to think what other therapies Armstrong could have
come up with had he misinterpreted Isaiah instead of Proverbs!
In 1996, belief in the therapeutic benefits of Urine
Therapy has been given a boost with the publication of
articles such as that which appeared in The Manila Chronicle (May 8, 1996) headed, “Use of urine in healing gains
more believers”. The report from Ghana, East Africa, details the promotion of urine drinking and massage by one
Dr Kuesi Offei-Agyeman who runs the New Life Clinic in
Accra. Trained at the Natural Therapy School in Jersey,
Britain, and the School of Natural Hygiene in the US state
of Texas, Dr Offei–Agyeman argues that just as a tree is
replenished by its own leaves, his patients are restored to
good health by their urine. [But why stop with the liquid
waste? Solid waste is rich in protein!]
Regarded by conventional wisdom as an unpleasant
waste product meant to be eliminated, “urine is a reflection of what you have in you” he explains. “If you eat eggs,
meat and beans you will have these materials in you and
they will make your urine taste bad. Potatoes, lettuce and
carrots however will give you sweet tasting urine.” Dr.
Offei–Agyeman’s treatment includes a strict vegetarian diet
– somewhat antithetical to that of John Armstrong, the
contradiction leading one to believe that urine plays an
insignificant part in the prescribed treatment if any at all.
Included in the article was a dubious anecdotal testimonial from a patient who declined to be named, and concluded with a note of scepticism from Dr Martin Mandara,
the acting WHO representative in Ghana who commented,
“It’s too early to proclaim the curative powers of urine. I
wouldn’t really advise anybody to use it until somebody
comes up with more scientific evidence.”
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Well, there may or there may not be any evidence, but
according to a Reuter’s report in the Science/Health page
of the April 20 Philippine Daily Inquirer, an Indian, Dr
G.K.Thakkar, chair of the Bombay based Water of Life
Foundation, said millions of people around the world had
cured themselves of diseases with the centuries old therapy
of drinking urine. Referring to ‘mad cow disease’ he says,
“I am deadly confident that all those cows can be positively cured of the deadly disease by making them drink
their own urine.”
Thakkar’s theory posits that the sick produce antibodies for fighting diseases and excess antibodies passed in
the urine can be “recycled” to increase a person’s immunity.
In February, Thakkar organised a conference on urine
therapy which drew some 600 scientists, researchers and
therapists to southern India. Many speakers at the conference claimed urine can be used to treat incurable diseases
[if they are incurable how can they be cured?!] including
cancer. They also claimed that urine can alleviate the symptoms of AIDS.
New on the market is a book by Martha M. Christy,
Your Own Perfect Medicine, available from Inner Glow
Health Products, RRP $40 + $5p&p. It is claimed by one
book reviewer to be one of the best researched books ever
written about the subject of urine therapy. He hails it as “...
the most astounding proven natural miracle cure that medical science has ever discovered – and yet none of the incredible research findings on this incomparable natural
medicine have ever been revealed to the public!” [Another
conspiracy theory?!]
Other enthusiasts include Beatrice Bartnett, a
naturopathic chiropractor, and Margie Adelman a massage
therapist who, in their book The Miracles of Urine Therapy,
extol the virtues of the therapy claiming it will “cleanse”
the body of “toxins.” Urine, according to the authors, is
“the blood of Christ” and “a gift from your creator for your
spiritual growth and physical wellbeing.” Reading the list
of side effects - nausea, vomiting, migraines, boils, pimples, rashes, palpitations, diarrhoea, uneasiness and fever,
the therapy seems to me to be worse than most complaints.
Before the public uncritically accepts such a dubious
therapy, it would be advisable to ask whether or not there
is any reliable scientific evidence to substantiate the claims.
Then again, perhaps only a lay knowledge of the urinary
system would suffice to obviate even that necessity.
Let’s take a look at the function of that remarkable organ – the kidney,
Relatively small in size and outstanding for the amount
of work they perform, the kidneys' chief function is the
elimination of waste substances from the blood through
the formation of urine. They separate and incorporate into
the urine the digested products of protein and substances
in the blood which are formed continuously as a result of
the normal constructive activity of the body. Nearly 700
litres of blood pass through the kidneys daily, ten per cent
of which is selectively removed by them as it passes. Of
this ten per cent, most is reabsorbed by the tubular cells
together with the amino acids, building blocks of protein,
sugar and chlorides. Only three per cent is finally secreted
as urine.
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It is the process of reabsorption which completely destroys any credibility that may be had in the efficacy of
urine therapy. Most substances have what is called a kidney threshold level. If the concentration of a substance in
the blood exceeds its kidney threshold level, the excess is
not reabsorbed and is released into the urine as unwanted
waste. Drinking one’s urine therefore, is analogous to pouring water into an already full vessel - it’s not needed and
won’t be accepted.
Before readers rush in to report on some research that
seems to show that the chemical melatonin, which can be
extracted from urine, may account for the perceived benefits of urine ingestion, our medical advice is that this
evidence is far from conclusive. However, even if all the
claims made for melatonin prove to be correct, surely it is
preferable (even if only aesthetically) to ingest it in its pure
form, rather than to down a draft of piddle!
Therapies aside, urine does have some practical uses.
Certain animals use their urine to mark the boundaries of
their territories, and in the January 27, 1995 issue of European, it was reported that “Sweden is exporting synthetic
wolf urine to Kuwait, where it is sprayed on roads to prevent camels colliding with cars.” During the 1994 Winter
Olympic Games in Lillehammer, Norway, the same method
was used to stop elks straying on to mountain roads.
I asked Dr Steve Basser of the Victorian Skeptics to
comment on urine therapy, his response was as would be
expected – “Crap!”
1. According to the definition of ‘cistern’ in Cruden’s Complete
Concordance to the Old and New Testaments, it is an artificial
reservoir, built of rock or brick, excavated in the rock to hold
rain water. Many of the houses had their own private cistern,
provided with a bucket and a windlass (Eccl. 12:6) and filled as
are ours by water conducted to them from the roof.
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An Evening With Stanton Friedman
Geoffrey Guilfoyle
On the evening of Friday, October 18, physicist and UFO
researcher, Stanton Friedman, presented a lecture entitled
UFOs Are Real at the Dallas Brooks Hall in Melbourne.
For reasons I will explain later this title was an unfortunate one.
To the obvious bemusement of Dr Friedman he found
himself being welcomed to the stage by the MC with all
the fervour of an evangelical Christian announcing Billy
Graham. By the end of the evening the comparison didn’t
seem so ludicrous for it was clear that the audience consisted almost exclusively of True Believers.
Dr Friedman didn’t quite play to a full house. The top
tier seating had few people and an entire section of the
middle seating was vacant. The MC explained this latter
absence as a prepaid block booking by a UFO group who
had unaccountably not turned up. Kidnapped by aliens, no
doubt.
My presence there was almost accidental. For reasons I
will not go into I thought the lecture was about the ‘coverup’ over Kennedy assassination (though I suppose one
conspiracy theory is very like any other). I didn’t find out
until the late afternoon the true nature of the talk and by
that time I had no chance to prepare. In the end this didn’t
matter, for I heard nothing new nor did he offer any concrete evidence that UFOs are manifestations of an alien
intelligence.
He opened with the usual discussion of what constitutes a UFO and possible prosaic explanations for them.
Remarkably, if reasonably, he advised that with the advent
of sophisticated computer imaging techniques photographs
and film of unidentified aerial phenomena must be treated
with the utmost caution. On the other hand he places far
too much weight on evidence given by eye witnesses, especially ‘responsible’ ones like pilots and police officers.
He examined in some detail the forty-year-old Project
Blue Book which he views as an attempt by the authorities
of the time to dismiss the phenomenon rather than to conduct an impartial investigation. Was Project Blue Book a
cover-up as Dr Friedman suggests? On the evidence presented, probably not. It was a sweeping investigation into
a hitherto unknown phenomenon carried out by men not
especially suited to the task. The main point of disagreement between Dr Friedman and the authors of Blue Book
seems to be what constitutes ‘unknown’ or ‘unidentified’
sightings.
It is at this point that Dr Friedman did his case little
credit by introducing a Gallup poll which asked whether
UFOs were real. Hence the title of the lecture. Most respondents thought they were and the higher their education level the stronger this belief. Now my level of education is several degrees below that of the village idiot. Also

I am as hard bitten a sceptic as it is possible to find. Yet
even I agree with the proposition that UFOs are real.
UFO simply means unidentified flying or floating object. It retains that status until identified. UFOs are real. A
more meaningful question to ask is: “are some UFOs manifestations of an extraterrestrial intelligence”? [Incidentally,
Dr Stanton provided few details as to the statistical methods used by the pollsters. What, for instance, was the sample size? It hardly mattered given the flawed question.]
After a ten minute break we came to the heart of the
lecture: the Roswell Incident. Let me rephrase that: his
version of the Roswell Incident. He dismissed the made
for television movie called Roswell as fudging the facts —
his version of the facts, naturally — and didn’t mention at
all those theories in competition with his own.
He gave a confusing outline of his belief as to what
happened, confusing not so much in his telling as by the
unwillingness of a laser pointer to work properly. It made
following the course of events on the map he displayed
difficult. Dr Friedman is a proponent of the ‘substitute of
genuine UFO wreckage with weather balloon pieces
theory’.
An extraterrestrial spacecraft, perhaps from Zeta
Reticuli or another nearby Class G sun, crashed near Corona, New Mexico in late 1947, killing or fatally injuring
the occupants. Why then and in that particular region?
Because it was the beginning of the Atomic Age and that
area contained important military bases engaged in nuclear
and missile research.
A rancher by the name of Mac Brazel discovered the
wreckage on his property and alerted the sheriff who contacted the Air Force. This led to the cover-up: the swapping of the wreckage, the hiding of the alien bodies, the
threatening of civilian witnesses, the media disinformation
campaign, and the setting up of the Majestic 12 committee
to supervise and advise. None of this emerged until the
late 1970s when the so-called MJ-12 papers saw the light
of day, the authenticity of which are still in hot dispute.
Well, after twenty years, lukewarm dispute.
So where is the evidence? If any exists it wasn’t presented that night. He made a great play of the refusal of the
CIA and other intelligence gathering authorities to release
their files, and when forced to, doing so in vastly censored
form. Anecdotal first or second hand evidence taken either
thirty or forty years after the event and, believe it or not,
the Betty Hill abduction formed much of the rest of his
case. He mentioned Project Mogul only once and then only
to dismiss it. I can understand him doing this. He makes
his living on the UFO lecture circuit. How likely is it that
he is going to present the likely solution to the very mystery he his proposing? Especially as he has just written a
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Ufo, Schmoofo
Bill Loveday
“The great masses of the people ... will more easily fall
victims to a big lie than to a small one.” Adolf Hitler
On October 14, at the Mayne Hall of The University of
Queensland, two American academics, Professor John E.
Mack (MD) and Stanton Friedman (MSc), revealed to all
the indisputable evidence of extraterrestrial intelligence and
the conspiracies by the powers that be to cover them up.
More precisely, the UFO circus, with merchandising, came
to town, cashing in on the spiritual and intellectual vacuum
of late twentieth century angst.
Lacking only a whip and top hat but with all the gusto
of a ringmaster, Stanton Friedmam began proceedings. In
a no-nonsense run down of the hard evidence, we were
dazzled by statistics in the form of a Chi Square analysis
of some NASA tables about UFO sightings. A promising
start but rational argument obviously suffered an unaccountable time loss and didn’t reappear for the rest of the
evening.
Copies of paperback covers were then put up as overhead slides to document the extensive literature in the field.
The audience was quizzed on their familiarity with each
title. A show of hands revealed many were. Heartened by
this Stanton warmed to his flock obviously feeling comforted, and less inhibited, by those like minds out there.
The aliens of course come from the Zeta Reticuli system somewhere out there. This is based on a reconstructed
star chart dredged from the memory of a UFO abductee
from the sixties. Only now with more powerful telescopes
has this system been discovered and, shucks, it matches
the sketches from this woman’s hypnotically recalled
memory. They came here by “cosmic free-loading” and

flying at sub-light speed. Of course you can’t travel at light
speed, he conceded. I’m no physics student but this unaccustomed note of caution and nod to the physical sciences
suggested he’d had his fingers burnt on that one before.
Nonetheless, the trip must be possible as Milton showed a
fleeting slide of an engine on a rocket that could have done
the trip. Can’t argue there, the guy’s a nuclear physicist
and worked on US Government “Black Projects” as it states
in his vitae.
Overhead slides of restricted documents with most lines
conveniently ruled out provided “evidence” of both the
cover-up conspiracy and UFOs in one fell swoop. We can’t
accept the logic of this, only because of our outmoded and
“Western” approach to thinking and logic. This logic and
thinking, we are told, is holding us back from accepting
these so very apparent “truths”. People in other cultures
have believed in aliens for ages, so we had better get with
the program.
Throughout the presentation constant reference was
made to the “noisy negativists” or the “unscientific community”. All this was done in a jocular fashion, ridiculing
any potential sceptic before they popped up. Thus any
doubters were neatly pigeonholed as just not “fun guys” to
have around. A nicely pre-emptive move and one it would
seem of a seasoned professional.
Next we viewed two video-taped interviews of accounts
of encounters with aliens. The first involved an African
man who had had a very, very close encounter, of the
squishy type, with an apparently female blond Nordic humanoid. She had straddled him “just like a Zulu girl” but
she had been “very cold inside”. This humanoid had been

....Friedman from previous page

Oh yes, one indisputable fact did emerge from the
evening: Dr Friedman does not like Phillip Klass very much
for reasons readers of the Sceptical Inquirer can well appreciate. [See especially Volumes XII No. 2 and 3]. He
doesn’t have many kind words for Skeptics generally. Mind
you, Skeptics return the favour.
Was it a wasted evening? Yes, but I attended half expecting this so I wasn’t disappointed and I did learn one
thing: the seats at the Dallas Brooks Hall are very uncomfortable.
Coincidentally, a minor UFO flap occurred that night.
A large luminous object with a shape like an AFL football
was seen hovering over the city. I actually got a close view
of it as I drove to the hall. An advertising blimp lit up from
the interior. But for one glorious dizzy moment I had visions of being kidnapped by aliens. Instead I had to endure
the seating at the Dallas Brooks Hall.

book on the subject. [For details of Project Mogul see the
Sceptical Inquirer, Vol. 19, No. 4.]
Most of the audience stayed for the question and answer session which followed. Dr Friedman had trouble
understanding the Australian accent and the propensity of
the questioners to mumble didn’t help his cause. He diplomatically blamed the PA system. The questions ranged from
the good (how these interstellar craft are propelled and Dr
Friedman’s opinion on the Roswell alien autopsy footage)
to the ridiculous (von Daniken’s contribution) to the repetitive (two questions about the purpose of the aliens visiting Earth even though the answer to this was covered
earlier, and two questions along the lines of Jesus being an
alien). Taken as a whole the inquiries were disappointingly
trivial.
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the same as human women, except “that she had two ...”. At I use the term loosely) rant covering the grab bag of new
this moment interference on the tape obliterated his words age mysticism including everything from black helicopand picture dropped out for a second or two. Slightly in- ters and Filipino faith healers to the men in black. Evitrigued by the more friendly nature of these aliens we dently, these creatures have existed side-by-side with hupricked up our ears for more.
manity in another dimension. They are obsessed with our
The next interview was a tiresome and very drawn out occupancy of the physical plane. Their unhealthy interest
exercise. Two little girls who had seen a landing in their in our sexual functioning is so they might create a hybrid
school yard answered yes and no to a series of leading life form to join us “out here”, or we them “in there”. This
questions. For example:
is only a brief summary of the
Interviewer: “These aldrivel spoken. The obvious
MAYNE HALL
iens had seemed to jump
conflict with John Mack’s
THE UNIVERSITY OF QUEENSLAND
about with long steps, sort of
version of events I am sure
Monday October 14, 1996, 7-10.30 pm
like they came from a planet
could be easily explained. Or
with lower gravity?” Little Guest Speakers:
am I just being a noisy
Girl: “Hmmm, yes.”
Professor John E Mack (MD) - USA. Senior lecturer in Psy- negativist with my outmoded
The rest of their school chiatry, Harvard Medical School at the Cambridge Hospital. Western way of thinking?
had seen nothing. These mar- Adult and child psychoanalyst. Founder of the Center for PsyThe evening concluded
vellous beings, we are told, chology and Social Change. Director of MUFON. Author of with a question time, just like
have the power to cloud the Abduction (1994), which presents some of his experiences with a proper seminar. Someone up
minds of humans, and had abductees under hypnosis. Pullitzer prize winner for A Prince the front hogged the microdone so but for some reason of Our Disorder (1976) the life of TE Lawrence.
phone and kept going on and
excluded the fragile eggshell
on about crop circles (obviminds of our interviewees. Stanton Friedman (MSc.) - Canada. Nuclear physicist on US ously a plant!). A couple of
We could ask the citizens of Government ‘Black Projects’ developing nuclear rocket pow- the converted thanked the
Salem about the value of ered space vehicles. Leading TV, radio and conference lecturer speakers, revivalist style, for
small children’s testimony and author on government developed electromagnetic propul- finally coming out to tell the
when exploited by their sion systems in experimental flying saucer craft, extraterres- truth.
elders for more nefarious trial activity and government involvement.
A lot of things were said
reasons.
this night and even I had to
Next was psychiatry lecthink, what if they were right?
TOPICS:
turer Professor John Mack.
What sort of fool would I
As a researcher in psycholseem when “they” landed and
CONFIRMED MEDICAL AUTHENTICITY OF THE
ogy myself, I hoped, with a
us poor fool sceptics had spent
ABDUCTION EXPERIENCE:
psychiatrist of John Mack’s
all that time and energy tryexperience, he would docu- THE CASE FOR THE ET ORIGIN OF FLYING SAUCERS ing to deny their existence.
AUDIENCE DISCUSSION INVITED
ment evidence of the cliniNonetheless what evidence I
cal phenomenon of UFO abdid see was of a slickly organTICKETS; $11.00
duction. That is, present a
ised marketing and merchanReservations at Ticket World
case for it being unexplaindising machine selling books,
Also Schonell Theatre
able by current DSM-IV crivideos and CD-ROMs. More
teria. Further it was hoped
ominously I saw people longAdvertisment
we would hear evidence of
ing for belief in the indefinfascinating similarities in
able, a way to shirk their
cases that could not be accounted for by avid following of world for the ill-lit light of another and being entranced by
The X-Files, the Malleus Maleficarum of Ufology. Sadly fatuous conjecture.
this was not to be.
Do I believe? Well, anything is possible. So if you’re
The next presentation was stream of consciousness (and out there guys, I dare you, come and get me.

Have you got your Skeptics badge yet?
Wouldn't you hate people to think you were gullible?
No discerning Skeptic should be seen in public without one of our tasteful emblems
adorning his or her person.
(See back page for details.)
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What Abductions?
Barry Williams
Kidnapped by UFOs?
SBS TV, November 28, 1996
Those who noticed that SBS TV was running Kidnapped
by UFOs? on November 28 and who ignored it as a sad
example of the special broadcaster following the well-trodden path of the commercial networks in presenting poorly
researched and credulous drivel, did themselves a grave
disservice. This programme, made by the Nova team and
aired on the Public Broadcasting System in the USA within
the past couple of months, was a serious investigation into
a very worrying phenomenon.
The item began with a reference to the notorious Barney
and Betty Hill ‘abduction’ in 1961, then followed the
progress of leading abduction proponent, artist Budd
Hopkins, as he investigates cases and provides support and
therapy for people who believe they have been abducted.
A glimmer of sanity appeared early in the piece for the
sceptical viewer, when it was stressed that Hopkins has no
qualifications whatsoever for his ‘therapy’. However, this
was to some extent negated by the introduction of John
Mack, Professor of Psychiatry at Harvard University, who
certainly should have known what he was talking about.
Hopkins and Mack were given plenty of time to present
their case, and the introduction of Carl Sagan to put a contrary view looked, for a time, like a case of “The One Token Obligatory Skeptic” we are accustomed to from a
plethora of sensationalist programmes on this and similar
topics.
We followed Hopkins to Florida, where he interviewed
a mother and her two children, one a boy of four and the
other a little girl of about two. It became immediately apparent, even to a lay viewer, that Hopkins has absolutely
no idea at all about young children and how they make
sense of the world they live in. It was obvious that he had
a fixed idea of what he wanted to hear and he indulged in
such a barrage ‘leading’ questions as would have a Horace
Rumpole leaping to his feet and demanding protection from
the bench. And this was not to adults, who at least may
have some control over their responses, but to two small
children who deserved the protection of adults, not having
their childish desire to please manipulated by an obsessive
ideologue. This segment of the programme enraged the
grandfather in me. Although I am a man of peace, had I
been confronted by Hopkins at that point, I doubt if I could
have restrained myself from attacking him.
It was about here that it became clear that this programme was anything but another extended commercial
for the promoters of pseudoscientific piffle. There was not
merely one token sceptic, but a whole battery of professionals in the study of the human mind and behaviour who

systematically tore apart the flimsy house of cards that
Hopkins and others have constructed.
Elizabeth Loftus, Professor of Psychology at the University of Washington, and leading researcher into the phenomenon of falsely implanted ‘memories’, reconstructed
her well known experiment in which she had implanted
(false) memories in people of their having been lost in a
shopping mall as a child and being rescued by an elderly
woman. By subtle cuing (far more subtle than those employed by Hopkins), she drew out from some of her subjects extraordinarily detailed accounts of events that had
never happened.
Psychologist, Robert Baker, from the University of Kentucky, showed how hypnotic ‘regression’ could implant
erroneous memories; Dr Michael Persinger, neuroscientist
at Laurentian University (Canada), described his experiments that show people can experience sensations that are
not ‘real’ by the application of controlled bursts of electromagnetic radiation to their brains; UC Berkley social
psychologist, Richard Ofshe, reported the dangers inherent in ‘therapy’ provided by ‘celebrity authority figures’
and the explaining away of problems by attributing them
to alien abductions. Bit by bit, the pretensions were stripped
away as the threadbare nature of the abduction case was
exposed to the light of critical analysis.
Probably most damning was the case of Donna Bassett,
who claims she deliberately infiltrated the Mack movement and who made the widely publicised claim that she
had seen Kruschev and Kennedy together on a spaceship
during the Cuban missile crisis. Confronted with her confession that she had deliberately made all this up, Mack
seemed totally incredulous that anyone could do such a
thing and sought, unconvincingly, to suggest that she was
a real ‘experiencer’ who could not come to terms with the
reality of it. Such naivete is, to say the least, disquieting in
a professional psychiatrist. To the viewer, she came across
as someone who had done a very good job of taking the
mickey out of a gullible believer (and one who should have
known better).
One of the more outrageous hypotheses presented by
Hopkins to his subjects (I am tempted to say victims) is
the concept of ‘body memories’. He blatantly states that
“the body can remember” things that the brain cannot. This
is, of course, utter balderdash without even a scintilla of
supporting evidence, as Elizabeth Loftus pointed out.
Here I must recount my own experience with someone
who runs an abductee support group while we were appearing on a community cable TV programme, earlier this
year. He was waxing prolix about some highly dubious

Continued on p 30 ...
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Hot Air UFOs
Ross Corkrey
I thought you may be interested in an event that occurred
to me some time ago, and which, if you are of a mind to
assign classifications, could be entitled Experimental Ufology. I am not now exactly clear when this incident occurred,
but it must have been about 1980, when I was living in
Elizabeth, a dismal northern satellite of Adelaide. An unemployed friend had turned his hand to - would you believe? - model hot air ballooning. His reasoning was that,
being unemployed, he was far too impecunious to take up
the real thing, and instead contented himself with flying
miniature balloons.
His first creations were unimpressive, but later models
became larger with each new experiment. They also flew
higher, were more sophisticated and conspicuous. They
were all made from freezer-bag plastic, which he purchased
in large rolls, and powered by various kinds of burners.
The smaller models used methylated spirits as fuel, but
these toys soon gave way to elaborate apparatus using airforced kerosene jets! The largest of these balloons grew to
be about two metres across. The fans were battery powered and the whole thing controlled from the ground by a
kind of radio remote control, the same type used to control
model aircraft. These devices were only ever flown on
windless nights, usually in summer, though they flew better in winter. On launch, the burner was ignited, the balloon allowed to fill until it was buoyant, and then one of us
would allow it to rise, keeping hold of a tether, to a height
of perhaps a hundred metres. The remote control was used
to turn the burner on and off so as to maintain the balloon’s altitude. Eventually the fuel would run out and the
balloon would slowly and gently descend downwind of
the point from which it had been launched. The balloon’s
mechanism generated almost no sound but was easily visible due to the burner’s yellow flame. From the ground the
balloon appeared as a softly glowing yellow disk about
the size of the full moon.
On the night in question we launched a balloon from a
school oval. The balloon had a diameter of about 1 metre.
The oval was surrounded by native trees and shrubs that
were very dense and rose to about 3-4 metres. There was
no moon and the grounds were not illuminated by artificial means. In short, we could not be seen from outside the
oval grounds, but the balloon could. The balloon rose as
normal, stayed up for 5-10 minutes, then descended about
a hundred metres west of us. The flight was one of many
and I thought nothing more of it until a report appeared in
a local newspaper entitled “UFO reported over Elizabeth!”.
Judging by the date, time and locale, the UFO could not
have been anything but our little freezer bag of hot air! I
no longer have a copy of the report, but should anyone
care to chase up the report it should not be too difficult to

do so. The newspaper was one that was distributed free to
all residences north of Adelaide and contained articles of a
purely local interest. I may have misquoted the title of the
article slightly.
From memory, the report had the eyewitness saying that
the UFO appeared out of the north, travelling at enormous
speed but decelerated rapidly until it appeared to hover
over the school oval. It continued to hover for some minutes and then moved off to the west, at first slowly and
then accelerating to great speed. The UFO was also reported to have been of indeterminate size and its power
source appeared to flicker, much like that of a candle. I
believe there may even have been a commentary accompanying the report by the redoubtable Colin Norris, something about the recent frequency of UFOs seen in the area.
What was interesting was not the misinterpretation, but
the congruence between the UFO description and the balloon. A reconstruction of his observing is called for here.
From the report, I could guess the likely location of the
eyewitness: he would have to have been positioned beyond the oval’s southern hedge from where he would have
seen a small globe ascending nearly vertically. Since this
witness was probably quick-witted, he promptly identified
this object as a spacecraft! But this explanation would have
presented him with a problem. It could not have been very
close to his position because if it had been, then it would
also have to have been very small; so it had to be very
distant and large. Remember that what he actually saw was
a small glowing sphere rising slowly from an oval that was
not too far from his position. The slow vertical rise of the
balloon was obviously translated into an enormous horizontal motion that swiftly decreased to a full stop. The
UFO’s departure can be interpreted similarly. Lastly, the
witness said the power source resembled a candle, but he
only thought he was giving an analogy whereas he was
actually very close to the mark!
In summary, the witness gave a detailed and accurate
account of what he thought he had seen, but this was unfortunately confounded by the interpretation he had made
even whilst watching the balloon. His misinterpretation of
the vertical motion was the result of his visual perception
being to some extent under his conscious control, just like
some visual illusions are (eg a Necker cube), whereas the
identification of the power source was not handicapped by
these problems and nearly correctly identified.
At the time I was of course eager to announce this to
all and sundry, but was restrained by my fellow balloonists who pointed out, quite reasonably, that we had been
trespassing. The balloon constructor did (rather mischie-
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I Would Love to See a UFO
Steve Roberts
Kelly Cahill was looking for something. Not something
you or I could provide, not even something she could
achieve for herself, but something spiritual, something not
of this world. Something Out There.
Her life in Melbourne and then in a small country town
had failed to deliver anything really meaningful, despite a
marriage with cute young children. Perhaps the answer to
life’s mysteries lay in the Bible. And if one religion could
not provide the answers, then perhaps another one could.
Now some people don’t even possess a Bible; some
have one on a shelf; some Christians consult their copy
occasionally and a minority read it a lot. A few read it incessantly and that is just what Kelly did, for six weeks.
There are groups that offer comradeship and guidance in
reading and interpreting the Scriptures - some nice, some
not so nice - but Kelly did not avail herself of any of these;
without calling on the centuries of existing analysis or picking up any of the intense modern scholarship, she read the
Bible all by herself, underlining so many passages that the
book eventually required replacement. Closeted in a bedroom, with occasional frantic prayer, for six weeks.
Imagine her possible mindsets and attitudes on emerging from this monastic experience to go to a party on the
evening of August 7, 1993. Would there be a sign? Perhaps a stroke of lightning, a heavenly voice; perhaps a distant light; a light in a field; even a UFO sighting would be
better than nothing, although short of what a religious experience ought to deliver. The forces of nature obligingly
delivered up not one, but three UFO sightings in the one
night. Since these are rather hard to establish let’s list them:
1. A row of 6-8 close bright lights in a field on the
edge of suburbia, seen from 150 metres away, at dusk,
as the car drove past.
2. A similar set of lights, airborne, a few hours later
and 15 km away.
3. Immediately after #2 - no details except for an intense sheet of light which momentarily blinded Kelly
and her husband, who was driving the car, so that neither of them recovered their vision for some seconds,
although the car stayed on the road.
The last two events occurred during a 90-minute drive
in the early hours of the morning, after a party, in countryside. Her husband easily dismissed all three incidents as
unworthy of attention, but Kelly got a lot more mileage
out of it over the years following.
The UFO community contains very few people with
the persistence and rigour of Kelly Cahill and of John
Auchettl, the investigator that she was fortunate enough to
stumble across some time later. Kelly’s first sally forth into
UFOdom was with a certain female who wanted to immediately publish her story, without further investigation,
causing Kelly to take fright and wisely back off at a hun-

dred miles an hour. Later she went to some trouble to track
down as many UFO groups as possible and her book Encounter (Harper Collins, $12.95) contains a very useful
appendix of known UFO organisations around the world,
despite a few mistakes. The UFO community, riven by internal squabbles, has generally failed to compile such lists.
Now although I admire Kelly Cahill’s courage and determination and wish that others would similarly step forward to report their experiences, public attention to such
claims demands a proper analysis which in turn requires
the freedom to ask questions, raise doubts and apply scientific method to the claims made. John Auchettl did indeed conduct a thorough investigation - by UFO standards, at least - but has met with unspecified problems in
issuing a report. This is all the more lamentable since other
witnesses are claimed to have been present at one of the
sightings. But three years with no report, and no good reason for no report, damages the credibility of the claims.
Looking back, what happened at the time was rather
ordinary, explicable UFO experiences, although three in
one night is a bit many. But after obsessive reflection on
the incident for six weeks, Kelly had a dream. (Hands up,
all of you who have woken in the night with a feeling that
there was another presence - something or somebody else
- in the bedroom.) She also found Auchettl, who later found
some other witnesses to those lights in the field on that
night. They saw something Kelly missed - a tripod under
the row of lights in the field. (A tripod? - this provides a
path of thought whereby an inquiring mind could establish exactly what the object was and thus explain the entire
set of sightings. But that would spoil the story, wouldn’t
it?) Which other people? - John is not at liberty to say, for
reasons not well defined, even three years later. What did
they see? - well Kelly later thought she had seen tall dark
figures with huge luminous red eyes; the others, it is reported, did not see the red eyes. The other witnesses underwent the traditional regressive hypnosis which gave
them the traditional belief that they had been taken into a
UFO and strapped to a table; but Kelly shunned hypnosis
and has no such memories. Both groups of female observers were accompanied by a male who saw nothing.
What of physical evidence? Kelly later reported marks
on her body - a small red triangle and some curious hollow
bits - but a doctor who happened to need to examine the
relevant parts of her did not notice them. There is no picture of the small triangle and now it has gone away. The
hollow bits are beneath the surface and would seem to be
common to the species Homo Sapiens.
Auchettl closely examined the field of the first sighting
and found a slight, U-shaped, magnetic anomaly. The 3-D
graph of this makes a good picture and is much admired
by people who have no idea what it really depicts, but the
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accompanying scale in nanoTesla clearly shows that the
variations in magnetic field are about 1/1000 of the usual
Earth’s magnetic field at that point. The edge of the surveyed area and other parts of the field have comparable
anomalies, which therefore appear to be insignificant. In
this and in the chemical analysis below, no calibration study
or second opinion is reported.
There was some abrasion of the grass, but no pattern is
reported. A detailed chemical analysis of the UFO site
showed deposits of exotic chemicals. Which exotic chemicals? Answer: pyrene, tannic acid, and sulphur; wax on
some leaves of grass; and earthworms. (Putting on my white
coat for a moment: Pyrene - formed when gasoline, garbage, or any animal or plant material is burnt, therefore
usually found in smoke and soot where it combines with
dust particles in the air and is carried into water and soil
and onto crops; also found in creosote. Tannic acid - found
in bark and hence in river water and plants so watered;
also found in peat. Sulphur - used in fungicides and in fertilisers. Wax - present in cell walls of plants in order to
reduce water loss. Earthworms - oh, for heaven’s sake.)
When confronted by two explanations for what she recalled, Kelly immediately rejects the one that, although
more plausible, would not make her special (page 166).
Consider this - when aliens typically show up, such as when
James Cook’s expedition first reached our shores, do they
generally arrive in full view or do they stealthily approach
a single native, providing and leaving no evidence? If the
former, then who is different from anyone else?
Although Kelly has built up the details of this whole
incident over several dreams, she has had other experiences including poltergeists. Her VCR decided to censor
the scary scenes from films it was playing back and was
considered for exorcism. And once she had the privilege
of being spied on by the traditional black helicopter. This
would be unremarkable if the helicopter had not been hovering below roof level in a housing estate. For 15 minutes.
In all these dreams, did the aliens leave a message? Yes,
they did - they said “Look under the car”. On doing so not immediately but some drives later - a loose flywheel
cover was noted. Good thing the aliens warned us, otherwise we would have flywheel covers clattering all over
the road. Better still, there is presumably nothing more
important upon which advice might have been provided.
Ho hum. Where do we go from here? Well the sleepy
town of Narre Warren, where the UFO sighting occurred
(in a field at Melway reference 108E5) has ever since been
notorious for its rashes of hoax UFO sightings. Young persons who light empty paper garbage bags or fly and illuminate kites are suspected of having a role in this, and
some have even fessed up on talkback radio. As for Kelly
- gone is the husband and rocky marriage, such a brake on
her new role in life; her Christianity is now a wider belief
(if it’s wider, belief in what?) that, once this UFO story has
gone away, will qualify her to lecture on the wacko circuit
all over again. Arrived is the super hairdo and makeover stardom and guest-of-honour spots in the UFO community are hers now. After all, there has never been any good
evidence for the existence of UFOs before; now there is
someone who dreamed of one.
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... Abductions? from p 27
claims, when I sought to bring him back to earth with a
mild suggestion that he might be a modicum more objective. He immediately flew into a towering rage, causing
me to think I might be physically attacked at any moment.
After the adjudicator calmed him down, he then proceeded to label me as a “self-confessed alcoholic” and
someone who “denigrated women”. As someone who
rarely has more than one or two alcoholic drinks at any
time and then infrequently, and who may overindulge once
or twice a year (usually at Skeptics dinners), I was more
than a little nonplussed at this assertion, especially the “selfconfessed” bit.
Pressed for an explanation, he quoted a talk I had given
some years ago at which I made a passing reference to
having suffered “lost time” (proof of abduction to some
True Believers) in my youth as a result of drinking too
much. My ‘denigration’ of women came from an answer I
gave to a questioner at the same meeting, in which I said
that my observation was that women were more likely to
believe in astrology and suchlike myths, while men were
more likely to believe in overtly technological fantasies
such as UFOs, while questioning whether this could be
attributed to our educational priorities. From this personal
experience, I would guess that rational thought does not
rate highly among the tools of an abduction believer.
In all, this programme was a damning indictment of
the whole field of UFO abductions and those who (for
whatever reason) propagate it. The failure of proponents
to use even a modicum of scepticism and scientific objectivity in their work; while pursuing their own agendas, is
frightening. The psychological problems exposed therein
seem to stem more from the ‘therapy’, than from anything
that hypothesised aliens might be doing. One is left with
the unpleasant feeling that grave damage is being done to
people who, while they may have begun with minor psychological problems, have been induced into much more
parlous states of mind by ‘therapists’, pandering to their
own obsessions. Most disturbing of all is the induction of
innocent children into this sick fantasy world.
I understand, from Internet discussions I have had with
US viewers of this programme, that Hopkins is outraged
at the ‘unfairness’ of the show. The fact is, when faced by
knowledgeable opponents, the proponents of abductions
simply failed to make a plausible case for their claims.
Which raises the wider point that, given anything approaching equal time, the case for much of the credulous tripe
that infests the TV could be equally exposed as fallacious
by knowledgeable professionals. But would that be ‘good
television’? Based on this show, I can’t see why not.

...Hot air from p 28
vously) construct a saucer-shaped balloon, but it was far
too unstable to fly. Alas!
And as for my own attitude towards UFOs, I’ve seen
many things in the sky that have puzzled me but have been
identifiable, and a few I’ve never been able to identify, but
these last cases I assume must have some natural explanation or human association. To jump to supernatural explanations first is not just silly, it also reveals an ignorance of
the way the world works.
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REVIEW

You Can’t Keep a Good Crackpot Down
Geoffrey Guilfoyle
Chariots of the Gods: the Mysteries Continue
9 Network
In the last issue of the Skeptic I wrote a despairing article
based on my reading of every issue of the Sceptical
Inquirer from the last 20 years. I lamented that nothing
seems to change; only the name of pseudoscience being
perpetrated (and not always then) and the faces of those
peddling it (and not always then). I did, however, allow
for two major international successes: the demise of biorhythms and the theories of Erich von Daniken.
Guess who had a one hour special at 8.30 pm on Tuesday 29th October on Channel Nine here in Melbourne?
Prime time on the top rating station. if you answered “the
Australian Skeptics” you obviously don’t understand the
inner workings of the Australian media. For reasons I outlined in my previous article, Skeptics are an anathema to
most of the media.
The man in question is none other than Erich von Daniken. The one hour’s ‘special’ on Channel Nine coincided
(sort of) with the release of his new book called the Eyes
of the Sphinx which, title to the contrary, looks mainly at
the pyramids. It just goes to show you can’t keep a good
crank down; that some people out there treat him with the
same continuing level of credibility as others do Velikovsky,
Wilhelm Reich, Uri Geller, Tesla, Lyndon LaRouche,
Duane Gish and Sir Jim R Wallaby. (Er, sorry, that last
name just slipped out somehow.)
I haven’t read the book yet, but did I ever see the television show! So did (according to Nielsen Media Research)
around 550,000 Victorians, making it the 5th highest rating program of the week. The special, entitled Chariots of
the Gods: the Mysteries Continue, was hosted by Richard
Karn who plays Tim Allen’s side-kick in Home Improvement. I guess his being used to working with comedians
qualified him to partner von Daniken on his travels to various exotic locations in Egypt and Latin America.
The main problem with the program was its superficiality (and that von Daniken himself appeared in virtually
every scene). No sooner did it discuss a problem or raise a
question about this or that topic than it left it and moved
onto the next. At least writer and producer Robert Asher
had the decency to have Richard Karn use conditional terms
such as ‘may have’ and ‘perhaps.’ This was more than von
Daniken did. No alternative theories were postulated; no
possible humdrum explanations were given; no correspondence was entered into. Von D raised the problem, provided
the only answer that he believed solved all, and the show
moved onto the next puzzle awaiting a conclusion.
Von Daniken had nothing new to say. While others have
taken his ideas and run in all manner of bizarre direction

with them, von Daniken has altered his views and opinions very little. So what long explained oddities did the
program look (or rather, glance) at?
He paid yet another visit to the tomb of King Pacal,
ruler in the late 7th century AD of the Mayan city of
Palenque. This is the fellow with the picture of the ‘astronaut’ in his ‘rocket’ etched into the sarcophagus. The controversial ‘Baghdad battery’ received the obligatory mention, as did the tomb painting in Egypt which may or may
not be a light bulb.
Do I hear you asking about the Piri Re’is map of Antarctica? Fear not. It appeared in the form of the Orontius
Finaeus woodcut of 1531. (To me it looks less like Antarctica than an inverted Australia.) If you’re wondering about
the Nazca Lines — don’t. It wouldn’t be a von Daniken
show without them.
For a more rational explanation of the above see the
Sceptical Inquirer Vol. 2, No. 1 (Palenque, Piri Re’is &
Nazca); Vol VII, No 3 (Nazca); Vol XI, No 1 (Piri Re’is);
Vol 20, No 3 (Baghdad battery). [See! I really have read
all those back issues of the Sceptical Inquirer] .
One von Daniken claim I hadn’t previously encountered before was that Enoch, instructed by aliens, built the
Pyramid of Khufu and not the eponymous Pharaoh who
usually gets the credit. For what reason? Good question. I
only wish I had a sensible answer for you. Are you ready?
Here goes....
You see, the aliens knew of the great flood to come
(presumably the one involving that other biblical fellow
named Noah) and told Enoch to construct the Great Pyramid to house ancient texts so that the knowledge they contained would survive. (Surely it would have been easier to
simply bung them on the ark with Noah. No room? No
problem. Simply toss overboard a few of your more useless animals. I mean, did the world really need the wart
hog and the rat? Come to think of it, maybe that is what
happened to the dinosaurs. Noah turfed them into the briny
so he could bring ancient texts on, say, animal husbandry,
wine making and tower building along).
But I digress. What proof did von Daniken give us?
Apparently a robot probe has travelled down a narrow passage in the Pyramid of Enoch and discovered a sealed entrance to a hidden chamber. What do you mean: “It that
all?” What more proof do you require? Isn’t it obvious
that this hidden chamber (size unknown, assuming there is
actually one there) will contain hidden texts?
Did he offer evidence to support his views on any of
his other claims? Of course. As I have already mentioned,
he stated that his was the only answer that fitted the facts.
Oh yes, and every so often Graham Hancock appeared
on the screen to say what a confounded mystery it all is
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and that conventional history or archeology or science cannot explain it. So who is Graham Hancock? Other than
captioning him as an author, the show didn’t say. Author
of what? For all I know he may have written nothing more
substantial than ‘50 Fun Things You Can Do With String’
or ‘The Complete Guide To Nasal Hair.’ Beyond acting as
a one-man Greek chorus, I failed to see his relevance. [In
fairness to Mr Hancock, I should point out that Channel
Nine didn’t screen the credits at the end of the program.
His appearing in the show may have been explained then.]
Before I give the impression that nothing von Daniken
claims or writes has any value let me clarify my position.
Every field of science has its perplexities and conundrums.
Archaeology and anthropology are no exceptions. The
pyramids, to take one example, are intriguing but explicable. I too do not agree with every aspect of the conventional explanation of the reason for their construction and
the method involved. Few Egyptologists do either. They
are forever arguing the finer details. Where I am at one
with them is in not needing to invoke extraterrestrials or
Atlanteans.
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Also, the scientific community gives due credit to the
intelligence and ingenuity that people of ancient cultures
showed. Von Daniken never has and probably never will.
You gain the distinct impression that he considers the ancients were stupid, needing ‘Higher Powers’ to guide them
and achieving nothing without them. [You want stupidity?
Try half a million Victorians watching this special for the
full hour. I only did so in order to write this review (and
metaphorically thumb my nose at Harry Edwards)]. What
excuse can the rest offer?
The special styled itself as an update of Chariots of the
Gods?. It came across more like the Readers’ Digest Condensed Version of the original minus the spectacular scenery and haunting music. On the other hand, Richard Karn
and von Daniken made a pretty good comedy duo. I can
see them in their own show: Tomb Improvement, the ongoing comic saga of two incompetent handymen obsessed
with pseudoscientific notions regarding ancient Egyptian
and Central American culture. Given the garbage masquerading as entertainment or enlightenment which the commercial channels currently show it should rate well.

Australian Skeptics Super League!
Harry Edwards
It may have escaped your attention due to an unusual reticence to publicise the fact, but there has of late been some
sort of a confrontation going on between media magnate
Rupert Murdoch and the Australian Rugby League Association. I gather it is for the control
of a game, in which two teams of
men, dressed in coloured jerseys and
built like proverbial brick outhouses,
fight to gain possession of a deformed leather sphere. The object
of the game - to place the misshapen
ball on a line behind two posts located at opposite ends of the field.
Between them, the two combatants have spent millions of dollars
trying to persuade the public that
their control of the game will provide better entertainment.
In all the excitement and hullabaloo, a third force quietly entered
the picture and, with brilliant acumen, snapped up a team for the bargain sponsorship price of $750.
True, the average age of the players
was only 12 years, and they were
built more like flower stalks than all–
in wrestlers, but they were the 1995
Mona Vale Junior Rugby League
Football grand final winners.

Yes folks, Australian Skeptics pulled off the coup of
the year – no High Court appeal for us, no millions down
the drain, no loyalty contracts, just a few bucks to help out
the kids.
It was a proud dad who stood
on the sidelines as the thirteen energetic billboards ran on to the
field for the first match of the season.
Chests thrust out, our logo and
name emblazoned across the front
of their jerseys, proclaiming to the
world that Australian Skeptics
was up there with the rest of them.
The action was fast and furious. Tries piled up like autumn
leaves beneath a maple tree, field
goals rained down like hailstones,
conversions were ten a penny – it
was slaughter. At half time the
score stood at 35 to nil. There was
no let up in the second half, the
final score – 50 to nil. “That was
a great game kids, you did the
Skeptics proud.” “Take your
shades off dad and get real – it
was the other team that won!”
Oh well – any offers Rupert?!

Michael Edwards, winger.
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COMMENT

Postmodernism and History (Pt II)
Mark Newbrook
Comments on The Killing Of History
Keith Windschuttle, Macleay ; Sydney, 1994
Part I of this commentary was carried in the Skeptic Vol
16, No 3. Dr Newbrook concludes with some criticisms of
Windschuttle's work.
1.
Keith Windschuttle, like some other traditionalist
historians and scientists, occasionally gives the impression
of not ‘rendering to Caesar’ sufficiently - ie, of not conceding points in respect of which even a careful traditionalist might reasonably admit that postmodernism or its intellectual precursors had made a useful contribution. This
is perhaps rather easier for a historian, working in an inevitably less theoretical and more particularising discipline,
than for a scientist, at least as far as the ‘plain story’ side
of historical questions is concerned. It is much easier for
the level of probability to approach certainty with respect
to say, the reality and the general nature of the assassination of Caesar (still more so for the much more recent and
better documented case of Kennedy) than with respect to
the status of a scientific theory such as those of particle
physics or indeed a theory of the causes of either assassination or of assassinations in general - though even a particularly well-supported scientific theory, such as that of
the general structure of the solar system, is unlikely in the
extreme to be overthrown as opposed to subsumed into a
more generally explanatory theory.
As KW points out (pp 197ff), those extreme postmodernists who would actually deny that we know (in the normal sense of this word) that the two assassinations occurred
when and where they did are extending a valid point of
abstract epistemology to issues of a very much more empirical and particularised nature (somewhat absurdly, it
might well be thought). Nevertheless, the epistemological
point, however indirectly and marginally relevant here, is
indeed valid in principle, a point which KW perhaps does
not concede explicitly enough.
So too is the important set of epistemological and methodological issues surrounding the relationship between
‘facts’ and ‘theories’ in science and history, and the implications of conclusions adopted in this area for our view of
the nature of advancement of knowledge (which were being actively discussed by scholars as early as Goethe and
which have been most prominently explored in the 20th
Century by Popper).
In his determination to oppose postmodernist views of
these issues which fall near the opposite extreme, KW
might at times give the distinct impression (though one
hopes that this is actually more appearance than reality) of
adopting a somewhat naive view, according to which at
least some historical ‘facts’ are even less theoretically de-

termined (and/or formulated in a biased manner) than a
judicious commentator might wish to assert.
Indeed, in places KW does seem to give too little acknowledgement to the fact that theoretical and even ‘plain
story’ accounts of historical events (like scientific descriptions) obviously do depend, to some degree, upon perspectives and frameworks assumed in advance because ‘given’
by the basic structures of the language used, the general
mindset of the culture/society (or more specific group) in
question (or of the individual commentator), the nature of
existing theory and belief as accepted as background to
new studies, the choice of questions to be investigated and
other such relevant decisions and standpoints which are at
least in part ideologically motivated.
A particularly one-sided and contentious passage of this
nature occurs on pp 173ff in the discussion of Foucault,
though the contentiousness is perhaps overshadowed for
the reader by the very cogent points which KW immediately makes in what follows against one of Foucault’s academic ‘heroes’, a scholar as prominent as Hegel. Another
example involves the discussion of Popper (pp 190f) referred to earlier.
In the same vein, KW might in fairness have acknowledged more explicitly and in more depth the extent to which
effects of these kinds can conspire against the fair consideration of viewpoints which are developed or espoused by
minorities or by other groups who have traditionally suffered unjustified discrimination or persecution. However
- as noted - many careful practitioners of traditionalist history and science do appear quite willing to concede these
points; and, while some of the relevant traditionalist practices clearly do require remedial action (more than KW
appears to concede), the need for such action should still
not alarm traditionalists as much as the postmodernist literature might suggest, given that the remedies can typically be applied without conceding the validity of the
stronger and more damaging versions of these criticisms
which postmodernists seek to direct against traditional
mainstream practice in the various disciplines.
In like vein again, KW and other such commentators
should, I think, accept that the apparently valid anti-determinist observation that we can break free of the constraints
of our language and culture - as for instance when a scientist proposes a radically new theory which apparently contradicts both pre-existing theories and the ‘common-sense’
views of the world current in her culture - does not carry
with it the implication that by any means all scholarship in
these disciplines is (or could be?) adequately distanced from
cultural factors of this kind; nor does it exclude the very
real possibility of bias against the views, traditional or otherwise, of other cultural or subcultural groups, hitherto held
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in lower esteem. Once again, however, this is not to say
that the views of such groups may not turn out, on fair
examination, to be seriously deficient or even internally
inconsistent - any set of beliefs may prove to be wrong,
however sympathetically and neutrally they are evaluated.
These scholars should also recognise more overtly the
value of treating historical and scientific documents as
‘texts’, exploring them from a literary perspective and more
generally examining and analysing the manner in which
the ideas of the authors and their societies have influenced
the presentation of the matters at hand. The same can be
said for the obviously essential practice of including in
one’s analysis the perspectives of all the groups and types
of participants involved, in so far as they can be determined, perhaps with a particular focus upon those groups
whose voices have hitherto been unheard or ‘soft-pedalled’.
As noted, most such scholars are already more aware
of these issues - and more inclined to proceed ‘appropriately’ - than postmodernists generally allow; and making
a more overt acknowledgement of their debt in this respect
to the relevant non-scientific and partly non-historical traditions would in no way compromise them in their continuing disagreement with the more extreme relativist positions which some still dissatisfied postmodernists might
urge upon them. It would certainly not commit them, for
example, to acceptance of the extreme postmodernist position that no account of an event, etc can be any more
accurate than another. Neither would they be obliged to
give up the traditionalist view that our understanding of an
issue can actually improve, in intellectual or indeed, perhaps in moral terms, through the ongoing process of research and deliberation.
2.
KW does not always seem to acknowledge adequately the point that - in some domains and in respect of
some issues - it is possible for there to be two or more rival
(theoretical) accounts of a phenomenon, without one or
more of them being ‘more true’ or ‘better’ than the others.
For instance, a motoring map and a geological map of the
same terrain are equally valid and ‘true’, without one being ‘better’ than the other, even though they represent quite
different accounts of the terrain because they answer different questions, etc.
In some branches of knowledge, for instance linguistics, such a possibility is recognised by many scholars but
not by all, it must be admitted. For instance in respect of
the writing of a grammar for a language. A salient example of KW’s apparently failing to admit even the possibility of this in any serious intellectual domain occurs in his
discussion of the ‘relativist fallacy’ in the chapter on
Foucault (pp 131f).
The term relativist fallacy is itself arguably too strong
unless it is interpreted as referring only to certain disciplines, domains or issues; and this is in fact one of a number
of points where KW’s discourse suggests that he is either
relatively unfamiliar with certain philosophical issues and
caveats or is adopting (without any very explicit announcement of the fact) a rather extreme and to some extent a
non-mainstream view of the philosophy of knowledge as
it applies at this point. Admittedly, such (sub-)domains
and issues are perhaps thinner on the ground in some
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branches of science and history (at least in ‘plain story’
history). In these disciplines, it is indeed more common
for ‘rival’ analyses to be genuine rivals, in the sense that
they are mutually exclusive and cannot all be ‘right’ - as,
indeed, the practice as opposed to the declared principles
of many postmodernists themselves (albeit quite inconsistently) would itself suggest.
3.
Like the postmodernists themselves, KW does not
always appear to acknowledge adequately differences of
language, thought and viewpoint within ‘cultures’ or ‘societies’. This includes differences between, for example
academics of one sort or another, educated laypersons and
less educated laypersons, and also idiosyncratic differences
between individuals.
The linguistic and cultural differences obviously exist,
even within what one might think of as ‘the same language/
culture’; and, if linguistic and cultural factors are as influential as postmodernism suggests, they should be reflected
in major differences of viewpoint affecting all aspects of
thought including science, history etc. It must be admitted
that most postmodernists - and especially those of a vaguely
or explicitly Marxist persuasion, or those who identify
themselves as feminist - do acknowledge some differences
of this kind. However, their focus is typically upon those
differences which relate to ‘social classes’, in the former
case, or to ‘gender’, in the latter; not surprisingly, as these
are the groupings of individuals which form major elements in their own sociological and political theories.
A wider and more inclusive admission of the reality of
such differentiation, especially at the individual level, might
be a useful corrective to the excesses of some such scholars particularly as it might re-focus attention upon the possibilities in respect of breaking out of the established
mindsets and frameworks in which individuals’ ideas are
developed. KW’s muted emphasis on this point, even
where (as on pp 75ff) it would obviously add to the force
of his argument, is perhaps disappointing. In this context
it should be noted that (as KW points out on p 126) some
postmodernists, notably Foucault, actually assert that at
any given time there can be only one basic paradigm
(Foucault uses the term episteme) in a given society/culture - thus ruling out the possibility of serious differentiation except, presumably, during the short ‘turnover’ period. This stricture seems to be even less justifiable than
some other general postmodernist positions.
4.
In the spirit of Lakatos, who is in some ways one of
KW’s main philosophical opponents but who makes many
very cogent points widely accepted by empiricists and other
traditionalists, notably by Sampson, KW could perhaps
have argued explicitly (eg, on p 137) that - whether this be
difficult or relatively easy in any given case - scholars
should make public any biases of their own of which they
are actually aware, just as they would declare biases they
could identify in their sources. Admittedly, the level of
success in this enterprise is not usually especially high (eg.,
Sampson’s own Christian bias, at times relevant to his
points, does emerge explicitly but for the most part rather
indirectly and through statements worded in a somewhat
questionbegging way); but the effort is surely worthwhile.

Vol 16, No 4

the skeptic

It could also be held that - as well as failing to make
this point explicitly - KW does not reveal very much of his
own pattern of bias though perhaps he is not himself as
aware of such things as some are, or his intellectual biases
do not appear - to him - especially relevant here. This is
not to say that the effect on the work of any such omissions appears especially damaging.
5.
In places KW appears to take perhaps too narrow a
view of history, seeing it as a predominantly ‘plain story’
and very largely atheoretical discipline, and thus distinguishing his views even more sharply from those of the
postmodernists than some other traditionalist historians
(including some as early as Thucydides!) might wish to
do.
A very clear statement of this viewpoint appears on p
185, where KW seems almost to deny the possibility of
explanatory accounts in history, though once again this may
be at least in part a matter of wording; elsewhere his views
appear more moderate. This position is obviously connected with KW’s apparently similarly extreme views/approach discussed in note 1) above, and with the strong and
contentious point made on pp 94ff and p 177 (see above)
about the legitimate scope and goals of empiricist history.
Once again, however, the somewhat negative impression of naivety, etc given by this passage is rather overshadowed by the strength of what follows, in this case a
sustained exposure (pp 185ff) on the very characteristic
extreme postmodernist debunking of the entire notions of
truth, objectivity and scientific advancement. This account
characterises KW’s intellectual opponents - in my view
accurately - as highly dogmatic in their adherence to the
opposite view that all such enquiry is irreducibly theoryladen and that ‘facts’ do not really exist (see again note 1)
above).
The impression given (quite rightly, as I think) in this
section is that - however extreme and dubious KW’s own
position may be - the opposing postmodernist approach is
at least as extreme and dubious, and in many respects
clearly more so.
6.
More generally, KW’s wording, in places, suggests
- very probably wrongly - a degree of philosophical naivety, or at least of rather one-sided and perhaps even largely
indirect acquaintance with the discipline.
Even if real, this would be perhaps venial given KW’s
expertise in another discipline; but he might have been more
circumspect and reserved in some of his comments. For
instance, his account of positivism on pp 186f and elsewhere should be more careful and more detailed, given the
importance for the argument as a whole of the philosophical issues involved.
This kind of effect is not in fact at all untypical of commentators of various persuasions on these issues, both for
positivism and for such matters more generally. There
appears to be a certain shying-away from (not to say a devaluing of) analytical philosophy in many contemporary
intellectual circles, even though analytical philosophy could
readily be drawn on as a source for the defence of arguments, especially (though not only) by upholders of more
traditionalist viewpoints.
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7.
There is perhaps too little sustained focus upon the
very relevant sections of the background to postmodernism which fall within the ambit of linguistics specifically.
In saying this, I should stress that I am trying here to avoid
the unfortunate practice of exaggerating the general importance of a specific discipline with which one is personally involved professionally: I have post-graduate qualifications in linguistics, though my undergraduate background
included the equivalent of a major in ancient history and I
retain a keen interest in that discipline. I do genuinely
believe that the contribution of linguists to the debate on
various ‘sides’ has been unduly neglected, both by nonlinguist postmodernists themselves and by critics such as
KW.
For instance, the seminal thought of de Saussure is
treated somewhat cursorily (pp 21-22) and even here the
focus is in places a little odd, not to say misleading. In
addition, there is no overt acknowledgement of the contribution of Whorf, the hyper-relativist and determinist amateur linguist famous for his studies of Hopi and other Amerindian languages and his collaboration with Sapir.
Whorf’s work has been hugely influential - though, rightly,
by no means totally dominant - both in post-1945 linguistics itself and in other domains as far removed as sciencefiction (Orwell, Vance, etc); but KW does not refer to it
even when introducing (p 24) the very similar views espoused by Derrida (though on a far more a priori basis).
However, it must be said that the actual effects of these
omissions for the argument of the work are not in the end
especially great. The main upshot is perhaps the failure to
include some very strong antipostmodernist arguments
which have been developed by various schools within linguistics (including the very influential but itself highly
contentious Chomskyan paradigm and also some other
subtraditions with quite different views) in response firstly
to the at times exaggerated claims of anthropological linguists such as Whorf and secondly to one-sidedly conventionalist analyses of the nature of linguistic theory more
generally. As I have said, debate along these lines is of
long standing within linguistics.
8.
In the same vein, some other scholars are not referred to much or at all, despite the obvious relevance of
their work. One obvious case is the lack of reference to
Laing in the discussion of Foucault’s views (rather close,
in some ways, to Laing’s) on abnormal psychology (pp
138ff).
I stress that I have been fairly rigorous, and at times perhaps even too rigorous, in seeking out points to query or
criticise in KW’s work. I recognise, indeed, that other readers, many of whom will be better versed in historical studies than I, may dissent from some or all of my criticisms
(though they might, of course, find others which I have
missed!).
However this may be, I certainly do not wish my criticisms to detract from my overall positive judgement on
what I take to be a very largely sound and, indeed, invaluable work. In fact, a leading motive in my perusing the
Continued p 36 ...
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Much Ado About Manning
William Grey
On August 24, 1996, The Courier-Mail ran a story about
the late Professor Manning Clark, onetime doyen of Australian history. This prompted some reflections about the
need for scepticism in journalism.
The story, by Wayne Smith and Peter Kelly, claimed
that there is compelling evidence that Clark was secretly
awarded the highest civil honour of the former Soviet Union, the Order of Lenin. Clark, it was intimated, was an
“agent of influence” of the evil empire.
Could it be true that Manning was a Soviet agent? And
even if it is true, does it matter?
It isn’t difficult to be sceptical about the truth of the
claim. Yes it is possible. But you would have to be astonishingly credulous to take it seriously on the basis of the
evidence presented. Certainly The Courier-Mail seems to
have been disappointed in its quest to get confirmation of
the story from Moscow.
Circumstantial evidence however counts against the
claim. The only other foreigners to receive this award, we
were told, were Fidel Castro, Nicolae Ceausescu and Kim
Philby. Can you imagine Moscow including Clark among
this Pantheon of Marxist luminaries?
There were two fragments of evidence. First there is a
recollection of a sighting of the gong by poet Les Murray
in 1970. Murray also recalls that it was still daylight at
Canberra at 8.30 pm in mid-May when the sighting took
place. That claim seriously damages his credibility as a
reliable eye witness. (Murray’s reliability is also eroded
by his acknowledgement that he may have been somewhat
under the weather at the time.)
The second piece of evidence is Peter Kelly’s disclosure of a conversation with Clark’s ANU colleague, the
late Geoffrey Fairbairn, who said that he (Fairbairn) saw
Manning wearing what he took to be the Order of Lenin at
the Soviet embassy in the early 1970s.
That is an incident which needs further explanation. But
in the absence of further corroboration it is hardly decisive. It is conceivable that it was a practical joke which
Manning played on Fairbairn. That is much more plausible than the possibility that Clark was elevated to the highest rank of revolutionary heroes.
These two slender fragments of evidence, whipped into
a lather of hysteria by Smith and Kelly, result in a pastiche
of credulous balderdash as ludicrous as Manning at his
slipshod worst.
Certainly Manning may have enjoyed an exaggerated
reputation as a scholar. That is something for history and
historians to judge. He does however deserve credit for
helping to launch the study of Australian history into university curricula. We can accept Manning’s recognition of
the need for a distinctively Australian historical narrative

even if we reject his own as unsatisfactory.
My own view, based on recollections of Manning’s lectures, is that he was a postmodernist before the term had
been invented. Like other examples of the genre his scholarly work requires no refutation. It can simply be left to
collapse under the weight of its own absurdities.
But is there a story behind the story? Why are these
credulous imaginings about Manning as a sinister agent of
the evil empire being raised now? It all seems a bit irrelevant anyway now that both the evil empire and Manning
are dead and buried.
But it isn’t really. Smith and Kelly are using the story
to demonise Labor and left-wing interpretations of Australian history. Historical interpretation is always contested,
and the “Soviet agent” allegation has deployed the innuendo of subversion to discredit Clark’s history.
Manning of course never attempted to disguise his leftwing sympathies. Smith and Kelly seriously overstate his
influence however in claiming that he shaped the way
Australians think about themselves.
Contesting interpretations of history is a legitimate
scholarly exercise. But credible interpretations must rest
on credible foundations. Smith and Kelly are victims of
the fundamental fallacy of credulists: they have allowed
their enthusiasm to outrun the evidence. Whatever your
political standpoint, it is credible only if the evidence supporting it is sceptically and dispassionately assessed.

...Postmodernism from p 35
book in as much detail as I have, with a view to finding
areas where it might perhaps have been improved, has been
my desire to see the case presented by KW (like the equivalent cases in, say, science) promoted not only with as much
vigour as possible but also in a maximally well defended
and justified form.
Those of us who uphold the traditionalist ‘paradigms’
must of course do so in a rational manner. We must admit
our shortcomings and those of our intellectual precursors,
including those shortcomings to which our attention has
been drawn by the postmodernists; and we must ‘take on
board’ any points made or perspectives developed within
the newer postmodernist tradition which meet reasonable
standards in respect of validity and appear to constitute
genuine advances in human understanding of these complex matters. This should not, however, prevent us from
joining with KW and others in a spirited defence of scholarship against the more extreme and strident forces of dogmatic postmodernism.
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Father Christmas: the truth, the myths
A Response
Allan Lang
This article follows on from the article by Anthony Wheeler
in the Summer 1995 Skeptic (Vol 15, No 4).

Father Christmas:
Here I come, Old Father Christmas,
Welcome, or welcome not.
I hope that Old Father Christmas
Will never be forgot.

In his recounting of the Father Christmas legend, Anthony
noted: “Australians know Father Christmas as a tubby,
cheerful and very friendly old man dressed in a red suit
with white fur trimmings. His long, red floppy cap end is
Now I feel that the hopes and wishes of anyone swingtoppled with a white tassel and his boots are shiny black.” ing a mighty club should be given due consideration. So
Well yes, that’s probably what a lot of Australians “know”. let’s see if we can sort out the various Supernatural ChristBut they’re wrong. So, why wasn’t this pointed out? I mas Beings (SCB), or at least the Anglo-American ones.
recognise that Tony
It is true that our present
probably shares the
Supernatural Christmas
reluctance of most
Being is, as Anthony
skeptics to “set people
says, “an amalgam of
straight”, or to contraseveral old part-historidict common misapcal and part-mythical
prehensions. But
figures from different
sometimes it must be
cultures”. And the most
done.
historical may be the
First of all, the
most mythical.
character described in
the quoted paragraph
Father Christmas
is not Father ChristFather Christmas was
mas, it’s actually
already well established
Santa Claus, a newin 1651 when he wrote
comer who appeared
A Vindication of Christonly last century. Famas as a response to the
ther Christmas (Old
attempts of the Puritans
Christmas, Spirit of
to ban both the religious
Christmas, Captain
and secular celebration
Christmas) is a totally
of Christmas; the headifferent character
then bits because they
who has been around
were pagan, the Chrisa lot longer than that.
tian bits because they
Father Christmas genwere Popish, and the lot
erally wears a long
because people were
Father Christmas (17th Century) wearing long-sleeved robe, and enjoying themselves too
robe, not a suit. If the
also the broad-brimmed hat traditionally associated with Odin.
robe does not have a
much.
hood, he wears a holly
He is certainly the oldwreath on his head, not a long floppy cap.
est SCB. When he was later tried by the Puritans for being
While his ultimate objective is the same, it’s more a merry, he gave his age as 1600 years. We do not know how
case of: we have ways of making you merry. It is in this old he really is, or where he came from, but there are rearôle that he appears in the traditional mummers play, A sonable grounds to identify him as Odin/Woden Allfather,
Christmas Mumming of Saint George, which can be traced chief god of the Norse/Teutonic pantheon.
back to at least the twelfth century. The stage directions
J F Hodgetts, in an article entitled “Paganism in Modbegin:
ern Christianity” (Antiquary, December 1882, p. 257), says:
Enter the performers, lead by FATHER CHRISTMAS,
* This could have been the original Christmas Club.
who is swinging a mighty club *.

38

the skeptic

Vol 16, No 4

and present day Australia seem to take pleasure in similar
“The ancient name (Yule) for Christmas is still used
diversions proves little other than they enjoy the same
throughout all Scandinavia. The Swedes, Danes, and
things.
Norwegians wish each other a ‘glad Yule’, as we say
A study of traditional English Christmas customs indi‘A merry Christmas to you’. This alone would serve to
cates that many of them seem to be more centred around
draw our attention to Scandinavia, even if no other reafood and drink than the Roman festivals.
son existed for searching there for the origin of our
If we are looking to Northern Europe for the origin of
great Christian Feast. The grand storehouses of Pagan
the SCB, perhaps we should also be looking there for an
lore, as far as the Northern nations of Teutonic race are
origin of the festivities. It would seem logical that a festiconcerned, are the two Eddas, and if we refer to the
val celebrated on the cusp of mid-Winter would have
part, or chapter, of Snorri Sturlson’s Edda, known as
greater significance in northern Europe than in MediterraGylfa Ginning, we shall find the twelfth name of Odin,
nean Italy.
the Father of the Gods, or
The works of early Roman
Allfather, given as Ialg or
writers
give little support to
Ialkr (pronounced yolk or
the
idea
that
the Christmas celyulg). The Christmas tree,
ebrations are a sanitized and
introduced into Russia by
Christianized Saturnalia taken
the Scandinavians, is called
north by the church.
elka (pronounced yolka),
Tacitus (55-118 CE) notes
and in the times just precedthat the Germanic peoples
ing, and just after, the conheld the mid-winter celebraquest of Britain by the Engtions which ended their year
lish, this high feast of Odin
on the 25th of December.
was held in mid-winter, unVirgil (70-19 BCE) deder the name of Ialka tid, or
scribed how the northern peoYule-tide. It was celebrated
ple decorated pine trees with
at this season, because the
small objects during winter
Vikings, being then unable
festivals.
to go to sea, could assemble
in their great halls and temEnter Saint Nicholas.
ples and drink to the gods
Now
“everybody knows” the
they served so well. Another
real Santa Claus was really a
reason was, that it fell togenuine 4th century bishop
wards the end of the twelve
from Asia Minor. While all
mystic months that made up
the references agree about the
the mythical, as well as the
miracles he performed, nocosmical, cycle of the year,
body seems to agree on any of
and was therefore approprithe mundane details of his life.
ately designated by the last
The background given by
of the names by which Odin
Wheeler to Nicholas (born
is called in the Edda.”
c.285, imprisoned at age 20,
This is why he is a slimreleased 10 years later by the
Father Christmas (early 19th
mer and more imposing figure
new Emperor Constantine) is
Century) now wearing a holly
than Santa. (Less jolly than
incompatible with the date of
wreath.
Jovial - if I can mix my myConstantine’s accession of
thologies).
305.
According
to
Butlers
Lives
of the Patron Saints, little
I am a bit suspicious of the identification of the Roman
Saturnalia as the origin of the merrymaking associated with is known about his life, in fact only “his episcopate at Myra
during the fourth century is all that seems indubitably auChristmas.
thentic”. The Penguin Dictionary of Saints seems to agree.
To the Puritans, of course, the affinity was exact.
“Yet what can be confidently stated of his personal history
“If we compare our Bacchanalian Christmases and New
is no more than that he was a bishop of Myra in Lycia
Year’s Tides with these Saturnalia and Feast of Janus,
during the fourth century.”
we shall finde such near affinitye betweene them both
So I thought I would check the Britannica (15th Ediin regard to time (they being both in the end of Decemtion)
“nothing certain is known of his life except that he
ber and on the first of January) and in their manner of
was probably bishop of Myra in the 4th Century.”
solemnizing (both of them being spent in revelling,
What’s this - indubitably - confidently - probably! In
epicurisme, wantonesse, idlenesse, dancing, drinking,
fact despite the Britannica’s retelling of the tradition, it
stage-plaies, masques, and carnall pompe and jollity),
also off-handedly notes “his existence, however, is not atthat we must needes conclude the one to be the very
tested in any historic documents.” The skeptic in me asked,
ape or issue of the other.” (Prynne)
However, the fact that Classical Rome, Merrie England, “If the first biography of Nicholas comes from 500 years
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the straw or skin clad figure who accompanied St Nicholas.
His job was supposedly to punish bad children, while
Nicholas played the good guy rôle.
But you can’t keep a good SCB down, and in parts of
Germany, the old SCB still operated as a lone gift-giver
known as Knecht Ruprecht. To blur the distinction even
more, he occasionally went by the name of rû Klas or
“rough Nicholas”.
While a SCB did cross the Atlantic with the Dutch settlers of New Amsterdam, it is not entirely clear which variant he was. While the recognised chronicler, Washington
Irving, identifies him as St
Nicholas, he seems little like
the Near-eastern bishop
Nicholas and more like the
shaman rû Klas/Father Odin
persona.
Having reached the conclusion that there is more than
one SCB, we ask the question: what do they really look
like?
There have been several
illustrations made of the
SCBs, but the difficulty is that
almost all the illustrations are
of either imagined Christmas
Beings, or of ordinary humans dressed as CBs. In fact
in recent times we have only
So how did he get into the
one documented sighting of
picture?
an Uncanny Festival One;
A problem the church faced
this is Clement Moore’s 1831
as it Christianized the pagan
sighting of “broad face and
north was existing supernatulittle round belly ... chubby
ral beings, such as Odin, who
and plump, a right jolly elf”.
rode through the skies during
As this sighting was by a
the Winter solstice, making
credible witness - no less than
sure that everybody was
a Doctor of Divinity - we
feasting. The simple solution
must accept it as genuine.
was to simply demonize
But what did he see? We
them: “Now you are Christians, this devil has no power Father Christmas (1896) has now acquired Santa’s bobble must reject his St Nicholas
over you. You don’t have to cap, but is still in robe and sandals. He now seems a bit identification, the little elf
was certainly not a Near-Eastcelebrate.”
jollier, but the halberd in his right hand is still very unern bishop, and he doesn’t
However it seems that the
Santa-like.
look much like Odin either
early conversions were fairly
superficial, because the converts were still revelling at mid- (although the Allfather has a facility and penchant for diswinter. So an obscure “saint” of doubtful authenticity was guise). As he is totally different to all previously reported
dusted off, given a history, and sent to Germany on a mis- SCBs, one has to consider the possibility that he is a
sion to take over the Yule festival. However it was neces- late-comer (for convenience, designated as Santa Claus).
sary to demonstrate that Nicholas was really the new, bet- It may be that he was a former Father Christmas elf, reter Christian SCB, and should be distinguished from the trenched because of increasing age and weight, trying to
old pagan one, who was therefore kept on as Black Peter, set himself up as an SCB.

after his life, is it possible, despite the Britannica’s ‘probably’, that he never really existed?”
When in doubt, go to the real skeptics Britannica, the
Eleventh Edition of 1911, and see what it says about
Nicholas:
“His cult is as celebrated as his history is obscure. All
the accounts that have come down to us are of a purely
legendary character, and it is impossible to find any
single incident confirmed historically. ... [regarding his
claimed presence at council of Nicea] It should be observed that this last circumstance is ignored by all historians, and that St
Athanasius, who knew all
the notable bishops of the
period, never mentions
Nicholas, Bishop of Myra.”
So it seems that St
Nicholas is a wholly imaginary being. Which is probably just as well. Being the
patron of Russia, Greece,
Lorraine, Sicily, brides, children, schoolboys, merchants,
prisoners, sailors, thieves,
travellers, unwed maidens,
perfumers, and pawnbrokers,
is a workload that would even
try a saint.

At Renewal Time, don't forget our new address:

PO Box 268, Roseville NSW 2069
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NUMBERS

A Skeptic’s View of Statistics
Hans Weiler
Introduction
Statistics are used everywhere: by scientists, politicians,
the greenies, churches, newspapers and campaigners of all
kinds. No wonder that they are often used wrongly, deliberately or in genuine error. Hence, statistics should be the
happy hunting ground of the Skeptic.
Although a knowledge of mathematics is useful and
sometimes necessary, a surprising number of statistical fallacies can be detected by simple common sense. Hence, in
this article, I propose to present a number of examples
where fallacies are revealed without the use of mathematics or statistical theory. In some cases, you may find it
amusing to discover the fallacy yourself before reading
the answer. Also, you may find other fallacies in the daily
press. To discover such fallacies will give you a feeling of
elation and superiority equal to that of debunking a NewAger or clairvoyant.
Another Way of Looking at it
a) Vegetarians are healthier and live longer. This may be
true and backed up by figures. But does it mean that if we
stopped eating meat, most of us would be healthier and
live longer?
Many vegetarians take a special interest in food and
healthy living. They may be healthy because of their attitude rather than their vegetarianism. Healthy meals, including a reasonable amount of meat, may have the same
beneficial effect.
b) Alcoholism in Australia is not too bad; we rank eleventh in alcohol consumption in the world, not nearly as
high as Portugal, France, Italy ...
The fallacy here is due to a confusion of alcoholism
with alcohol consumption.
In the above-mentioned countries wine in a family
beverage, consumed in small quantities with meals
by almost everybody. A large number, including
children, drink harmlessly small quantities, often diluted
with water, while in Australia many consume no alcohol
with their meals. Hence no conclusion can be drawn as to
which country has the greater proportion of alcoholics.

discrimination of aborigines would change. Take the hypothetical case that in WA for every 16 poor aborigines
there exists only one poor white. The observed proportion
of aborigines in prison would then appear to be normal.
Without knowing the number of poor whites in WA, no
conclusion can be drawn.
b) In a recent statement, President Clinton pointed out
that every year, cigarette smoking claims more victims than
AIDS, road deaths, deaths by violence and hard drugs combined.
Much as I support Clinton’s effort to stop people from
smoking, his figures, although correct, are misleading. The
appropriate figure is not the number of deaths but the
number of years lost when a person is killed. When a child
is murdered or killed in an accident, it may lose 70 years
of its expected lifespan while a young smoker may lose
only 10. Note also that heroin kills more quickly than smoking. A smoker may be willing to trade in 10 years of his
life for the lifelong pleasure (or avoidance of discomfort)
of smoking.
Missing Data
a) In 25% of all car accidents the driver had a blood alcohol level above the legal limit (fictitious data).
We are not told the proportion of all drivers with alcohol levels above the legal limit. If that proportion happens
to be 25% also, the above statement only suggests that
drinking has no effect on driving. If it were 30% it would
even suggest that drinking is to be recommended. The
above statement remains meaningless unless the percentage of all drivers is given.
b) Ten per cent of all stolen cars were unlocked (fictitious data).
If you are not already in the habit of locking your car,
would this statement convince you that you should?
If you were now told that normally about 2% of people
leave their cars unlocked, you probably would start locking your car, but without the second statement, the first
one is meaningless.

Correct Figures but the Wrong Conclusion
The Wrong Sampling
a) Although Aborigines make up only 3% of the State’s
(WA) population, their imprisonment is 16 times higher
than that of whites.
It is misleading to compare aborigines, who are usually
poor, with all whites, rich and poor. Financially secure
people are not so likely to end up in jail. If, instead, poor
aborigines were compared with poor whites only (ie with
whites of the same living standard), conclusions regarding

The following fairy tale will illustrate how statistics can
be (and often are) used to mislead the unwary.
The gun lobby in Wonderland points out:
Prohibiting automatic firearms is useless; murderers will
only change the type of weapons. In Wonderland, where
the gun laws have been in force for a year, the number of
callous murders by fire arms has been only halved while
murder by tomahawk has increased sixfold.
The Skeptic Society of Australia sent a delegate to check
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LATE NEWS
the data. He found the figures correct: In the year before
the law, 1000 victims were shot and one was killed by tomahawk while in the following year only 500 were shot but 6
were killed by tomahawk. It was indeed true that the number
shot was halved while the number killed by tomahawk increased sixfold.
This sort of deceptive statistics is often used, but the
fallacy is not always as obvious.
When is an Explanation Unwarranted?
(The Story of the Fluke)
Hurrah, I have won first prize in the lottery! This is the
first and only ticket I ever bought. It’s a fluke: There was
only one chance in 200,000.
But some people believe in flukes. My friend, John Pious, firmly believes that God has rewarded me for being
such a nice fellow. On the other hand, Nancy Newage, my
daughter’s friend, claims to have a better explanation: Your
father was born in July, star sign Cancer. Let’s have a look
in The Woman’s Weekly: “This week financial gains expected for people born between June 23 and July 22”. There
is your explanation! No need to assume your sarcastic father to be a nice fellow.
Similar differences of viewpoint arise if the fluke is
unfortunate eg if a meteor destroys your house or if you
lose a poker game although you have an exceptionally good
hand. In the latter case you may try to explain it by the
hypothesis that your opponent is a cardsharp, but that would
fail if the situation had been the other way around where
you are the winner. In all these cases, most rational people
would rather accept the fluke without looking for an explanation.
But there are situations where one might be reluctant to
accept an unusual event as a fluke. In 1991, astronomers
discovered an unidentified flying object orbiting the Sun.
The object was given the prosaic name 1991 VG, but astronomers are proud of having made the discovery. They
calculated that the probability P of making such a discovery would be extremely small if the object could only be a
stray asteroid or some man-made object. The observation
would have to be assumed to be a fluke. So they tried to
explain the fluke by considering the possibility that 1991
VG was an Alien Vessel. But it can be shown that the only
way of making the probability P large enough to liberate
1991 VG from the stigma of being a fluke is to assume
that thousands of alien vessels are presently orbiting the
Sun. (See Weiler, Observatory Magazine, Oct. 1996. Reprint available on application.)
To make it quite clear, the only alternatives are:
(a) 1991 VG is a fluke observation of a stray asteroid
or a man-made object. The fluke is almost as rare as winning first prize in the lottery, but it has happened.
(b) 1991 VG is not a fluke. The probability P of making such an observation, although still small, is large enough
to explain why it has occurred, because thousands of alien vessels are presently orbiting the Sun.
Which of the two explanations would you choose? The
Romantics, including those who claim to have been kidnapped (and later released) by Little Green Men and all those

Continued p 49...

Darwin Skeptics
Linden Salter-Duke
Where better to live if you’re sceptical than the place named
after one of the greatest critical thinkers of all time?
Darwin is just starting to get a group of Skeptics together and things are moving. We started with a meeting
in the Hotel Darwin (where else) where we discovered that
we may be only a small group at the moment but we come
from a big range of backgrounds (a scientist, and an artist,
a carpenter and a doctor, for example).
By co-incidence the day we met was also the day that a
Psychic Expo was advertised. We couldn’t let this pass, so
messages were sent off in all directions. Since we're still
inexperienced, we passed the buck to John Foley from
South Australia who’s done some great work in hand-holding, talking to the media, and general provision of good
advice, as well as finding the time to come up here.
The local ABC has kicked off with an interview with
the Psychic Expo bloke - the interviewer seemed particularly interested in Tantric Sex and the idea of meditation
leading to an eight-hour erection. John Foley followed,
putting a gentle and sane point of view - no he assured the
interviewer we were not going to wave placards at the expo.
There was some good follow-up in the talk-back session
afterwards with someone ringing up to ask where to join.
Long-term Darwin Skeptic and hard-working organiser,
Brian de Kretser, joined in, offering to put his month’s
pension in one of six envelopes for any psychic to take if
they were willing to match his stake. Nobody took up his
offer - shame.
The psychics complained about their treatment on the
ABC, but they must have been pleased with their coverage
in the local paper the NT News. The journalist herself was
scrupulously fair - we and the psychics each got half the
column inches. Unfortunately the other side got the photo,
the headline, the cartoon and the item in the gossip column (that eight hour erection again ...) So far honours are
pretty much even. Our enormous thanks to John Foley for
coming up, and to the Trust for paying his expenses.

Skeptical Territorians outside the Darwin area;
does it make sense to start a Territory-wide branch
or should we try to organise separate branches?
Comments would be very welcome.
Contacts
Darwin Skeptics
PO Box 809
Sanderson NT 0812
Tel: (08) 8988 1600
Fax: (08) 8988 1302
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PSYCHIC CHALLENGE I

Anything You Can Do
John Happs
I really shouldn’t be surprised to discover that I am indeed
“psychic”. After all, my grandmother, back in darkest Yorkshire, was a “psychic” of some renown. People came from
all over the country (so they say) to visit her and have her
read their tea leaves, palms and bumps. Apparently, a
number of her visitors spoke in tongues and they regularly
communicated with the dead. I heard that on one occasion, just before closing time and using a highly controversial twist to her technique, she asked a number of regulars in the local pub to hold hands so that she could help
them to contact the living.
As a child, I had no doubt about my grandmother’s supernatural ability, since most of my relatives repeatedly
told me about her accurate “psychic” readings and, although
my grandfather made his little jokes about her, you could
tell that he was absolutely convinced of her power. She
assured all family members that she would contact us after
she “passed over”. Sadly, none of us have heard from her
to date and my aunt has speculated that Grannie is too busy
chatting with Doris Stokes and has little time to spare on
mere mortals.
Now I’m not going to waste the reader’s time with corny
gags about my grandmother’s unique gift of clairvoyance
and how she was regarded as a medium rare. Nor will I
dwell on the fact that my grandfather would suddenly stop
her hysterical bouts of laughter with a sharp slap to the
cheek - calling this “striking a happy medium”. I want to
be really serious about this and say that I was deeply influenced by my grandmother’s apparent powers and felt that,
with a bit of luck, I might inherit some of them and possibly get into tea leaves on a professional basis. Sadly, this
was not to be - or was it? I’ll let the reader be the judge
here although I should point out that the following account
is perfectly true and any wavering Skeptics are advised
not to read further since they might become doubtful about
their doubtfulness.
A few months ago I received a call from one of our
local television station personalities asking me if I would
present the Skeptics point of view and take part in a program they were planning about “psychics” and their uncanny ability. Naturally, I jumped at the opportunity and
suggested that, rather than merely generating conflicting
arguments about “psychic” power in a talking heads presentation, the television channel might contact a number of
professional “psychics”, asking them to make a number of
specific predictions in various areas.
I requested that I be allowed to make predictions in the
same categories since I was confident that I would be at
least as successful as any “psychics” at the prediction game
or even better. Perhaps I was suffering from a case of premature adjudication here but felt content in the knowledge

that if I couldn’t achieve victory by using common sense
then I could always draw on my grandmother’s genes.
Interest in some sort of Skeptics versus psychics challenge was further catalysed when the program organisers
discovered that:
“... for several years Australian Skeptics have had a
standing challenge to all claimants of psychic or paranormal powers that if they can perform as they claim they
can, under mutually agreed controlled tests, we will give
them $30,000” (the Skeptic, Vol 16, (1), p 39).
The program co-ordinators were particularly interested
in James Randi’s 2000 Club and the possibility that “psychic” success in the west might lead to a challenge for some
serious money in the Eastern States and even more serious
money overseas. Of course we are told often enough that
“psychics” aren’t really interested in using their abilities
to make money but would they change their minds about
that if they were successful? A rhetorical question methinks.
After some discussion between the program coordinators, a number of professional “psychics” and myself, we
arrived at a mutually satisfactory format for the program.
Following preliminary interviews with three “psychics”
(several “psychics” withdrew when they were asked to
make specific predictions) and myself, the four of us were
asked (privately and independently) to write down specific predictions which would take place in the next four
weeks.
Our written predictions were placed in sealed envelopes
and were later assessed by the program presenter with the
results revealed and discussed on air.
The categories for predictions were:
1. A significant event in Western Australia.
I predicted that a major overseas company would enter
into a joint mining venture with a Western Australian company.
These kind of discussions are commonplace and there
was no definition of “major overseas company” or “joint
mining venture”. No names were mentioned and no details given about the kind of venture. A hit here was highly
likely and was duly awarded to me.
2. A significant national event.
I predicted that illness would force a key Australian politician to cancel appointments during the four week period.
I didn’t specify who was going to be ill. Nor did I say
how many appointments would be missed. Unfortunately,
it turned out that the Prime Minister’s wife was hospitalised and John Howard cancelled his appointments for about
two weeks. I was awarded my second hit.
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3. A significant international event.
I predicted that a bomb would disrupt the Olympic Games
in Atlanta.
I considered this to be a safe bet for the USA although
I was thinking more about bomb hoaxes rather than an actual explosion and no details were supplied about the place,
time and consequences. I was credited with another hit and
was being hailed as a guru by the “psychics” at this stage.
4. A natural disaster - anywhere in the world.
I predicted that a major earthquake would cause significant damage to the city of Wellington in the North Island
of New Zealand.
Considering that New Zealand sits astride an active tectonic plate boundary with a fault-line running through
Wellington, it is only a question of time before such an
earthquake strikes. I was rather more specific here by naming an actual city and knew that I was really sticking my
neck out by not generalising here. This certainly reduced
my chances of a hit in this category. The consequences of
being correct here, with this level of accuracy, could have
established my reputation as a “psychic” once and for all.
Fortunately, for the city of Wellington, this was not to be.
5. An event which would influence the life of the segment presenter.
I predicted that the presenter would be offered a job in the
Eastem States or overseas.
Interestingly, all four of us made this prediction. No
doubt, because we had no information about the presenter
whatsoever but knew that job opportunities are fairly commonplace. We were all awarded hits here.
Before the adjudication took place, the three “psychics”
and I were encouraged to openly discuss the claims and
achievements of “psychics” and why Skeptics were so suspicious about such claims. Naturally, I was a little selfsatisfied during this segment since I already knew that I
had been fairly successful in my “predictions” if in fact
any of us had made any real predictions at all. I was a little
disappointed when I found out that at least two of the “psychics” had been allowed several predictions in each category compared to my one. Despite this imbalance, two of
the “psychics” were awarded 1 hit each, the third “psychic” was awarded 2 hits and I was officially awarded 3
hits at the end of the edited segment even though I was
actually awarded 4 hits during the recording of the program. Perhaps my score was downgraded so that the “ psychics” would not be too disappointed. Then again, they
should have been able to predict their defeat.
It was a pity that much of the post-adjudication discussion was edited out of the actual program that went to air
since I attempted to drive home the point that none of the
so-called “predictions” (including mine) had any detail attached to them whatsoever. The “psychics” disagreed of
course and were adamant that they had all been successful
and the reason I had been more successful with my predictions was because I had genuine psychic ability and wasn’t
even aware of it. Now there must be a large number of
people in the community sharing this point of view, judging by the number of telephone calls and letters I received
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after the program and I’m confident that a new career-path
could open up for me.
The three “psychics” involved in this exercise were certain in their minds that they had demonstrated their powers and I had demonstrated even more. They were somewhat surprised (and angry) that I disagreed with them,
pointing out that even the best “psychics” could not be
100% accurate all the time. Why wouldn’t I admit that
everyone had made at least one accurate prediction and
they had amply demonstrated their psychic ability?
Now this was not the first time that I had been accused
of having psychic ability. During an earlier television interview in Perth when I was waxing Skepticaly about psychic claims, the host of the chat show asked me if I had
ever felt that I had paranormal powers. He was taken aback
when I read his palm, telling him his star sign, his actual
date of birth, his activities over the weekend and the present
his wife had just given him.
I insisted that this information resulted from trickery
rather than paranormal power. He didn’t believe me. After
all, an individual who was not a member of his family could
never have access to such intimate information. He was so
impressed I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I had actually planned to collect background information about him
while I was in the make-up room prior to the program. It
turned out that the ladies in make-up were very chatty and
quick to tell me about the surprise birthday party organised by his wife over the weekend. I was now being swept
along by my own success and the psychic powers which
had been thrust upon me.
I asked the program host to randomly select one of four
large books I had taken into the studio and then I asked
him to turn to a page selected by random number generation. When I told him in some detail what was on the selected page he, and the camera crew, were most impressed.
Once again, I failed to explain exactly how the trick was
executed and felt no real obligation to do so since I might
want to use the same demonstration at some later date.
Naturally, this only seemed to reinforce their belief in my
psychic powers.
It’s interesting to speculate on reasons why so many
individuals are reluctant to change their belief systems even
in the face of hard evidence which clearly contradicts certain beliefs. The ideas of what constitutes a fair test and
hard evidence will always be difficult to get across to those
who have never been exposed to information and discussion about critical thinking. As a Skeptic I will continue to
promote a rational viewpoint even though I still find it hard
to resist the occasional demonstration of my paranormal
abilities.
Enough of this. There goes the telephone yet again and
I had better answer it this time. After all it could be my
grandmother.
Editor’s Note:
John wanted to call this article “Skeptics Can Say What
they Like but Psychics Know When a Skeptic is Psychic”,
but some editorial standards have to be maintained. See
the following story for a report of a similar challenge from
South Australian psychics.
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PSYCHIC CHALLENGE II

Psychics Face the Skeptics Challenge
Allan Lang
In late August, after Channel 7’s Today-Tonight program
had broadcast yet another story involving the paranormal,
John Foley phoned them and reminded them we are always available for comment about this field.
We never heard any more about this, but a couple of
hours later I was phoned by a Today-Tonight researcher
who said that they had been thinking of doing a program
to see if any local psychics could meet the Australian Skeptics $30,000 Challenge to demonstrate any paranormal
powers. As I was told, such a segment had been run with
the Skeptics in Western Australia a month earlier, and they
wanted to do a local version. After discussing the basic
nature of the Skeptics Challenge with her, I suggested that
they ring our secretary, John Foley, who had all the details.
Much later that day, they rang John, and after discussing it
with him, they asked, “Would you be prepared to go on air
against four psychics?”
“Of course,” he replied, “four or four thousand, doesn’t
make any difference to me.”
Today-Tonight then chose a set of topics for prediction
and gathered a quartet of psychics. The predictions of the
psychics and skeptic John Foley on these topics for the
four weeks prior to 21 October were then filmed. John also
predicted that he would be at least as, if not more, successful than any of the psychics. To forestall any possibility
that his putative success could lead to the accusation that
the Skeptics were nursing a psychic in their collective
bosom, John produced his predictions in a way so that it
could be seen that he had no influence on the actual predictions made.
The wrap-up session was filmed on the morning of
October 21, and the segment went to air as the leading
item on the SA edition of Today-Tonight on Monday, November 4, 1996.
The program also featured an open and frank discussion between John Foley and the psychics about the nature
of prediction. This discussion began amicably enough, with
psychic Raelene Leach accusing John (and all Skeptics),
“This is what a lot of skeptics are doing, they’re trying to
destroy the truth.
“You’re trying to discredit people who are bringing the
truth out, and you will never destroy the truth.
“They have got closed minds, they work on the logical
and you cannot work on the logical with the supernatural.
“We know and you don’t.”
She then accused John of not being willing to change
his ideas. John responded that he was willing to be convinced if he was presented with satisfactory evidence. Then
it turned a bit nasty. Raelene accused John of being logical, scientific, and using facts.

She pointed out: “I don’t even worry about the facts.
You’re working with the facts on a logical plane, and as I
said before, in your area one and one make two, but in the
spiritual area one and two make six.”
But, was anyone psychic?
The topics, as chosen by Channel 7 were:
*
*
*
*

A major human event anywhere in the world;
An Australian news event;
A South Australian news event;
A natural disaster anywhere.

Although the program was presented as involving the
Skeptics $30000 challenge, the predictions made were too
vague to determine whether success would have really been
outside the laws of chance. That said, if any of the psychics had scored anywhere near four out of four (or five
out of five), we would have been willing to run with them,
over a longer period, a challenge test that could be quantified.
In the event, no-one even came close.
When the results were evaluated, the psychics generally came up with some variant of, “it’ll come true sooner
or later” - despite the fact they were asked specifically for
predictions for the coming month.
But as John pointed out, if you don’t specify a time, it
can be claimed that everything will come true, sooner or
later.
The highly positive Raelene Leach, “You can sit there
and argue all you like, but we know and you don’t”, predicted:
1. I feel that Hussein’s tail, which is the scorpion, will
go all around the back way and stab Clinton in the back
and cause him a lot of hurt.
2. Threat to John Howard.
3. Remains of Beaumont children found.
4. Earthquake in Mexico.
Final score: zero.
But, according to her, “You could be one second out, and
one second could be a month or a year - or even ten years.”
Rosemary Waller, radio psychic, who can destroy electrical
equipment by discharging psychic energy, predicted:
1. Hussein and Clinton battle.
2. Australian soldiers going in from the northern part
of Australia. I believe they’re already there. I do believe
we’ll be joining forces with the US.
3. Health scare for former SA politician.
4. Possible unexplained power blackouts.
Final score: 0.5 (there was a blackout, but it was not
unexplained.)
But, “the bottom line is: eventually”.
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Sue Cavanagh-Lang, who describes herself as a Chaos
Magician, predicted:
1. US crop failure.
2. The issue of Australia’s identity will come up again.
I think there is going to be a main gentleman behind it,
young, enthusiastic. Somebody we don’t really know.
3. SA rail strike.
4. Eruption of dormant volcano.
Score: 1 (Volcanic eruption).
But, “Keep your eyes peeled”.
Previously Sue had responded to John’s claim that he
never had gut feelings with, “The police would be interested to hear that.” (What, is it against the law not to have
gut-feelings?) No, this wasn’t quite what Sue meant, as
shown by her subsequent response to John’s question, “Do
the police use psychics?”
Sue: “The police are psychic, what do you think their
gut feelings are about.”
Sue’s response was magnificent; tolerant, sympathetic,
concerned, and a certain amused amazement on discovering that there was actually someone who did not know
police were psychic.
John then stated that the Skeptics has letters on file from
Los Angeles, and all Australian state police and the Federal police saying that they never used psychics.
Sue responded; “Oh, they will deny it constantly - they
are psychic.”
From the way she said it, it seemed that Sue was assuming that being psychic was sufficient explanation for
dishonesty.
Justine Papps, “There are three spiritual diseases, one of
them is scepticism”, predicted:
1. I believe there is going to be a major train derailment
in London.
2. Murders breakthrough.
3. Major weather diversion (but we’re already having
that) so more flash flooding, involving burst water
mains.
4. Earthquake in Germany.
Score 0 .5 (a flood, but not from the predicted burst
water main).
But, “... friends of mine have predicted and predicted
and eventually they become spiritually dry. Because you’re
working with energies you are not supposed to be working
with”.
A curious excuse, since she earlier said that everybody
has the ability to see the future. Because “... a lot of people
are very sensitive. Psychic is just being sensitive to what
you are feeling.”
So this natural ability is something we’re not supposed
to use.
And the Skeptic, John Foley, who said he could make predictions just as accurately by throwing a dart at a spinning
wheel? It appears he was only displaying his characteristic modest reticence, because he did as well as all the psychics combined.
1. Barbara Cartland ill.
2. Official change in interest rates.
3. Major economic project announcement
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4. Cyclone in Caribbean.
Score 2 (interest rate change, SA economic announcement.)
But, “I don’t claim to be psychic ... What we have
demonstrated this morning is that the work you people do
is nothing more than guesswork.”
John Foley comments:
I was generally happy with the way the Today-Tonight reporter, Graham Archer put the story to air. It gave a fair
representation of all the key events that happened. We all
made a fifth prediction relating to Graham, but as nobody
got it right, it was not included in the final scores. This
made it appear that I got half my predictions right. However it also appeared that Sue, the next best performer, got
one right out of four, whereas she got one right out of five.
In one of the segments that was taped but didn’t go to
air, I pulled out a newspaper and pointed out the great stories we had all missed during the four week period.
*
Bob Dent in Darwin, the first person in the world to
die from legal euthanasia.
*
Nine people killed in a cliff collapse in WA.
*
Unprecedented SA floods, with the Light, Gawler,
Torrens, and Onkaparinga Rivers all flooded in one
day.
*
Princess Di in another scandal, which was actually
the Sun taken in by the biggest hoax since the Hitler
Diaries
*
Martin Bryant pleads not guilty. No wonder his defence lawyer quit.
*
Chase for Skase runs out of money.
*
The Pope has his appendix out.
*
IRA breaks two-year cease-fire by bombing an
Army barracks.
*
High Court reversed its decision on Super League
ruling.
*
Talaban finally took Kabul in Afghanistan.
*
Pauline Hanson.
*
Federal Treasurer Peter Costello panicked markets
by blabbing about expected US interest rates.
*
Adelaide City Council sacked.
I had to make the same five predictions as the psychics, but I wanted to make sure mine were random, so
four predictions were made for each category, stuck onto
a spinning wheel, and the final selection was made by a
dart.
I was given these predictions for the ‘Wheel of Fortune’ by several other Skeptics, a friend, and, in desperation only minutes before show time, two from a lady in
the Channel 7 canteen.
Editor’s Note:
On the evidence of these two stories, Johns Happs and
Foley seem to show that a Skeptic can predict the future at
least twice as accurately as a professional psychic. Hardly
surprising, as the Johns made predictions about types of
events that are quite common in real life and could be expected to happen with some frequency. We can only surmise that psychics are so divorced from an understanding
of the real world that they are incapable of even noticing
commonplace events.
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Mysterious Moves at Monash
A friend of mine (I shall call her X) is currently having
very serious personal problems. She is feeling very vulnerable, and her desperation for something positive to look
forward to is quite obvious to everyone with whom she
associates. The emotions of anxiety, stress, fatigue, confusion and heartache are apparent to all who know her.
Yesterday, an acquaintance of hers thought that X would
benefit from having a tarot card reading. Whether he felt
this because he thought she needed some cheering up, or
whether he believed she needed to have her destiny foretold, is unknown to me. He was so convinced that she could
only benefit from such a procedure that he offered to pay
for the reading. It is important to note that the card reader
is actually a friend of this acquaintance. He is adamant,
however, that the reader knew nothing of X’s history or
current situation. X enthusiastically agreed to having a card
reading. She was very grateful to her acquaintance for his
kind gesture. At the moment, receiving tokens of kindliness from those around her is a rare experience for her.
It should be noted that I did not attend the card reading
with X. My account of the proceedings is simply based on
what she told me shortly after the event. Similarly, as X is
well aware that I am very sceptical and cynical on matters
such as these, she only told me parts of the reading which
she believed proved that the card reader did have an accurate insight into her life.
The card reader immediately told X that she could tell
that she is feeling very emotional at the moment. Apparently her exact words were “You are living on life’s edge”.
X was impressed that someone could identify with how
she is feeling. She reacted positively to such a statement
and agreed that that is indeed how she is feeling. I am unsure of how many other details of her personal life she
gave to the tarot reader, but I do know that the reader gave
her many personal compliments. X, of course, warmed to
such ego stroking as she is presently desperate to feel good
about herself.
The reader also told X that it is apparent that somebody
positive and important in her life, probably a male and
possibly a partner, is of the Leo star sign. She immediately
qualified this by saying that this Leo could be about to
enter her life and, therefore, X may not be aware of him
yet. As it happens, X’s current boyfriend is a Leo. She happily told the card reader this. The reader took this cue and
focused on it. She described X’s boyfriend as being intuitive and sensitive. X agreed enthusiastically. The tarot
reader then told her that her boyfriend has a soft feminine
side which he is very much in touch with. Again X expressed her delight as to how accurately the card reader
knew her boyfriend. The reader told her that her boyfriend
has always been influenced by a significant female in his
life who taught him, at a very young age, how to identify
with his feminine side. X agreed that both her boyfriend’s
mother and his sister have always been very close to him.
The card reader told X that a Leo is a perfect match for

her. She explained that she could not tell whether she would
end up with her current boyfriend, but she could tell that
he is currently a positive influence on her life.
I do not know any other details of the reading. I have
mixed feelings about the whole procedure. I am happy that
my friend briefly cheered up during and immediately after
the reading and I am, to a certain degree, grateful that she
views this as being a positive feature of her terrible week.
However, I am extremely concerned that she took it too
seriously. It angers me that the card reader picked up on
my friend’s very apparent anxiety and used this to create a
scene of seemingly accurate insight. X is desperate for
answers to all her personal problems and this makes her
very vulnerable to anyone willing to either stroke her ego
and/or give her false hope. She needs to make some very
tough decisions about her future. Although she certainly
needs to find inner strength in order to do this, she also
needs to be very realistic about her current situation. It is
my belief that giving her a false sense of a secure future
may prevent her from facing her immediate problems realistically and dealing with them rationally.

Sheila Bilby
Monash University VIC
On August 9, 1996, while Sheila Bilby (author of above
correspondence) and I were hunting for the ‘Monash Tarot
reader’, we found one Michael Lloyd, ‘Numerology Consultant’ (we have his card), running a small stall at the
Monash Market and charging various fairly modest fees
ranging upwards from $5 for a ‘basic reading’. It should
be stated that he gave me 45 minutes of his time for only
$5, on his account, because he found me interesting. He
said that he made good money at psychic fairs and the like,
and came on campuses mainly for the conversation. He
also reported obtaining especially positive reactions from
students, which perhaps says something about the state of
higher education, any tendency to be more critically alert
and/or better informed has - if what he says is true - been
swamped by the ‘New Age’ mentality which is currently
alarmingly prevalent in universities.
Michael asserted that he was a former sceptic who had
become convinced of the validity of numerology through
a series of striking coincidences and successful predictions
which he had experienced. He was now doing research in
numerology (he has premises of some kind in Richmond).
He claimed that this research was ‘well past PhD standard’, involving the interaction of various disciplines, and
had received government support, apparently from the DSS
as part of their support for new business initiatives, but
was rejected by academics in the relevant fields. He felt
that this rejection stemmed from the closed-minded approach typical of scientists. I pointed out that most serious
scientists are far from closed-minded, and suggested that,
given the limitations on resources for research, such rejec-
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tion without detailed examination was a natural academic
response to theories which both appeared implausible and
were inadequately supported by evidence. Perhaps surprisingly, he took this on board and agreed that he would need
either strong argumentation or strong evidence if he were
to convince conventional scholarship of the validity of his
views. He insisted, however, that he already had very convincing evidence, and that an unbiased examination of his
case would inevitably lead a commentator to accept it. It
goes without saying that he at no time produced any such
evidence in a concrete form.
His actual ‘reading’ was rather incoherent, with frequent
digressions into astrology, UFO studies and New Age matters more generally, and with many points appearing extremely vague and couched in the usual pretentious pseudophilosophical language. He used normal numerological
methods, calculating figures for my first name (he never
sought my whole name, though he said he could obtain a
more detailed analysis by using it), my date of birth (the
day alone), my full date of birth, etc. Any final figure which
appeared more than once was taken to be highly significant and very relevant to my personality; any final figure
which appeared even once was deemed fairly significant.
With respect to my name, the consonants were said to be
indicative of my ‘outer soul’ and the vowel(s) of my ‘inner soul’. The decision as to what to count as a vowel was
admitted to be tricky in certain cases, eg, vowels spelt as
two letters, such as au in Paul; y when representing a vowel
sound, as in sky; some of the solutions adopted appeared
clearly wrong eg,treating y in Kerry as a consonant.
Although he referred to Pythagoras and talked as if he
knew about the pre-Christian numerological tradition,
Michael appeared oblivious to the problems associated with
the historically motivated and largely arbitrary ordering of
the Roman alphabet (he did not know the term Roman in
this context and I had to explain) and of the calendar currently in force (Julian/Gregorian days and months, probable miscalculation of the birth-year of Jesus, etc); even
when his attention was drawn to these issues, he continued
as if the matter was unimportant and could not affect the
validity of his findings. I refrained from asking him about
names normally written in other scripts or societies using
other calendars.
He established that my own strongest number was 9,
which indicated that I was a good communicator and indeed a critical commentator on others’ communication/
usage. This might seem quite impressive; but we were, after
all, on a university campus, and in fact he knew from some
remarks made that I was a linguistics lecturer. It was striking that until he knew this he had very little indeed to say,
despite having obtained his figures. It is possible, indeed,
that his comment about my being critical of others’ usage
related to a somewhat inaccurate but not uncommon perception of what linguists do, which he may well have
shared. Other figures suggested that my personality and
my whole life were/would be devoted to helping others.
This again might be thought reasonable, if rather obvious
given my profession; but it is, in fact, perhaps a little offtarget, as, unlike most professional academics, I would
certainly retire at once if I could afford to and devote myself to matters of more interest to me personally. My day
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of birth (30th) indicated that I, like everyone else born on
the 30th of any month (he actually said that!), was a very
fluent and high-powered talker, though not as strong in
this respect as someone born on the 3rd. The 0 waters it
down somewhat. When I expressed my doubt about how
far this sort of difference could be reliably assessed, he
stated that the 0 need not water talkativeness down ‘all
that much’ and admitted that he might give essentially the
same reading to those born on the 3rd of any month. Though
challenged, he was unable to come up with any more specific statements about me. He also made inaccurate asides
about a passing acquaintance of ours, which were apparently the result of guesswork.
By this time he was apparently growing somewhat desperate; to be fair, he was probably unused to such close
critical attention. He had elicited from me the fact that I do
not believe that there is a God, and, perhaps at a loss for
anything else to say, he at one point subjected me to some
amateur psychoanalysis on how this creates tension and
unhappiness for me. I do not think that this is actually true,
but in any case it seems to have nothing to do with the
numerology itself, and he did not try to suggest it did. It
was at this stage that his discourse became quite incoherent, with many non sequiturs and apparent irrelevancies.
Michael did make a number of apparently outrageous
claims about scientific and other academic matters. For
instance, he claimed that his research (?) shows that one’s
DNA, if examined, will be found to reflect details of one’s
past life experiences and indeed details of one’s future life,
including even information on the address at which one
will live 40 years later. I queried how this could be, but,
while apparently even less well informed than I about such
matters, he assured me that it really was so and could be
demonstrated if necessary.
He also asserted that what appear to be striking coincidences occur so frequently that some hidden mechanism
(of a mystical nature) must be involved. When I suggested
that this could be assessed only after examination of the
probabilities in each case, he argued that probability theory
is in fact false, at least as applied to human affairs, in that
the likelihood of a tossed, unbiased, coin falling heads or
tails up, for instance, is affected by the personality etc of
the tosser and other such factors, and therefore is seldom
if ever 50-50. I proposed that we test this with a suitably
long run of tosses, but he claimed that about four tosses
would be enough; when I said that this would not be statistically reliable and that many more would be needed, he
rejected this on the ground that one might die after making
only two tosses. I'm not sure of the logic here! I was going
to point out that some probability theory, not necessarily
the standard one, is necessarily assumed in describing an
event as a striking coincidence. If we do not know what is
likely to occur by chance, how do we know what combination of events is surprising? But I decided not to press
the point. I did suggest that if he wished to overthrow standard probability theory he would need, at the very least,
good experimental evidence that its predictions failed to
be met in repeated extended runs of tosses etc where there
was no apparent source of error.

Mark Newbrook
Monash University
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Tarot Scam
Alan Towsey
In Now the television supplement to the Sydney Sun-Herald of Sept 22, 1996, appeared a full-page advertisement
by one Marie Chancel, of 31 Davey Street, Hobart 7000.
In this ad Marie Chancel promised to identify and solve all
your problems if you would select a numbered card out of
a pattern of 22 which represented a hand of Tarot cards she
had dealt, and send the number to her with your name and
address, date of birth, indication of nature of problem
(health, romance, etc), plus only four 45-cent stamps.
Well, I thought, this was too good to miss, and cheap at
that. So I rang my daughter, Bernice Camps, who is also a
member of the Australian Skeptics and we agreed to each
send a coupon away, but nominating a different card.
After a couple of weeks came the replies, which we
promptly compared: nine pages of almost identical text.
We were told that:
“You are right to ask yourself some questions! Your
present situation is not really clear. If you take the suggestions in this letter, you will soon be able to focus on
your life and decide what is right for you.
Dear Alan/Bernice,
Permit me to address you on a first name basis. This
will make my job easier, because I have some important things to tell you. Here are the three key items in
the analysis I have performed for you.
* You are not only in an unstable situation , but you do
not know where to start to get it in order;
* There is a way to quickly resolve all your troubles.
My only concern is: will you accept it;
* Getting your life in order will give you a clearer vision, but then again ...”
The only difference we could find was in the paragraphs
dealing with the selection of the card. Mine read:
“When I pick out your chosen card, number eighteen,
THE MOON, my vision is not as clear as usual, in fact
the image is quite blurred.”
Bernice’s read:
“When I hold your chosen card, number seventeen, THE
STAR, I have difficulty focusing my vision - the images are unclear.”
This was followed in both cases by:
“This means that your life is quite confused. Apparently, you do not have just one big problem, but many
problems for which you cannot manage to choose the
right solution - the one that would make you completely
free of worries.
However, I know a solution exists. The card you drew
is unequivocal on this point. Yet it cannot provide a
complete answer by itself. Because for you the issues
are very complicated.
Alan/Bernice, you are perfectly able to solve rapidly
your problems. (At least, she was right there! -AT) But
here it is ... You made a very bad decision some time

ago. (Neither of us could quite remember just when. AT) Your whole life has subsequently been influenced
by this. That is why you now have difficulties.”
And so on, word for word, page after page, and finally
advising us that:
“Alan/Bernice, you see, I cannot be more honest with
you.
You have a problem defining what is wrong with your
life. In fact, you have the impression that everything is
amiss and that anything you do or undertake is doomed
to failure. The Tarot card that illustrates your present
life situation is the eighteenth blade, THE MOON/the
seventeenth blade, THE STAR.”
and then on to:
“You must therefore authorize me to go beyond. Let
me question the 12 houses which govern your life and
your destiny. Let me try to discover and reveal to you
all that will happen in the next 6 months of your life.
At the end of this letter, you will find a new set of 22
cards. Point out to me, one house after another, the card
that “fate” advises you to choose. In a few days, you
will receive your complete analysis. This will be a detailed study of more than 15 pages. It will provide the
solutions you are awaiting. Solutions that at long last,
will permit you to live the life you want.”
These answers would cover our finances, good fortune,
health, employment (I’m retired, Bernice does not go out
to work), romance (at my age!), crises and major decisions,
friendship, contracts and law, family life, failures and success. (Doesn’t miss much, does she?)
Then comes the crunch. Normally, such an analysis
would cost $85. But for us, Marie (I hope she will permit
me to use her first name) will do it for “the special price of
$45” ! Plus $3 postage and handling.
What’s more, there’s no catch, no risk. If we are not
satisfied with her analysis, if her solutions don’t work
within 30 days, she will refund our money. Now, what could
be fairer than that?
The signatures (“Marie”) were slightly different, so
apparently each reply is individually signed. I suppose, on
the basis of this and the two slightly different paragraphs,
Marie might claim that each reply is “personal” and “individual”.
The final interesting point is that, on the authorisation
form we are to return, we are asked to confirm that the
birth date printed thereon is correct. In both cases, both the
day (given as “2” for both of us) and the month(June and
April respectively) were incorrect; only the years were
correct, even though we had both clearly indicated our
correct birth dates on the original coupon!
A “seer” who cannot even read our birth dates correctly
hardly inspires confidence, and needless to say, neither
Bernice nor I will be taking up the $48 offer.
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Travels of a Skeptic VI
Harry Edwards
Clean, no litter, no graffiti and everything hygienically
wrapped - that’s Japan. The work ethic prevails, smokers
are not treated like social lepers, trains run on time and
there’s very little crime. But what about the paranormal?
Well, if the Editor-in-Chief will allow me a little latitude
perhaps we could start with Shinto, an indigenous religion
that acquired its name, ‘the way of the gods’, to distinguish it from Buddhism.
A religion without a founder and without a cannon,
Shintoism is more an expression of the Japanesness of the
Japanese than a religion to which one could convert. According to Shinto, all nature’s objects and phenomena are
considered as having Kami or gods. This belief leading to
a complex pantheon of gods and a rich mythology. Yet,
despite the proliferation of shrines and temples dedicated
to the various deities, statistics indicate that few Japanese
are deeply devoted to a specific religion at all. However,
personal observation would seem to contradict this claim
as I watched thousands queue to make offerings and to
dedicate prayers. At every shrine, coins were being throw
into large chests, bells were rung and hands clapped to attract the gods. Private prayer sessions with priests were
also available for a larger donation.
Very popular, were the strips of paper available from
the ubiquitous vending machines at 100 yen ($1.25) apiece,
on which were printed prayers in forms similar to horoscope predictions. Judging by the number seen festooning
the branches of many trees in the proximity of every shrine
and temple, it would seem that prayer vending machines
are a very viable business proposition. My own horoscope
slip read, “you will travel, find romance and soon come
into some money”, at least, that was my translation, until
my host pointed out that I was reading it upside-down!
Of interest to numerologists would be the Sanjusangendo Temple at Kyoto. Built in 1266, it is the longest wooden
structure in the world, and houses 1001 statues of the Thousand Armed Kannon (the Buddhist goddess of Mercy). The
largest Kannon is flanked on either side by 500 smaller
Kannon images neatly lined up in rows. Skeptics, who no
doubt would take the time to count the arms on each statue
just to make sure, will note that they each lack 960 of the
claimed 1000 appendages. However, applying the Buddhist mathematical formula which holds that 40 arms are
the equivalent of 1000 because they each save 25 worlds,
then numerology starts to make sense!
Driving along a main street in Shiroco in Mie-ken prefecture, we stopped at a red light alongside a gang of men
working on some pipes in an open excavation. I was
amazed to see, in this super-high-tech country, one of the
workers poised over a pipe holding two bent wires. While

I watched, the two wires swung inwards and touched, and
the diviner nodded in apparent approval. Before I could
ready my camera, the traffic lights turned green and I lost
the opportunity to record what may have been my only
example of paranormalism in Japan. My luck was in however. On TV that evening on what appeared to be an interview with strange and interesting people, lo-and-behold a diviner! A tray containing 25 small boxes lettered A-E
across the top and numbered vertically 1-5 was produced
and an earring placed in one of them. Using a pendulum
the diviner then plied his art - he picked the wrong box!
The resident comedian then had a go and picked the right
one! The diviners comment? “Yes, I thought it was that
one!”
The 25 box test reminded me of a telepathy act I performed as a kid. Twenty-five objects would be laid out on
a table in five rows of five. While I was absent from the
room, one of the objects would be nominated or have a
tiny piece of paper put underneath it. On my return I would
correctly identify which object had been chosen. How
could I go wrong with my confederate signalling the horizontal rows with the fingers of his left hand and the verticals with his right?!
As an aside, intending vacationers to Japan will be
pleased to know that it is a cheap country in which to holiday - providing you don’t eat, drink, travel or stay in hotels!

˘

...Statistics from p 41
who believe to have seen UFOs (which the army wants to
hide from the public) will enthusiastically accept (B).
Some Skeptics will say that (a) and (b) are both possible: “One must keep an open mind. Hence neither (a) nor
(b) should be rejected.”
But not all Skeptics will adopt this attitude. The others
will join the scientists who accept (A) because it is simple
and natural, while the alternative (B) is far-fetched. Scientists do not believe in theories simply because they are
possible. Science would cease if all possibilities were retained.
Scientists will say that (B) must be discarded because it is
based on a single observation (1991 VG) that is easily explained as a fluke. They reject (A) only if future observations warrant rejection.
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ALTERNATIVE THERAPY

My Experience with Kinesiology
John Foley
In 1985, I heard a man promoting his kinesiology course
on ABC radio. The main thrust of his claim was that it
could cure dyslexia as well as pretty well all other disorders. He was giving a free lecture that evening, so I went
along leaning towards the idea that it could improve me.
After much talking, mostly about dyslexia, he got an
older woman on the stage and went through a re-programming ritual with her. I didn’t understand it so I can’t describe it properly and I also stress that I am writing this
from 11-year-old memories.
He got her to do an exercise similar to the children’s
game, Patta-Cake, Patta-Cake, Baker’s Man, where they
clapped hands against each other. As she wasn’t any good
at it, he got her to mark time with her feet about ten times,
patting her rising knees as she did so.
They played Patta-Cake again, and she hadn’t improved, so this time when she marked time, she had to
cross her hands over, patting the opposite knee. Back to
playing Patta-Cake at which she was now and expert, proving that her brain had been re-programmed.
She broke down and sobbed on stage that her whole
life had been a failure and if only she had known of this
before.
I didn’t understand what had happened, but I was still
prepared to give it a go. The weekend course was $350 (a
good week’s wage in 1985) which I wasn’t prepared to
risk.
I went up to the man and said to him, “I’m an honest
man. I feel I need help to succeed, but I’m not convinced
that this can do it. If I do the course, and it works, I’ll pay
you. If it doesn’t, I won’t.”
With very little discussion, he agreed, so I turned up
next morning with around forty others, mostly mothers with
children. I found out later that most of these children had
dyslexia.
I took the whole thing seriously as we listened to some
dialogue which didn’t make much sense, followed by practical kinesiology. This involved pairing off and pushing
each other’s arms down in a before and after sequence. I
would look at something black, have my arm tested, then
look at something white and try again. Distant and close
objects, male and female, nylon and cotton. We held hot
and cold, wet and dry, rough and smooth and had our arms
tested with each. We did the marking time re-programming,
which nobody seemed to understand.
Back to more incoherent lectures from his totally disorganised notes, and finally it was lunch time. I was beginning to have serious doubts about the whole thing and
asked questions of the women at lunch. It seemed I was
not the only one who was confused. However, I was the
only one who hadn’t paid.

The afternoon was more of the same, with a commercial TV crew filming us for the evening news. For tomorrow’s class, the mothers were asked to bring some usual
junk food that their children ate, as well as something
healthy. A lot of people had sore muscles in the shoulders.
Sunday was a repeat of Saturday, with most of the people totally confused, some openly complaining they had
come to have their children cured of dyslexia. They were
told we were coming to that. There were many complaints
over the lunch tables.
The day wore on with lectures, testing and Patta-Cake
re-programming which nobody could understand. Finally,
one of the few men present said that either we got proof
that this stuff was working or he was leaving. A girl was
taken out the front and given a mouthful of Coca-Cola.
Her arm fell straight down. She swallowed the Coca-Cola
and put a slice of carrot in her mouth. Her arm was solid as
a rock. The lecturer looked at us with glee and said, “What
do you say to that?”
I came straight back with, “If you swallow Coca-Cola,
your arm gets stong”. The lecturer laughed until I offered
to do the same thing with a mouthful of arsenic. “Arsenic
in the mouth won’t hurt me,” I said. “I’m not prepared to
swallow it though.”
Later, I complained that my shoulder was so sore that it
couldn’t be a fair test. I was taken out the front and some
‘pressure points’ around my shoulder were rubbed. To my
surprise, the pain went away completely. One of the women
called out, “How long does it last though?”
Three minutes later, I said that the pain was back. I was
taken out the front and given more rubbing. The pain disappeared. A further three minutes elapsed before I complained again, got some more rubbing which stopped the
pain, so I sat down. Once again, three minutes later, the
pain returned. He asked me to go up the front again, but
when I insisted that he tell me what he was going to do,
and he told me more of the same, I declined. My shoulder
gave me acute pain for about five months.
At the end of the second day, two children with severe
dyslexia were re-programmed and one successfully spelt
“hippopotamus” and the other spelt “encyclopedia”.
The Follow-Up
I took three phone numbers of other people and promised
to phone them 12 weeks later. Two were mothers who attended with their dyslexic children. In talking to the children, I believed they were both very keen to be able to
read and write properly, but just couldn’t do it. The third
phone number was from a young couple who, like me, had
no specific problem but were just trying to improve their
general efficiency.
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After 12 weeks, they told me that they had gained nothing
from it, but their arms were still sore. I talked to both the
mothers as well who sadly told me that after all that money
and effort, there had been no improvement at all, but all
four mothers and children were still suffering from sore
shoulders.
I wrote to the lecturer at his Queensland address and
told him my findings. I and four other people had had no
success, our shoulders were still damaged three months
later, and although I accepted that he believed in what he
was doing, I didn’t. Did I owe him any money? I didn’t
receive a reply.
The Money
Forty people @ $350 = $14,000. I gave the lecturer and
his wife a ride to their accommodation at their friend’s suburban house on the Saturday evening. It was what the real
estate agents call “a renovator’s dream”. I would call it a
“bull-dozer job”. They got a lift back to the lecture next
morning. Taxis seemed to be out of the budget, as was a
reasonably priced motel and restaurant. With free advertising on talk-back radio and television news, and the rent
of a primary school room as a lecture hall, I wondered
where all the money went.
How Does It Work?
We are conditioned to know right from wrong, good from
bad. Coke is bad, carrot is good. Artificial nylon is bad,
cotton is good.
When we are told that our bodies will tell us what they
need with strong muscles, we act as we think we should,
so we are weak with Coca-Cola, strong with carrot. (I wonder what would have happened one hundred years ago when
Coca-Cola was called Pemberton’s Tonic, sold in the forerunner of today’s health food stores.)
The testers can’t be sure that they are not putting a bit
more strength into their push either, as they know what the
result should be. A fairer test would be to mechanically
drop a constant weight onto the outstretched arm.
The only muscles I have ever heard of being tested are
the supre spinatus and the deltoids, the main muscles in
the shoulder that hold the arm out horizontally. Nobody
seems to test the abs, leg muscles or any of the dozens of
muscles in the face.
I once worked with a man who often used to have a
runny nose which he claimed was hay fever. His chiropractor used kinesiology to test his allergies, which changed
each time he went there, by getting him to hold various
glass jars of seeds. I don’t recall what the cure was, but as
he attended every one or two weeks, and he had an annoying sniff every day, it obviously didn’t work very well.
How To Test Kinesiology
A friend of mine took up the New Age in a big way, including diagnosing people using kinesiolgy, and he scoffed
at my questioning it.
I proposed that we get six people on one side of a solid
partition with an arm hole cut in it. On the other side would
be six kinesiologists. The arm hole would have a closed
sleeve fastened to it so that the kinesiologists wouldn’t
know who was being tested or for what. The individual
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being tested would be further partitioned so the five peers
couldn’t see how he or she reacted.
After each push down, the arm would be removed and
the next person, chosen at random by the roll of a die, would
be inserted in the sleeve.
The item to be tested would then be chosen by the roll
of another die, and the testing kinesiologist would be chosen by the roll of a third die.
Results could be recorded by umpires from proponents
and skeptics and tallied later.
“That’s just making a mockery out of the whole thing,”
he said.
“No more than taking a used car for a drive around the
block,” I replied.
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Martian Matters
Only rarely does one read an article by a scientist, and
detect evidence that he is not as familiar with the relevant
literature as he might be. So it is with special pleasure that
I am able to say that Professor Ian Plimer has overlooked a
small, but significant, piece of literature.
In his article “Life on Mars” in the Spring 1996 issue
of the Skeptic Professor Plimer has provided us with adequate evidence that the meteorite under discussion really
did originate on Mars, and is of the claimed age. But there
is one sentence in the article with which I disagree.
He writes:
“One can expect the even-more-lunatic fringe of the
creation ‘science’ cult to create a marvellous Martian backto-Genesis fantasy unsupported by either Biblical or scientific scholarship.”
Now Professor Plimer has read many of the publications which emanate from creationist sources, but is almost certainly not familiar with all of them. Nor, I hasten
to add, am I: there is so much around that it would be unreasonable to expect anyone, even a creationist, to be familiar with it all.
We don’t have to wait for someone to create this marvellous fantasy involving Mars: it was created about 25
years ago. And this one is not from our esteemed friends at
the Creation Science Foundation: it comes from the pen of
none other than their chief guru, Henry M. Morris himself.
One of the creationist books I picked up at a book sale
for fifty cents (you don’t expect me to finance them by
buying new books, do you?) is The Remarkable Birth of
Planet Earth, Dimension Books, 1972, by Henry M. Morris. The book is copyrighted by the Institute for Creation
Research. It contains many examples of appalling science,
and a number of examples of appalling theology. Chapter
VI is entitled “The Puzzling Role of the Stars Above”, and
provides us with a glimpse into the creative and fertile
imagination of this man.
After several pages of ramblings about Satan, and continual warfare between Michael and his angels, and the
dragon and his angels, he writes the following two paragraphs on pages 66 and 67:
“The physical stars, which are somehow associated with
the spiritual host of heaven, may thus be also involved in
this heavenly warfare. The “stars” associated with the solar system, such as the planets and asteroids (and it should
be remembered that the term “star” in Biblical usage applies to any heavenly body other than the sun and moon)
would be particularly likely to be involved in view of the
heavy concentration of angels, both good and evil, around
the planet Earth.
“There are a number of Biblical references indicating
that in some way the stars may actually participate in human battles (Numbers 24:17; Judges 5:20; Revelation 6:13;
8:10; etc.). Such passages may all be simply figurative,

but then again they may not. In any case, the possibility is
at least open that the fractures and scars on the moon and
Mars, the shattered remnants of an erstwhile planet that
became the asteroids, the peculiar rings of Saturn, the meteorite swarms, and other such features that somehow seem
alien to a “very good” universe as God must have created
it may have been acquired later. Perhaps they reflect some
kind of heavenly catastrophe associated either with Satan’s
primeval rebellion or his continuing battle against Michael
and his angels.”
So there we have it. The magnificent ancient poetry of
the Song of Deborah in Judges 5 is reduced to a 20th century scientific description. Words fail me! Not only do we
have earthly catastrophes such as Noah’s flood, but there
are heavenly catastrophes. Where can craters on the Moon
and Mars come from, if not some celestial catastrophe?
“Volcanoes” I hear you say? Isn’t Olympus Mons on
Mars, nearly three times the height of Mt Everest, the largest volcano in the solar system? Ah, but on Earth what
comes out of volcanoes really originates in the fires of hell,
and we all know that hell is in the middle of the Earth.
Haven’t you read Dante’s Inferno? So volcanoes on Mars
can’t be by-products of hell: they must have a celestial,
rather than an infernal, cause.
The ignorance of Morris about the origin of the asteroids is on a par with his ignorance about many other things.
And I completely fail to see how the rings of Saturn can be
alien to a very good universe. In fact, in several places
earlier in this chapter, Morris refers to the great variety of
astronomical objects as evidence of the power of God. But
then, consistency has never been a strong point in the creationist camp.
In the following paragraph he refers, apparently with
approval, to Immanuel Velikovsky. Two sentences from
this paragraph cast further light on the mental processes of
the guru of the creationist movement.
“The long fascination of men of all nations with pagan
astrology can only be understood if it is recognized that
there is some substratum of truth in the otherwise strange
notion that objects billions of miles away could have any
influence on earthly events.”
Perhaps the Creation Science Foundation could enlighten us poor benighted Skeptics about the “substratum
of truth” behind astrology? I thought that most Christians
totally rejected astrology, and all its works, even though
the main anti-astrology group in Australia is the Australian Skeptics. Could it be that creationists are in favour of
anything the Skeptics oppose? The second notable sentence is:
“Furthermore, the well-documented association of certain “UFO” sightings with occultic influences and tendencies suggests that the “rulers of the darkness of this world”
(Ephesians 6:12) are increasingly imaginative in their bat-
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tles for the minds of men.
Now I make no claims to be an expert on sightings of
UFOs. Perhaps the Editor-in-Chief could inform us whether
he noticed any “occultic influences” associated with his
unusual observations reported in the same issue of the Skeptic. Come on, sir, be a bit imaginative!
Morris has provided us all with “a marvellous Martian
back-to-Genesis fantasy”, to use Professor Plimer’s wellchosen words. Except that I can’t find anything in Genesis, or anywhere else in the Bible, which talks about Mars,
or stars being associated with the “host of heaven”, or the
heavy concentration of angels, both good and evil, around
the Earth, or Saturn’s rings, or many other things Morris
writes about. As Professor Plimer said, we have a fantasy
unsupported by either Biblical or scientific scholarship.
And this from the founder of modern creationism!
It could be that Morris has obtained his ideas from
Milton’s Paradise Lost, or maybe from reading the fantasy
trilogy Out of the Silent Planet, Voyage to Venus and That
Hideous Strength, written by CS Lewis over 50 years ago.
No, that can’t be right! Creationists only read their own
literature and the King James version of the Bible, so Morris won’t be familiar with these. Unless we have yet another example of the plagiarism we have come to expect
from creationists.
It might be objected that I am quoting from a book nearly
a quarter of a century old, and that any scientific work that
old should be treated with extreme caution, and not relied
on to provide evidence. But we are dealing with creationists, and they never change their minds, however overwhelming the evidence against them might be. The book
which started off the modern creationist movement, The
Genesis Flood, by John C. Whitcomb and Henry M. Morris, was published in 1961. It has not been revised since, it
is still in print (according to the latest edition of Books in
Print), and it is still being treated as gospel by creationists.
Of course, it is possible that the managing director of
the Creation Science Foundation does not accept these
words of Morris. It would then only be ethical on his part
(we have heard much waffling about ethics from them recently) to inform his followers of this, and warn them not
to read Morris, lest they be led astray.
The Editor-in-Chief of the Skeptic is quite correct in
the concluding words in his article Creationist Misquotation Shock! Most Christians are well and truly embarrassed
to find themselves in the same company as creationists
such as Morris and his followers.

Dr Ken Smith
Department of Mathematics,
The University of Queensland.
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Life on Mars?
The Most Important Discovery in the History of the Human Species? Thermophilic life fossils in a rock from Mars
(the Skeptic, Vol 16, No 3). These hyperbolic assessments
are one of the two points I wish to remark on.
I personally am not greatly excited by the discovery.
The possibility of some life elsewhere has been there for
years and, with the discovery of these life forms which
manage without oxygen, the chances were even better. That
meteorites etc carry things between planets in the solar
system is not new. The consequences of the discovery seem
negligible. Scientists may wish to clap themselves on the
back. Theologians may have some awkward moments though I am confident that the creationists can deal with
this the same way they deal with evolution and the rest.
Perhaps it has something to do with the meaning of
value. Barry Williams seems to imply some intrinsic value
- like the value of earthquakes on the Richter scale, say.
Such a thing seems impossible. Many of the most valuable
discoveries were not recognised as such until well after
their discovery, others lost all value after a short spell of
success. Many of the best discoveries appeared in little
papers which went unnoticed and little understood for ages.
(It has struck me that recently the discoveries which received most media and scientific notice came from organisations whose funding was in doubt. I understand NASA
needs money badly. This has nothing to do with any ‘value’
or the lack of it, only with scientists’ aversion to publicity
unless they are forced into it.) The value of scientific discoveries is more like that of, say, shares, determined in the
marketplace and different for each owner, seller or purchaser. The discovery will make no difference to me and
to millions of people now or in the foreseeable future.
The other thing is Ian Plimer’s reporting that many scientists suggest that the chances of there being another star
identical to our Sun with another planet identical to Earth
are l00%. What can be the meaning of this? Not ‘identical’ as in mathematics ( = ) which merely is two names for
the same thing; but what aspects or characteristics must be
and what need not be the same to qualify for identity in the
Plimer sense? I am certain (well, as near certain as I am of
anything) that there is not another Paul Kaufmann at this
moment sitting in front of an IBM computer typing away
anywhere in the universe. Since it is now argued that the
former life traces on Mars may have a common origin with
Earth life, the new discovery adds nothing to the chances
of independent beginnings of life elsewhere, although one
can speculate that this may be likely. But identical?
I learned that Bruno was in the hermetic tradition
(Frances Yates, Bruno and the Hermetic Tradition) ages
ago, which did hold that there was a mirror world up there
which determined what went on down here. I am near certain that he was wrong, and that his views were even more
speculative - unscientific - than the speculations about other
worlds etc by our modern thinkers, many of whom are scientists.

Paul Kaufmann
Campbell ACT
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More Martian Life
When the discoverers of evidence for life on Mars chose
to break their news in the same fashion as did the “discoverers” of cold fusion (by press conference rather than conventional scientific publication), the sceptic within me was
prepared for the worst. I watched with a sense of deja vu
the emotional announcement by NASA’s administrator,
Daniel Goldin, who was obviously unable to contain his
glee at the prospect of unbudgeted research grant riches,
and the predictable (though mercifully brief) pulse of sensationalism in the world media. I carefully read the press
release from NASA, examined their electron micrographs,
and came to the conclusion that the evidence, if supported
by further investigation, favoured the hypothesis that life
did exist on Mars about 3600 million years ago. True to
our cause, I even wrote a letter on the subject to the West
Australian in reply to that of a creationist nut whose simplistic drivel is frequently published. Needless to say, mine
wasn’t simplistic enough for publication. (I hope this is!).
Although a biologist myself, I have never really understood, except in purely biological terms, the emotion generated by questions to do with life. Most religions incorporate its origins, its sanctity, and rules for its conduct into
their dogma, and even most non-religious people hold life
more or less in awe.
Yet it seems to me that life is as inevitable a consequence of the structure of the universe as is nuclear fusion
in stars, and is remarkable only by virtue of its self-organising properties and the complexity of its structures and
processes. Although I did not think we would find evidence of life elsewhere in our solar system, I have never
really doubted its existence elsewhere in the galaxy or beyond. The conditions that prevailed on Earth early in its
history were tailor-made for the natural production of the
chemical building blocks of cells, and it is inconceivable
that in the history of a galaxy of 100 million million stars,
these conditions have arisen only once.
Why, then, all the amazement at this discovery? Why
did the editor of this august journal call it “arguably the
most important discovery in the history of the human species” ? (the Skeptic, Vol 16, No 3) Even Ian Plimer seems
caught up in the excitement: “...one of the great scientific
discoveries of this century”, “...gives us a profound sense
of our place in the universe” (ibid). I have always thought
that our place in the universe is on the crust of a minor
planet in orbit around an average-sized middle-aged star
on the periphery of a pretty ordinary galaxy millions of
light years from anywhere. The discovery of evidence for
life on Mars could hardly make that realisation any more
profound.
In his article in the last issue of the Skeptic, Ian Plimer
does raise interesting questions about possible cross contamination of planets with life forms through meteoritic
impacts, and here is the real interest in the story. It matters
little to me whether I have evolved from Martian ancestors or the Martians have evolved from my ancestors, assuming cross contamination occurred, but it would be of
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great interest if life has arisen independently on both planets. If one day we gain access to living Martians, the comparative biochemistry will be fascinating
As for Plimer’s bold assertion that: “there is one matter
we know for certain: Martian life never had sex”, I can
only assume that the good geologist had a momentary attack of the biblical certainties. Just because none of the
few “bacterial cells” seen in that meteorite appeared to be
conjugating at the time of their death, we cannot assume
that genetic exchange never occurred between them, or that
it is not now occurring among the cellular denizens of the
warm, steamy underworld ecosystems of Mars.
The eventual discovery that we cohabit the universe
with similarly constructed life forms will surely not be “the
most important discovery in the history of the species”, so
much as the confirmation of a long-held and reasonable
suspicion. We have no evidence that life, as interesting as
we may find it, is of any great importance in the universe
or has played any significant part in its history. Life, like
religion, may well be important only to the vanishingly
small proportion of the mass of the universe that is contaminated with it. Our greatest discoveries are surely those
giving insight into more fundamental processes.
And this from a biologist! Hush my mouth.

Dr Alan Needham
Department of Applied Science
Edith Cowan University WA

Barry Williams Responds
I too was surprised that the first word about this came via
a press conference, but I understand that the discoverers
had already had their paper properly approved for publication in a refereed journal (Science) and were anxious to
forestall stories based on leaked word of the discovery appearing in the press before they had a chance to put it in
its scientific perspective.
And, of course, we should not be surprised if a large
bureaucracy like NASA, already under threat of funding
cuts, should exhibit a certain amount of “glee” at a
serendipitous discovery that might assure its future. It is
even conceivable that NASA could have manipulated the
timing of the release to suit its ends. But I would be very
surprised if NASA would behave like the discoverers of
‘cold fusion’, if only because they would almost certainly
be found out (and therefore disgraced) in fairly short order. Bureaucracies are often silly, but I doubt if many are
that silly.
As to the importance of the discovery, I stand by my
opinion that it is (at least potentially) the most important
discovery in our history. Naturally this only applies, as I
think I made clear in my original comments, if follow-up
work demonstrates that life evolved separately on Mars
and Earth. If we discover that life evolved in only one place
in the Solar System and that meteoric transfer caused cross
fertilisation between planets, then that too is an important
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discovery, but it doesn’t come even close to being the ‘most
important’.
Obviously I didn’t make this case too persuasively in
my original comments because a number of other people
have accused me of hyperbole (if not worse), so let me
have another go.
I suggest, in this context, there are three possible types
of Universe:
1. One which is entirely lifeless;
2. One in which life has occurred only once;
3. One in which life is ubiquitous.
It may sound anthropocentric, but in the context of this
argument, Type 1 is as meaningless and uninteresting as
no universe at all. I’m not trying here to enter into the philosophical debate as to whether or not life has ‘meaning’.
What I am putting is a much simpler proposition: that in a
universe containing no intelligence capable of trying to
understand it, the question itself has no meaning. It is not
significantly different from no universe at all.
The same applies, I suggest, to a universe that is teeming with life, none of which has evolved to the stage of
being able to question its existence. However, this only
applies until one life-form does reach that stage.
We now know for certain that a Type 2 (at least) exists,
because there is a universe and it does contain life (us).
Here I am referring to all life on Earth, not just to human
life, because we are all essentially part of the same phenomenon, DNA or RNA based and all interrelated.
As for Type 3, like many other people, I have speculated that life is likely to be commonplace, but no matter
how educated or well reasoned our speculation, without
some empirical evidence it remains just speculation. It is
very dangerous, or indeed impossible, to generalise from a
sample of one and that is all we have at present.
However, the moment we know for certain that just one
other life-form has occurred, independently of Earth-based
life, then it doesn’t matter if there are two or two billion
other examples. The second is the important one because
that is the example that allows us to say that life is not an
unique accident on this one planet. If we confirm that another independent life-form exists, then I still hold that to
be the most profound discovery ever made, or at least since
the first Earthly intelligence began to question its own existence.
I am somewhat surprised that Alan, as a biologist, cavalierly dismisses emotional reactions to questions about life,
“except in purely biological terms”. I’m not sure in what
other terms we could view these questions (I’ll leave the
questions about sex to Ian Plimer, who is a far greater expert on the topic than I am). Surely ‘emotions’ are what
drive us to be interested in anything?
I am reminded of one of the things that Richard Dawkins
(a biologist, I believe) said at the recent convention. He
said he was not totally dismayed by the inroads pseudoscience was making into our society, because he felt that
its adherents were driven by the same “sense of wonder”
that motivated scientists. It was up to scientists, he said, to
show that that sense was better served by the wonders of
science than by the simplistic nostrums of the miracle
mongers. I find it difficult to disagree.
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More Star Lore
Duncan Steel
In a recent issue of the Skeptic (Vol 16, No 2, pp 16-17) I
pointed out that the adverts you see in various magazines inviting you to “Name A Star For The One You Love” (in
return for some minor financial consideration, of course)
are entirely bogus. Such adverts are not restricted to Australian publications, however; there are gullible people in
the world apart from Australians (surprise, surprise).
A recent statement issued by the Public Relations Officer of the Royal Astronomical Society in London, Dr
Jacqueline Mitton, reads as follows:
“Recent media reports have stated that a star has been
named after an individual after a request to the Royal Astronomical Society. This report is incorrect. The Royal
Astronomical Society does not have the authority to name
stars and is not involved in any such activity.
“One commercial organisation offers an illuminated
certificate, in exchange for a fee, which states that it ‘doth
hereby redesignate star (constellation and position) to the
name ...’ A number of other businesses offer similar certificates.
“These names and certificates are not recognized by
astronomers in any country and have no official status
whatsoever. The fact that the names are recorded in books
and deposited in copyright libraries is of no significance
to astronomers.
“The Royal Astronomical Society does not support the
activities of commercial organisations claiming to name
stars and regrets that people purchasing the certificates may
do so in the mistaken belief that the designated name will
be recorded and used by astronomers.
“The only authority recognized by astronomers for the
official naming of astronomical objects, or features on them,
is the International Astronomical Union, based in Paris.
Stars are not normally named after individuals.
Many of the brighter stars in the sky have traditional
names, mainly handed down from antiquity. Some stars of
special interest become linked with the names of astronomers who have worked on them. Such unofficial names
are often used informally by professional and amateur astronomers but the recognized designations of stars are in
the form of catalogue letters or numbers.”
Well, that’s pretty clear then.
Actually, I already knew that there were adverts in at least
one British magazine in which it is purported that you can
have a star named at your whim. My sisters kindly buy me
an annual subscription to Private Eye as a birthday present
each year, and columns at the back carry such an offer. Then
again, a while back I noticed that another advert offers to sell
you a T-shirt listing “famous Scotsmen”, amongst them Lord
Ernest Rutherford, the atom-splitter. The only problem is that
Rutherford was born and bred in New Zealand, and lived in
England and Canada. I wrote and told both the manufacturers of the T-shirts, and the upstanding proprietors of Private
Eye. The magazine is still carrying the advert.
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Australia’s Extinct Species?
Geoff Sherrington.
One often hears statements like “Australia cannot be proud
of its record with extinct species. It has one of the worst
records of extinction, since white settlement, in the world”.
It is not easy to find the facts which allow contemplation of this statement. I did a ring-around over a couple of
days and the best I could get was a copy of a schedule
from the Commonwealth Endangered Species Protection
Act 1992. This schedule gives a definition of ‘extinct’. A
species is presumed extinct at a particular time if:
it has not been definitely located in nature during the
preceding 50 years; or
it has not been definitely located in nature during the
preceding 10 years despite thorough searching during
the period.
It is possible that there are deficiencies with this definition, such as problems arising from the choice of ‘species’
as the level at which the definition is made (say, rather
than genus or family or other classification higher or lower
than species). This is because it is commonly held that
hybrids can arise from the combination of two species, but
not usually from the combination of two genera. if a species cannot be found, it is conceptually difficult to show if
it could be mated with a related species and so be classed
as a species in its own right. The possibility exists that it is
a variation upon a known, existing species and that its gene
pool is essentially the same, and so not lost. There are other
conceptual problems, but these have provided funded argument for a tribe of government and academic employees and need not be amplified here.
Part 3 of the above schedule gives a list of species and
common names for those presumed extinct. Unfortunately,
there is no elaboration as to the range of the creature, when
previously known, or the circumstances of its demise.
Let us see how far we can go by using the schedule. (I
have to do this, because not one of the several agencies I
contacted was able to refer me to further information. It
must exist, so I wonder why it is so hard to access. Perhaps
its authors are ashamed of it.)
Here is the list of birds presumed extinct: Norfolk Island Starling. Lord Howe (Island) Pigeon. Macquarie Island Parakeet. Lord Howe (Island) Parakeet. South-western Rufous Bristlebird. Kangaroo Island Emu. Dwarf Emu/
King Island Emu. Roper River Scrub Robin. Lord Howe
(Island) Warbler. Norfolk Island Long-tailed Triller. Norfolk Island Kaka. Lord Howe (Island) Boobook Owl. White
Gallinule. Paradise Parrot. Lewin’s Water Rail (western
race). Macquarie Island Rail. Lord Howe (Island) Fantail.
Lord Howe Island Vinous-tinted Thrush. New Zealand
Pigeon (Norfolk Island Race). Robust White-eye.
I have added ‘Island’ here and there to stress the point

that 14 of these species out of 20 come from outlying islands, whose bonds with Australia are the consequence of
acts of history rather than acts of nature. That is, our record
on birds would look much better if it were not for our bonds
with Lord Howe Island and Norfolk Island in particular.
It seems as if these birds come and go rather often in
evolution, and that they are rather delicate when Man comes
along to live with them and count them and classify them.
One can ask some rather severe questions: If they were so
fragile, were they on the path to extinction in any case?
Would they be there today if none of the islands was settled?
It is unfortunate for this essay that I cannot find the size
of the population of each of these so-called species, at its
observed peak. It could be that we are dealing with only a
few dozen to a few hundred pairs capable of success in
mating. This gives rise to another hard question for the reformist zoologists and sister biologists: When we see a small
population sufficiently distinct to be given species rank,
how do we know if this is the remains of a large population
already in decline, or the start of a new species just beginning to gain numbers? I have not read much about the criteria for telling these two apart, because it is scarce to find,
so I profess ignorance as to methods. The question is clearly
important, because we would generally feel it a greater loss
if we wiped out a new species, rather than hastening the
end of one doomed in any case.
Here is another conceptual problem. If these creature
were only found on the islands mentioned, how did they
evolve? Was it by differentiation from other species on the
island, or from the calls of a passing milkman bird with
some compatible breeding traits? If it was the latter, can
we retain the ‘species’ classification, for interspecific hybrids are usually classed as such, not as new species.
Enough. One can ask too many questions of an unfamiliar discipline. The main point that I make is that the
record of bird extinction on the Australian mainland is not
too bad; and that those who condense statements of environmental significance into 10-second grabs are not entirely honest when they do not qualify their comments.
In case you suspect me of selective argument, I will
now deal briefly with the list of mammals presumed extinct. Some 3 of the list of 20 come from islands, including
2 from Christmas Island, which really is long way away
from Australia in terms of mammalian migration. From the
list of 20, we find that the common name is ‘mouse’ for 6,
‘rat’ for 4, ‘wallaby’ for 4, with the Thylacine being the
best-known of the others. There are 3 listed ‘species’ for
the Hopping Mouse, being ‘Short-tailed’, ‘Long-tailed’ and
‘Big-eared’. If these anatomical features are the main ba-
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Karl Popper and Postmodernism
At the National Convention, Dr Derek Freeman and
Dr Mark Newbrook had a discussion about Karl Popper and his relationship to the Postmodernist movement. Dr Freeman has kindly given us permission to
reprint a letter he sent to The Canberra Times, commenting on their obituary of Popper.
Dr Newbrook responds to clarify some points he made
in Part 1 of “Postmodernism and History” (the Skeptic
Vol 16, No 3)
The obituary from The Guardian, reprinted in the Science
and Technology section of The Canberra Times on September 20,1994, contained the mind-dissolving judgment
that the late Sir Karl Popper was “the first and best of the
postmodernists.” This is enough to make a cat laugh. It
could scarcely be further from the truth.
Postmodernism is, above all else, characterized by “the
lack of any fixed moral, aesthetic or intellectual frame of
reference.” Thus, in After Truth: A Postmodernist Manifesto, published in London in 1986, a group of British postmodernists proclaimed: “We tell a tale of nihilism in two
stages: relativism and reflexivity. When we consider the
status of our theories and our truth we are led to relativism. Relativism, in turn, turns back on itself and disappears into the vicious spiral of reflexivity.”
In marked contrast, Karl Popper (who was regarded by
that remarkable scientist Peter Medawar as “incomparably the greatest philosopher of science that there has ever
been”), had this to say in his classic work The Open Society and Its Enemies (1945): “Scientific results are ‘relative’ (if this term is to be used at all) only in so far as they
are the results of a certain stage of scientific development
and liable to be superseded in the course of scientific
progress. But this does not mean that the truth is ‘relative’.
If an assertion is true, it is true forever.”
In her review of Peter Medawar’s autobiography
Memoir of a Thinking Radish, June Goodfield described
Medawar as having “this white-hot regard for the truth.”
This was also very much the case with Karl Popper. In a
letter that he wrote to me on July 25,1988, three days before his 86th birthday, Popper had this to say in discussing
the postmodernist antics of a prominent American anthropologist who had flagrantly monkeyed with ethnographic
evidence for ideological ends: “At any rate, the truth is
that ‘truth’ means correspondence to the facts; or a statement is true if, and only if (it is formulated unambiguously) and corresponds to the facts which it describes. This
is held explicitly by Aristotle, Alfred Tarski and Kurt
Goedel. Truth in this sense is objective ( = it depends only
upon the objects, the facts, whether a statement is true)

and absolute (if a statement in English is true then any
correct translation into another language is also true: it is
not relative to a language. This theory of truth is basic to
the theory of science, since science is seeking for truth by
the method of conjecture and refutation. Now ever so many
sociologists and anthropologists believe that we are strongly
society-dependent (which we are indeed) and history products (which we are) and culture-products (which we are
too) and that therefore what we hold for true is also so
dependent. Yes, what we hold for true may be so dependent; but not what is true: this is quite independent, absolute.”
Nothing could be further from the undiscriminating and
extreme relativism of the postmodernists. Karl Popper’s
values, furthermore, were the antithesis of those of the
postmodernists, for whom, nihilistically we humans are
“but lot socks in the laundromat of time” In contrast, Karl
Popper concluded the Postscript to the 1992 edition of his
“intellectual autobiography” Unended Quest, in which he
described himself as having been “the happiest philosopher” he had ever met, with these words: “Open your eyes
and see how beautiful the world is, and how lucky we are
who are alive!”
(As published in The Canberra Times of September 27,
1994)

Derek Freeman
ANU Canberra

Mark Newbrook Responds
In commentary on my extended review of Windschuttle
1994, it has been suggested that I appear to regard Popper
as a postmodernist. I do not of course; and I am happy to
have the opportunity to make this clear. Indeed, on p 36 I
explicitly say that postmodernist thinking goes “well beyond that of more mainstream thinkers like Popper” (though
perhaps this wording does not go far enough for some critics).
However, I do think that some aspects of Popper’s
thought have formed part of the basis for postmodernism,
albeit often in ways which Popper himself would and in
places did - vehemently eschew, for instance, where his
ideas are unreasonably exaggerated or extrapolated, or presented as closely linked with other ideas which he would
reject. I would also submit that, in an area of such complexity and so many (often rather subtly) divergent viewpoints, a degree of confusion is perhaps to be expected at
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Skepticare
The Case For a Sceptics Health Fund
Warren Boyles
Fellow sceptics the time has come for us to consider forming Skepticare, our very own anti quackery health fund.
Skepticare will seek to provide a simple health fund
maybe a bit cheaper than the established funds. Most importantly no quacks, mystics or opaths.
Skepticare will not provide benefits for chiropractic,
iridology, naturopathy, magneto therapy, whiffology,
quackupuncture, homoeopathy or any other so called alternative medicine.
My working definition of “alternative medicine”? Alternative medicine is the alternative to the best solutions
currently available.
Quackery has even gone high tech. Add to the above
list laser quackupuncture (using recently exhumed Ming
dynasty laser equipment one must presume) and hydro
magneto therapy ( using ‘magnetised’ water). I find the
move towards high tech particularly amazing since most
alternative therapies are supposedly rediscovered ancient
insights. Could it be that the pushers of this stuff have rediscovered the ancient economic principle of value adding. It would be funny if it wasn’t serious.
Unfortunately I cannot see alternative medicine as either trivial or harmless. A good friend of mine sought advice from a naturopath because she was suffering ongoing
pain in her upper thigh. She initially thought it was a leftover minor ski injury. After almost a full year of monthly
visits to the naturopath she consulted her GP and was
quickly diagnosed as having bone cancer. This tumour
eventually proved fatal. What was quite clear was that earlier diagnosis would have given her a much greater chance
of survival.
Consider also the immense financial damage when a
terminally ill patient is induced into spending sometimes
very large sums of money on carrot juice therapy, coffee
enemas - I always think of plunger coffee for some reason
- or injections of pureed shark cartilage having been told
that these procedures will or might provide a cure. Some
of us will remember Milan Brych who professed to be able
to cure cancer with alternative therapies and who charged
exorbitant fees. The son of a bachelor had even managed
to convince Joh Bjelke Petersen to give him public support.
Is there any possible benefit from alternative therapies?
What about the benefits of the placebo effect you may ask?
I give you the following analogy. You take your car to a
mechanic because the gear box is suspect . He doesn’t replace it but he does repaint it and charges you a fee. You
look under the car, see the “new” gearbox and immediately feel better. Is this placebo or plain fraud?

Placebo effect aside my major concern is the creeping
recognition and consequent legitimisation of alternative
therapies by the health funds and to some extent, consequently, even the medical establishment. The currently fashionable suspicion of all things scientific coupled with the
push to encourage people to seek private health insurance
provides a climate where “accreditation” can be given to
“disciplines” which are not subject to the regulation of
conventional medicine. (A new herbal remedy can be on
the supermarket shelves as soon as a suitable markup is
determined. Compare this with the procedures required to
market a new drug).
This process of legitimising is already quite advanced.
On deciding to write this article I asked the following questions of four major health funds, St Lukes, HBA, MBF
and Medibank Private.
Question 1. Do you cover alternative medicines or therapies?
All replied No.
Question 2. Do you cover Chiropractic?
All replied “Certainly Sir!”. (HBA and MBF also cover
osteopathy).
Question 3. Do you cover acupuncture?
St Luke’s and MBF yes, Medibank private & HBA No.
Question 4. Do you cover naturopathy?
St Luke’s and HBA yes, Medibank Private & MBF No.
I then followed up with a further enquiry of St Luke’s
specifically about naturopaths. In answer to my question
“How do you decide which naturopaths”? I was assured
that only “fully accredited” naturopaths were in fact covered. Fully accredited naturopath? It’s a worry isn’t it.
I find it most alarming that the situation has deteriorated to this extent without more of an outcry from the
scientific community. Discrediting alternative therapies will
become ever more difficult if they are given this level of
recognition.
Is Skepticare then feasible? Health funds are regulated
by the Commonwealth Department of Health and Family
Services. The department has no minimum requirement
for numbers. There are in fact lots of small health funds
some with as few as 50 members. Skepticare could also
be made available to the general public. So no problem
there
This leaves the question of money. Fellow sceptics we
have recently been left a bequest of around $1,000,000. I
am writing this article in part in response to a challenge
which arose during a recent meeting of the Tasmanian Skeptics as to the best possible way(s) to use this lovely money.
The department requires a statutory deposit of the afore-
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mentioned sum of $1,000,000. I was advised that health
funds can be run as profit or non profit organisations. My
thought is to run Skepticare at a modest profit and use the
profits as an ongoing source of funds to continue the struggle as well as to keep us healthy.
The actual process of setting up Skepticare fund, I am
informed, is relatively simple. The department would on
formal application, ideally from a nominated solicitor, provide us with a ‘compliance kit’ which details all the required steps. Its a process routinely carried out by even
quite modest sized businesses who see a benefit in providing their people with an in house health fund.
It seems to me then that Skepticare could fulfil several
very important functions. It could:
Provide us with a cheaper health cover. I am assured by
my medical friends that significant health insurance dollars go to alternatives, if for no other reason than that
patients tend to visit them again and again while they
seem to keep their visits, for example, to a surgeon to
strict minimum.
Provide us with an ongoing public forum from which
to debunk by exclusion any pseudoscientific practices.
“Skepticare refuses accreditation to -opath or -ologist.”
Provide us with better quality health cover since any
discipline which did receive accreditation from us would
presumably practise proper scientific medicine.
By investing in our own health fund we might be able
to generate a small profit which would ensure that our bequest would provide some funds for Australian Sceptics in
perpetuity.
Wouldn’t it warm a skeptic's heart to belong to a health
fund which provided our kind of health care and did not
waste money on ‘specialists’ who require a referral from
your astrologer. I ask you, fellow Skeptics, to consider this
proposal.

...Extinctions from p 56
sis for calling them species, then I would have some trouble agreeing with definitions.
But then, I’ve never been too ‘agreenable’, to coin a
phrase.
The main message remains. If it is doubtful that all of
these mammals can be true species (remembering that no
live ones have been available to science for the last 50
years or more), then it is disingenuous to say that we have
a bad record on mammalian extinction, especially on the
mainland.
I am pessimistic that the 10-second grabbers will change
their ways. I so often hear statements like the opening one
on ABC Science shows. But then I am surrounded by pessimists. The people who wrote the schedule are pessimists
Their lists of ‘Vulnerable’ and ‘Endangered’ species are
called just that. Why not be optimistic and call them ‘Fragile, newly-emergent classes’ when it is appropriate. Unless you can explain the distinction.
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times. A good example is the (erroneous) comment in the
obituary of Popper in The Guardian - quoted and criticised by Freeman in his response in The Canberra Times to the effect that Popper was “the first and best of the postmodernists”. In fact, it is not at all unusual for readers of
Popper - even without the distraction of postmodernists or
other scholars with connected but divergent views - to experience some difficulty in perceiving how his overall position on such issues falls together. The same is, of course,
true of the writings of many other scholars in this area,
notably Lakatos.
In the case of my own piece, the problem arises on p
38, where I suggest that Popper’s work “underlies much
postmodernist thought”. I was trying to be brief and concise in a piece which was already torn between becoming
too long and being too dense; but here I should probably
have said “some aspects of Popper’s work”, referring to
the notion that all observations are theory-laden (where
Popper and the postmodernists clearly do have some common ground) rather than to the more specifically postmodernist and relativist (and, I agree, anti-Popperian) view that
- largely as a consequence of this - no (coherent) theory
can be deemed truer (etc) than another. I might also have
indicated explicitly which postmodernist views Popper
would endorse and which not. This latter criticism should
probably be directed at Windschuttle too. However that
may be; to the extent that I myself have given a misleading impression here, I cry mea culpa.
In any event, I express my gratitude for all the comments which have been made on my piece, many of them
by scholars with a much deeper understanding of these
matters than mine.

Mark Newbrook
Monash University
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A Secular Australia
Andrew Parle
I would like to respond to David Maddison’s thoughtful
comments to my previous article on secularism. His suggestion is that secular is good, more secular is better, and
that Australia should therefore take active steps to distance
itself further from religion. I disagree.
David’s original argument relied heavily on the American experience, where there are a number of organisations
pressing for a more rigid interpretation of the First Amendment to the constitution, which among other things sets up
a wall of separation between Church and State. My personal opinion is that the drafters of this amendment would
be puzzled at the way some wish to interpret it, but that is
not relevant. In my previous article I gave some very good
reasons why, in the American context, this is desirable,
and David reinforced this with a few additional examples.
Another example which I only recently became aware of
is that of a university professor who was refused permission to become a public notary, allegedly on the grounds
that he denied the existence of a Supreme Being (which is
a requirement under the law of the particular state).
The point of all this discussion was to show that the
American experience just does not apply to Australia, and
so the American solution - rigid separation of Church and
State, along the lines that David suggests - may not be the
way to proceed.
David appears to concede that the cases of the US and
here are different, but then asks what is the harm? Well,
apart from irritating lots of people (many of them nonbelievers) for no good cause, there is the danger of giving
those with a religious bent a reason to unite and gain political power, under circumstances which would give them
more public sympathy than they would otherwise deserve.
I suspect that this is not what David is after.
I now turn to instances of the harm, or alleged harm,
that the current situation (which I would call secular with
symbolic trappings of a religious past) causes. David suggests that since Christmas is a public holiday he is not allowed to work; and that as a result, he is forced to think
about why he is not working; and hence about the religion
in question; and hence forced to make some recognition of
religion. I can’t help but think that David is straining at
gnats here, and that “freedom from being forced to think”
is not one of the freedoms we normally take for granted. I
can only be thankful that this instinctive revulsion does
not prevent David from writing copiously on the topic.
In suggesting more flexible times for public holidays
like Christmas, David ingeniously suggests that the time
is inconvenient for him. Actually, having everyone off at
the same time is most convenient for many businesses,
while for others, they are perfectly willing for employees
to come in on Christmas Day and take a different day off.
Where David’s argument falls down is that the same objection may be applied to any public holiday, including the
secular ones - yet he does not object to New Year’s Day or
Australia Day. The claim that it is an official religious holi-

day is irrelevant: I have no interest in what use believers
make of the day.
Christmas also arouses David’s ire simply because of
the name. Of course, the secular origins of the Christmas
celebrations go back a long way, as a mid-winter festival
or even the pagan ceremony of the Coming of the Green
Man. The name, of course, was originally christian, and
that is the rub. Since this is the source of the problem, it is
obvious that David is wasting his time taking pot- shots at
Christmas which only comes once a year: he really must
do something about Thursday (Thor’s day), Wednesday
(Wodin’s day) and Friday (Frigga’s day) which occur three
times a week! The old Norse religion originated the names,
so out they must go. I await the opening of David’s campaign to change these with interest.
Sunday trading laws came up again. I previously said
that they may be open to change, and conceded that they
originally had a religious origin. However, there is not an
issue of religion involved in this at all. Whenever the topic
of liberalising the laws comes up, the religious argument
for retaining them is hardly ever heard. The opposition
usually comes from unions and some commercial interests who feel that it may adversely affect them. As far as
an argument for a more secular society goes, it is irrelevant. Of course, here in New South Wales, Sunday trading is fairly widespread anyway, and there are few limits
on Jewish businesses being able to operate six days a week.
I must confess I do not understand David’s objection to
the Unknown Soldier at all. The basis of the complaint is
that it was assumed, at the time, that he was a christian
(highly likely) and that only Anglican and Catholic dignitaries were allowed to say any words when he was interred.
Supposedly as a result of this, the soldier cannot be said to
represent those of other faiths or of no faith who died in
our wars. Well, what does David want to do about it? Dig
him up and bury someone else, in a ceremony where all
faiths have a go? Give us a break. All that matters is that
he was a soldier who died in the service of his country
whose identity is unknown, brought back to the home soil
to represent all those who could not be brought back. It
doesn’t matter what happened when the tomb was dedicated so many years ago, nor is it any bar for the Unknown
Soldier to represent anyone, male or female, whose resting place was unmarked.
In his final note, David states that his aim is to prevent
further inroads of religion into government. I think this is
misdirected, since the targets he pursues are the symbolic
remains of declining religious influence, not recent encroachments. Yet there are places where religious influence is apparent in government which are worthy of
skeptical, or at least atheist, attention. I refer to the prevalence of religious based argument in moral and legislative
issues such as the euthanasia debate. I commend this to
David’s attention.
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Skeptical Politics?
Neil Burry
Skeptics must make political decisions in Australia where
voting is compulsory. In Letters (Vol 16, Nos 2 and 3) I
ask whether there are values common to Skeptics which
determine their votes and am given the answer that Scepticism and extremism ie dogma are incompatible, which is
another way of saying that Scepticism and ideology are
incompatible. However, political parties are allied with
ideologies, which are impossible to avoid at the voting
booth.
Skeptics make decisions at the ballot box and thereby
accept ideologies which are most compatible with their
values. I ask for discussion of those values to indicate which
ideologies Skeptics are sceptical of and which ideologies
they are not sceptical of - perhaps to reveal an ‘ideology’
of Scepticism that no-one thought was there. My hope is
that there is more to Australian Scepticism than laughing
at the gross inconsistencies of those spreading and making
money out of paranormal nonsense. I recognize that laughing at nonsense alerts the unwary to understanding and
authorities to take steps to correct the situation should there
be illegalities.
Do Australian Skeptics have a code of ethics? Do they
have compassion for those exploited by the purveyors of
the paranormal and wish to right the injustice inherent in
our society represented specifically by those paranormal
wrongs? Might they even have compassion for those
spreading nonsense in case they really believe it and sincerely think they are doing their fellow human beings a
good turn? After all political parties spread nonsense on
the basis that it is good for us. If Skeptics judge on the
basis of nonsense why do they not judge political parties
and their ideologies on the same basis and make it known
loud and clear which ideologies are nonsense and which
ideologies they can live with?
At the end of my second letter (Vol 6 No 3) 1 indicate
that I vote for political movements which evoke the least
scepticism in me. Are there Skeptics who think the same
and do other Skeptics disagree? Do Skeptics believe they
have incompatible individual philosophies and cannot have
a common programme other than opposition to the purveyors of the paranormal?
Although I initially agreed with the Editors’ judgment
“that if [they] gave over [their] pages to economic or political discussions [their] readers would be much less likely
to continue their support.” ( Letters, Vol. 16 No .), I now
suggest that the Editors might find otherwise if they were
to encourage discussion along the lines I have indicated.
The Editors should be looking for cement to advance the
causes, interests and numbers of Australian Skeptics and
not be afraid that stimulating “enquiry and the quest for
truth”, one of the aims of Australian Skeptics on the back
pages of the Skeptic, might lead somewhere they wished it
had not.

The Southern Skeptic (Volume 11, No 49; Spring/September 1996.) states “[t]he nature of skeptic groups
throughout the world is that they don’t pretend to be fully
democratic. They all survive because they are
oligarchic..While subscribing does not automatically make
you a member of the association, you certainly have a say.
We despots in charge will listen, but how we act depends
on who is asking, what, and why.” I presume and hope
that this is written with tongue in cheek but wonder if it
reveals some truth and would ask for comment.
It also states “there is a lot of money tied up in The
Australian Skeptics Trust Fund, and there are people out
there who would like to get it for their own use, rather than
to promote scepticism as our benefactor, Mr Whalley, desired. If the membership was completely open, it wouldn’t
take long before the skeptics were out-voted by clairvoyants, psychics, charlatans and con artists.” It may seem
ridiculous to ask - but is this true and did the late Mr
Whalley leave specific instructions as to the nature of the
‘Scepticism’ he wished pursued? Are these ‘opinions’ official ‘policy’ and do they follow orders from central command?
In reply to my support for Democratic Government and
Green/Democrat policies on the grounds that they inspire
the least scepticism in me, the Editors state that “recent
revelations about parliamentary superannuation” might
convince them to change their minds and in this one aspect at least take up matters political.
I suspect they are confident in this as it is likely to be a
popular issue. They also state they “are not prepared to
sell [their] integrity for a mess of pottage.” In other words
they do have a moral code. The word ‘integrity’ can mean
no less. What is this ‘integrity’, this moral code? Can we
have some straight answers please?
However their support for a cause which is critical of
all politicians in response to my statement supporting Democracy on which they do not comment, might suggest
they harbour authoritarian anti-democratic attitudes?
Dr Peter Pockley in his article Science V Counter-Science: An Agenda for the New Battleground (Vol 16, No 3)
states “In Australia public challenges to the proponents of
counter-science have been left almost entirely to the Australian Skeptics, a body comprised of critics who, largely,
are amateurs (in the best sense of the word). They act free
of institutional restraints and (I speak of them as a nonmember) should not be dismissed as cynics.” Dr Pockley
promotes public understanding of science positively in
contrast to Australian Skeptics whose approach is decidedly negative and which may well be labelled cynical. Is it
not time for Australian Skeptics to broaden their horizons
in the hope that scientists like Peter Pockley might join
them and represent their point of view along positive and
not negative lines?
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COMPETITION

President Greets Admirer
At Sydney Airport recently, president of Australian Skeptics Inc, Barry Williams, greeted an American tourist, Mr
W Clinton of Little Rock, Arkansas. Mr Clinton, told Mr
Williams that he had long
been an admirer of the work
of Australian Skeptics and
hoped he would be able to
start a branch in Arkansas.
Shortly after this incident,
and entirely unrelated to it, a
coup d’etat in the Skeptics
committee saw Williams deposed from his office and replaced by a junta of “young
Turks”, led by prominent
North Shore medical practitioner, Dr Richard Gordon.
In a press release from
junta HQ, Dr Gordon cited
“delusions of grandeur” as
the reason that led to the removal of Williams, who had
begun signing his letters as
“Confidante of Heads of
State” and referring to his
home as “Whitehouse
South”.

Dear reader, you may believe that story if you wish (and if
that is your wish, what are you doing reading the Skeptic?)
Now is your chance to write a better headline and more
appropriate (short) story to
go with it.
Send your entries to our
new address, Post Box 268,
Roseville NSW 2069, to arrive no later than February 1,
1997. The three entries considered best by our expert
(and utterly incorruptible)
judging panel will win a free
copy of any one of the books
listed inside the back cover
(please include your selection with your entry).
Mr B Williams, who will
be part of the judging panel,
advises that any entries containing the word “wanker”
will not even be considered.

Barry Williams responds to Neil Burry

Australian Skeptics was set up to investigate and expose.
There appears to be no concerted call from our subscribers
to move away from that position into other, more political,
fields, nor do we see any reason to do so.
That is not to say that we restrict the topics covered in
the Skeptic. We like to let our readers have their say on any
matters that impinge, even marginally, on our main themes
and that policy seems to meet with general approval. As
does our policy of mingling serious articles with a more
light-hearted approach to some other topics. Although we
deal with serious issues, that is no reason to take ourselves
so seriously as to approach morbidity.
Unfortunately, our success in alerting authorities to take
steps to correct illegalities is not overwhelming, as I am
sure Harry Edwards will be the first to attest. In the areas
we deal with, the authorities show a distressing tendency
to “not want to know”.
The structure of Australian Skeptics is largely one of
separately incorporated state associations acting together,
voluntarily, in a common cause. It is remarkably free of
bureaucracy and has worked very well that way for seventeen years.
The terms of Mr Whalley's bequest are set out in full in
the report of the Australian Skeptics Science and Education Foundation on the next page. He made no stipulation
whatever on how his bequest should be spent.

We like to think that Skeptic subscribers are intelligent,
independently minded people who are quite capable of
making political (or moral) decisions without any reference to (or instruction from) Australian Skeptics. Although
we don’t canvass the political (moral, religious or other
social) attitudes of our subscribers, observation would suggest that the range of their opinions reflects those of the
community at large, although possibly not in the same proportions. If asked, I would guess that Skeptics would tend
to favour a libertarian, rather than an authoritarian political perspective, as that would seem to me to be the more
sceptical position. However, that is based only on the tenor
of the mail we receive, personal observation (and probably my personal bias) and is not in any way a definitive
statement. Nor is it a politically partisan statement as all
(mainstream) political parties seem to have their fair share
of advocates of both perspectives.
I could not agree that the raison d’etre for Australian
Skeptics is “laughing at the inconsistencies of those spreading ...paranormal nonsense”, and I think you are misreading the evidence. Any issue of the Skeptic contains a wide
range of opinions and well researched papers on various
aspects of paranormal and pseudoscientific claims, which
does not seem unreasonable as those are the very areas
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Australian Skeptics Science and Education Foundation
Report
From time to time, we hear stories about the bequest of the
late Mr Stanley David Whalley of Nambour, Queensland,
that led to the setting up of The Australian Skeptics Science and Education Foundation early in 1995. These various stories often contain alleged reasons why he made his
very generous bequest and most of them are incorrect. After a preamble and the listing of various sums of money
and property to relatives and friends, the following is exactly what Mr Whalley’s will said:
“ I GIVE DEVISE AND BEQUEATH all the rest and residue
of my estate of whatssoever nature and wheresoever
situate to THE AUSTRALIAN SKEPTICS INCORPORATED
of Post Office Box E324 St James Sydney in the State
of New South Wales for the general purposes of the
said Corporation AND I DECLARE that the receipt of
the person authorised to receive moneys on behalf of
the legatee hereinbefore mentioned in this clause of
this my Will at the time of payment of any moneys or
transfer or delivery of any property hereunder by my
Trustees shall be to my Trustees a full and sufficient
discharge thereof and my Trustees shall not be obliged
to see to the application thereof”

While we have anecdotal evidence from a number of
sources that Mr Whalley was concerned at the proliferation of pseudoscientific ideas in our society, that he was
appalled at the rise of ‘mystics and creationists’, and that
he asked a friend to find out our title and address (which
was as stated in the Will) we have no other evidence of
why he selected us to be his beneficiaries. However, the
will clearly shows that he made no stipulation of how his
bequest should be spent.
It is a substantial amount which, with prudent management, should ensure the financial viability of all Australian Skeptics groups in the foreseeable future. A board
of five trustees was appointed to administer the Trust, increased to six members in 1996.
Its principal goals:
* To financially assist Australian Skeptics groups to promote their aims;
* To provide grants to encourage groups and individuals promoting critical thinking, science and education;
* To establish science and education scholarships;
* To invite applications for funding projects from Australian Skeptics groups;
The Foundation is registered with the Australian Taxation Office as an Income Tax Exempt Charity, thus allowing all the income from investments to be applied to further the aims of Australian Skeptics Inc.
Since its establishment, the Trust has received many
applications for funding, most of which have been within
its terms of reference, and accordingly approved.
Per capita grants have been made to Australian Skeptics groups as follows:
NSW Skeptics Inc. (Including Hunter) $12,175.
VIC Skeptics Inc. $10,950.
QLD Skeptics. $3,575.
ACT Skeptics. $6,725,

SA Skeptics. $6,375.
WA Skeptics. $1,375.
TAS Skeptics. $725.
Other grants, subsidies and sponsorships include:
Sponsorship of The Eureka Prize for Critical Thinking.
($45,000 over three years.)
Publication of A Skeptic’s Guide to the New Age.
($8,000).
Grant to VIC Skeptics for General Purposes. (Purchase
of equipment and payment of outstanding accounts.
$25,000)
Grant to NSW Skeptics for General Purposes. (Ongoing activities. $9,000).
Brisbane University scholarship for Scott Hocknull.
($3,000 p.a. for three years.)
Sponsorship of SCICOMM (science communicators
conference). ($3,750).
Subsidy for VIC Skeptics’ delegate to attend CSICOP
conference. ($1,500).
Subsidy for NSW Skeptics’ delegate to attend CSICOP
conference. ($1,500).
Grant for TAS delegate to attend National Convention.
($385).
Grant to Gold Coast Skeptics for general purposes.
($1,500).
Grant to QLD Skeptics for general purposes. ($4,300).
Grant to Gold Coast Skeptics for general purposes.
($700.)
Subsidy for Dr Arsenault’s visit sponsored by the Australian Museum. ($1,500).
Grant to NSW Skeptics to donate books and a free one
year subscription to all Sydney metropolitan libraries.
($8,000).
Grant to subsidise Brisbane University’s Biologically
Interested and Organised Students club (BIOSIS).
($1,000).
Grant to Shepparton Science & Technology Centre.
($1,400).
Grant to Australian & New Zealand Scientific Exploration Society. ($2,500)
Stromlo Exploratory. (Sponsorship. $100,000 over ten
years)
Ian Plimer Legal Defence Fund. ($178,600).
Due to the amount of administrative work involved
being beyond that which could be reasonably expected of
volunteer labour, honorariums for the secretary and treasurer were also approved in the amounts of $3,000 pa and
$1,000 pa respectively
Total grants and commitments: $441,570.
The Trust would like to hear from any group or individual, who has what they believe to be a worthwhile proposition or project designed to further the aims of Australian
Skeptics.
I would like to take this opportunity to thank the other
trustees for their time and cooperation over the past two
years.
Harry Edwards, Chairman/Secretary, ASS&EF.
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LETTERS
Koch-up
Even though a non-mathematician, I
would like to take the liberty of replying to Nigel Sinnott’s query in the last
(Vol 16, No 3) issue of the Skeptic re
the Koch snowflake. I presume to do
so partly because any replies provided
by mathematicians may well be incomprehensible to us nonspecialists
and partly because I suspect that many
mathematicians actually believe that
certain concepts like infinity are somehow ‘real’ rather than convenient abstractions which can be used effectively in mathematical formulae.
In this regard I have just finished
reading Fred Alan Wolf’s truly awful
book Parallel Universes in which he
makes great play with the concept of
infinity in general and the Koch snowflake in particular. (Incidentally, I was
delighted to read, in the same Skeptic
issue, Colin Keay’s review of Victor
Stenger’s latest book in which he criticises much of the unverifiable nonsense that quantum theorists sometimes produce including “the utterly
ridiculous parallel universes theory ”).
To answer Mr Sinnott’s specific
query, the area enclosed by the Koch
snowflake, although increasing in area
indefinitely, cannot become infinitely
large because the rules of the game
specify that it cannot! The basic presumption is that a circle is drawn
around the triangle from which the
snowflake begins, with the radius of
the circle touching the three points of
the triangle and the total area of the
snowflake, the rules state, must not
breach this circle. Thus the area, although increasing forever, is finite, but
the perimeter, which is also increasing forever but with no set limit to its
size, is infinite.
In other words the Koch snowflake
is just a modern re-working of the
hoary old hare-chasing-the-tortoise
paradox, whereby the hare cannot ever
catch the tortoise because when it
reaches the point where the tortoise
was, the tortoise has moved on, and
when it rushes up to the point where
the tortoise had then reached, the tortoise has moved on again, etc etc.
Thus, although the hare will be nar-

Letters about topics of interest
to other Skeptics are welcomed.
We reserve the right to edit
letters for reasons of space or
clarity
rowing the gap with the tortoise indefinitely, as long as the tortoise keeps
moving, mathematics ‘proves’ to us
that he can never be caught.
Both these examples may tell us
something about mathematics but as
a former postgraduate philosophy student I suspect that all they tell us is
that if you set the rules of a game so
that it can only have one possible outcome, then you will indeed get that
outcome. That professional mathematicians and physicists take such
schoolboy howlers seriously is amazing and, frankly, rather frightening.
It is frightening because up until
this century science was constantly
simplifying things for us but with Einstein and then quantum mechanics it
would seem that the universe is much,
much weirder than we ever imagined.
The intelligent laybeing who had no
trouble understanding Galileo or Newton is faced with relativity concepts
which he finds difficult to grasp and
complicated mathematics which he
will never begin to understand. The
unknowns and, in particular, the apparent unknowables of quantum mechanics raise deep philosophical (in
the modern analytical sense) problems
-the very nature of knowledge, for
example which have yet to be resolved.
But the Koch snowflake,
Schrodinger’s Cat, parallel universes,
etc demonstrate that the questioning
of modern science and mathematics by
laybeings must continue. I was dismayed to read in an earlier edition of
the Skeptic this year replies to lay
questioning of modern science by specialists which almost universally
ended with a sneer (not excluding the
contribution of Paul Davies) that science has to be left to the specialists
these days, sonny.
John Gibbs
Brisbane QLD

Chaotic maths
Hans Weiler deserves congratulations
for being sceptical enough to test
Justin Lipton’s example of the Chaos
Theory (the Skeptic Vol 16, No 2). I
must admit that despite (or perhaps
because of) my familiarity with Chaos
Theory, I took Justin’s word that the
equation would behave as he said it
would.
In Vol 16, No l, Justin Lipton gave
an explanation of Chaos Theory, and
used as an example the iterative equation Xnew = 1 - 2X2old. Starting the sequence with 0.6 and then 0.600001,
Justin claimed that the two sequences
diverge after only a few iterations. In
Vol l6, No 2, Hans Weiler expressed
some scepticism, having tested the
equation himself. After 15 iterations,
the difference is only 0.0043 between
the two sequences, or only 0.43%.
Testing the equation myself on a
12 digit programmable calculator, I get
slightly different results from Hans for
the last few iterations that he reports.
This however is very likely to be
caused by round off error due to his
calculator only calculating with 8 digits. However, if you continue the sequence to the 19th iteration, the sequences become +0.4242 and -0.2155,
a difference of 0.6397 or 150%. At the
27th iteration, the sequences have returned to almost equal again ( 0.5932
and -0.5914 respectively) but by iteration 39 they have again diverged to 0.9659 and +0.9526 respectively.
Scientific examples of chaos (such
as in weather forecasting or predicting population dynamics of predator/
prey systems) will typically run over
thousands or millions of iterations, so
from this point of view 20 odd iterations is very rapid. Mathematicians
usually will ignore the first 100 or so
iterations, giving time for “transients”
to disappear and the long-term behaviour of the equation to show itself. For
anyone interested in further information about Chaos Theory, I can highly
recommend Does God Play Dice, by
Ian Stewart (Penguin Books) as an
excellent nontechnical overview.
Although Justin was correct in his
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claim that his equation exhibits its
chaotic behaviour, Hans is to be
cheered for his excellent sceptical attitude and willingness to test things for
himself.

Steven D’Aprano
Plenty VIC

Corrections
After checking Justin Lipton’s rebuttal in Vol 16, No 3, p64, I humbly admit defeat. Lipton has proved his
point: the initial and final percentage
errors are, respectively, 0.00017 and
0.023, which proves his statement that
“after five iterates the error percentage has blown out by more than a factor of 100”. This is true despite the fact
that an error has crept into his own figures, which should be 0.00017,
0.00086, 0.00032, 0.00215, 0.0023
and 0.023. The figures in Vol 16, No 3
are wrong by a factor of 100.
Nigel Sinnott asks (Vol 16, No 3):
“If, in the Koch Snowflake, the perimeter becomes infinitely ling, why is its
area then not infinite also?”
If a plane figure F is entirely inside a square of side length x, its area
a is less than x2 whatever the shape of
the figure and whatever the length of
its boundary. Hence a remains finite,
no matter how long the perimeter of
F.
By not realising this simple fact,
Nigel has proved his own statement
that he is a “mathematical idiot”. But
there is no reason to be proud of it.

Hans Weiler
Croydon NSW

Wee quibble
I write in reference to Richard
Gordon’s article “Urine” (Vol 16, No
3). The article summarily concludes
that drinking urine is unlikely to be
beneficial. However, New Scientist ran
an (equally brief) article several years
ago explaining the dubious benefit of
drinking urine.
From my somewhat patchy
memory, the article explained that
during sleep, a particular chemical

(melatonin?) built up in the bladder,
and drinking the first urine passed after a night’s sleep would fool the body
into thinking it had gained extra rest
over and above the actual amount.
Apparently, this chemical is considerably reduced in potency upon reaching puberty, explaining the Indian
mystics’ preference for the urine of
twelve year old boys. The article was
followed by a relevant Grimbledon
Down cartoon in a later issue.
Personally, I’ll stick with my coffee machine.
Thanks for an amusing and informative magazine, and keep up the
good work.
Bruce Alcorn.
Kings Park SA
PS. Does this count as taking the
piss?... (ouch).

Flying high
I note that in the spring 1996 edition
of the Skeptic (Volume 16, Number
3) Dr Anthony Wheeler, in his Pseudoscience article on Chinese pyramids, makes comment in the third
paragraph concerning a photograph
taken from a US Army DC3 in China
in 1947. This photograph is attributed
to Col Maurice Sheahan, Far Eastern
Director of Trans World Airways. Dr
Wheeler is somewhat sceptical about
how Col Sheahan, a civilian employee
of an aviation company should happen to be flying a US Army DC3.
There is a possible explanation,
which is not all that unbelievable.
Maurice Sheahan was a Colonel,
almost certainly in the US Army Air
Corps. To take up a position with
Trans World Airways he must have
retired from the US Army but would
of course still have access to a Reserve
Post in the US Army Air Corps. It is
not unlikely that in this role, and having heard of the pyramids or seen them
himself during others flying, he made
a special trip to the area to obtain a
photograph of the pyramid, and used
an Army Air Corps Reserve training
flight to cover this activity.
E D Lewis
Townsville QLD
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Biblical nosh
In response to your News and Views
section, here are a couple of examples
of gastrotexts from the Good Book:
Acts 28:15 where Paul clearly engaged in the first recorded pub crawl:
“And the bretheren, when they
heard about us, came from there as far
as the Market of Appius and Three
Inns to meet us; and when Paul saw
them he thanked God and took Courage.” (for those old enough to remember the brew !)
Acts 14:2 revealing at last the link
between vegetarianism and spitual
poverty...
“One man has faith that he may eat
all things, but he who is weak eats
vegetables only.”
All quotations from the New
American Standard Version.
Alan Butters
Blackburn VIC

Marsical
I have been following Professor Ian
Plimer’s comments in the Melbourne
Herald Sun and the Skeptic about life
from Mars. He states unequivocally
that the evidence for life from Mars
provides problems for our Creationist friends.
I am concerned that Professor
Plimer is being a bit presumptuous.
He would not expect his students to
make a perfect thin section first go.
How can he expect God to get it right
first go at creating a world?
Surely a more plausible explanation is that God had an unsuccessful
go with Mars. He got a few things
right but the size of the planet was
wrong as was its distance from the
sun. This is more poignant if we remember the Earth is only 6000 years
old. The Martian rock is much older.
Now Setterfield has proved that the
speed of light has changed, we don’t
need much time only six days to create Mars and the forty days and nights
for a flood.
The canals on Mars prove there
was a large flood. We could speculate
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over that green blooded gentleman, the
Martian Noah, taking two termites
aboard his Ark and as they had to be
fed it sank, alternatively he might have
used Guinea Pig wood instead of Gopher wood. However the lifeforms do
not seem to have survived the flood.
One would expect a ‘wrathful God’
to do his block when his creation
failed. He could have easily thrown
large rocks into space in a temper tantrum. This would account for the rocks
being on Earth far better than the Evolutionist meteorite impact.

Jim Robinson
Kyabram VIC
By Jove, Jim (or by Jim, Jove) I think
you’ve got it.
Ed

More on Mars
Regarding the recent announcement
by NASA that there is evidence that
there may have once been primitive
life on Mars, I suggest people surf to
http://www.fas.org/mars/ where they
will find all sorts of interesting files,
as well as a pointer to a copy of the
August 16th, 1996 Science paper on
the findings.
Whilst interesting, and in no way
particularly surprising, the finding that
life may have once been present on
Mars is going to fuel the alien-abduction believers and others into a pseudoscience frenzy which skeptics will
have trouble keeping up with.
David Maddison
Toorak VIC

Mars again
I refer to Prof Plimer’s letter “Martian
Postscript”(Vol 61, No 3) and its
attached reproduction letter from God.
Nobody of sense could fail to be
impressed by Prof Plimer’s titanic
struggle with creationist ratbaggery,
and his triumphs are applauded just
as his travails are lamented.
However, attempts by him to make a
general point about creationists by
reference to the virulent letter he
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received are misplaced. The author
of that letter plainly has a psychotic
illness. All powerful and/or prominent
thought systems attract some
adherents who are seriously mentally
ill, science no less so than creationism.
(How many of the sadly deluded
believe they are being controlled by
thought rays from Mars or by the
technical hypercompetence of the CIA
the Mafia or whoever?) The adherence
of the insane to such systems has
nothing to do with the merits of those
systems, but derives from the
disordered internal processes of the
individual sufferer. The promoters of
creationism are wrong, and
demonstrably so but they are not
clinically insane. There is no evidence
of which I am aware that creationists
are specifically targeting the insane as
a market for their ideas. It is therefore,
at best, simply irrelevant to attempt to
attach any general significance about
creationism to the words of an
unfortunate individual who needs to
have his medication increased. At
worst it is injudicious, and risks being
used by the promoters of creationism
to reflect poorly on Prof Plimer’s
arguments. And that, I am sure we
would all agree, is not a happy
prospect.
Ross Martin
Bardon QLD

Philadelphia failed to send the letter
on and 51 days later his wife died. He
then sent the letter on after all,
promptly winning $77,500.
4. Paper mills and forest industries,
because the letter has to be forwarded
within 4 days in 20 copies and it has
been going since at least 1953.
5. Cosmologists; with say a 10%
success rate, starting in 1953, by now
there would be ((10%x20) to the
power 4000) copies of this letter blowing around, thus filling the entire Universe. This explains the nature of the
“dark matter”.
I claim that this is the world’s Most
Reproducing Chain Letter and if any
sort of prize is to be awarded, please
send it quickly before the Universe
closes up again.
Steve Roberts, FOB
Lower Templestowe VIC

Chain-mail

Ouch!

I got a chain letter that claimed to
originate from a missionary in Venezuela, presumably hungry for world
domination. Although it had no “payload” - you simply copy it and send it
on, no money is involved - I think I
know who is behind this one 1. The postal services, because the
letter says not to use a stamp but instead to write “Widebet 183R” on the
letter, and although my copy arrived
safely, I see that Australia Post has
added “To Pay, $1.45” beside it.
2. The Catholic Church, since a Mr
Pius Konstantinus won $20,000,000 as
a consequence of keeping the letter
going. How did the Pope get to have
so much money anyway?
3. Persons contemplating divorces,
since apparently a Mr Tommy Sorl of

The moral tone of the Skeptic has declined beyond belief, or beyond disbelief, as the case may be. I note in
the latest issue you are advertising
badges “that the discerning Skeptic
will be proud to display on his/her
chest”. You further hint that these
could be worn on both formal and
casual occasions.
Really, sir, you have gone too far!
In his well-known book Aussie Etiket,
that paragon of virtue, John O’Grady,
has set down rules for formal, informal and casual wear. Formal wear consists of shirt, shorts, long socks and
shoes. For informal wear the footwear
is replaced by thongs. For casual wear
one discards the shirt and thongs.
When I suggested to my wife that
she might like a badge to wear on her

This sounds remarkably similar to the
chain letter that inspired an article and
a letter in the Skeptic in 1990 (Vol 10,
No 2). There are sufficient differences
to suggest that the “Chinese whispers”
effect is taking effect and sufficient
similarities to show a common ancestor. Could this lead us to conclude that
chain letters evolve? And would creationists insist that they were each specially created different?
Ed
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chest when casually dressed she replied “Are you off your rocker?” or
words to that effect. Now I am aware
that piercing nipples, and other parts
of one’s anatomy, and the wearing of
appropriate items attached to one’s
chest, is all the rage in some circles,
but I never expected to read about
these degenerate practices in your formerly wholesome magazine. I am
tempted to inform a prominent member of the NSW Upper House just what
disgusting items can be obtained from
PO Box 268, Roseville.
Ken Smith
University of Qld

This matter is treated in several
back issues of the Skeptic The words
for ‘four’ and ‘death’ in some Chinese
languages and in Japanese are homophones. It would seem to us that this
can be responsibly overcome by using the English ‘four’(which is not
homophonic with death) in these
cases, which should lead to no abrading of sensitivities on either side of the
linguistic divide.
Ed

Numbers

I am a recent convert to your thrilling
publication. Your subscription advertisement strangely caught my critical
eye in a recent edition of New Scientist.
I say ‘strangely’ because I have
heard hereabouts of the Australian
Skeptics which led me to wondering
if they published. Modern life being
what it is, other things intrude upon
any time one sets aside to investigate.
I’m addicted, hooked, call it what
you will to reading the publication
from cover to cover, albeit still with a
critical eye. My interests touch upon
quantum physics, genetics, cosmology
etc and this combined with a personality untempered by any bounds of
sanity and combined with enough curiosity to expunge a sack full of cats
has found its sedative at last!
But there is a conspiracy afoot here
methinks! Your magazine has rather
neatly diverted me from my studies
and I must protest ... not with any force
I must admit!
Seriously, I am extremely delighted
that there are people, like myself, who
can reason without shame and not accept meekly the dictates of fashionable ‘new age’ thinking.
I swear never to be in arrears with
my subscription!
Sharon Busuttil
West St Clair NSW

It was reported in the West Australian
(24-9-96) under the heading “Furore
over missing four” that two property
developers are considering omitting
the number four from their lot numbers.
Plans submitted by the developer,
Central Equity Ltd, to the Boroondara
City Council (in Melbourne) show the
numbers 4, 14, 24, 34, 54, 64, 74, 84,
94 and 40-49 have been omitted.
In Perth, the FAI Property Services
is considering excluding the number
four from its Mounts Bay Road complex.
Number four is considered unlucky
because it is supposedly associated
with death in some Asian (Chinese and
Japanese) languages. They do not propose to leave out other numbers considered by numerologists to be unlucky
and I think I can see why.
There will be precious few numbers left to navigate through the buildings, ie take away all fours from 1 to
100 = 20 fours, take away all other
numbers considered unlucky and we
may as well not put numbers on buildings at all.
If someone could find out if the
Boroondara City Council has approved to omit the number four, could
I nominate them for the Bent Spoon
Award? I fully realize you may have a
long list of more deserving “victims”
for the award.
John Johansen
Noranda WA

A fan!
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I Want to Know

Cold
I would like to hear from one of your
medical luminaries on the almost universally held belief of a connection
between ‘cold’ (as in low temperature)
and ‘the common cold’.
We have all heard our mothers say
things like “come in from that wind/
rain/wet grass/ cold air or you’ll catch
your death of cold”. My grandfather
insisted that wearing a singlet one day
and not the next led to getting a cold.
Consequently he wore a singlet every
day, even when 40 degrees.
My intuition tells me that the connection between ‘cold’ and ‘a cold’ is
a fallacy. I have heard that there were
experiments back in the 1920s or 30s
which demonstrated this but I don’t
know the details.
Why then are colds so prevalent in
winter? I recently read a medical column in the morning paper where the
doctor said that getting cold lowers
your resistance to infection, making
you more likely to get a cold. Does it
lower your resistance to all infections,
or just ‘colds’? Are you more likely
to contract measles, chicken pox or
tuberculosis if you get cold? How long
after getting cold does the lowered
resistance last? Presumably a cold virus or two needs to be hovering around
at the time. Do people in cold climates
have more colds? Do people in warm
climates have fewer? I wouldn’t have
thought so. Is there some other explanation? Does the virus survive better
outside of the body in cold weather,
or some such? I find it hard to believe
that anything less than severe hypothermia of some sort could have such
a serious effect on one of the body’s
most important survival mechanisms.
Please help!
While on medical matters I have
been shocked recently to see pharmacies in Adelaide devoting entire sections of their premises and signage
space to naturopathic and homoeopathic remedies. Perhaps we are losing the battle after all, at least in this
area. Is anybody doing anything about
this?
Peter Morris
Crafers SA

the skeptic
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Cycles
Some weeks ago, there was a discussion/interview on Radio 2BL Sydney,
regarding the phenomenon that
women who live close enough together, eg lesbians, but not necessarily so, experience that after several
months their menstrual cycles coincide exactly. And that historically and
in the present, where populations live
in small close village communities, all
the women in the community menstruate at exactly the same time. The female expert in the discussion explained that the pheromones issuing
from un-shaved female armpits was
the trigger for this phenomenon, and
the shaving of said armpits with more
regular washing, use of deodorants etc
tended to prevent this phenomenon in
modern Western societies.
Stay with me, for here is the curious bit. A male interviewee offered
this: If you place two Grandfather
(pendulum) clocks close together and
adjust the pendulum weights as close
as it is possible, you can never get
them to exactly coincide their pendulum swing. (Due to other mechanical
factors in their mechanisms not being
exactly equal - my assumption.)
However, he continued, if you
leave these clocks for a few weeks,
eventually they will perfectly coincide
their swing!
And that was it! - No explanation
was offered for this, and the female
interviewer didn’t ask for one, which
left me hanging. Well, I don’t think
that pendulum clocks exude female
pheromones, especially those of the
Grandfather gender!
Being only a ‘Lay Skeptic’ I pondered this for a few days until I happened to pass through the QVB building in Sydney, as always I had to check
that the world was still revolving, by
an observation of the Foucault Pendulum, and it struck me, is this the
answer to my clock mystery, are the
clock pendulums also influenced by
the Earth’s rotation, quite possibly that
is the simple answer. If there is a Professional Skeptic out there that can
comment on this, I would be a grateful little Lay-Skeptic.
John Wilson.
Springwood, NSW.
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