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S kep t i c a l Gro u p s i n A u s tra l ia
Australian Skeptics Inc – Eran Segev

Gold Coast Skeptics – Lilian Derrick

Sydney Skeptics in the Pub – 6pm first Thursday of each
month at the Crown Hotel, cnr Goulburn and Elizabeth Streets in
the city (meeting upstairs)

Canberra Skeptics – Lauren Cochrane

www.skeptics.com.au
PO Box 20, Beecroft, NSW 2119
Tel: 02 8094 1894; Mob: 0432 713 195; Fax: (02) 8088 4735
nsw@skeptics.com.au

Dinner meetings are held on a regular basis.

Hunter Skeptics – John Turner

PO Box 8348, GCMC Bundall, QLD 9726
Tel: (07) 5593 1882; Fax: (07) 5593 2776
lderrick@bigpond.net.au
Contact Lilian to find out news of more events.

PO Box 555, Civic Square ACT 2608
http://www.canberraskeptics.org.au Tel: 0408 430 442
mail@canberraskeptics.org.au (general inquiries),
arthwollipot@gmail.com (Canberra Skeptics in the Pub).

Meetings are held at the Club Macquarie, Lake Road, Argenton
on the second Thursday of each month, excepting January,
commencing 7.00pm, with a guest speaker or open discussion
on a given topic. Visitors welcome. Further information from the
secretary at: kevin.mcdonald379@bigpond.com

A free monthly talk, open to the public, usually takes place
on the 1st Saturday of each month at the Lecture Theatre,
CSIRO Discovery Centre, Clunies Ross Rd (check website for
details of the current month’s talk). Skeptics in the Pub gather
at 1pm on the third Sunday of each month at King O’Malleys
Pub in Civic. For up-to-date details : www.meetup.com/
SocialSkepticsCanberra/

Australian Skeptics (Vic) Inc – Chris Guest

Skeptics SA – Laurie Eddie

GPO Box 5166, Melbourne VIC 3001
Tel: 1 800 666 996 vic@skeptics.com.au

52B Miller St Unley, SA 5061
Tel: (08) 8272 5881 laurieeddie@adam.com.au

Skeptics’ Café – Third Monday of every month, with guest
speaker. La Notte, 140 Lygon St. Meal from 6pm, speaker at
8pm sharp.

Thinking and Drinking - Skeptics in the Pub, on the third Friday
of every month. Contact nigeldk@adam.com.au
www.meetup.com/Thinking-and-Drinking-Skeptics-in-the-Pub/
calendar/10205558 or http://tinyurl.com/loqdrt

Tel: (02) 4959 6286 johnafturner@westnet.com.au

More details on our web site www.skeptics.com.au/vic

Borderline Skeptics Inc – Laurie Smith

RSB 11 Callaghhan’s Creek Boxes, via Tallangatta VIC 3701
Tel: (02) 6072 3415
Meetings are held quarterly on second Tuesday at Albury/
Wodonga on pre-announced dates and venues.

WA Skeptics – Dr Geoffrey Dean

PO Box 466, Subiaco, WA 6904
Tel: 08 9341 4538 info@undeceivingourselves.org
All meetings start at 7:30 pm at Grace Vaughan House,
227 Stubbs Terrace, Shenton Park
Further details of all our meetings and speakers are on our
website at www.undeceivingourselves.org

Queensland Skeptics Association Inc – Bob Bruce

PO Box 3480, Norman Park QLD 4170; www.qskeptics.org.au
Tel: (07) 3255 0499 Mob: 0419 778 308 qskeptic@bigpond.com

Australian Skeptics in Tasmania – Leyon Parker

Meetings with a guest speaker on the last Monday of the
month from February to November at the Redbrick Hotel, 81
Annerley Road, South Brisbane. Dinner from 6pm, speaker
at 7.30pm.
Qskeptics eGroup - www.egroups.com/list/qskeptics

Skeptics in the Pub - 2nd Monday each month,
6.30pm, Ball & Chain restaurant, Salamanca Place

PO Box 84, Battery Point TAS 7004
Tel: 03 6225 3988 BH, 0418 128713 parkerley@yahoo.com.au

Darwin Skeptics – Brian de Kretser

Tel: (08) 8927 4533 brer23@swiftdsl.com.au

Volume 35 • No 1 March 15

C ont e n t s

9

REPORTS
Randi on tour

9

Richard Saunders

Skeptics convention

10

10

Alabaster, Singer, Mendham, Hadley

20

F E AT U R E S
Asking for trouble
Tim Mendham

20

Tim Mendham

Legal milestone

26

Teepee of tension

29

Martin Hadley

Heidi Robertson

26

24

Research lacks backbone 24

29

Woo

Woo
Woo

32

ARTICLES
Horn of a dilemma

32

Chemtrail conspiracy

38

Rebirth of the universe

42

Anthony Wheeler
Jo Alabaster

Tim Harding

History of the Bent Spoon 46
Sir Jim R Wallaby

50

REGULARS
Editorial
Around the Traps
Them!
The logical place
Puzzles page
What goes around
Book reviews
Letters

4
5
18
23
41
50
52
61

38

42
54

E D I T O R I A L From the Editor

Face up and face off

L

4

ike it or not – and a lot of people
don’t like it – if you’re an active
skeptic, eventually you’re going to
come up against someone who not
only has a different view to yours, but
who is not slow in declaring it openly
and loudly, and in your face.
This is pretty understandable if
your expressed views are an argument
against much of what underpins the
other’s world view, self image and self
worth. But as understandable as it
might be, it can still be intimidating.
When a skeptic argues their case,
they’re often described as being
aggressive, arrogant, threatening,
close-minded, and a shill for whatever
form of authority may or may not
be involved (Big Pharma, world
government, the military-industrial
conspiracy, the Illuminati or some
other secret cabal).
The irony is that those making such
claims often do so in an aggressive
and threatening manner. Anyone who
manages a skeptics’ phone number
knows full well the sort of calls you
get from time to time which are either
ludicrously over the top, annoyingly
aggressive or scarily threatening. Been
there, done that. (Make that: be there,
do that.)
Confrontation is commonplace in
many circles – anywhere that closeheld views prevail, whether based on
evidence or emotion, wishful thinking
or critical thinking. Politics is one
such area, religion is another, and
pseudoscience and the paranormal
another. And sometimes that gets
pretty heated. And sometimes it might
even end up in court.
Heidi Robertson describes one
such experience in this issue. Her
run-in with a new age proponent of
mystical thinking and anti-vaccination
sentiment was not a pleasant one. She
held her ground, or as much as you
can do in the cramped quarters of a
tepee. But it can be extremely difficult

to do so, particularly when you’re on
your own. Apart from the intellectual
tussle and the occasional (?) emotional
cut and thrust, you can feel physically
threatened.
It takes a brave person to do this
sort of thing, day after day. Sometimes
you just feel like saying “Bugger it.
I’ve dealt with this same argument a
thousand times before. Frankly I’m sick
of presenting the same response over
and over and over again. Just this once,
I’ll let it pass.”
That’s also an understandable
reaction. Unfortunately, it’s probably
not a good one. As tough as it seems,
confrontation is the norm in our circles.
But you can take solace from a few
guidelines.
Know your stuff is number one. If
you don’t know your stuff, you’re doing
yourself no favours by confronting
someone who does, no matter how
misguided their stuff may be.
At the same time, don’t overestimate
the opposing side. It can be quite
amazing, or even disheartening, that
when you do know your stuff, you
come up against someone whose
‘knowledge’ is made up purely of clichés,
motherhood statements and half-baked
half-heard rote. Of course, it behoves the
skeptic not to also go into similar rote
mode, as there’s nothing less convincing
than an oft-repeated response which
looks like there is no heart behind it.
“Don’t be a dick” is one of the best
known suggestions, and it’s one that
should be kept in mind at all times.
Spitefulness and nastiness should have
no place in a skeptic’s armoury (at least
not in public).
And most important of all, if you
don’t feel up for it, then don’t. Don’t
even start. Don’t enter the fray, let alone
pull out mid-fight. The latter is a loss
and a negative to the skeptical cause.
Be brave, but don’t be silly.

.

- Tim Mendham, editor
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Around the traps ...
Homeopathy
Plus! misleading
AUSTRALIA: The Federal Court of
Australia has found that Homeopathy
Plus! Australia P/L and Fran Sheffield,
who runs the organisation, “engaged
in conduct that was misleading and
deceptive or was likely to mislead and
deceive” when it declared on its website
that the currently available vaccine
against whooping cough was unreliable
and ineffective.
In a judgement handed down
on December 22, the Court found
that, in contrast to a series of articles
published on the site, “the [whooping
cough] vaccine is effective in treating
a significant majority of people who
are exposed to the whooping cough
infection”.
The judgement also found that
Homeopathy Plus! and Sheffield made
“false or misleading representations that
the homeopathic treatments are of
a particular standard or quality”, in
con-travention of Australian Consumer
Law.
The court decision adds: “There is
no reasonable basis, in the sense of an
adequate foundation, in medical science
to enable the [Respondents] to state that
homeopathic treatments are safe and
effective as an alternative to the [vaccine
publicly available in Australia] for the
prevention of whooping cough.”
The case was brought against
Homeopathy Plus! and Sheffield by the
Australian Competition and Consumer
Commission (ACCC). Sheffield won
the Australian Skeptics Bent Spoon in
2012 for the same claims as were the
subject of the Federal Court decision.
There was no immediate response
by Sheffield or Homeopathy Plus!, but
in an earlier statement in response to
the case, which had been underway in
various forms since 2012, she said that:
“It is my firm belief that it had nothing
to do with ‘deceptive and misleading

information’ or ‘trade and commerce’
but was the culmination of an 8-year
struggle by certain groups to remove
information on homeoprophylaxis
(homeopathy’s ability to protect against
epidemic disease) from our website and
newsletters and out of the public eye.”
The matter is now listed for
directions on April 2015, in order
to set a timetable for any further
evidence on the question of penalties
and submissions. The ACCC says it

is seeking injunctions and pecuniary
penalties, in addition to the declarations
already made by the Court.
Sheffield, who originated a petition
to the UN to use homeopathy in the
Liberian Ebola outbreak, has previously
made claims that homeopathy can treat
domestic abuse behaviour.
Editor’s note: See Martin Hadley’s
article this issue on the positive and
negative implications of legal action on
unfounded and pseudoscientific claims.

Anti-wind farm charity status revoked
AUSTRALIA: The Australian
Charities and Not for Profit
Commission (ACNC) has revoked the
Waubra Foundation’s status as a health
promotion charity. This means the
anti-windfarm group can no longer
offer tax-deductible donations.
The Waubra Foundation is a
group set up in 2010 “to facilitate
properly conducted, independent
multidisciplinary research into the
new health problems identified by

residents living near wind turbines and
other industrial sites which may have
common cause”.
However, a recent report from the
National Health and Medical Research
Council says there’s no reliable or
consistent evidence that living near
windfarms has direct negative health
effects.
Professor Simon Chapman
from the School of Public Health
at the University of Sydney – and
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Anti-wind farm charity status revoked
winner of the Skeptic of the Year in
2013 – supported this view, telling the
SBS last year that “When you’ve got
20 reviews where people are saying,
look there’s no direct evidence here
at all, it really takes a certain mindset
to say, ‘Oh no, we want to keep on
reviewing this area, keep on doing
research, keep on commissioning
research because there just might be
a health problem that so far hasn’t
really come to light’.”
In a statement, the ACNC
confirmed that the Foundation’s
health promotion registration was
removed on December 11. Assistant
Commissioner David Locke said early
last year that “It is not possible for me
to find that the Foundation’s principal

Continued...

activity promotes the prevention or
control of disease in human beings.”
“My current view is there is that
there is insufficient evidence that ‘wind
turbine syndrome’ or ‘vibroacoustic
disease’ caused by proximity to wind
turbines are recognised as human
diseases or that the health problems
that have been perceived by the
complainants as being associated
with living or working close to wind
turbines are a disease.”
The Waubra Foundation was
named after the Victorian town of
Waubra, where some residents reported
symptoms claimed to be caused by
windfarms. Other than the name,
the Foundation has no links to the
township. In November 2013, 315

Human shadow on Mars

Image courtesy of NASA

people, including 179 people within
the town community, petitioned the
Foundation to remove the township’s
name from its title, with petitioners
claiming that the name had “tarnished
the town’s reputation” and that its name
was misleading. The Foundation refused.
Despite the loss of its tax-deductible
fundraising status, the Foundation does
retain its “health advancement” status,
which contains the lesser definition
that means an organisation can gain
recognition issues related to “sickness”
or “human suffering”. It also retains its
“advancing public debate” status.
The Foundation’s board says it will
raise the tax ruling at this year’s Federal
Senate inquiry into windfarms, though
that inquiry will focus on the effect
of wind turbines on household power
prices, emissions, the implementation of
planning processes and nearby fauna.

MARS: Some conspiracy theorists

claim that a photo taken by a NASA
navigation camera in 2012 shows what
appears to be a human-shaped figure
working on the Mars Curiosity Rover
as it explores the planet. People who
are sceptical of NASA activities say the
image shows a human-shaped shadow
bent over the probe as if making repairs.
The shadow appears to be that of a male
with an air tank on his back and no
helmet, with short, spiky hair visible,
according to the Daily Mail online.
Scott Waring, a Taiwan-based
ufologist, posted the image to UFO
Sightings Daily. The site claims the
image is proof that the rover is on
Earth, that aliens are sabotaging rovers,
or that humans are living on Mars,
going so far as to speculate they may
be living in abandoned alien bases.
Surprisingly, some others say the
shadow is just a coincidence and those
who see a figure are only confirming
their own beliefs, according to the
Huffington Post. “The human brain
naturally seeks out figures and faces
in random patterns, such as clouds or
even toast. This phenomenon is called
pareiodolia.”
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Cricket ghosts – experts stumped
NZ: A touring Pakistani cricketer is
reportedly recovering after being scared
witless by a “supernatural presence”
haunting his hotel room in New
Zealand.
According to Pakistan media reports,
Haris Sohail was “hit for six” when he
woke in the middle of the night sensing
a spectre. The 26-year-old was convinced
a malevolent ghost had pushed him
while he slept at the Rydges Latimer
Christchurch.
So horror-stricken was the all-rounder
that he insisted on being immediately
moved to another room. Sohail has
reportedly been so ‘freaked out’ he has
been unable to resume training.
Sohail is not the first cricketer to be
bowled over by a ghostly encounter.
Australian all-rounder Shane
Watson was troubled by an ill-natured
presence while he stayed at the Lumley
Castle Hotel in England in 2005. He
reportedly fled to Brett Lee’s room,
and was mercilessly taunted by cries
of “boo!” on the pitch. Watson later
claimed he had not actually seen a ghost
but had been wound up by the team bus
driver’s local legends.
English paceman Stuart Broad was

also haunted out of sleep and asked to
change rooms while staying at a five-star
hotel in London last year. The Langham
Hotel is notorious for its room 333 “the most haunted room in London” and there have been many claims in the
past of ghosts pursuing hapless guests.
“It was so hot in the room I just
couldn’t sleep. All of a sudden the taps in
the bathroom came on for no reason. I
turned the lights on and the taps turned
themselves off. Then when I turned the
lights off again the taps came on. It was
very weird,” Broad told the Daily Mail.
Some medical experts have suggested
Sohail’s problem was “sleep paralysis or
something similar”.
Sleep paralysis is a phenomenon in
which a person, either falling asleep or
awakening, temporarily experiences
an inability to move, speak or react.
It is characterised by complete muscle
atonia (muscle weakness). It is often
accompanied by terrifying hallucinations
(such as an intruder in the room) to
which one is unable to react due to
paralysis, and physical experiences (such
as strong current running through the
upper body). One hypothesis is that
it results from disrupted REM sleep,

Alt med insurance support to go
AUSTRALIA: Unproven alternative

medicine therapies may be stripped
of government subsidies, according to
recent reports. This follows suggestions
that the inclusion of alt-med treatments
in medical cover offered by private
health insurers have driven up costs.
More than half of all Australians about 13 million people - have general
treatment policies, many of which now
provide cover for alternative medicine
and still attract the government rebate.
Under changes being considered for
April 1 when rebate rates are due to
increase, the rebate would be stripped
from any policies covering therapies not
supported by scientific evidence.

According to documents obtained
by The Australian from the insurance
regulator, the Private Health Insurance
Administration Council, ‘natural’
therapies have been responsible for
the biggest increase in benefits paid to
members outside of hospital services - a
345 per cent increase in 10 years.
“The growing popularity of natural
therapies is putting pressure on
premiums and drawing down more of
the Commonwealth’s insurance rebate,
which will soon cost taxpayers more
than $6 billion a year”, The Australian
story says.
“Over the last 10 years, fees charged
by practitioners for general treatments

which normally induces complete
muscle atonia to prevent sleepers from
acting out their dreams. Sleep paralysis
has been linked to disorders such as
narcolepsy, migraines, anxiety disorders,
and obstructive sleep apnoea; however,
it can also occur in isolation.

Editor’s note: Actually, experts haven’t

been stumped, as the headline implies.
That’s just a sensationalist cliché designed
to get you to read the story. We just thought
you’d like to know.

have more than doubled (increasing by
109 per cent), with the highest growth
occurring for natural therapies, which
has grown by 358 per cent over the same
period,” the regulator states.
Some market analysts suggest
alternative medicine is now a $4bn
industry in Australia, if chiropractic and
osteopathic services are included.
The PHIAC documents also reveal
natural therapies had the second largest
increase in non-hospital treatment
sessions covered by insurers: 241 per cent
in the 10 years to 2012-13. The highest
was for osteopathic services, up 473 per
cent, however osteopathy is not in the
scope of the rebate review as its members,
like chiropractors, are covered by the
Australian Health Practitioner Regulation
Agency and receive Medicare rebates.
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Northern California underimmunised
USA: Research by the Kaiser

Permanente managed health care
organisation has used spatial analysis
software and electronic medical
records to identify clusters of
underimmunisation and vaccine refusal
in the Northern California region,
according to a study published in the
journal Pediatrics.
The Centers for Disease Control’s
immunisation schedule recommends
a minimum of 17 separate injections
during a child’s first two years of
life, including for hepatitis A and
B, diphtheria, tetanus, pertussis,
influenza, polio, measles, mumps,
rubella, and pneumococcal virus.
Underimmunisation in the area missing one or more recommended
vaccine doses before age three - ranged
from 18 per cent to 23 per cent within
clusters, compared with 11 per cent
outside clusters. Vaccine refusal - not
allowing a child to receive any vaccines

- ranged from 5.5 percent to 13.5 per
cent within clusters, compared with 2.6
per cent outside clusters.
The study reviewed the immunization
records of more than 154,000 Kaiser
Permanente Northern California
members between birth and 3 years old.
All the children were born between 2000
to 2011 and were covered continuously
by Kaiser Permanente, which provides
health care for about 40 per cent of
the insured population in 13 Northern
California counties.
“Everyone in the Kaiser Permanente
health care system has access to vaccines,
and since childhood vaccination is
covered by insurance, financial barriers
are not an issue,” the company said.
“Our findings raise awareness that there
may be communities where parents
have more vaccine hesitancy and may
be interested in more information or
more in-depth conversations with their
children’s doctors.”

Shock: Boy didn’t see angels!
USA: Nearly five years after it hit

8

best-seller lists, a book that purported
to be a 6-year-old boy’s story of
visiting angels and heaven after being
injured in a bad car crash is being
pulled from shelves. The young man at
the centre of The Boy Who Came Back
from Heaven said that the story was all
made up.
Tyndale House, the publisher
of the book co-written with the
boy’s father, had promoted it as “a
supernatural encounter that will give
you new insights on Heaven, angels,
and hearing the voice of God.” But
according to National Public Radio,
Tyndale House confirmed that it is
taking “the book and all ancillary
products out of print.”
The decision to pull the book
comes after the boy wrote an open
letter to retailer LifeWay and others
who sell Christian books and religious

materials: “I did not die. I did not go
to Heaven,” he wrote. “I said I went to
heaven because I thought it would get
me attention. When I made the claims
that I did, I had never read the Bible.
People have profited from lies, and
continue to. They should read the Bible,
which is enough. The Bible is the only
source of truth. Anything written by
man cannot be infallible.”
He concluded, “Those who market
these materials must be called to repent
and hold the Bible as enough.”
Calling the book a “spiritual
memoir,” the Washington Post noted
that it “became part of a popular
genre of ‘heavenly tourism,’ which has
been controversial among orthodox
Christians.”
There may have been an indication
that the story was not true and
somewhat hyperbolic in the boy’s name
– Alex Malarkey.

Vale Steve Walker
Australian Skeptics was greatly

saddened to hear of the death of one
of our staunchest supporters, magician
Steve Walker, who died suddenly and far
too early on Thursday, December 11.
Past Australian Skeptics president,
Barry Williams, writes: “Steve was
not only a talented magician, he was
also one of those rare people who
brightened up the lives of all those who
came into contact with him. His use
of humour was unsurpassed in making
his performances a delight to all who
witnessed them.
“The Skeptics owe him an incalculable
debt, not only for the innumerable gigs
he put on free of charge and which
drew record crowds at our dinner
functions - he performed at our very first
convention in 1985 - but for all his many
impromptu performances anywhere a
few Skeptics were gathered together.
“Steve’s unfailing good humour did
much to convince those who knew him
that, despite the perception some might
have that Skeptics are a humourless
crowd of despoilers of other peoples
illusions, much enjoyment and fun can
be gleaned from belonging to Australian
Skeptics.
“We may never see Steve Walker’s like
again, and we are much the poorer for
his passing.”

.
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TheAmazing

Journey

T

he first week of December 2014
saw the “Evening with James ‘the
amazing’ Randi” tour hit Australia. In
the following seven days, Randi visited
and performed to enthusiastic audiences
of skeptics in Adelaide, Perth, Brisbane,
Melbourne and Sydney.
Organised by the Think Inc
promotions company, I was privileged
to be along for the whole tour to either
MC events and/or chat with Randi,
sharing some of those duties with
skeptical comedian Lawrence Leung, Dr
Paul Willis in Adelaide and Jake FarrWharton in Perth.
The evenings comprised a screening
of the documentary An Honest Liar
about the man himself, followed by the
host introducing Randi for an hour’s
‘fireside chat’, followed by 30 minutes
of questions from the audience. When
all this was over, we would repair to a
separate area where people with ‘meetand-greet’ tickets could chat to Randi
and get autographs and selfies.
An Honest Liar is the story of the life
and adventures of James Randi. Many
of his more famous stunts are featured,
with a host of celebrities ranging from
Adam Savage from Mythbusters to even
Uri Geller adding their own stories and
comments.
The film, which is racking up an
impressive list of ‘best documentary’
awards, is the work of Justin Weinstein,
Tyler Measom and Greg O’Toole, who
followed Randi around for some years as
well as raiding TV video achieves from
around the world. It’s astonishing to see
just how many times Randi has made
the news, especially here in Australia.
For a trailer and more information, visit
“http://anhonestliar.com”.
Many people queued after the
show just to meet Randi, and he was

delighted to meet them all in return. It
was surprising to see all the James Randi
memorabilia that people brought with
them to be autographed.
Each of the five performances was
different in some respect, with Randi
coming up with new stories or points
of view. He is a walking encyclopaedia
of the conjuring art and has fascinating
stories of the people and places he has
met in his long career. He is also one of
the funniest of traveling companions. In
fact, when the travelling was demanding
and we were all tired, Randi would never
fail to lighten the mood with humour
or a quick trick. At dinner after a long
day of flights and cars and hotels and
meetings, when we were all ready to
drop, Randi proceeded to make the forks
disappear right from the table - he would
pick them up and proceed to pass them
to us, but they would simply vanish! I
wonder what the hotel restaurant made
of that?
A touching moment came during
the Sydney performance, the last of the
tour. After the screening of the movie,
when the audience was enjoying a short
intermission, I was back stage with Randi
and Leung - Randi was spending time

with Lawrence to give him a private
magic lesson and performing tips. One
of the stage hands came to me and said
“There’s a woman outside who wants to
talk with you.” I followed him out to the
audience area to see a woman with tears
in her eyes. “I’m Richard Carleton’s wife,”
she said, “I didn’t know that Richard
would be in the documentary and I just
wanted to thank Mr Randi.”
Richard Carleton, a prestigious
journalist and a reporter with the ABC
and 60 Minutes from the 1980s until
his death in 2006, was not only behind
the famous ‘Carlos’ hoax of 1988 (The
Skeptic, Vol 8, No 1), but he was also
one of the people who put up $10,000
in 1980 with Dick Smith for the James
Randi in Australia water divining tests,
the birthplace of Australian Skeptics.
I let Randi know she was there and he
immediately asked to see her. I led her
and some of her family to Randi where
more tears flowed. I think it meant as
much to Randi as to Carleton’s family.
It was a week I would not swap for the
world. That Randi held up so well is ...
well, amazing!

.

- Report by Richard Saunders
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Convention 2014

THANKS for the
MEMORABLES
The 2014 Australian Skeptics convention
had many memorable moments. Jo
Alabaster, Jessica Singer, Tim Mendham
and Martin Hadley pick out the key events.

T

he Australian Skeptics 30th
annual convention is over, but
the memory of this notable
event will linger on for a long time for
the more than 450 people who attended.
The second largest Skeptics
convention ever held in Australia
featured presentations from 26 speakers
and panellists – the famous and the
fascinating, the humorous and the
humbling – covering as broad a range of
topics as you could imagine. The event
took place over three vibrant days in
Chatswood, Sydney.
The convention was bookended with
presentations by Dick Smith and Dr
Steve Novella on what it means to be a
Skeptic. In between we heard talks, on
the truth about Ebola, drug prohibition,
facilitated communication, problems
with scientific publications and peer
review, science in space and critical
thinking in the classroom, the skeptical
scene in the UK and the US, handling
grief, and presenting climate change to
the public and the climate for presenting
science in the media.
Two panel sessions by the members
of the Skeptics’ Guide to the Universe in addition to a special pre-convention
“extravaganza” - and a panel on consumer
protection were particular highlights
of the event. And a brief surprise visit
by skeptical icon, James “the Amazing”
Randi.
The 2015 convention will be in
October in Brisbane. It’s bound to be
another memorable event.
Following are summaries of the
presentations. Video recordings of
some talks will appear on the Skeptics’
Facebook channel, www.youtube.com/
user/austskeptics.
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———————––––––––1
DICK SMITH

How skeptical are we?

The keynote speech was given by Dick
Smith; entrepreneur, businessman,
political activist and one of the founders
of Australian Skeptics. Dick’s topic was
“Is the human power to self-delude
unlimited?” He covered several issues,
told us a few amusing anecdotes about
people’s ability to be fooled involving
missing planes, icebergs and Tasmanian
Tigers, then settled in on discussing an
issue that he cares about passionately:
our society’s expectation that we can
continue to aim for perpetual growth in
a finite world. If you get an opportunity
to hear Dick speak on this topic, you’ll be
presented with a lot of food for thought
regarding the sustainability of our way of
life. It was quite an honour to have him
open the convention. [JA]

———————––––––––2
DR KARL KRUSZELNICKI

Travels through skepticism

Next up was Dr Karl Kruszelnicki. If
you’ve heard Dr Karl speak before, you’ll
be familiar with his style - he gave a
fast-paced presentation, speaking on:
a trip to the Antarctic; the view from
the International Space Station; ways to
calculate appropriate tips for service staff
using Pi; “Texan Cowgirls for Jesus for
Open Carry”; barbed wire; his recent
journey across Route 66 and trip to
the TAM convention in Las Vegas; US
senators’ cob sheets; an app for home
delivery medicinal marijuana in Vegas;
Sarah Palin; fruit fly research; popularly
held beliefs which aren’t scientifically
supported ... and somehow, he managed
to link it all back to a common theme –
science communication and skepticism.
[JA]

3

1

won’t result in one big explosion or a
series of spectacular impacts, as you
might expect.
The talk by Dr Amanda Bauer,
research astronomer and outreach
officer at the Australian Astronomical
Observatory, covered “Crash of the
Titans: When Galaxies Collide” - a cute
title for a scary prospect. And on the way,
a lot of fascinating info on astronomy.
The Milky Way is 120,000 light
years wide (or long, if you prefer). The
distances between the stars and planets
are immense – our star is 28,000 light
years from the centre of the galaxy. So
when the Milky Way and Andromeda
galaxies do collide, the stars and planets
in the galaxies will not; the distances
between them are just too vast.
It is expected that the collision process
will start with the two galaxies passing
each other. They will then slingshot back,
pass through each other (flinging off bits)
and finally merge. It is expected that this
will all take several billion years.
And since it’s pretty much a dead
certainty that none of us will be there

2

to see it, Dr Bauer has some impressive
computer simulations to show what it
might look like.
Does all of this make Dr Bauer feel
insignificant? She says, on the contrary
– studying galaxies is so exciting and
special, she feels very lucky. [JS]

——————––––––––4
SGU LIVE RECORDINGS

Science and humour

The Skeptics Guide to the Universe
is considered by many to be the gold
standard of science podcasting and we
were lucky to have two live recording
sessions on the Convention program.
Joined by George Hrab as Guest Rogue
and Richard Saunders their Australian
interpreter, the SGU team discussed a
typically broad range of topics including
privately-funded lunar missions,

4

———————––––––––3
DR AMANDA BAUER

Astronomical horrors

There will come a time when our galaxy,
the Milky Way, will collide with the
Andromeda galaxy. But don’t hold your
breath, we have at least two billion years
to prepare for this event. Even then, it
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superstitions surrounding air travel, a
study of teen brains (which apparently
shut down at the sound of maternal
criticism), the upcoming collision of the
Milky Way Galaxy with the Andromeda
Galaxy in two billion years (obviously a
popular topic) and a “science or fiction”
segment with an Australian flavour
(did you know Tasmanian crop circles
were made by wallabies high on opium
poppies?).
The highlight occurred during
Sunday’s recording, when George Hrab
surprised everyone by presenting the
SGU with the James Randi Award for
excellence. James Randi (who was also
in Australia at the time) emerged on
stage as the ‘trophy’ and participated as a
special guest in the show.
From an audience perspective, the
added advantage of a live session is
the visual aspect to the show: being
able to watch the SGU team at work
and have a face-to-face Q&A, as well
as the backdrop showing Dr Steve
Novella’s photographs of their Australian
trip, not to mention the in-jokes and
shenanigans, Jay Novella licking Geo’s
head being a highlight! [JS]
5

12

6

———————–––––––– 5
CONSUMER
PROTECTION PANEL

Fooling and the fooled

The next event of the convention was
a consumer protection panel, featuring
Julian Morrow, Kirsten Drysdale and
Chas Licciardello of ABC TV’s Checkout
and The Chaser, Alan Kirkland, CEO
of Choice, and Delia Rickard, deputy
chair of the Australian Competition
and Consumer Commission (ACCC).
The panel was moderated by Michael
Marshall of Merseyside Skeptics,
QEDCon and host of the Be Reasonable
podcast from the UK.
The speakers discussed matters of
consumer rights, some tricks commonly
employed by companies in product
design, marketing and at point-of-sale
which may mislead consumers, and
about avenues that consumers can
pursue if they wish to make a complaint.
At the end of the session, there
was a surprise moment when a chap
introduced himself as a chiropractor and
wanted to know why Choice targeted
his profession and didn’t
endorse chiropractic as an
evidence-based modality.
I think that Alan
Kirkland addressed the
question as best he could
with so little background
information regarding
where the questioner was
coming from and what sort
of chiropractic he practised;
then Marsh engaged with
the questioner and asked
him whether he subscribed
to subluxation theory and
the like. It was a really
interesting moment - little
was made clear by the
chiropractor, but Marsh
gave us an excellent

7

example on how to politely question
somebody in a somewhat tense situation
in which claims are being made which
are not supported by evidence - a skill
which is very useful for those of us who
wish to publicly engage as skeptics. [JA]

———————––––––––6
DR RACHAEL DUNLOP

Publishing problems

Dr Rachael Dunlop – “Dr Rachie”
to everyone – has broad experience in
medical research, and has faced the
academic requirement for “publish
or perish” with aplomb ... and the
occasional frustration.
Her talk on peer-reviewed publication
of scientific papers and the rise of open
access journals was therefore grounded in
hard-won experience.
In scientific circles, papers from
researchers are submitted to learned
journals, sent off for peer review, and
consequently rejected or published
(with the occasional request for changes
or more research on the way). The
problem is, the subscription prices to
these journals are often expensive; Dr
Rachie cited Tetrahedron, which covers
organic chemistry and costs $40,000
per year. Most scientists can’t afford to
climb over the paywalls of even the lower
priced publications, so dissemination of
findings is limited.
Enter open access publications – free
to all readers, but not to the authors of
papers, who pay for the privilege of being
published.
Unfortunately, the requirements
for publication are not always of the
highest order, with “cranks and quacks”
sometimes getting an equal run with
more serious or qualified researchers.
Similar situations often appear in
scientific conferences.
The fact that the scientific paper
‘industry’ is worth more than $9 billion
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means there is intense competition from
both researchers and journals.
“We do need change in the publishing
world,” says Dr Rachie. “There are issues
of costs, and deficiencies in quality. But
until we find something better, we have
to work with what we have.”
So, in the world of scientific papers
and the journals that publish them, be
skeptical, look for red flags, and don’t
take anything for granted. [TM].

spread, similar groups were founded
elsewhere in the US, Australia, the UK
and many other countries. CSI itself has
two affiliate organisations both founded
by Kurtz: the Center for Inquiry and the
Council for Secular Humanism.
Four decades on and there have
been many ups and downs, many
battles, victories and setbacks, but CSI
has weathered them and is still going
strong. Things have come a long way,
but the need for informed scepticism
has not changed. Thanks to the
internet, there has been a proliferation
of pseudoscientific claims. Luckily, and
also thanks to the internet, there are
more diverse and prolific sceptical groups
than ever before and CSI is proud to be
part of the effort to protect the values
essential to enlightened societies. [JS]

———————–––––––– 7
KEN FRAZIER

———————–––––––– 8
GEORGE “GEO” HRAB

8

Skepticism in the US

Skeptics handling grief

In Ken Frazier’s words, the early 70s “was
awash in unexamined paranormalism”:
astrology, psychics, spoon bending,
UFOs and the Bermuda Triangle were
accepted by many as perfectly reasonable
and rational.
Ken is the editor of Skeptical Inquirer
and has been involved in the organised
sceptical movement in the United States
since February 1974, when a scientific
response to the nonsense kicked off with
a confrontation between Immanuel
Velikovsky (author of Worlds in
Collision) and astronomer and skeptic
Carl Sagan. Scientific critiques of UFOs,
the Bermuda Triangle and astrology
followed.
This sceptical ground swell led
to magician James Randi, professor
of psychology Ray Hyman and
mathematician Martin Gardner
proposing some kind of organisation to
address such claims, and when they got
together with professor of philosophy
Paul Kurtz, his skills enabled them to
found CSICOP (now CSI) in 1976: the
first formal organisation in the Englishspeaking world for the examination of
paranormal and fringe science claims
from a scientific viewpoint.
Kurtz was committed to outreach
and as the idea of organised scepticism

Ian Bryce, prominent Humanist and
Confession: I’m a shameless fan of The
Geologic Podcast. I have lost count of
the number of times I have plugged it to
friends, including the usual reassurance
that it hardly ever mentions geology.
It’s brisk, funny and you feel closely
connected. Only Geo in person could be
more vivid, and that’s what we got.
Geo gets me giggling in public more
than any other podcaster. Tune in to his
guest Dr Damian Handzy and you’ll get
the picture. As the 2014 Convention’s
MC, Geo had us laughing from when
he first came on stage, but as the final
presenter for day 1, he took a more
sombre line.
Be you a happy and lucky skeptic,
you will eventually face the emotional
wasteland of loss and death. What use is
critical thinking then? Everything has its
price. The significance of loss is the value
of the thing lost. When it is a loved one
– person or pet – you pay the price by
accepting that they have gone. There is
more dignity in that than in pretending
they are now frolicking in some other
realm. No more worries for them. No
more anything. They have gone.
When a fictional character dies, we
accept that. We can marvel at the deeds
of Sherlock Holmes without pretending
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he is up there somewhere. Same with
our loved ones – value them through
remembering their deeds. It is more
important for us to leave behind worthy
memories, than to worry about where we
are going.
(Suggested further study: Hrabbi
Minoishe Interroberg’s joke in Geologic
Podcast #382.) [MH]

I

Getting
the Point

f you ever wanted to know how to
hammer a nail into your nose – and
by that we mean into your nose, not
through – then Nicholas Johnson is
your man.
The Honest Conman, as he
is called, presented a stunning
portfolio of his cons and tricks at the
convention dinner on the Saturday
night. These included card tricks,
mind reading, various cons and
swindles, and the aforesaid nail in
the nose. And whether by accident
or cunning ploy, some of those he
brought to the stage and fooled
included key convention speakers
Jay Novella and Amanda Bauer. All
with a dash of humour and a splash
of patter.
If you ever get a chance to
see Nicholas in action, we highly
recommend you do.

.
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———————–––––––– 9
PETA ASHWORTH

Promoting scientific evidence

14

Peta Ashworth, a science communicator
and researcher in understanding public
perception to climate change and low
emission technologies, kicked off with
a statement which is all too familiar
to skeptics –“There is a whole lot of
misinformation out there.”
Until her recent departure from
CSIRO, she ran the organisation’s
Science into Society Group over the
past six years. Over that period, this
has expanded to include 30 researchers
building the group’s core capabilities
to encompass assessing the impacts
of technology, establishing a social
licence to operate, understanding and
modelling social systems, motivating
positive behaviour change, and exploring
pathways to connect people and policy.
Recent cuts in CSIRO’s budget
has put the organisation’s activities in
promoting scientific understanding
and evidence under pressure (including
leading to the departure of key people
such as Peta Ashworth).
Nonetheless, she laid out some of the
important issues in promoting honest
debate and education. For instance,
how do you present the right evidence
and encourage meaningful discussion
on what some see as a high risk and
uncertain technology, “before it gets shot
down without any discussion”?
The problem is, no matter how much
you present the information and the
evidence, you will start to get a split on
who to believe.
The procedure is then to look at the
interdisciplinary implications, she says.
You leverage the trust inherent in family
and friends to encourage discussion. You
need consistent (and sometimes high
profile) leadership. And you need to move
away from fear toward a positive message.
And despite her departure from
CSIRO, Ashworth definitely presented a
positive message. [TM]

———————––––––––10
PETER HADFIELD

Media tricks

Peter Hadfield is a journalist and author
who has worked for the ABC, BBC,
CBC and New Scientist (to name a
few). He also runs a YouTube channel
under the handle PotHoler54 on which
he publishes videos he’s created which
explain scientific concepts and debunk
unscientific claims.
Watching these videos was actually
one of the reasons I became interested
in skepticism (alongside an appreciation
of stage magic and astonishment that
anti-vaccinationists actually existed),
so I was very keen to see him speak
and perhaps to say hello to him later.
(Incidentally, that is one of my favourite
aspects about conventions such as
these - being able to meet and chat with
some of the speakers. It’s lovely to be
able to give feedback to people whose
work you’ve appreciated and I enjoyed
chatting with several of the speakers
during the convention.)
Hadfield’s talk on the tricks of the
media trade was excellent, presenting
some wonderful tools for skeptics and ideally the wider community - to
use when reading quotes in print or
listening to or watching TV and radio
programs.
For instance, he discussed a TV
special on the remains of an ancient
civilisation found off Japan. This was a
classic case of selective quoting, where
statements from scientists were taken
out of context. This is something
which often appears in TV interviews
– ‘cutaways’ between interviewer and
interviewee ostensibly to cover ellipses
in the conversation but also allow
for editorial selection to promote a
particular point of view, sometimes at
total odds with what the interviewee
was saying.
After seeing his presentation, it’s
become second nature for me to pass
a more critical eye over television
interviews. Some of these are covered
in his YouTube videos on “TV Tricks of
the Trade, quotes and cutaways” - www.
youtube.com/watch?v=07NMglQX6gE.
[JA]

11

———————––––––––
DR BRONWYN HEMSLEY

Facilitated communication

Communication is a human right.
The main means of communication
is speech, but if someone is unable to
speak due to conditions such as cerebral
palsy, motor neurone disease or autism,
then that person should be given access
to other methods of communication.
Such methods are known as
“augmentative and alternative
communication” and may involve the
use of technology (one example being
Stephen Hawking) or not (an example
being sign language), depending on the
circumstances.
Facilitated communication (FC) has
emerged into this area and is vigorously
defended by its proponents as a valid
means of communication for people
with all types of physical and mental
impairment. FC is also known as
“supported typing”.
The ‘facilitator’ will hold the hand
or arm of the communication-impaired
person and, in theory, assist that person
to record their communications using a
keyboard or other device.
However, as two people are involved
in the process, it raises the essential
question of who is the author of
communications produced by such
means. In the wake of cases where
allegations of serious abuse were
supposedly made using FC but which
proved to be unfounded, concerns
were raised about the validity of
communications produced by this
method.
The International Society for
Augmentative and Alternative
Communication (ISAAC) has long
been concerned about FC and Dr
Bronwyn Hemsley, senior lecturer in
speech pathology at the University
of Newcastle and Discovery Early
Career researcher, has participated in
a systematic review of studies of the
efficacy of FC. The studies all showed
a high degree of facilitator control,
influence and even interference in FC.
Unsurprisingly, ISAAC has concluded
that there is no good evidence for FC
as a valid form of augmentative and
alternative communication.
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So why does FC remain alive and
well when it effectively denies a genuine
voice to people with disabilities and can
(in some cases) be extremely destructive?
Perhaps it is due to a lack of speech
pathology services and Dr Hemsley
stressed the need for access to proper
services by those in need. [JS]
9

———————––––––––12
MICHAEL MARSHALL

Pseudoscience in the UK

10

11

12
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The Merseyside Skeptics Society formed
in 2009 and has not been mucking
around. Its VP, Michael Marshall,
emulates Nelson and his final signal
at Trafalgar: “engage the enemy more
closely.” He warns against treating
psychic phenomena like objects in a glass
case. “We need to get our hands on it.”
For example, he has dealt with a
psychic’s claims of channeling the spirit
of a dead child by striving to cover the
possibilities: either the psychic truly feels
possessed and the words just come; or
the psychic has consciously decided to
imitate a dying child in front of a large
paying audience, which includes the
grieving mother.
That kind of psychic deserves a
challenge because it is important to
know.
In that instance, Michael got his
answer indirectly. Instead of cooperation
from a confident psychic, there were
threats of litigation from solicitors. That
tells me enough about the bona fides of
that psychic.
The other side of the coin is that even
true believers accept that some shonks
contaminate an otherwise ‘honourable’
vocation. So true believers should
welcome guidance on how to tell a
genuine psychic from the shonks, and
the real psychics should join skeptics in
revealing any tricks.
UK Skeptic Mark Tillbrook put this
to the test. When he distributed a leaflet
entitled “Spotting a Genuine Psychic”
he was assaulted by two relatives and
‘employees’ of a high-earning psychic
performer. When their thuggish antics
were captured on a concealed camera
and YouTubed, the psychic decided they
needed more genteel assistants.
Whether they are shonks or not –
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what’s the harm? Some money down
the drain, but so what? People waste
money in many ways. Here’s the harm:
Psychics won’t or can’t prove that they
receive genuine messages from the
afterlife. If there is no afterlife, then
a grieving person should value their
genuine memories of the loved one.
Fake messages contaminate those
memories with spurious stories of the
dear departed gambolling with angels or
whatever. These become false memories
and degrade all concerned.
We yearn to connect with the dead.
That emotion should not be exploited
to create an income for ‘entertainers’.
[MH]

———————––––––––13
DR ALEX WODAK

Prohibition and drug use

Dr Wodak is a physician, is Director
of the Alcohol and Drug Service at
St Vincent’s Hospital in Sydney since
1982, and President of the Australian
Drug Law Reform Foundation. His talk
looked at the myths associated with the
control of the consumption of illicit
drugs.
His primary message is that
“drug prohibition has been an abject
failure”, with an inherent unfairness.
Until relatively recently, drug usage
was uncontrolled and legal. Only in
recent years have there been moves to
prohibition. But despite this new focus,
he says the drug market has expanded
– drugs are now cheaper, purer and
more available ... and often more
dangerous. There has been an increase
in violent crime associated with drugs,
and corruption linked to manufacture.
Between 1964 and 1997, the rate of
deaths from heroin overdose (ie the
relative number, not the plain figure) has
increased by 59 times.
Attempts to control drug have
focused on “vicarious punishment” – jail
some to discourage others, where “bad
policy is good politics”.
Rather the focus should be on
regulating the market – plain packaging,
stop advertising, and ban political
donation. If that sounds vaguely familiar,
then that is why there is an inherent
unfairness in drug control. [TM]
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———————–––——14
PETER FITZSIMONS

Gallipoli and other beliefs

When Peter Fitzsimons was growing up,
his parents instilled in him values and
beliefs that reflected the societal norms
of the time. While his fundamental
values remain the same, he is happy to
say that he has moved on from his beliefs
in religion, monarchy and the legend of
Gallipoli.
For Peter, the constant development
of the self is important and the secrets
to a happy life are travel, reading and
writing. Now a staunch atheist, it was
reading Bertrand Russell and travelling
overseas on an AFS scholarship, as well as
studying journalism, which changed his
beliefs on religion. It was the campaign
in the 1980s for an Australian republic
which changed his beliefs on monarchy.
And as we approach the 100th
anniversary of the ANZAC landings
at Gallipoli, Peter’s beliefs have
also changed: he now believes in
commemorating it rather than
celebrating it as an heroic event and
wants to acknowledge the tragedy on
both sides of the conflict, Turkish as well
as Australasian. [JS]

———————––––––––15
DR GRANT HILL-CAWTHORNE

Ebola myths

Dr Grant Hill-Cawthorne is a
medical microbiologist and lecturer in
communicable disease epidemiology

at the Marie Bashir Institute for
Infectious Diseases and Biosecurity and
School of Public Health, University of
Sydney.
And he is a good sport, as he filled
a spot on the program at very short
notice when another speaker was
suddenly called overseas.
Not that you’d know it from his
presentation on the Ebola situation
which, in half an hour, answered
virtually any questions you might have
about this frightening disease, both the
facts and the myths (of which there are
many).
First the facts. Named after the
Ebola River in Zaire, site of one of
the ‘first’ outbreaks of the disease in
1976, though no doubt there were
unrecognised cases well before that.
Previous largest outbreak was Uganda
in 2000-01, with c250 deaths. The
current outbreak has, as at the time of
the presentation, about 16,000 cases
– though quite likely much higher –
and 5700 deaths (ie greater than all
previous outbreaks combined). The
latest incidence in West Africa has been
sourced to a woman in Guinea who
could not afford to buy food for her
children and thus shot fruit bats to feed
them. There are promising vaccines
under development.
And the myths? Ebola is not an
escaped bioweapon, nor a plot by
President Obama to distract from
his other policies, nor an effort for
population control. It does not
manifest as it is portrayed in the film
Outbreak – ie masses of blood, no
finding the source and it’s all OK.
There is also no indication of the
spread of Ebola zombies in the US, it
is not spread through sneezes and other
airborne media. In fact, the virus breaks

down reasonably quickly when exposed
to air. And it is actually less infectious
than measles (for each one measles
case, you’ll have 16-18 people infected;
Ebola is a one-to-one transmission).
Ingesting silver may (or may not) help
– still to be properly confirmed as past
tests used inert surfaces (eg glass). And
oh yes ... homeopathy doesn’t work.
[TM]

———————––––––––16
ADAM VANLANGENBERG

Skepticism as school

Adam vanLangenberg, high school
teacher and past winner of the Skeptics’
Fred Thornett Award, spoke about the
skeptic group he runs at McKinnon
Secondary College where he teaches
mathematics (for which he apologised).
He described his own progression from
“born again skeptic” to promoter of
critical thinking via regular lunch time
discussion groups at his school. Over a
period of years he has established that
there is a great yearning for learning
among teenagers, despite their strange
habits and awful taste in music. His
and his students lunch times have
covered a variety of topics, from
psychic powers and mind-influence
(the classic kids-with-buckets-on-theirhead experiment) to homeopathy and
applied kinesiology.
He was also proud to host a visit by
James Randi to his school, where he
had students in the high 300s crammed
into a room designed for low 300s,
only without air-conditioning on a
record hot day and the prospect of
being “the man who killed Randi”.
A whisper in his ear from those who
knew that Randi had seen much worse
was small consolation.
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He has put together a website of
resources for students to assist others
who might want to address skepticism
and critical thinking in schools (http://
scepticschool.com/).
If only there had been a teacher
at high school like Mr V in my day.
[TM].
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———————––––––––17
STEVE NOVELLA

And he concluded: “I hope everyone
goes out re-energised to change the
world.” I’m sure we did. [MH]

.

———————––––––––
Photos by Ruth Ellison/Alistair da Silva:
(#1,2,4,5,7,9,10,12,13,15,17 + SGU main photo,
Nicholas Johnson with nail, Geo in bathrobe).
Photos by Mal Vickers: (#3,6,8,11,14,16 +
dinner panorama).

Being the best skeptic

After two days of occasionally frenetic
stimulation, Dr Steve Novella, SGU
leader and clinical neurologist at
Yale University School of Medicine,
serenely provided advice on how to
turn opponents into people who take
an interest in what we think. Have you
noticed how he can answer a question
off the cuff, as clearly and precisely as if
he had days to prepare? Here are some
of his tips on dialogue:
• Don’t be on a hair-trigger
sniping for logical fallacies in an
opponent’s argument. Resist the
temptation of trying to win an
argument by labelling fallacies.
The underlying issue is more
important.
• Before you start, ask yourself: is my
thinking clear?
• Then: what is my goal? To
understand them; to convince
them; or to convince an onlooker?
So, do I need to win or will I
achieve more by engaging, finding
common ground and getting
people to think it over?
• Don’t try to score by putting
someone in a category that must
be bad eg “denier”.
• Whenever you receive childish
abuse, respond politely. A mature
response will get you to the higher
ground. As skeptics, we should
set an example to those who sling
abuse.
• To be dedicated to the truth, you
must address the best version of
their argument.
• If their best version is not based on
reason, eg creationism, then remember:
you cannot reason a person out of
a position that they did not reason
themselves into.
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Awakening

G

the beast

eorge Hrab is a skeptical
musician, known for such
happy numbers as “Heaven Must be
Boring”, “God is Not Great”, “Stricken
with Consumption”, and the love
song “Everything Alive Must Die
Someday”.
He is also a podcaster of note,
running the Geologic program that
now runs to over 400 episodes.
And he is a
convincing auctioneer,
maximising income
for the SGU at the
Saturday dinner
including composing
a song in 30 minutes
extolling the virtues of
the successful bidder.
But most of all
he is an awesome
MC, introducing each
speaker at the 2014
convention with a
quote from their
favourite movies,
including a spookily
accurate impression of
Arnie Schwarzenegger
in Terminator 2.
In this role, he
will probably be best
remembered for his
late arrival on the first
morning, called into
action direct from the
shower, dressed in a red bathrobe,
a towel wrapped around his flowing
locks, and a pair of $2 sandals from
Target.
Thanks Geo.

.
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Readers’ indigestible
Tim Mendham looks at those ‘other’ publications,
where skepticism is a dirty word.

T

his issue, we look at one new publication and return to a group of
websites we looked at last issue . One is a glossy magazine ostensibly on
astrology and numerology but would rather be something else. The others focus
on UFOs. Last issue we were concerned about their amateur psychological
counselling; now it’s a bit more positive - their skeptical approach. Read on.

Your Stars
Subtitled “Astrology &
Numerology Predictions”, Your
Stars ($6.95) is an Australian
quarterly publication coming out of
... . Actually, it’s difficult to find out
where it comes out of, because there
is no indication of who publishes it,
who the editorial staff are, and how
to get in touch. No contact details
at all.
But there is a subtle reference in
the “how to subscribe” entry to an
organisation called Top10readers.
Go to the website of the same
name, and you discover that
the home page lists the current
ten top clairvoyants, “an official
listing from the Psychic Club of
Australia”. That’s the giveaway,
as there are two adverts from the
Club in the Dec-Feb issue of Your
Stars. The Top 10 listed on the
website are “as published in Your
Stars magazine every season”. The
listings are based on “the previous
season’s popularity”, each profile
of a Top 10er being purely a list of
personal endorsements (“Terry was
really spot on with everything he
said. I don’t need to ask him many
questions because he kept throwing
the questions and answers at me
instead! He was really great to talk
to. Thanks Terry! - Kat from Vic.”
That sort of thing, with hints that
18

there might be some cold reading
and fishing going on.)
Top 10er Terry must be doing
OK. Not only is he the only male in
the list, but he appears as No. 1 on
both the print and online versions.
But enough about psychics.
Let’s get down to the astrology and
numerology.
So what’s the first article about?
An in-depth look at the Egyptian
god Horus.
Not a lot of astrology and
numerology there; more a
description of the god’s history quite detailed, a good summary
- and his spiritual powers. This is
written by Rhonnda Fritz, who
runs “Retreat Tours of Egypt”, or
“SpiritualEgyptTours”, the name
of the website where you can
book tickets. She does get into
the spiritual side when she talks
about “the eye of Horus”, which
apparently looks “remarkably like
the Pineal Gland in our brain”, but
that topic will apparently be covered
in more detail in a different article.
Of course, “Most people
experience Egypt through their
third eye whether they are aware of
it consciously or not when they are
travelling though the sites.” Hard
to prove if you’re not aware of it,
but the first half of the article is

OK, while the second half is new
age verbiage and a promotion of the
tours.
The next article is on “Ghosts of
Port Arthur” by Nadine Gardner.
Again, this is a detailed discussion of
the site’s history (real and ghostly).
But at the very end you have
this: “The misery of this place has
continued into the 20th century,
when 35 people were massacred
and others wounded, supposedly by
a single gunman, Martin Bryant.
If you surf the Net, you will find
sites that say this young man was
a ‘patsy’ for the kills, which were
allegedly orchestrated as conspiracy
by authorities. It is not my purview
to write about this area of mysterious
happenings at Port Arthur. But the
question could be asked.”
Yes, conspiracy theory wrapped
in rampant disingenuousness. What
this has to do with astrology and
numeracy is anyone’s guess.
At least that topic does finally
appear - two pages on each
traditional star sign. This is pure Sun
sign inanity on relationships, home
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and family, careers, health and
money. Definitely not the “most
in-depth and specific forecasts” as
advertised on the cover.
This is followed by several pages
of numerology where your entire
life is in the hands of a one-digit
number (your “life path vibration”)
whittled down from your birth
date. These are predictions for
the next few months where this
might happen or you could do this
– nothing definite and nothing
precise. Totally inane.
Even the “spiritual joke” is
inane: A Zen master steps up
to the hot dog cart and says,
“Make me one with everything.”
The hot dog vendor smiles and
fixes a hot dog and hands it to
the Zen master. The Zen master
immediately hands over a $20
note. The hot dog vendor puts the
note in the cash drawer and closes
the drawer. “Where’s my change?”
asks the Zen master, The hot dog
vendor says “Change must come
from within.”
That spiritual/philosophical
theme is continued with a poem
by a Sufi master, a selection of
quotes from Emmanuel Kant and
a “spiritual puzzle” (not a puzzle,
more a commentary). Overall,
this is one heck of an astrology
magazine. We don’t know who the
editor is, but they really don’t seem
that interested in your stars.

.

Last issue we looked at one aspect
of Australian pro-UFO websites
that was worrisome, to say the least.
This was the propensity of some
sites to offer amateur psychiatric
counselling to those people who were
traumatised either by a UFO/alien
encounter or by the reaction they
received when they told others.
Admittedly, it might be the case
that no-one takes advantage of those
offers, or that the UFO organisations
had qualified practitioners on tap.
But nonetheless, the concern is still
there, particularly when considering
the lack of coherency of some online
comments from followers.
But what of the sites themselves?
No doubt all of them are run by
enthusiastic believers, but some do
make an effort to take, at times,
a dispassionate approach to their
subjects.
UFO Research (NSW) - www.
ufor.asn.au - has the following on
its investigations page: “We are now
getting into an era where nocturnal
lights are simply nocturnal lights.
The interpretation may be for
ordinary aircraft or remain in the
UFO status. If there is unusual
movement not normally expected
from a normal aircraft then we still
do not have enough information
to determine the nature of the
light or object, it remains a UFO
[ie unidentified]. ... In the past the
major form of communication has
been through reports after the fact
with information going through
many hands and the original source
subject to the same human influences
that a person under stress would
exhibit. Often the information is
coloured by the imagination or the
trauma that the person was under
during the sighting. Information
gathered this way must be considered
suspect at best.”

The UFO & Paranormal
Research Society of Australia - www.
ufosociety.net.au - has a page about
events or sightings that could be
misidentified as UFOs, including
lenticular clouds, out-of-focus
fauna, lens flare, sundogs, grass
circles (‘fairy rings’) and even blimps
at night.
And Validate (www.
paranormalnation.com.au) has an
interesting article on the psychology
of hoaxing, which describes famous
UFO proponent George Adamski
as a “legendary fabricator of fairy
tales”.
But for every considered
approach to the possibility that a
UFO might not be a UFO, you
have those who will see no dispute,
despite a passing nod to skepticism.
For instance, the Australian Close
Encounter Research Network (www.
acern.com.au) advises its readers, in
fairly awkward English, how to deal
with skeptics: “With openness and
honesty, I will tell them to go and
read some of the enormous scientific
and documented evidence out now
in every good bookshop, before
they dismiss it! And that the most
skeptical of all are those with this
experience, as they have to prove to
themselves they are not crazy, and
for those who work in the field we
come a close second as we don’t
want to lose our credibility either, so
as groups we are the most skeptical.
And any question they may come
up with we have certainly asked
those same questions, and some
more! So generally they give us no
surprises! And everyone is welcome
to struggle with this, we certainly
did! Although I will have to say that
balanced skepticism is healthy, there
is a small percent that even if they
saw a UFO on their front lawn they
would say it was a fire engine.”

.
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Confrontation

Asking for
Trouble
Tim Mendham looks
at the almost inevitable
result of being a
skeptic – somewhere,
sometime you will
come into conflict with
someone.

W
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e have all heard the warning
for dinner table conversation
etiquette – no mention of sex, politics
or religion. All of these topics, whether
discussed or not, have a strong emotional
attachment, and often one without a lot
of rationality behind them, so raising
them over dinner could lead to a bad case
of indigestion, at best. At worst, red wine
stains are hard to remove from the wall.
Any sort of confrontation between
those of opposing philosophies is not
pleasant, and for many people it’s
something to be avoided if possible.
But avoiding all unpleasantness all
of the time is extremely difficult
for anyone; for skeptics, it’s almost
impossible. Anyone who wants to deal
in contentious issues is bound to find
themselves in heated discourse with
those who strongly disagree with the
point of view being expressed. But it
is a rare person who throws themselves
knowingly into confrontational
situations, not necessarily with

relish but with determination and
confidence.
This happens with skeptics all the
time, who regularly find themselves up
against antagonistic views and viewholders, sometimes by choice and
sometimes thanks to third parties such
as the media, who love nothing better
than a live barney on TV or radio.
The key criterion for skeptical
investigation is that “extraordinary
claims require extraordinary proof”.
The main process underpinning the
assessment of extraordinary claims is
scientific method, which means repeated
investigation and review of claims,
undertaken by those with knowledge
and experience in a particular area.
This approach, and the topics
covered, put skeptics in the direct line
of fire of those with beliefs where they
have invested much emotional collateral,
and who are often unwilling to hear
opposing arguments, no matter how
much the counter arguments may be

based on critical thinking and hard
evidence.
Skeptics, thus, often find themselves
dealing with people in a confrontational
(and often entirely non-rational)
atmosphere. No matter how much
evidence skeptics can bring to suggest
that specific claims may be unfounded,
believers will often stick stubbornly
to their beliefs, and describe anyone
who suggests that those beliefs might
be unfounded and based on ‘dodgy’
evidence as spoilsports (at best) or
ignorant enemies (or worse).
Note that the view taken by skeptics
is not that these things are not and
cannot be true; the view is that they are
unproven.
It must be admitted that there are
those skeptics who take a more militant
and dogmatic view, which is certainly
not a proper application of critical
thinking, but the attitude that there
should be an open mind until a topic is
thoroughly proven or disproven is the
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one that should normally prevail.
So how do Skeptics then deal with
contentious situations that have social,
personal and even political aspects? How
do you couch your argument so that
ethics, evidence and critical thinking are
not compromised, while also allowing for
sympathy, empathy and diplomacy?
These interactions have a strong
dependence on the aptitude of people
to assess their own claims. This might
use methods that could be difficult for
the general public to understand and/or
apply. They may not have the education
or experience, or they may simply be
unwilling to hear the opposing view –
from sticking their fingers in their ears
or by going on the offensive and actively
confronting those who present what
skeptics would consider a more measured
view.
But skeptics will not (or should not)
shy from such situations, and they will
need to both understand the basis for any
claims, and develop methods for dealing
with them. In skeptical terms, this often
builds around an understanding of
probability, dealing with observation and
‘eye-witness’ accounts, and challenging
faith and belief in the illogical and
unfounded.

COUNTER-INTUITIVE THINKING

Notions of probability and associated
statistical analysis are areas where skeptics
often come up against a brick wall, one
built of perplexed looks and, ironically,
“That can’t be right!” responses.
Coincidences are a classic example
of probability, where people find
significance in apparently non-significant
events. Many people refuse to believe
that there is nothing more to coincidence
than two things happening at the same
time – concurrent incidence. They insist
there must be a relationship, a cause-andeffect, that simply cannot be put down to
dumb luck, thoroughly misinterpreting
what coincidence actually means. The
issue here rests on the difference between
possibility and probability.
For instance, there is the possibility that
the world is flat (and, for the pedants, I
mean flat, not oblate). However, based on
empirical and historical evidence, we can
say that the probability of the world being
flat is zero. The world is not flat, it is

pretty much a sphere, and you’d be hard
pressed for anyone outside of a very tiny
fringe few who would suggest otherwise.
There’s no great problem here
distinguishing between possibility and
probability - simple evidence with
broadly accepted results.
But let’s get into murkier areas of
probability.
How many people do you need in a
room before there’s an even chance that
two people will share the same birthday?
Note we’re asking for the same day and
month, not the same year.
Intuitively, many people would say
that you needed 367 people to ensure
that two people matched. But in fact,
you only need 23 people to give you 50
per cent probability, and you would only
need 57 people to give you 99 per cent
probability. This statistical ‘anomaly’
is called “the birthday paradox”, and
is widely known in statistical (and
gambling) circles. But it is obviously
counter-intuitive for most of us who
don’t have a detailed understanding of
statistical analysis.
But try explaining that to an audience
at a public meeting. The response of
most would be disbelief, perplexed
looks and the occasional thrown pie or
expletive. The skeptic’s response would
be that “You don’t have to take my word
for it; I can show you the evidence”. But
those without a strong mathematical
background would not understand the
evidence. As Stephen Hawking said in
the introduction to A Brief History of
Time, “each equation I included in the
book would halve the sales”, and the
proof of the birthday paradox is full of
equations, so the number of people who
would know, let alone understand, the
evidence is small. Nonetheless it is true.
Logic one, intuitive thinking nil,
persuasive ability minus one.
Between the flat earth and the
birthday paradox lies a long landscape of
odd and quirky beliefs that stretch the
boundaries of probability and possibility.
Scientific method is based on the
concept that anything is possible, but in
some cases the probability of something
being true is so infinitesimally small that
we can confidently say, for all intents
and purposes, that it does not exist.
“But it’s still possible, isn’t it?”,

desperate believers in pseudoscience and
the paranormal might suggest, and that
small opening is enough for them to
storm through like soldiers through a
breach in the wall.
Standing in opposition, defending the
breach, is neither easy nor comfortable.
Despite knowing that you have the best
evidence to support you, facing up to
misguided ‘mass opinion’ requires great
courage in one’s convictions.
Strong skeptics will do that. The notso-brave will move to one side and allow
the hordes through, despite the obvious
and often devastating consequences that
that might have for an honest appraisal
and a rational approach to dealing with
problems that face us in the future.
But overwhelming odds in
confrontational circumstances does not
mean you give up. Skeptics would say it
is worth the effort, despite regular battles
not won, and no positive result in sight.
Eventually the ‘mob’ will come around,
though it might leave many bashed and
bleeding bodies in its wake.
Some believers might suggest that it
is the pseudoscientific and paranormal
theories that represent the counterintuitive but nonetheless true situation.
But the argument always comes down to
one of evidence – reliable, repeatable and
reputable evidence.
For example, the reliable evidence for
homeopathy is nil, despite the claims
and protestations of its supporters, so
the probability of its being an effective
medical treatment, outside of placebo
effects, is likewise nil. The evidence for
the efficacy of immunisation is very high;
we can confidently say it is indisputable.
This still doesn’t mean it isn’t disputed,
and Australia has some particularly
virulent opponents of immunisation. But
it comes down to the evidence, and the
evidence that exists today clearly points to
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how many observations are made, poor
in clear view is not a normal event, it
evidence piled on poor evidence does
should still have been noticed.
Continued...
not make something true. It just remains
Picture, then, observations which
poor evidence.
are highly out of the ordinary,
But to suggest that claimants
unpredictable, where the observers
the strongest probability that, in the vast are often taken by total surprise, and
might be mistaken is to cast negative
msjority of cases, immunisation works.
aspersions on their abilities and even
where the event in question may be
Without scientific evidence,
their character, and this is never seen as a
extremely brief and occur under difficult
pseudoscience and the paranormal
circumstances, and may certainly involve sympathetic situation.
are not supportable. When they are
the observer dealing with a phenomenon
supported by good reliable, repeatable
which they do not have the experience
SKEPTICS AND CONFRONTATION
and reputable evidence, they are no
or training to properly assess.
Top of the list of confrontational
longer pseudoscientific or paranormal.
Consider UFOs. Unlike astronomers,
situations is one which goes to the
They are welcomed into the body of
most people do not normally stare
core of a claimant’s very being, that
scientific theory. They might be tossed
at the sky; they see it, but it is not a
they’re “not thinking straight”, they are
out again if they are subsequently proved subject of constant observation. Seeing
mistaken, they are not qualified and,
incorrect, but as good evidence piles up
something in the sky, particularly at
ultimately, they are wrong.
on top of good evidence, the move from night, may reveal bodies that they might
Issues of blind faith, by definition,
possibility to probability becomes less
not be familiar with but which are fully
do not require proof, and no manner
controversial, and defence against violent understood by experienced observers in
or amount of evidence will generally
assaults on logic is no longer needed.
that particular field.
dissuade them from their belief.
Reports of such incidents, particularly
When negative results about a claim
in the paranormal world, often refer
are presented, skeptics are often accused
CHALLENGING THE ‘FACTS’
to the ‘authority’ of
of having no values,
Police and lawyers will tell you that
of being amoral
eyewitnesses to events are unreliable. Yes, the witness. Police
Like common sense, iconoclasts bent on
officers might be cited
they are used in court cases, trials and
as being trustworthy
destroying precious
discussions, but their accounts can be
critical thinking is not
witnesses because
and long-held beliefs,
assessed and brought into question.
as widely practised as it putting nothing in
of their (assumed)
Accounts made of the same event by
respectability and
their place. This is
different people often differ markedly.
should be.
probity and ability to
about as far from the
How many people were involved? How
weigh claims. The fact
truth as you
were they dressed? What did they look
they don’t normally deal with UFOs as
could get.
like? Who else was present? Did you
Skepticism is not nay-saying
actually see what you claim to have seen, part of their day-to-day activities seems
cynicism, it is merely applying the
or are you bringing others’ accounts into to be beside the point.
One of the more curious uses of
mantra of “prove it”, nothing more,
your own? These problems only increase
authorities is quoting celebrities – film
nothing less. Whether the claim is to
the longer the time between the event
stars, politicians – as if they are better
be able to fly, lift objects with mind
and the recounting of it.
power, predict your future from cards,
In a famous and regularly used test of placed to comment on alternative
medicine and the paranormal.
or cure cancer with some sort of miracle
the ability of people to closely observe
Supporters of homeopathy often
treatment, it is perfectly reasonable –
a situation, participants in a study have
even advisable – to ask the claimant to
been shown a video of a group of people mention that the Royal family,
particularly Prince Charles, use
prove it.
in a circle passing a ball back and forth.
homeopathic treatments. But why
But that doesn’t mean there is not a
The viewer is asked to count how many
dispute.
times the ball is passed. At the end of the the Royals should be seen as medical
authorities because of an accident of
Despite all the best evidence you
viewing, the witness is asked what the
birth is anyone’s guess.
can muster, there are situations where
gorilla did.
Dealing with such claims is difficult,
confrontation is still encountered. You
Unless they have been forewarned,
particularly as they involve personal
will need to decide whether to cut your
the common response is “Huh? What
losses and leave, knowing that that will
gorilla?” But a second viewing will clearly anecdotes. The witnesses might claim
“I saw it with my own eyes”, and they
give your opponents ammunition, or
show a man dressed in a gorilla suit
to stand your ground and support your
wandering through the scene, behind the ask why one would doubt them. There
position.
players. But the observers don’t normally are obvious problems with anecdotal
evidence – you weren’t there and there is
How you do the latter is the key
notice it because they are concentrating
no hard evidence you can use to assess,
consideration in all of the circumstances
on something else.
prove or disprove a claim. But no matter
described in this article.
While a gorilla wandering round

“

”

22

The Skeptic March 15

winning those hearts and minds is our
goal.”
Plait says he is of the belief that it is
more important to teach people how to
think, not what to think, and that means
teaching critical thinking.
Critical thinking is the basic tenet
of the skeptical approach, and it is or
should be intrinsic to presenting a good
argument in confrontational situations.
(In fact, it is the best approach in all
situations.)
While many groups, such as cults
and fundamentalist religions, actively
discourage apparently aberrant and
individual thinking, most of us realise
that, if we’re making an important
decision, it’s important to use a little
brainpower, a little discernment, some
critical thinking. And the application
of critical thinking has always been a
vital part of the human makeup – it has
always been important, and it should
remain so as long as we have brains to
use and good sense to guide us.
The problem is that, like common
sense, critical thinking is nowhere near as
widely practised as it should be.
In summary, what do skeptics face
when dealing with individuals, groups or
the general public who have a contrary
view to your position?
Certainly you have an audience that
is emotionally tied to a particular topic,
much more than they are logically tied
to it. This is not surprising, considering
the dearth of good evidence for
many ‘alternative’ pseudoscience and
paranormal claims. They will also have
a hazy understanding of the difference
between possibility and probability, and
associated statistics that go with this.
They will have an over-estimation of the
value and reliability of observation and
witnesses. And they will not take kindly
to any attempt at dissuasion.
Is this asking for trouble? You bet.
But you must do it,
and you must do it
well.

.
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Logical Place

the

Evolutionist and atheist Richard
Dawkins says it’s not necessary to
convince an individual that your
argument is sounder than theirs; rather
it is the audience to that confrontation
that you need to convince.
One important issue is to avoid ad
hominem arguments – the person is
wrong, not the claim; that person is
stupid, therefore the claim is wrong; that
person looks weird, so their position
must be wrong as well. Believers use
their beliefs to define themselves, so
arguing against them personally is
not going to convince them, or the
audience, that you are right.
In an address to a gathering of skeptics
in 2010, astronomer and skeptic Phil
Plait asked the audience, many of whom
had already agreed they once believed
in a paranormal claim, “How many of
you no longer believe in those things and
became a skeptic because someone got in
your face, screaming and calling you an
idiot, brain-damaged and a retard.”
Very few raised their hands and, as
Plait suggested, most of those who did
so would have been joking. He went on
to ask “How do you convince someone
they’re not thinking clearly when they’re
not thinking clearly?”
It takes practice, and you need to
ask yourself what you are trying to
accomplish.
“Everyone knows a hammer is for
pounding nails, but not everyone knows
how to wield that hammer,” he said.
“You don’t swing wildly and you don’t
use all of your strength - you might
pound in your nail but you’re also likely
to destroy the wall. Sometimes a focused
movement is more effective; smaller
swings that are aimed well take more
swings to accomplish your goal, but
in the end you have a nail in the wood
with minimal damage to that wood.”
Anger is a natural reaction, especially
when dealing with unfounded and
illogical claims that have been made
repeatedly and just as often debunked.
But it is not productive.
Our demeanour is vital, Plait said,
famously adding “Don’t be a dick!”
“All that being a dick does is to score
cheap points. It does not win the hearts
and minds of people everywhere, and

T

The Common
Sense Fallacy

he American writer HL Mencken
once said “There is always a wellknown solution to every human problem
— neat, plausible, and wrong.” He was
referring to ‘common sense’, which can
be superficially plausible and sometimes
right, but often wrong.
The common sense fallacy (or “appeal
to common sense”) is related to the
argument from popularity and/or the
argument from tradition. However,
it differs from these fallacies by not
necessarily relying on popularity or
tradition.
Instead, common sense relies on
the vague notion of ‘obviousness’
which means something like ‘what we
perceive from personal experience’ or
‘what we should know without having
had to learn’. In other words, common
sense is not necessarily supported by
evidence or reasoning. As such, beliefs
based on common sense are unreliable.
The fallacy lies in giving too much
weight to common sense in drawing
conclusions, at the expense of evidence
and reasoning.
In some ways, scientific methods
have been developed to avoid the errors
that can result from common sense. For
instance, common sense used to tell us
that the Earth is flat and that the Sun
revolves around the Earth, because that
is the way things appear to us without
scientific investigation. Another example
is that the world appears to have been
designed, so therefore there must have
been a designer.
Einstein’s theories of relativity were
initially resisted because they defied
common sense. They seemed to belong
more in the realm of science fiction than
scientific reality, until they were later
verified by scientific observations. Our
modern global positioning system now
uses Einstein’s relativity theories. This
initial resistance may have led Einstein to
later say that ”Common sense is nothing
more than a deposit of prejudices laid
down by the mind before you reach
eighteen.”
- by Tim Harding
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Research
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t the end of 2013, a concerned
citizen complained to the
Australian Charities and Nonprofits
Commission that the Australian Spinal
Research Foundation (ASRF) was
wasting donations and did not deserve
tax deductible charity status. The
response from the watchdog has been
underwhelming
The essence of the complaint was that
the Foundation, registered as a charity
with deductible gift recipient status, raises
tax-deductible money through appeals for
donations from the public supposedly to
fund research into chiropractic vertebral
subluxations, but actually does little in the
way of research.
This complainant alleges that the
“supposed subject of the ‘research’ is a
myth, the funds raised are not being
spent on the purpose for which they were
raised, the grants process is questionable,
and the Foundation is engaged in
activities contrary to the public interest
and with no public benefit”.
The ASRF claims that it is an approved
Deductible Gift Recipient (DGR) under
the Australian Income Tax Assessment Act
and an Income Tax Exempt Charity. The
Foundation is registered as charity no.
1193 under the Queensland Collections
Act. ASIC shows it is an Australian
Public Company, limited by guarantee,
with ACN of 005 305 117 and ABN of
74 005 305 117. The ASRF appeals for
donations on its website.
The ASRF claims on its website that
“Our focus is chiropractic research” and
‘In 2000, the Foundation’s Board made

Tim Mendham reports on
a complaint about
chiropractic research ...
show me the money.
a decision to sharpen the focus of its
investment in chiropractic research.”
According to the complaint, one of
the priorities of the Foundation’s research
is “research that investigates the vertebral
subluxation theory and the chiropractic
adjustment”.
Many mainstream chiropractic
authorities have discarded the term and
the theory behind it, the complaint
adds, citing a guidance statement for
chiropractors issued in May 2010
by the statutory regulatory body for
chiropractors in the United Kingdom,
the General Chiropractic Council. The
statements says that the chiropractic
vertebral subluxation complex “is an
historical concept” and “is not supported
by any clinical research evidence that
would allow claims to be made that it is
the cause of disease or health concerns”.
The Chiropractic & Osteopathic
College of Australia has issued a policy
statement repeating and supporting the
UK Council’s statement. This topic has
also been examined in a the United States
District Court for the Northern District
of Illinois. In this case the judge found:
“All of the parties to the case,
including the [chiropractic] plaintiffs,

and the [US] AMA, agreed that
chiropractic treatment of diseases such
as diabetes, high blood pressure, cancer,
heart disease and infectious disease is not
proper, and that the historic theory of
chiropractic, that there is a single cause
and cure of disease was wrong.
“There was evidence that the
chiropractic theory of subluxations was
unscientific. ... The plaintiffs clearly
want more from the court. They want a
judicial pronouncement that chiropractic
is a valid, efficacious, even scientific
health care service. I believe that the
answer to that question can only be
provided by a well designed, controlled,
scientific study. ... No such study has
ever been done. In the absence of such a
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expressions of interest. This year, in 2013, who makes unsubstantiated claims about
treatment which is not supported within
we received 22 expressions of interest.’
an evidence-based context.”
“In their list of projects, five grants
“Still further,” the complaint
were made to the vice president of the
continues, “the ASRF promotes antiFoundation, R Hayek, who is also listed
science and anti-vaccine propaganda,
in the 2006/07, 2007/08, 2008/09,
directly contrary to Government
2009/10, 2010/11, 2011/12 annual
health policy, and contrary to the
reports as chairman on the Research
policy statement from the Chiropractic
Committee which ‘gives time, energy
and expertise to ensure the funds invested Board of Australia. For example, they
are promoting the anti-vaccine film
in research are directed to high quality,
Doctored, a three
practice relevant and
hour diatribe
scientifically robust
By no stretch of the
of anti-science
studies’.
and anti-vaccine
“An organisation
FUNDRAISING
imagination could this
dishonesty and
with such a big
The ASRF claims to be a not-forbe regarded as having a
propaganda. A tax
infrastructure,
profit organisation, the complaint says,
deductible ‘charity’
“however over the past 13 years the ASRF budget and profit
‘public benefit’.
and ‘Foundation’ is
has grossed an impressive $12.9M largely crows about receiving
giving undeserved
only 22 expressions
through promotion of quack vertebral
credibility to this mendacious film,
subluxation theories, self-promotion, and of interest?” the complainant asks.
“According to the ASRF’s annual
anti-vaccination messages. Only 6.9 per
adding to misery and stress to health
reports, donations for research over the
cent of all revenue ended up funding the
budgets.”
ASRF’s claimed primary function which is last four years has totalled $533,127, yet
grants of only $376,532 were made; ie
supposed to be research grants.”
RESPONSE FROM AUTHORITIES
only 70 per cent of donations went to the The Australian Charities and Nonprofits
According to the Foundation’s 2012purpose for which they were solicited.
13 annual report, net revenue was
Commission has acknowledged receipt
In an organisation with a profit of
$1,697,097. The amount of money
of the complaint. It has not advised the
$2,592,728 over 13 years, the public are
spent or allocated to research grants was
complainant of any further action that it
entitled to know why the ASRF receives
$52,029. This amounts to 3.07 per cent
may have taken. Thus the complainant
tax concessions.
of all monies generated by the ‘research’
is now asking why official authorities,
“The ASRF should be asked to identify including the Commission, have
Foundation.
the research output that has occurred
“So what did the donors and the
apparently done little if anything about
Australian taxpayer get for that abysmally during these years. It appears that the
the charity status of the ASRF, its ability
supposed purpose of the fundraising is
low sum?” the complainant asks. “I just
to raise tax-deductible donations, and
aimed at getting tax concessions.”
can’t seem to find any published research
its apparent low level of research activity
“At the same time, the ASRF has
that was funded by the ASRF in that
despite this being a priority function of
published material which is antiworld-wide repository, the National
the Foundation.
Institutes of Health site, PubMED or any vaccination, in contravention of a
“The public’s taxes help fund the
respected journals. I did find some ASRF- statement issued in August 2013 by the
Foundation’s nonsense, so there should
funded papers in the MANTIS Database national regulator of chiropractors, the
be some activity to look into this
(Manual, Alternative and Natural Therapy Chiropractic Board of Australia, titled
situation, at least, if not take action
‘The Chiropractic Board of Australia
Index System), an index of biomedical
against them.
cracks down to protect the public’.
journal articles with a primary focus on
“By no stretch of the imagination
On that statement, the Board’s
chiropractic, osteopathic and manual
could this be regarded as having a ‘public
medicine. It has low credibility because of char, Dr Phillip Donato, says “The
benefit’ or be a ‘charitable activity’, as
Chiropractic Board of Australia is
its focus on alternative medicine.
will be required by the Commonwealth
cracking down on chiropractors who
“The ASRF claims that ‘Over the past
Charities Act.
step outside their primary role as
ten years, Spinal Research has funded
“A full audit is
healthcare practitioners and provide
more than 50 chiropractic research
called for.”
treatment that puts the public at risk.
projects.’
... To protect public safety, the Board
“An extract from the ASRF site says
has ordered practitioners to remove all
about research proposals they have
About the author:
anti-vaccination material from their
received for funding: ‘The results have
Tim Mendham is executive
websites and clinics. .... The Board takes
been greater than could be expected.
officer and editor with
a very strong view of any practitioner
In our 2012 round, we received 12
Australian Skeptics Inc.
study, the court is left to decide the issue
on the basis of largely anecdotal evidence.
I decline to pronounce chiropractic valid
or invalid on anecdotal evidence.’
In the 118 years that have passed since
the theory and the term “chiropractic
vertebral subluxation” was invented, no
properly conducted research has ever
been able to substantiate its existence.
“So ‘chiropractic vertebral subluxation’
is a fiction,” the complaint says. “It does
not exist. The ASRF is appealing for
donations to fund research into a myth.”
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Court

Legal Milestone
-Quacks’
Millstone
Martin Hadley looks at the law behind the judgement
– alt med and pseudoscientific claims on trial.

T
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he Federal Court has found
Homeopathy Plus! P/L and the
person behind it, Fran Sheffield, liable
for misleading and deceptive conduct
in trade and commerce. The penalties
will be at the discretion of the Court.
Due to factors such as the harm which
the conduct may have caused and
the respondents’ defiant attitude over
several years, the penalties could be
severe.
Since the judgement, the
respondents have remained provocative
and defiant – conduct unlikely to be
the result of legal advice about how
best to approach the penalty hearing.
At time of writing, the penalties are
yet to be handed down – they will be
by the time you read this – but even if
they are mild, the case sets a significant
precedent in the use of consumer
protection law against quackery.
Sellers of complementary or
alternative products are now clearly on
notice. They will be at risk if they make
inaccurate claims. That includes claims
about competing products, whether
alternative or mainstream. If a seller
spreads statements which they have
obtained from elsewhere, they will have
to live with the consequences. They
cannot hide behind an assertion of
merely promoting public debate. Once

a seller has made a claim that means
something to a typical reader, the seller
will not be allowed to use an escapehatch labelled “alternative paradigm” or
the like.
Any claim relating to something in
this real world may need to be justified
by real evidence. The Homeopathy
Plus! case shows that a supportive
medical opinion will only be admitted
into evidence if it is properly explained
by a duly qualified expert. The court
will not accept appeals to woowoo
traditions, however venerable. A claim
is not justified by showing that “people
have believed in this, for ages”.
We commend the Australian
Consumer and Competition
Commission for mounting this case.
The judgement is long and summarises
the detailed evidence which the
ACCC presented in court. One can
infer that it was an expensive exercise.
It remains to be seen how much of
that public money the ACCC might
recover through costs orders. Similarly,
whether the respondents will ever pay
any monetary penalty. It could turn out
to be cashflow negative for the public
purse but the benefits should be longlasting. Protection will flow to those
who are exposed to the claims made by
alternative operators of dubious repute.

Thanks to government money,
the ACCC commenced proceedings
following years of less effective action
by other authorities.
Homeopathy Plus had been referred
to the Complaint Resolution Panel
of the TGA by Dr Ken Harvey in
2011. That complaint was referred
to the TGA by the CRP later that
year. The TGA upheld the complaint
and ordered Homeopathy Plus to
modify its advertising. Once bitten
but far from shy, Homeopathy Plus
sought to circumvent that outcome
by a change in style from advertising

e
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to ‘information’. The Federal
Court judgement explains how the
ACCC courteously pointed out to
Homeopathy Plus that it was out
of order and requested moderation.
Homeopathy Plus missed its chance
and through calculated intransigence or
foolishness, ended up in Court.
Readers of The Skeptic who are of
riper years will recall an earlier attempt
to use consumer protection law that was
funded with private money, including
a substantial contribution from the
Australian Skeptics.

THE ARK ON TRIAL

In 1992 an ordained Christian Minister
gave a series of lectures about a “boatshaped formation in Turkey”. Allen
Roberts believed the formation “could
be” the remains of Noah’s Ark, putting
the famous story from Genesis in a new
light. Australian geologist Ian Plimer
took a good look at Roberts’ arguments
and evidence. Plimer put aside Roberts’
bottom line – a “could be” connection
between an enigmatic Bronze Age story
and what appeared to be a pile of mud.
Plimer scrutinised particular statements
that made up the argument. He decided
that some of those statements were
blatantly false.
Roberts was using the false
information to make money. Roberts
was charging entry fees for his lectures
and selling tapes. He was soliciting
donations for further work at the
site. Surely that was misleading and
deceptive conduct in trade and
commerce and therefore actionable
under State and Federal legislation.
Plimer commenced proceedings. Then,
as now, it was not essential for the
applicant to identify a certain Citizen X
who had been misled. It was enough to
show that the material in question was
likely to mislead or deceive.
The Court found that Roberts
was “apt to rely on conclusions on
factual matters reached by like-minded
people in circumstances where a more
inquiring mind would investigate the
matters more critically”. An example
of Roberts’ trusting nature was that
he had long since dropped any idea of
doubting the idea that Holy Scripture

You don’t have to read between the
was “inerrant”. He conceded some
lines to find a warning that people
uncertainty as to whether he had
with ideological or philosophical
found the Ark but he was in no doubt
disputes should keep away from court
that Noah had built one. His level of
and argue somewhere else: “Not every
uncertainty was itself uncertain, as he
employed a mixture of expressions such false statement attracts a legal remedy,
under the legislation. This reflects a
as “compelling evidence” and “could
broader principle, namely, that the
possibly”.
legal system cannot
Much time was
and should not
spent on earthy
A warning that
attempt to provide
factual questions.
What was this Turkish people with ideological a remedy for every
false or misleading
“formation” which
disputes should keep
statement made in
Roberts thought
away from court.
the course of public
looked like a boat?
debate on matters
Plimer saw nothing
of general interest.
boat-like about it.
The simple fact is that some issues - no
From the air it looked like a distorted
matter how great the passions they
canoe. Nautical skeptics might
arouse - are more appropriately dealt
regard that as a strange shape for an
with outside the courtroom.”
unpowered boat 157 metres long (give
Plimer had been offended by people
or take a cubit). Roberts made various
claims about what he had done and
who were posing as scientists and
what he had found at the site. Plimer
pretending to be doing sound work
alleged that what sounded like Roberts’ that produced reliable conclusions.
direct observations were really hearsay
What was the damage? For as long as
stories derived from a motley crew
Roberts’ fibs were believed, Noah was
of other ‘Arkeologists’. Apart from
on the way from myth towards history.
something alleged to be a “petrified
Meanwhile, money would be wasted
rivet”, there were no traces of wood
as the faithful bought the misleading
or metal from a boat, or of animal
remains, or of Noah’s personal effects.
Fran Sheffield
(Noah’s initials would have been NBL,
in Hebrew I suppose.)
What transpired for Plimer was
a moral victory but a legal disaster.
Plimer succeeded on a number of
the scientific issues he had raised.
Statements about the Ark were
misleading and deceptive. However,
the court found that Roberts had not
been operating commercially. While
thousands of dollars changed hands,
the purpose was to fund new research
and spread the existing wisdom. That
interpretation of trade and commerce
was confirmed by three Judges on
appeal and then again by the High
Court.
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court gave the respondents the benefit
of the doubt and credited Ms Sheffield
with genuine belief in what she was
spreading. However, that did not come
Continued...
into it. The effect of the misinformation
on the public was not a function of the
honesty of the purveyor, so that defence
videos and funded the Arkeologists for
cut no ice. Ironically, one reason for
further work of minimal utility.
Ms Sheffield’s apparent state of honest
delusion was that she was republishing
the work of others she looked up to and
THE HOMEOPATHIC SOLUTION
trusted – people from the AVN.
What spurred the ACCC into action
Much of the court’s time was
recently was more serious. The
devoted to considering medical expert
respondents Homeopathy Plus P/L
evidence. The respondents faced
and Fran Sheffield were crusading on
evidence from three distinguished
two fronts under the colours of their
practitioners: Dr Nicholas Wood,
misinformation:
staff specialist, General Medicine, the
• Denigrating the vaccine for
Children’s Hospital at Westmead and
whooping cough that various
a senior research fellow at the National
government authorities were making
Centre for Immunisation Research and
available to the public; and
Surveillance of Vaccine Preventable
• Promoting a homeopathic
Diseases; Dr Nigel William Crawford,
alternative.
medical head of Immunisation Services
The clear intention was to cause
(which recommends and administers
parents to divert children from the
vaccines to high-risk children,
useful public vaccine to one which had
including whooping cough, according
no track record of effectiveness and,
to the schedule) and a paediatrician
like other homeopathic ‘products’, had
at the Royal Children’s Hospital in
nothing going for it in theory (aside
from the remote possibility of a placebo Melbourne; and Prof Kerryn Phelps
AM, general practitioner, former
effect, unlikely to be meaningful).
president of the Australian Medical
The ACCC was able to avoid Plimer’s
Association and
problem by showing
president of the
a link between
The effect of the
Australasian
the respondents’
Integrative Medicine
commercial activities
misinformation on
Association from
and the alternative
the public was not a
2009-2012.*
product. The court
However,
therefore found that
function of the honesty
the
respondents
the respondents had
of the purveyor.
found to their
acted in trade and
consternation that
commerce and were
most of their own evidence had been
not merely enthusiastic onlookers, out
rejected as defective. Like Biggles
to engender public debate.
making for cloud after copping a
It might sound as if a quack could
safely promote their quackery with false squirt, they submitted that they
had published within a different
information, if they got it published by
epistemological framework and had not
a stooge with no apparent connection
been misleading within the accepted
to them. No comebacks? Without
wanting to sell guns to those Indians we definitions of that modality. The
respondents argued that their science
can say that the stooge might be liable
operated “in a different paradigm from
in any event, due to law about assisting
orthodox medical science”.
someone else’s trade and commerce.
This was having it both ways. When
Does it help to be a true believer?
on the attack, they used the language
Almost certainly, Roberts believed in
of orthodox science. They implied that
his Arkeology. In our second case, the

“

”

28

the homeopathic product had scientific
support. Those were the messages that
they wanted the readers to receive. The
weasel words began when they had to
support those claims and orthodox
evidence could not be found. The Judge
must have thought: If you do scientist
impressions to get the business, be
prepared to keep it up. That message
should reverberate in woowoo circles.
In simple terms the expert evidence
raised four issues:
• Had the ACCC’s experts borne out
the effectiveness of the government
vaccine?
• Had those experts shown the
homeopathic vaccine to be without
benefit?
• Had the respondents’ experts
supported the attacks made on
the government vaccine by the
representations?
• Had the respondents’ experts
supported their claims for the
effectiveness of the homeopathic
version?
The judgement explains in detail
how the ACCC’s experts won: four-nil.
The judgement on penalty is likely to
refer to the danger to the public posed
by irresponsible misrepresentations
about health products or treatments,
especially when styled as authoritative
research. Keep in touch with us on
www.skeptics.com.au or our Facebook
page for further analysis.

.

* Editor’s Note: The last-named
expert, Dr Phelps, is an interesting one
for Skeptics, as she was awarded the Bent
Spoon in 2008.
The author would like to acknowledge
assistance in preparing this article from
Maureen Chuck.

About the author:

Martin Hadley is a barrister,
and treasurer of Australian
Skeptics Inc and of the
Australian Skeptics Science &
Education Foundation.

F E AT U R E

Confrontation

The Skeptic March 15

TheTeepee of
Tension

Woo

Woo

Woo

I

n January, the town of Bangalow
in Northern NSW - home also to
the HQ of the Australian Vaccination
Skeptics Network - hosted the Starlight
Festival. This ran for three days and
included stalls, talks, and “sacred spaces”
for tarot readings, psychics, healers,
workshops, yoga, chanting, Reiki,
shamanic journeys, crystal healing, and
much more.
I thought I’d pop in for a couple
of hours to soak up the atmosphere
and have a chat to some of the stallholders there. After listening to
Michael Marshall’s talk at the recent
Australian Skeptics convention about
politely interacting with people about
their alternative beliefs in an effort
to understand them, I wanted to try
out this approach. I’d been to several
Mind Body Spirit events in Sydney and
Brisbane over the years, however that was
during the time I subscribed to much
of it myself. It was pretty interesting
for me to have a totally different take
on it all this time around. As I chatted
to the various stallholders and listened
to them talking about their products
and services, I found myself internally
questioning each claim and each
comment they made - that previously I
would have accepted without question
- because of their perceived position of
authority, that is, they had a stall, they
had business cards and banners, they
must be legitimate. Yeah, I know, naive
in the extreme. (I must defend my old
self somewhat here. I never subscribed
to Homeopathy, or the claims of psychic
mediums. One has to draw the line
somewhere.)
I must confess I walked in thinking
I had a big fat ‘skeptic’ sign on my

Heidi Robertson spends a day at
the new age fair, where not all is
love and light.

a conversation, and based on how it was
going, decided which approach might
be suitable for the situation. Some,
when I started the conversation and
asked some probing but always polite
questions, were immediately defensive.
Others reacted to my skeptical questions
with gusto and enthusiasm, and when
I said that I may not agree with them
but was nevertheless interested in
forehead. I felt paranoid. I had no idea
what they had to say, they thought it
how to interact with stall holders who
was bloody marvellous. I gathered a
had products and services I no longer
lot of information and insight that I
believed in - does one straight out say
otherwise may not have had. The ones
one is a skeptic? Does one pretend to be
who became defensive, I either backed
a true believer? I must say, I’ve always
off and became less inclined to ask the
valued honesty in myself and others,
hard questions and just let them talk, or
and didn’t want to falsely misrepresent
I thanked them for their time and I left,
myself. So I had no clear idea of any
wishing them all the best. Well, except
specific tactic I was going to use. I sat
for one. I’ll get to that.
in the middle of all the activity for a
Overwhelmingly,
while just absorbing
what I picked up from
it all. After about 20
I must confess I
these conversations
minutes I decided I
just needed to jump
walked in thinking I had was a common belief
that science “doesn’t
in and see what
a big fat ‘skeptic’ sign on know everything”.
happened. So I took
In some cases they
a deep breath and
my forehead.
believe it should be
reminded myself
I felt paranoid.
out and out mocked
that I was there to
and ridiculed for
be open-minded and
sticking to the scientific method,
to listen to what they had to say with a
which does not allow for intuition and
critical mind but respectful manner.
anecdotal evidence. Science is narrowWhat I learned fairly quickly was
minded, too rigid. One said that science
that, at least for myself, it was better not
to have a set, rigid tack to take with each has a long way to go to catch up with
what they innately know. I also heard,
person I spoke with. I rather just started
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Teepee of Tension
Continued...

when I asked where the evidence was
for a particular claim, that “I don’t need
evidence, it just works”,’ followed by a
direction to the testimonials page of that
particular website.
I talked with a range of stall-holders.
There was a tarot card reader and
rebirther who was a genuinely lovely
person and we got on well.
There was another stall with a variety
of divining rods, with a banner saying
“Biogenetic Balance - we balance your
land, horse and you”. The stall holders
explained that Mother Earth has
positive and negative energy fields, and
that they could advise on how to find
positive energy areas on a property for
the family to inhabit. They also said
that science had confirmed that water
divining worked. I had to resist pointing
them to James Randi and Dick Smith’s
experiments on the accuracy of water
diviners. But why did I resist bringing
this up? I felt it would alienate them, and
I was there to gather information and
try and get an understanding of their
perspective on their beliefs. They said
they could heal a horse by administering
chiropractic adjustments mentally,
anywhere nationally or internationally,
I straight out told them I was doubtful
to say the least. They had a laugh and
said that many thought they were mad,
“but it just works”. I asked them how.
They answered that the owner of the
horse needs to write down the name of
the horse on a piece of paper, thus giving
permission for the healer to channel the
healing process. They could also solve
cane toad infestations by killing, drying
and burning a toad, and leaving the
ashes out overnight in a field under a full
moon. Hey presto, next morning all the
other toads would be dead.

TROUBLE IN THE TENT

30

So now, it was to the talk that went
horribly wrong, or right, depending on
how one looks at it. The talk was called
“Girl talk for women - What your GP
isn’t telling you. What really matters

when it comes to our body, food and
medicine.” By the title, I didn’t realise
that this talk was going to be all about
the menstrual cycle - problems and
natural treatments (treatments provided
by the speaker if you became a client).
We entered a tee-pee type structure.
There were six of us including the
speaker. I had imagined a packed hall.
Nevertheless, we entered, took off our
shoes, sat on yoga mats and cushions,
and the speaker asked me to pour the
others each a cup of herbal tea. I did
this, somewhat awkwardly crawling,
bending and trying not to groan in pain
as I reached across to each participant to
hand them their tea in the space which
certainly had a nice feeling to it but was
not designed for people like myself who
had lower back issues.
Without asking us our names and
without further ado, we were each asked
to tell her what our menstrual cycles
were like. I felt a little weird about this,
but hey, as Tim Minchin says, in for a
penny, in for a pound! She explained
that she wanted the hour’s session to
be interactive, which I welcomed.
The others spoke openly. So I did too.
Forgive me for the details - and believe
me I am sparing you of most of the
details here - but it is important to the
story. When it was my turn I told them
I had a contraceptive device put in, not
for contraception as such, but to help
with the difficulty I had each month
with extensive pain and forced bed
rest. I relayed how much it had helped
me live a normal, active life again. I
was met with a “Well, that’s a different
perspective … OK,” by the speaker. It
was then that I noticed she had one of
these devices in front of her, alongside
various packets of contraceptive pills,
as well as an IUD. All of a sudden I
realised, with horror, that perhaps I was
the epitome of what she was advising
against. Oops. I could feel the blood
drain from my face and I started getting
a little anxious about how this was going
to pan out. But it was only to get worse.
She went on to say how a woman’s
cycle was like the cycle of the moon,
and the plants. Something about a
new moon and a new phase for us
women, and something about plants

not flowering until
they were firmly rooted.
(cough cough). And how we had lost
sight of this and have taken the easy
way out with artificial contraceptive
devices. She passed around the same
device I had, in its packet, saying to me
in front of the others ‘I’m not judging
you’ and then said how she thought
these implanted contraceptives were
giving us cancer. How could it be any
other way, she said, since they secreted
drugs directly into our most sensitive
women’s bits. It was obvious she said, to
her, that this would cause changes in the
cells that resulted in cancer. She talked
about how she as a skilled practitioner
could easily help people, without them
going on contraception, and turned
to me and told me she could ‘fix’ me
with medicinal plants and herbs. She
then told us that the tea I had served
everyone was one of the treatments she
had of helping us with our menstrual
cycles. It was tasty tea.
I became more and more frustrated
and upset as she talked about doctors
taking the easy way out - that she liked
doctors, but only for emergency care,
that she embraced all the ‘wonderful
technology’ they could provide, and
had take advantage of - but when it
came to them offering a treatment plan
for her, she said did not agree. She was
happy to take the diagnostic tests and
have them treat her or her loved ones
in an emergency, but said she would
“probably ignore” any treatment plans
or advice they offered.
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I’ve encountered similar comments
before - so called ‘western medicine’
is great for emergencies but crap at
everything else. I’ve come across it
particularly with the topic of vaccination.
Some are quite prepared to take their
kids to an emergency department or a
GP for emergency care, and to trust the
physicians to administer the treatment,
but not trust them when it comes to
vaccination. I don’t understand this.
Why trust doctors to do the best thing
by your child in one situation but believe
the same doctors are out to knowingly
harm your child in a different situation?
If the doctors are in the pocket of Big
Pharma and they secretly know that
vaccines are harmful, why on earth
would you trust doctors with your child’s
life in a different situation?
Then, she began to talk about her
opinion of the dangers of the Gardasil
vaccine. As you can imagine, being
involved in the Northern Rivers
Vaccination Supporters Group, my
blood pressure started to steadily climb.
Gardasil is offered now to pre-teens in
Australia, both girls and boys, at about
the age of 12-13. It has been remarkably
successful in reducing the presentation
to clinics of Human Papilloma Virus
(HPV), infection, which is a significant
cause of cervical cancer and genital warts.
The infection can also cause penile and
anal cancers in males, and some cancers
of the head and neck. The incidence
rates of presentations to clinics with
genital warts have been reduced by about
61 per cent since the vaccine has been
introduced in 2007.
The speaker then began talking
about how many adverse effects and
deaths there had been from the Gardasil
vaccine, and it was at this point that I
felt like I would burst a foo-foo valve if I
didn’t speak up.
I began by saying that the Gardasil
vaccination initiative, since being
introduced in Australia in 2007, was
a fabulous public health initiative. I
gave her some statistics about just how
effective this vaccine has been thus far.
She told me she disagreed, and that why
would they have not just continued
with pap smears. I said it was not about
opinion and disagreeing, but about

the facts. When I mentioned the word
opinions? She was visibly flustered, and
“science” in relation to the studies, I
I was too. She replied “the same place
was surprised to see her visibly recoil
your evidence is”. She then accused me
and then nod condescendingly. This
of being very strong in my opinions
was not going well at all. So I addressed
when all she was trying to do was give
her comment about pap smears - that
her presentation. At this point I became
pap smears picked up abnormalities in
aware of how awkward the others in
cells that were already present, whereas
the group were and felt quite ashamed
the vaccine prevented infection. That
that I had let my emotions get in the
pap smears were still very important,
way. I excused myself 15 minutes before
as the vaccine does not cover all strains
her presentation was to end, much to
of HPV infection. She countered with
her relief. I felt like going back to the
the opinion that if girls were taught to
biogenetic balance people and asking
look after their bodies and their mental
them to measure the negative energy in
and spiritual health, they would be
the tent after I had left.
protected. I countered with the fact that
So, it’s completely different speaking
no amount of spiritual, mental or dietary with people face to face than it is over
self help can protect one against sexually
the Net. The dynamics are different. You
transmittable diseases. She came back
don’t have time to gather your thoughts
with, “Why do boys
and emotions when face
get this vaccine? Go
to face. You can’t look
I became more and up the literature. You
figure. It makes no
sense to me.”
see the person in front
more frustrated and
It was at this point
of you and perhaps have
upset as she talked
I realised that I was
empathy for them, and
talking with someone about doctors taking
they you. On the other
who had not even a
hand, there are also
the easy way out
basic understanding
occurrences where there
of the vaccine she
is no common ground
was denigrating. I said, I can answer that reached, and the anger and frustration
for you, and told her about the penile
of both parties is palpable.
and anal cancers it also had a protective
I still have so much to learn. I don’t
effect for. That is was important to give
know the best way to communicate with
it to pre-teens who were not yet sexually
people who are immune (pardon the
active, as around 80 per cent of people
pun) to the best evidence that is there,
will be infected with HPV at some point if only they would see it. How can you
in their lives once they become sexually
argue against someone who says that
active.
intuition and anecdotal evidence are
more powerful to them than science?
To me, it has been more than
TEMPERATURE RISING
worthwhile to experience the range of
She then began to shift the goalposts.
reactions and emotions I felt during
She ignored my statements about pap
smears and why boys needed the vaccine those few hours. I’m sure I’ll do it again
one day, but I will make sure that next
as well as girls. She was angry now, no
doubt about it, and started talking about time, I take along a like-minded friend
for some emotional support.
how everyone should be screened before
receiving any vaccine to see if they were
going to have an adverse reaction. At first
I thought she was talking about the small
About the author:
risk of anaphylaxis. But then she said,
Heidi Robertson is
what if someone has weak kidneys, and
an administrator of the
has a very strong vaccine given to them?
Northern Rivers Vaccination
I was, I confess, at a loss at what to say
Support group, which won
to that statement. I wanted to say, weak
the 2014 Skeptics Thornett
kidneys? What? I did say, can you please
Award for the Promotion of
tell me where your evidence is for your
Reason. Go to: nrvs.info.

“

”

.

31

ARTICLE

Mythology and Science

On the
Horn of a
Dilemma
In this Classic Catch article, Anthony Wheeler
asks if science can get to the point of the unicorn.

D
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o unicorns exist? Have unicorns
ever existed?
These may seem like simple questions,
questions to which the answers are well
known. Nevertheless, they are not. We
cannot select our answers from just ‘yes’
or ‘no’. The answers have been sought
for hundreds of years, and even now the
answers are not simple.
‘Science’ strictly means ‘knowledge’.
Major methods of ‘knowing’ are
intuition, authority, rationalism, personal
experience and science. ‘Science’, as
we usually use the term, is the study
of accumulated knowledge, and how
it was produced using the principles
of replication and trial by experiment.
It is science’s scepticism about existing
knowledge that drives our need for
replication and for trial by experiment.
How does science contribute to our
knowledge of unicorns? How have these
other methods of knowing contributed
and, when there was conflict, which type
of knowledge dominated?
As for the answers, the mythical,
magical unicorns never have existed.
Though natural one-horned animals
(without magical powers) have existed
(the rhinoceros), top-horned animals

have been inadequately described and
misinterpreted as unicorns, and twohorned animals may well have been
made into unicorn-like one-horned
animals.

THE UNICORN MYTH

Of all the fabulous beasts, the unicorn
is special in that it is very beautiful
and has no interest in man. The
unicorn is the composite of power and
purity, force and love, of strength and
righteousness. Bigger than a horse, as
powerful as an ox, and armed with a
single horn more a metre long, it is a
noble beast that symbolises true and
deep love. The single horn is bright and
sharp, so sharp that it pierces flesh with
ease. And the unicorn is coloured: a
pure white body with the horn black,
white and crimson from bottom to top.
The unicorn is a noble creature,
living alone with no need of man. They
live far away, in deserts and solitary on
the tops of mountains. The unicorn is
powerful, too powerful for any man to
hunt. (If a lion meets a unicorn, the lion
runs for the nearest tree for safety.) If
desperately outnumbered and cornered,
the unicorn will leap from a cliff to land

impaled upon its horn - unharmed, to
then run away to safety.
But the unicorn may be taken by
trickery and guile. Use a pure lady,
young and innocent. A virgin is
recommended. Dress her with care and
seat her in a pretty glade and wait: a
sweet song may help. The unicorn is
a creature of love. The unicorn is too
powerful for man, but is enchanted by a
woman’s capacity for love. The unicorn
passing by a virgin or young maiden
cannot help but pause, to approach, to
lay quietly with his head resting lightly
in the lady’s lap. Sing soft, sing low.
Your unicorn is now vulnerable, your
unicorn may now be attacked. But do
not aim to capture him, because no
man can restrain such power. All you
may do is take his life. As he lies gentle
and quiet, without warning thrust in
your sword with all your strength. And
again, and again. You may yet fail, and
the beast may still escape. But you may
just succeed, you may still the savage
heart, the strong limbs, the beauty and
the glory.
The horn is magic, destroying all
poison. Place your food or drink into a
cup made from the horn and however
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Clockwise from far left: Virgin and the unicorn (1602
fresco by Domenico Zampieri); Unicorn in Captivity (one
of a series of 16th century Flemish tapestries); British
Royal Coat of Arms (with unicorn in chains) ; Chinese
Qilin (bronze, 17/18th century); Baron George Cuvier
(c1800 - a unicorn is biologically impossible)

poisoned it may have been it will now
be safe to eat. Or add a sliver of horn to
your drink to purify. Just place a horn
on the table and any poison nearby will
make the horn ‘sweat’. A little horn
ground and taken (called ‘sugar of the
horn’) will even cure sickness. Beat and
boil the horn in wine and your teeth will
be made white and clear.
“The unicorn is noble;
He keeps him safe and high
Upon a narrow path and steep
Climbing to the sky;
And there no man can take him;
He scorns the hunter’s dart
And only a virgin’s magic power
Shall tame his haughty heart.”
A medieval German folk-song.

THE CHINESE UNICORN

‘Science’ is associated with western
democracies. But the lack of science is
not so restricted. On the other side of the
world the Chinese had their unicorn too.
The Chinese unicorn, the k’i-lin (qilin or
qirin), is a most significant animal, the
foremost of all the 360 animals on earth.
This unicorn has the body of a deer, the
tail of an ox, the hooves of a horse, and a
short, fleshy horn and five-coloured coat.

The Chinese unicorn is so gentle that
it takes care when walking not to tread
on the tiniest of creatures, and will not
eat even grass, choosing rather only dead
plants. To harm such a peaceful beast is
naturally most serious; even to just come
across a dead unicorn is unlucky.
The Chinese unicorn lives a thousand
years, and is a good omen. One of
four magical propitious animals (with
the dragon, phoenix and tortoise) the
unicorn’s appearance foretells the birth
of an honourable ruler.
Apparently in the 13th century
one of the Emperor Genghis Khan’s
armies was turned back from its path
of conquest by a chio-tuan, a variant of
the Chinese unicorn, announcing “It
is time for your master to return to his
own land.”

THE SOURCE OF THE UNICORN MYTH

It all started with the Talmud, where
a great ox with one horn was the lead
animal in Adam’s herd, and was Adam’s
first sacrifice to God. Come the flood
the poor unicorn’s huge size meant that
there was no room for it to join Noah’s
refugees in the Ark, and the unicorn
had to swim along behind, occasionally

resting the tip of its horn on the Ark.
This loss of the unicorn in Noah’s
flood is the theme for a song, though the
cause of its demise here is tardiness rather
than immense size:
“Then Noah looked out, through
the driving rain,
but the unicorns were hiding,
playing silly games,
they were kicking and a-splishing,
while the rain was pouring,
Oh them foolish unicorns.”
“The Unicorn”, by Shel Silverstein, 1962
(recorded by the Irish Rovers, 1968)
Christians found the idea of the
unicorns’ extinction in the flood
repugnant. Extinction itself was
considered blasphemy - no all-powerful
God would allow one of his creations to
be lost. The myth was established and
given substance by Ctesias, a travelling,
writing Greek physician; he went as
court physician to Persia in 416 BCE.
Ctesias described an Indian animal as
being larger than a horse and white,
with a dark red head and dark blue eyes.
A single horn 450mm long came from
the forehead; the bottom pure white,
the upper part sharp and crimson and
the middle black. And this horn, either
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(from which modern
domestic cattle have
descended, and in their
time having been hunted
Continued...
to rarity) but with
knowledge of the Indian
single-horned rhinoceros.
Also, the influence of
powdered or made into a cup, protected
early Assyrian and Persian
from poisons, convulsions and epilepsy.
artistic style where oxen
This animal sounds mainly like the
were pictured only in
Asian rhinoceros, with part Indian wild
profile, with only a single
ass, part Tibetan antelope, and a lot of
horn visible, contributed
imagination and gullibility. Indeed it
to the misinterpretation.
is the sort of account we would expect
The original authors
from second, third, and more hand
and editors of the Bible had no intention
accounts of travellers’ tales, each re-teller
of implying that the re’em had a single
eager to impress others of the wonders
horn, as demonstrated by their use of
they have seen.
the plural horns in “the horns of the
unicorns” (Deuteronomy 33:17); they
THE AUTHORITY OF THE BIBLE
were just inadequately describing an
On several occasions when writing in
animal that was so familiar to the original
the Old Testament about the strong and
authors and readers that no description
untamable wild ox, the authors had used
was needed or given, and having trouble
the Hebrew word for re’em or oxen. But
with an appropriate translation for its
the Jews of Alexandria, translating these
name.
books into Greek in about 250 BCE,
Now the wild ox was massive, nearly
substituted the Greek word monokeros,
seven foot tall with
or one-horn. In
tremendous strength
Latin this became
It is a hideous beast
and ferocity. And these
unicornis, (unus
meaning one, cornu to look at, and in no way attributes came to be
associated with the
meaning horn). In
like what we think and
mistranslated unicorn.
English, “unicorn”.
And especially so when
The dominant
say in our countries the wild ox became
English translation
Marco Polo
extinct in the 16th
of the Bible, the
century.
Authorised (King
James) Version of 1611, widely used by
the Protestant Churches, continued the
PERSONAL EXPERIENCE OF TRAVELLERS
use of “unicorn”. Dr Martinus Luther
Early descriptions of the Indian
in Germany wrote of the einhorn. (The
rhinoceros, some by eye-witnesses and
Revised Standard Version of the Bible has others based on hearsay, bolstered belief
reintroduced “wild ox”.)
in the unicorn. One of the best and most
“God brought them out of Egypt; he
accurate is from Pliny the Elder: “The
Orsaean Indians hunt an exceedingly
[Israel] hath as it were the strength of a
wild beast called monoceros, which has a
unicorn.” (Numbers 23:22)
stag’s head, an elephant’s feet, and a boar’s
“But my horn shalt thou exalt like the
tail. The rest of the body is like that of a
horn of a unicorn: I shall be anointed
horse. It makes a deep lowing noise, and
with fresh oil.” (Psalm 92:10)
one black horn two cubits long projects
“Will the unicorn be willing to serve
from the middle of the forehead. This
thee, or abide by thy crib? Canst thou
animal, they say, cannot be taken alive.”
bind the unicorn with his band in the
Marco Polo, the explorer of
furrow? Or will he harrow the valleys
Asia, wrote in 1298: “There are
after thee?” (Job 39:9-10)
wild elephants in the country and
This mistranslation was due to the
numerous unicorns which are very
Alexandrians’ ignorance of the wild ox
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nearly as big.” Marco’s ‘unicorn’ was
actually the rhinoceros, an animal
new to Europeans. The single-horned
rhinoceros certainly fit this usual
description of the unicorn as far as
power goes, and the rhinoceros is
the only animal with a central horn.
Though, of course, the rhinoceros’ horn
is nowhere near as long as a metre or
so, and the colour is wrong. In fact the
rhinoceros was a great disappointment
for unicorn-hunters, being greatly ugly
and unattractive in its habits. Again
from Marco Polo: “They delight in
living in mire and mud. It is a hideous
beast to look at, and in no way like
what we think and say in our countries,
namely a beast that lets itself be taken
in the lap of a virgin. Indeed, I assure
you that it is quite the opposite of what
we say it is.”
Similar stories from many travellers
were compiled by Charles Gould into his
Mythical Monsters (1886). The number of
accounts of unicorns suggests that maybe
the unicorn is real, but the discrepancies
between these accounts argue that
they could not be based on the same,
common animal.
Gould suggested that possibly the
animals described were recently extinct,
with the descriptions having been
corrupted by poor memories and errors
in their re-telling. Another possibility
offered was that the unicorns had been
produced by crosses, or hybrids, between
horses and deer, producing the variety.
And thirdly, Gould acknowledged the
contribution of “embroidery of fancy,
designed to enrich and adorn an article
esteemed rare and valuable”.
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Far left Albrecht Durer engraving of a
‘rhinocerus’ (1515)
Left Adam and Eve with the tree of knowledge,
unicorn and whippet (from Ogilby’s Bible 1660,
engraving by Pierre Lombart 1620-1681)

THE AUTHORITY OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

The authority of the Christian Bible
was enough to inspire belief in the
unicorn as a real animal. This belief
was strengthened in the middle-ages
by the European Christian tradition of
the Bestiaries, natural histories written
to glorify God, to reveal his purpose
in his created animals. The Bestiaries
portrayed the unicorn as small and very
fleet with a great shyness of man, and
fascination with the beauty and love of
maidens.
We also have the symbolic
representation of Jesus Christ as the
unicorn. Many times the scene of a
unicorn (Jesus Christ), small (humble)
and with a single horn (the unity of
God), resting his head (the Incarnation)
in the lap of a virgin (Mary) and about
to be killed (the Passion) by a hunter (the
Holy Ghost) was exploited.
Alternatively, this pretty picture is an
allegory for sex to some. Says Willy Ley:
“After all, what is white, dark at the base,
and tipped with red, and loses its power
in the lap of a virgin?”
With such Biblical and Church
authority supporting the personal
experience of traveller’s anecdotes the
unicorn was accepted as real throughout
the middle ages. Edward Topsell’s 16th
century Histories of Beasts bases its
argument for the existence of unicorns
on a quotation from the Bible and the
literal truth of the Bible: “Likewise, in
many other places of Scripture, we will
have to traduce [slander, misrepresent]
God, Himself, if there is no unicorn in
the world.”

ELABORATION BY RATIONALISM

Also popular, from 3000 BCE to the
present day, has been the motif of a
lion and a unicorn fighting. This has
been explained as representing the
overthrow of an older matriarchal moonworshipping society (the unicorn) by a
patriarchal sun-worshipping society (the
lion). Or, alternatively, the succession
of Spring (with the vernal equinox in
the zodiacal sign of Taurus) by Summer
(with the summer solstice in Leo). The
variety of shapes of the unicorns in these
illustrations, as though bulls, antelopes
and goats had been the models for
different artists, suggests the lack of real
unicorns on which to base the artwork,
or even as the basis for a consensus as to
what animal a unicorn resembles most.
British knights returning from the
Crusades brought back tales of sightings
of wild antelopes native to the middle
east. These antelopes have their paired
horns set so close together that they
appear as a single horn when seen from
the side.
With the horn itself as a souvenir (one
fineSupported by the authority of the
Bible, these crude sketches and memories
of glimpsed sightings became part of
British heraldry. The unicorn features
on the crest badges of the Scottish clans
of Cunningham, Stewart of Appin,
Ramsay and Oliphant & Melville (and
as a supporter for the arms of the City
of Bristol). When Scotland was united
with England & Wales in 1603 one of
the two unicorns from the Scottish royal
arms joined the English lion - displacing
the Welsh dragon - on the new British

coat of arms, and is still there today,
complete with collar and chain tethering
the unicorn, symbolism for England’s
domination of Scotland. (You can still
see these arms, complete with lion and
chained unicorn, on older government
buildings in Australian cities.)
This parochial English nationalism
persists in the nursery rhyme:
“The Lion and the Unicorn were fighting
for the crown,
The Lion beat the Unicorn all around
the town.”
This may have been inspired by this
older account by Spenser in his Faerie
Queen:
“Like as the lyon, whose imperial power
A proud rebellious unicorn defyes,
T’avoide the rash assault and wrathful
stowre
Of his fiers foe, him to a tree applies.
And when him running in full course
he spyes
He slips aside; the whiles that furious
beast
His precious horne, sought of his enimyes,
Strikes in the stroke, ne thence can be
released,
But to the victor yields a bounteous
feast.”

BELIEF IN THE MEDICAL BENEFITS

The unicorn has been based variously
on the bull, antelope, goat and horse,
with solid or cloven hooves. In Moslem
countries it was often represented as a
dog or wolf. Although the body varies so,
the horn is relatively standardised as long,
straight and slender, with spiral markings.
This suggests that while the artists’ model
for the body varied, the horn was inspired
for all by the same structure: the slender,
straight tooth of a male narwhal! (The
rhinoceros’ horn has a wider base, is
shorter, and slightly curved.)
The narwhal is an aquatic mammal (an
air-breathing relative of the whales) living
in the bitter cold arctic seas. From time
to time a dead narwhal would be carried
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south by the currents to be washed up on
some Scandinavian or British beach. Any
local rustic finding such a carcass could
hardly miss the opportunity for cash
rewards: cut the tusk free and, voila - one
rare unicorn horn for sale.
Narwhal horns were rare, but there
were just enough to keep the legend
going. The rarity of the horns must have
added to their allure. Certainly they were
greatly valued for their prestige, for their
medicinal powers and for their anti-poison
properties. Not surprisingly, only kings
and princes could afford even a little one.
The king of Denmark in 1600 was so very
rich and powerful that he sat on no less
than a throne built of unicorn horns.
The unicorn horn was known as the
‘alicorn’ (thereby avoiding the repetitious

barrenness, worms, the plague, smallpox
and other diverse ills.
The unicorn horn turned bad to
good: eat a little finely-powdered horn
and almost any disease would be cured,
or fashion a cup from the horn and any
poison in your drink will be neutralised.
(Other incorruptible materials, like
gold and ivory, also had these supposed
magical wholesome attributes.) As to the
price of a unicorn horn, some valued it
weight for weight as equal to gold. Others
valued it at ten times their weight in gold.
With value comes crime. Apparently
in 1303 a monk in Westminster stole a
unicorn horn. To deter repetitions, King
Edward I ordered the monk’s entire skin
to be separated and tacked to the wall
near where the theft had occurred.
Of course, any medicine containing
unicorn horn would be expensive. But
then the very expense of a medicine
was proof of its value. A husband could
hardly begrudge his sick wife the benefits
of unicorn horn medicine, even if they
did both suspect that recovery and the

Male Narwhal (Monodon monoceros)
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name). Many different horns, from black
bucks, other antelopes, and so on, were
passed off as alicorns wherever a profit
could be made. The ‘true’ alicorn, known
as unicornum verum, was found in the
ground. These are actually the enduring
tusks of long-dead mammoths, and were
greatly prized (until doctors and patients
lost their faith).
The false alicorn, unicornum falsum,
from the narwhal and available in larger
quantities, was strictly distinguished in
northern Europe.
The value of the unicorn horn lay
not just in its rarity, beauty or mystical
associations, but in its reputed medicinal
potency. St Hildegard in the 12th century
first ascribed magical medicinal properties
to the unicorn. These powers were later
transferred from the animal’s body to
its unique horn. It was the treatment
of choice for epilepsy, impotence,

unicorn’s horn medicine were unrelated,
just coincidence. And if the medicine
didn’t work, never mind, it is always
worth trying, just in case.
The expense of the medicine proved
the husband’s love, the wife’s value. As
we’ve already found, the unicorn was love.
In China, the unicorn was the Asian
single-horned rhinoceros, and the
rhinoceros’ horn was greatly treasured.
The rhinoceros’ horn is still believed
to have some of these properties
today, not so much for its medicinal
properties as for its aphrodisiac powers.
Indeed, the desire for the aphrodisiac
properties of the rhinoceros’ horn, and
the willingness to buy it for exorbitant
amounts of money, is a major incentive
for the illegal hunting threatening
the continued survival of the species.
Fortunately the dishonest substitution
of African rhinoceros’ horn (this

species has two horns) as the real thing
has relieved the pressure on its Asian
cousin - an example of dishonesty
producing a more desirable outcome!

INTUITIVE BELIEF IN THE UNICORN

We have then the personal experience of
travellers, the authority of the Bible, and
rational argument producing support
from other areas such as the zodiac. What
is the individual left with other than
intuition? Do you believe in the unicorn
or not? Lewis Carroll parodied the power
of intuitive belief in Through the LookingGlass: “... and he [the unicorn] was
going on, when his eye happened to fall
upon Alice: he turned round instantly,
and stood for some time looking at her
with an air of deepest disgust. ‘What is - this?’ he said at last. ‘This is a child!’
Haigha replied eagerly ‘We only found
it today. It’s as large as life, and twice
as natural!’ ‘I always thought they were
fabulous monsters!’ said the unicorn. ‘Is it
alive?’ ‘It can talk,’ said Haigha solemnly.
The unicorn looked dreamily at Alice,
and said, ‘Talk child.’ Alice could not help
her lips curling into a smile as she began:
‘Do you know, I always thought unicorns
were fabulous monsters, too? I never saw
one alive before!’ ‘Well, now that we have
seen each other,’ said the unicorn, ‘if you’ll
believe in me, I’ll believe in you. Is that a
bargain?’ ‘Yes, if you like,’ said Alice.”

SCIENCE: TEST THE CLAIMS

In the 17th century medical sceptics
(led by sceptical Renaissance Italians)
doubted the pharmaceutical value of the
unicorn’s horn. With the placebo effect
recognised as the ‘cause’ of many claimed
cures, doubt entered. With the seeds of
doubt, doctors and their patients lost
their faith.
Without faith, the unicorn’s horn was
valueless. Serious books established this
opinion and its use declined. Powdered
unicorn’s horn had been included in
the British Pharmacopoeia for nearly
a hundred years, from 1651 to 1741,
but was omitted from the 1746 edition.
(Of all the benefits of science that I
would like my students to learn, an
understanding of the placebo effect
would probably be more personally
valuable to them throughout their lives
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than any other in these days of rampant
pseudomedicines.)

SCIENCE: REPEAT THE OBSERVATIONS

The reality of the animal diminished as
the continents were explored without
the unicorn’s home being discovered.
The explanation of the mystery of the
unicorn’s horn began with the realisation
that Columbus’ West Indies, and
America, are not India, and continued
with the subsequent search for the
North-West passage to India. Sailors
exploring the northern Atlantic and
Arctic oceans saw the living narwhal, and
their descriptions exposed the narwhal’s
tusk as the major source of the unicorn’s
horn. At about the same time the past
existence of mammoths as the source of
unicornum verum was being appreciated.
Disbelief in the unicorn spread
slowly. The recognition of the narwhal
did much damage to the legend. And
the exploration of the dark continents
left less and less land for the mythical
beast to survive in. The fundamentalist
believers in the infallible Bible clung
to the unicorn rather than accept that
any word in the Bible may be wrong.
Nevertheless, the unicorn’s decline was
well underway by 1700, though disbelief
in the medicinal powers of the unicorn’s
horn took a little longer.

SCIENCE: DEDUCTION & EXPERIMENT

In 1827 Baron Cuvier, a prominent
and respected zoologist, declared that a
unicorn is biologically impossible. His
reason was that in all cloven-hoofed
animals the separate bones making up the
skull meet and fuse in the middle of the
forehead; this junction is called a ‘suture’.
(It is the gap between these forming skull
bones that gives the newborn baby its
‘soft spot’ in the centre of its skull.)
Because the bony horns of cattle,
goats, and others, grow out from
the skull bones, and because such an
outgrowth could not arise from a suture,
Cuvier declared the single-horned animal
impossible. (The rhinoceros does not
count here because its horn is not bone,
but very densely compacted hair.)
Cuvier was wrong, however, about
how the horn grows. Horns do not
grow out from the skull bones. Instead

by experiment, has reduced the myth of
they grow from a ‘horn bud’ in the soft
splendid magical animals to man-made
tissue covering the skull bones. The horn
leaders of the herd.
grows from this bud forward to form
Of all the ways of ‘knowing’,
the horn, and backward to fuse with the
of personal experience, intuition,
skull bones behind. With this pattern of
growth the type of skull bone behind the rationalism, authority and science, only
science tests its knowledge. Only with
horn bud, suture-line or not, may not be
science is the unreliable knowledge
important; maybe the growing horn will
discarded and the reliable knowledge
fuse just as well with sutured bones as in
conserved. Science has been criticised
the middle of the bone.
for its production of false concepts,
Dr W. Franklin Dove, working at
and for its delays in discarding its false
the University of Maine, tested this
concepts, but then only science does test
possibility in 1933. Dove anaesthetised
its concepts, and only
a day-old Ayrshire
science does discard
bull-calf, removed its
Very expensive, but
those found to be
two horn buds, and
reinserted the horn
a husband could hardly false.
If you started
buds together in the
begrudge his sick wife
centre of the forehead
reading this article
over the suture.
the benefits of unicorn thinking it to be an
Instead of the pair of
explanation of the
curved horns typical of horn medicine
unicorn myth, you
Ayrshires, this animal
were right. But this
grew a single, very straight horn, curving
article is also a demonstration of the
slightly upwards at its tip. And this
power of scepticism through science to
horn was pale gray at its base and black
produce reliable knowledge. No other
at its tip. The similarity to the ancient
way of knowing has this same power.
descriptions of mythical unicorns was
The lack of any reality to the mythical
uncanny.
unicorns has been so evident for some
Unknown to Dove, a few years earlier
that they have used the unicorn as the
Dr Odell Shepard had described the
epitome of an idealistic animal “totally
production of ‘unicorns’ by a similar
insulated from all exogenous rhythms”,
operation by African Dinkas and Karrirs
as a stand-in for the ‘null’ hypothesis;
using cattle, and by Nepalese using
hence its appearance in a 1957 research
sheep. One of their reasons for doing
paper “Biological Clock in the unicorn”.
this was apparently to mark the leaders
Is this then the final fate of the
of their herds. Maybe they had made
unicorn, to have been reduced to a
unicorns? And maybe some of these
classical non-animal for the use of
animals had been traded to Europe
theoretical biologists?
where they had inspired the descriptions
Never mind, the solitary power of this
by the ancients such as Pliny?
beautiful animal, with its unbridled love
In 1984 the USA’s Ringling Brothers
of innocence, continues in our myths.
Circus exhibited four goats with single,
central horns as ‘living unicorns’. These
Note:This Classic Catch article is
may have been animals created surgically
reprinted from the Skeptic, Vol 14, No 1,
by Dove’s method.
1994. The author has included numerous
Animal Rights activists protested.
sources which we are happy to supply on
request.
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CONCLUSION

We have seen how personal experience,
intuition, rationalism and authority had
all contributed to the unicorn myth.
And how then sceptical, untrusting
science, with its need for the repetition
of observations, its ability to deduce, and
its ability to test claims and deductions

About the author:

At time of writing, Dr Tony
Wheeler taught science
in Central Queensland. His
knowledge of unicorns was
influenced by his working in a
hot bed of creationism.

37

A
for

ARTICLE

Conspiracy

The tmosphere
Conspiracy
I

n day to day conversation, I
am utterly guilty of discussing
‘chemtrails’ without a great deal of
seriousness. I make terrible jokes,
blaming them for any transient
minor illness, taking photographs
of contrails and posting them with
faux-alarmist captions, setting up
a satirical pro-chemtrail Facebook
page (www.facebook.com/
AustraliansForChemtrails). Many of
my skeptical friends do this too; we
use chemtrails as punchlines in banter
about conspiracy theorists and bizarre
beliefs. They are up there with reptilians
and the Illuminati.
However, there is a serious side to
this, involving conspiracy theories
and theorists, the ramifications of
their beliefs, and an understanding (or
mis-understaning) of evidence and the
science-based explanation for the white
trails across the sky left by aircraft.

CONTRAILS AND CHEMTRAILS
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Contrails, a portmanteau of
condensation and trail, are the white
streaks left behind planes given
favourable atmospheric conditions.
Aircraft fuel is composed primarily of
hydrocarbons, which give off carbon
dioxide and water vapour as their main
combustion products. When these hot
exhaust gases mix with rarefied cool air,
the water in the gas freezes quickly and
forms microscopic ice crystals, leaving
trails of white haze. This haze is similar
in look and chemical composition to
cloud.
Dependent on the condensation in
the atmosphere, contrails may dissipate
quickly, or linger. The atmospheric

Jo Alabaster looks to the skies and sees trouble in
the air – chemtrails, chemtrails, everywhere!
involved. The claimed purpose of the
conditions which support cirrus
spraying varies widely also, the most
cloud formation – and the very moist
popular belief seems to be that it is
atmosphere that results – can allow
the facilitation of a geoengineering
contrails to persist for hours.
project to alter weather, reflect the Sun’s
For a more in-depth explanation
rays or combat climate change. Other
of contrail formation and persistence,
theories include spraying to control the
NASA has an excellent site devoted
population, to cause illness, to control
to the topic, the Contrail Education
minds, to vaccinate people without
Project (science-edu.larc.nasa.gov/
their consent. Some believers claim that
contrail-edu/).
chemtrail spraying is a form of military
Contrails have been around for
weapons testing.
as long as modern aviation has. But
Occasionally, chemtrail conspiracy
in the mid-1990s, the chemtrail
theorists
conspiracy theory
produce images
began to develop
of commercial
and spread. (Like
I just couldn’t take
passenger aircraft
contrail, “chemtrail”
it any more - so many
containing large
is a portmanteau
claims with such flimsy connected barrels
of “chemical” and
in place of seats as
“trail”.)
evidence, where any
evidence that the
The chemtrail
was provided.
aviation industry
theory takes many
is involved in the
forms, but generally
spraying of chemicals, claiming that
it is a belief that an authority – be it
these are an aerosol dispersion system.
governmental, military, scientific or
In fact, they’re full of water – they
other (yes, the Illuminati, Zionists,
are used by airlines to simulate the
“Elite” and reptilians all get a look
weight of passengers and cargo, to test
in here) – are using aircraft (often
different centres of gravity while the
commercial aviation aircraft for greater
aircraft is in flight.
concealment, sometimes military
As with explanations of how
aircraft) to conduct spraying of our
contrails are formed, however, such
skies.
reasoned explanation of the purpose
The composition of the chemicals
of the ballast barrels, the followers
varies with different claims –
of chemtrail conspiracies often
aluminium, barium, strontium and
counter with claims of cover-ups and
silver feature regularly; occasionally
disinformation. That’s a perennial
biological agents are said to be
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problem with conspiracy theories; any
debunking or rational explanation for
phenomena is met by the true believer
with distrust and often an expansion
of the original theory to account for
new information. To demonstrate this,
an interesting exercise for skeptics can
be to create a theory, then expand it
to incorporate further conspiracies as
information counter to the theory is
encountered.

THE ‘EVIDENCE’ FOR CHEMTRAILS

In order to compile this report, I sat
myself down to watch documentaries
produced by chemtrail believers, Why in
the World are They Spraying? and What
in the World are They Spraying?
Dear readers, I have made it through
documentaries on Deepak Chopra,
I’ve heard the stories of 9-11 Truthers,
watched anti-vaccination propaganda,
I’ve gotten through the entirety of

al thin
ails, the re

g - smok

e delib

ade up
erately m

on board

Charlene Werner explaining her
understanding of the physics behind
homeopathy. I’ve sung along to Mike
Adams’ raps about GMOs and the
flu vaccination. Heck, I’ve watched
all of Plan 9 From Outer Space and
Vampyros Lesbos. I think that I have
a fairly high tolerance for painful
viewing. I’ve also attended paranormal
and spiritual expos and walked around
the Mind Body Wallet Festival. I can
generally cope with wacky ideas and
claims.
But the chemtrail documentaries,
they had me beat. I got through
perhaps half an hour of ‘Gishgalloping’ before I just couldn’t take
it any more - so many claims with
such flimsy evidence, where any was
provided at all. Both documentaries
are available in full on YouTube and if
you can make it through even one, I
salute you.
A scene in one of these
documentaries showed a man walking

aircra

cted
ft and inje

into the

exhaust.

about some bushland, pointing out
trees which were dead or not thriving,
attributing their state to chemtrail
spraying. While I’m more familiar with
rural Australia than I am the US, their
evidence of chemtrails looked very
much consistent to me with the effects
of country going through drought
conditions.
People interviewed on the
documentary also attributed weather
conditions consistent with what we’ve
been experiencing worldwide over the
past few years to chemtrail spraying.
They claimed that geoengineering
was taking place by the military and
government to reflect the sun’s rays and
reduce warming. This does make me
wonder what the documentary makers’
position is on anthropogenic climate
change.
So, aside from exposing your faithful
reporter to some incredibly difficult
viewing, what’s the harm in believing
in chemtrail conspiracy theories?
Overall, it can seem like a bit of
relatively harmless kookiness, all things
considered.
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WHAT’S THE HARM TO SOCIETY?

Chemtrail proponents are surprisingly
active and visible – affixing corflute
signs to trees and signposts around their
neighbourhoods, writing letters to and
petitioning MPs (one chemtrail activist
even made it into the South Australian
Parliament), and holding protests
against geoengineering and chemtrail
spraying in cities across Australia.
While I wholeheartedly support people
becoming involved in political activism,
in this case I suspect that the resources
MPs and police put toward responding
to the chemtrail activists could be put
to some better use.
The largest local chemtrail
conspiracy group on Facebook,
“Australia & New Zealand Against
Chemtrails & Geoengineering”,
boasts 8556 members (as of January
11, 2015), which is almost five
hundred more likes than antivaccination campaigners the Australian
Vaccination-Skeptics Network
currently have. Chemtrail activists are
visible and spreading their message.
In November 2002, an article ran
in The Australian reporting on threats
being made by chemtrail activists
to harm pilots and shoot down
commercial aircraft, stating that these
threats were becoming more overt,
prevalent and alarming (http://tinyurl.
com/ml2a546). Australian Federal
Police have monitored chemtrail
activists planning to intercept airline
pilots at Sydney airport. Again,
more police resources devoted to
a conspiracy theory while pilots in
particular and aviation companies in
general experience concern for their
safety.

WHAT’S THE HARM TO BELIEVERS?

40

I don’t imagine that it feels wonderful
to hold the belief that the government
and/or the aviation industry and/or the

Illuminati are out there, wielding power genuinely believe it nonetheless, and
and spraying the skies, causing harm to
the concern, agitation and nocebo effect
the population.
generated by this belief can be real.
Similar to anti-vaccine conspiracy
Occasionally this fear regarding harm
theorists who believe that the medical
to health leads people to wear masks
establishment and government –
or scarves over their faces or spend
and we’re talking doctors, nurses,
time spraying vinegar in the air around
researchers, pharmaceutical company
them, which allegedly dissipates or
employees, public health officials,
neutralises chemtrail chemicals. Others
journalists – are all out to harm them,
turn to buying products specifically
chemtrail activists subscribe to a rather
designed to provide protection –
far reaching conspiracy too.
orgonite devices and solutions to be
How far reaching? Off the top of
ingested (homeopathic or otherwise).
my head, I’d assume that those in
In extreme cases, people relocate to ‘safe
on the conspiracy would include the
zones’ where aircraft are said not to be
government, the military, the aviation
spraying.
industry (from CEOs to baggage
Finally, there’s the tendency of people
handlers) aeronautical engineers
who believe in one conspiracy theory
involved in designing, assembling,
to be open to others, some of which
maintaining and
cause more direct
repairing aircraft,
and measurable
A heck of a lot of
everybody employed
harm to individuals
by an airport,
people who are willing and society, such
everybody involved
as anti-vaccination
to sacrifice the health of conspiracies. It’s
in manufacturing
and transporting
the population for some difficult to make
the chemicals that
decisions which
grand master plan.
they allege are being
will lead to positive
sprayed. Then perhaps
social, health and
emergency services workers – in case
wellbeing .outcomes for yourself and
a plane went down, surely they’d need
your loved ones if you have a strong
to know how to cover up evidence of
distrust in scientific consensus and all
chemical tanks and spraying.
authority.
That’s a heck of a lot of people
Yes, I did mention social outcomes.
who’d need to be working at keeping
While I do my utmost not to ridicule
a substantially large secret, don’t you
individuals – in fact, I have some
think? Therefore, that’s a heck of a lot
sympathy for people living with the fear
of people who are willing to sacrifice
of what is in our skies – I do still think
the health of the general population in
that chemtrails are one of the wackier
order to carry out some grand master
and more far-fetched conspiracy
plan.
theories out there. Frankly, I can’t see
This is a point that really gets me
the satire letting up any time soon.
when it comes to those who subscribe
to conspiracy theories such as these
- the huge number of people that
Note:This article is an expansion of
believers are willing to consider to be
an “Evidence, Please” report featured on
either malicious or stupid. It seems
Episode #314 of The Skeptic Zone podcast
such a bleak view to hold of your fellow
humans.
There’s also the general worry that I
assume chemtrail believers experience
to varying degrees. Imagine, if you will,
About the author:
watching the skies in fear and genuinely
Jo Alabaster is a Skeptic
worrying for your health. While we
Zone reporter and science
might find the belief in a chemtrail
communicator. She writes at
conspiracy theory irrational, people do
evidenceplease.net
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DR BOB’S QUIZ
1. Where does the name “derrick” for a small crane originate?
2. How have the rules of the traditional game of “conkers” been
recently modified in Britain?

3. Dr Bob’s mother was once at a posh British Xmas dinner,

hosted by a wealthy family with servants. A magnificent roast
turkey had been prepared, which the maid brought in on a silver
tray, very elegantly to begin with, but she tripped and dumped
the barbecued bird on the Persian carpet, right in front of the
horrified guests. What did the hostess immediately say?

ACROSS
1. Can’t place most ghost goo. (9)
6. Reason for a narrow constant. (5)
9. Seducer in the line to join transport? (7)
10. So funny going back to find alien craft. (4)
11. You are heard in the old town. (2)
13. We run such headless clues for someone who’s lost
15.
17.
18.
19.
20.
22.
23.
25.
26.
27.
30.
31.

7.
8.
12.
14.
16.
21.

5. A traditional folk song about Ned Kelly contains the lines “You

22.

know the country well, Ned, so take your comrades there / And
profit by your knowledge of the Wombat and the Bear.” What
does this mean?

24.
28.
29.

Answers on page 62

something else. (6)
I’m at stag party, getting marks. (8)
Every so-called psychic could begin with this. (1-1-1)
Build any bit, building for sure? (11)
Sect actions change a philosophical position. (5,6)
Place to exercise in spongy material. (3)
Keep you looking forward to great games. (8)
Woodlouse thus put into a player. (6)
To live in Belgium. (2)
Including one old American. (4)
Rotates around the stone. (7)
Develop without the right to reduce. (5)
Grave when her pulse falls around 100. (9)

DOWN
1. Bad, I heard, to give a harmful look? (4,3)
2. Ludditic syndrome seen in beach photo. (12)
3. Bury you in lead watering hole. (3)
4. Give peas a chance in church. (4)
5. A charlatan climbs the east side of the river. (10)
6. Decreased consideration without concern for others.

4. Norway kept threatening to boycott the 1936 whaling congress.
If they had indeed left, what countries would have remained?

March 15

(11)
I would be myself. (2)
A mark of fate? (5)
Crumpled beach bag used with a pact to find the
source of babies. (6,5)
Synchronicity would change 101 to 500 to middle
of open centre. (11)
Newspaper opinions full of idolatries. (10)
A dose of medicine I consumed could help us agree.
(7)
Nibble without direction torn from a book full of
directions. (5)
Palo Alto Research Center was up for stupid ideas.
(4)
The Spanish back the sun. (3)
Small football team exiled to an imaginary place. (2)
41
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n my previous article on ancient
astronomy and astrology (‘An Eye
to the Sky’, The Skeptic, Vol. 33, No.
4), the story began about 4000 years
ago in Babylon, then moved to the first
scientific revolution in ancient Greece,
ending with Ptolemy’s complicated
geocentric (Earth-centred) model of the
cosmos in the 2nd century CE.
We now make a great leap forward
to the second scientific revolution,
beginning with the publication of
Nicolaus Copernicus’ heliocentric
(Sun-centred) model of the cosmos in
1543 CE. Why the huge gap? Because
astonishingly, nothing much happened
in cosmology for about 1400 years
between Ptolemy and Copernicus. (The
reasons for this are complex and best left
to a possible future article.)
After the Fall of Constantinople
in 1453 CE, there was a rediscovery
of ancient Greek texts written by
philosophers and scientists such as Plato,
Aristotle, Aristarchus, Archimedes and
Ptolemy. That is why this subsequent
period is described as an astronomical
renaissance (alongside the cultural
renaissance), from the French word
meaning ‘re-birth’. The midwives of
this re-birth were the development of
scientific methods and the invention of
printing, which would improve access to

Tim Harding looks at the renaissance of scientific
astronomy and heliocentricity … a difficult birth.
learning, allowing a faster propagation
of new ideas.
Copernicus’s astronomical
observations were complemented and
improved in accuracy by those of Tycho
Brahe. His heliocentric model was later
adopted by Galileo Galilei and then
refined by Johannes Kepler.

NICHOLAS COPERNICUS (1473 –1573 CE)

Copernicus was born 1473 in the Polish
city of Torun. His father was a copper
merchant – the name ‘Copernicus’
is thought to be derived from this
occupation. He studied mathematics,
philosophy and astronomy at the
University of Krakow; then medicine
at Padua in Italy. He was also a lawyer,
physician, classics scholar, translator and
economist.
As well as being a polymath,
Copernicus was also a polyglot, which
gave him access to the ancient Greek
texts. From these writings he would
most likely have known that Aristarchus
of Samos had some 1800 years earlier
proposed a heliocentric model of the
cosmos in the third century BCE.

Aristarchus had also calculated the
diameters of the Sun and Moon, as
well as their distances from the Earth in
Earth radii. This subsequent regression
from the correct heliocentric to the
incorrect geocentric model presents
a serious challenge to our notions of
inevitable human progress.
In around 1510, Copernicus moved
to one of the defensive towers of the
cathedral town of Frombork on the
Baltic Sea coast, where he did most
of his astronomical observations and
writing. His attempts at retrofitting
cosmological theory to seemingly
endless observational anomalies
eventually became just too complex.
Simplification became a major
motivation for Copernicus to construct
his revolutionary heliocentric model.
His colleague Andreas Osiander,
a Lutheran theologian, wrote an
anonymous preface to Copernicus’
published major work De Revolutionibus.
This preface stated that Copernicus’
system was merely mathematics
intended to aid computation and not
an attempt to declare literal truth. Both
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Copernicus and Osiander probably
feared the reaction not only of other
astronomers but also the Roman Church
– a fear that was later justified by the trial
of Galileo, of which more will be said
later. The delay in publication until the
eve of Copernicus’ death is thought to be
due to these fears.
Thirty years earlier in about
1514, Copernicus had written the
Commentariolus, an unpublished outline
of his later De Revolutionibus. In this
outline, he proposed seven axioms, all of
which are true:
Heavenly bodies do not all move
around the same centre.
The Earth is not the centre of the

cosmos – only the Moon’s orbit.
The Sun is the centre of the planetary
system.
The stars are much further away than
the Sun.
The apparent daily revolution of the
stars and planets is due to the Earth’s
rotation on its own axis.
The apparent annual motion of the
Sun is due to the revolution of Earth
around the Sun.
The apparent retrograde motion of
the planets has the same cause.
However, Copernicus clung to the
erroneous theological belief that all the
orbits of celestial bodies must be perfect
circles. This forced Copernicus to retain

Nicholas Copernicus
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Ptolemy’s complex system of planetary
epicycles, thus leading him astray. At
first, Copernicus initially proposed that
only 34 epicycles were needed in his
model, but he was later forced to modify
the model by increasing this number to
48 – eight more cycles than the 40 in
Ptolemy’s model. These anomalies led
Kepler to subsequently propose elliptical
rather than circular planetary orbits, as
will be discussed later.
Copernicus also modified his model
to account for the apparent absence
of stellar parallax during the Earth’s
orbit around the Sun. He did this by
postulating that the distance of the
fixed stars was so immense compared
to the diameter of the Earth’s orbit that
stellar parallax was unnoticeable by the
accuracy of astronomical observations
at that time. This modification
subsequently turned out to be correct
in reality, but at the time it was an ad
hoc modification made for the purpose
of correcting an imagined observational
anomaly.

TYCHO BRAHE (1546 – 1601 CE)
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Tycho Brahe was a colourful character,
born 1546 into an aristocratic family in
Scania which was then part of Denmark
but is now in Sweden. He studied law
and astronomy at the University of
Copenhagen. He is notorious for losing
part of his nose in a sword fight, so he
had to wear a brass prosthetic nose.
Another piece of irrelevant trivia is that
Tycho had a pet elk that once drank too
much beer at one of his friends’ dinner
parties. Sadly, the inebriated elk fell
down some stairs and died.
In 1597, Tycho fell out with Danish
King Christian IV and became court
astronomer to Holy Roman Emperor
Rudolph II in Prague, who funded
the building of a state-of-the-art new
observatory for him. Johannes Kepler
was employed as Brahe’s assistant,
who later used his mentor’s more

accurate observational data for his
own astronomical calculations. These
more precise measurements clearly
showed that the stars lacked parallax,
thus confirming that either the Earth
was stationary or the stars were a vast
distance from the Earth.
Tycho proposed a hybrid ‘geoheliocentric’ system in which the Sun and
Moon orbited the Earth, while the other
planets orbited the Sun (known as the
Tychonic system). This system provided
a safe position for astronomers who were
dissatisfied with the Ptolemaic model but
were reluctant to endorse the Copernican
model. The Tychonic system became
more popular after 1615 when Rome
decided officially that the heliocentric
model was contrary to both philosophy
and scripture, and could be discussed
only as a computational convenience that
had no connection to the truth.

Tycho Brahe

or the Tychonic system. They doubted
heliocentrism due to the absence of
an observed stellar parallax, without
appreciating the enormous distances
involved.
When confronted with this absence
of stellar parallax, Galileo attempted an
ad hoc modification to the Copernican
model by incorrectly claiming that the
GALILEO GALILEI (1564 – 1642 CE)
tides are caused by the earth’s rotation
Galileo Galilei was a physicist,
combined with its orbit around the
mathematician, engineer, astronomer,
Sun. This is despite the ancient Greek
and philosopher who arguably
contributed more than anybody to both philosopher Seleucus some 1600 years
earlier having correctly theorised that tides
the second scientific revolution and
were caused by the gravitational effect of
the astronomical renaissance. He was
the Moon’s orbit around the Earth.
born 1564 in Pisa, Italy, and educated
After the Roman
in the Camaldolese
Inquisition of 1615,
Monastery at
Science was
works advocating the
Vallombrosa, 35km
Copernican system
southeast of Florence. repeatedly led astray
were placed on the
He enrolled at the
by fruitless searches
index of banned
University of Pisa
books and Galileo
for a medical degree, for perfection in ‘God’s
was forbidden
but switched to
design of the cosmos.
from advocating
mathematics and
heliocentrism. This
natural philosophy.
resulted in heated correspondence
Galileo’s contributions to
between Galileo and the Vatican.
observational astronomy include the
Unfortunately, Galileo’s aggressive
telescopic confirmation of the phases of
manner alienated not only the Pope
Venus, the discovery of the four largest
but also the Jesuits, both of whom had
satellites of Jupiter (named the Galilean
tolerated him up until this point. He
moons in his honour), the roughness of
was tried by the Holy Office and found
the Moon’s surface, and the observation
“vehemently suspect of heresy”, then
and analysis of sunspots. He also made
forced to recant, and spent the rest of his
contributions to physics, including the
science of dynamics, leading to Newton’s life under house arrest.
At least Galileo did not suffer the cruel
laws of motion later on.
fate of the philosopher and cosmologist
He championed Copernicus’
Giordano Bruno, who in 1600 was
heliocentrism when it was still
burned at the stake for heresy in Rome’s
controversial - most astronomers at this
Campo de’ Fiori (a market square where
time subscribed to either geocentrism
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there is now a statue of him). Bruno had
gone even further than the Copernican
model, correctly proposing that the stars
were just distant suns surrounded by
their own exoplanets. He suggested the
possibility that these planets could even
foster life of their own (a philosophical
position known as cosmic pluralism).
Bruno also believed that the Universe is
in fact infinite, thus having no celestial
body at its ‘centre’.

JOHANNES KEPLER (1571 – 1630 CE)

Johannes Kepler was a German
mathematician, astronomer and
astrologer (before these areas of study
separated). A key figure in the second
scientific revolution, he is best known
for his three laws of planetary motion,
which endure today. These works also
provided one of the foundations for
Isaac Newton’s theory of universal
gravitation.
Kepler was born in 1571 in the
Stuttgart area of Germany. At age six, he
observed the Great Comet of 1577, and
at age nine, the lunar eclipse of 1580.
These events inspired him to study
philosophy, theology, mathematics
and astronomy at the University of
Tübingen. Here he learned both the
Ptolemaic system and the Copernican
system of planetary motion. He later
observed a bright supernova (exploding
star) of 1604, which became known as
Kepler’s Supernova.
After graduation, Kepler became
a mathematics teacher at a seminary
school in Graz, Austria. Later he
became an assistant to astronomer
Tycho Brahe, and eventually the

Johannes Kepler

imperial mathematician to Emperor
Rudolf II and his two successors
Matthias and Ferdinand II. He was also
a mathematics teacher in Linz, Austria,
and an adviser to General Wallenstein.
Additionally, he did fundamental
work in the field of optics, inventing
an improved version of the refracting
telescope (the Keplerian Telescope).
Kepler then set about calculating
the entire orbit of Mars, using the
geometrical rate law and assuming an
egg-shaped ovoid orbit. After many
failed attempts, in early 1605 he at last
hit upon the idea of an ellipse, which
he had previously assumed to be too
simple a solution for earlier astronomers
to have overlooked. Finding that an
elliptical orbit fitted the Mars data, he
immediately concluded that all planets
move in ellipses, with the sun at one
focus, which became Kepler’s first law of
planetary motion.
He then formulated two more laws
of planetary motion. These are firstly,
that a line segment joining a planet and
the Sun sweeps out equal areas during
equal intervals of time; and secondly,
that the square of the orbital period of a
planet is proportional to the cube of the
semi-major axis of its orbit.
Because of his religious beliefs,
Kepler became convinced that God
had created the universe according
to perfectly harmonious geometrical
shapes and patterns. He began by
exploring regular polygons and regular
solids, including the figures that would
come to be known as Kepler’s solids.
Unfortunately, Kepler wasted a lot of
his time fruitlessly searching for this

underlying ‘harmony of the spheres’,
drawing all sorts of weird and wonderful
diagrams. He even (unsuccessfully)
tried to relate these geometric shapes to
musical harmonies.
The great physicist Isaac Newton was
later able to build upon the pioneering
work of Galileo and Kepler, leading him
to make his famous quotation “If I have
seen further it is only by standing on the
shoulders of giants.”
In contrast, it is perplexing to observe
two great human failures. Firstly, how
science was repeatedly led astray by
fruitless searches for perfection in
‘God’s design of the cosmos’. Secondly,
that astronomical knowledge not only
progressed very little during the 1400
years between Ptolemy and Copernicus,
but in some cases it actually regressed.
The ancient Greeks had not only
proposed a heliocentric model of the
cosmos, but they had also calculated
the diameters of the Sun and Moon, as
well as their distances from the Earth.
They also knew that the tides were
caused the gravitational effect of the
Moon’s orbit around the Earth. This
valuable knowledge was either forgotten
or rejected until the astronomical
renaissance some 1800 years later.
So much for the notion of inevitable
human progress.

.
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ne day, seated atop a lofty spire in
the remote sylvan surroundings
of my manor at Chats Wood, wherein
I was engaged in an eremitic vigil
contemplating the sins of mankind, I
was alerted to a disturbance emanating
from the nearby village that bears the
name of my hereditary demesne.
Intrigued, I took myself hot-foot
to the village hall whence the uproar
seemed to emanate, to be confronted
by a horde of red-shirted individuals
scurrying hither and yon for purposes
not immediately apparent. Uncertain
whether they were a group of Italians
celebrating some anniversary of their
revolutionary hero (and inventor of
the squashed-fly biscuit) Giuseppe
Garibaldi, or antipodean supporters of
Manchester United Football Club, I was
puzzled until I discerned upon a passing
breast a logo proclaiming “Australian
Skeptics”.
Instantly my mind transported me
back over many long years to the days
when I had some connection with this
worthy body, then under the tutelage
of an unseemly bearded ruffian named
Williams who, it transpired, has long

Sir Jim R Wallaby ponders on the past of the piece
that pierces piffle.
since been retired to a home for the
terminally querulous.
Approaching one of the multitude
whose appearance was vaguely familiar,
I was surprised to discover that it was
none other than my former acolyte,
the boy Mendham, now fully grown to
man’s estate. Instantly recognising me,
he politely abased himself and inquired
what he could do to please me. I asked
what was the purpose of the gathering,
to be informed that it was the thirtieth
annual convention of said body, at
which the winner of the iconic Bent
Spoon Award would be revealed.
Assiduous readers of this
distinguished journal will be aware that
this accolade, presented annually to the
‘perpetrator of the most preposterous
piece of paranormal or pseudoscientific
piffle’, catalogues a panorama of
charlatanry, chicanery and delusion,
but few will know the story behind
the trophy itself. It was to this end that
the lad Mendham prevailed on me to

recount its dark and mysterious history.
As the years hang heavy on me
and as I am without issue, I found his
obsequious pleadings persuasive and so
I am now prepared, for the first time, to
reveal my family’s long association with
this arcane object, lest its history expires
with me.

THE SPOON REVEALED

It was in the mid-19th Century that
my ancestor, the explorer, scientist and
adventurer, Sir Flinders Wallaby, fresh
from his triumph of locating the source
of the Nile (a short-lived triumph as
later explorers discovered conclusively
that the Nile rose in central Africa and
not in Estonia as Flinders had asserted)
found himself at Saqqara in Egypt
where he sought to excavate what is now
known as the Step Pyramid of King
Djoser.
Readers of an archaeological bent
will be familiar with this structure
which comprises six ‘steps’ rising some
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60 metres above the desert sands.
Sir Flinders Wallaby, ne Petrie,
Flinders, being somewhat pedantic
in search of the spoon
in his demeanour and meticulous in
his actions, declined to describe the
monument as a pyramid, it not being
of that shape. Being familiar with the
previous tomb constructions known to
the locals as mastabas, and recognising
that this tomb consisted of a number
of such structures of decreasing size
superimposed atop each other, he
described the result as a ‘mastaba terrace’
which, in the interests of brevity, he
shortened to ‘mastaba-ter’.
Such, however, was the censoriousness
of the soon-to-become Victorian age
that this useful and accurate title was
discarded as being too racy, in favour of
the less accurate “step pyramid”. Thus
is truth so often discarded in favour of
political correctness.
texts, this plaque expounded the skills of
Barely had he begun his digging
the builder. It read:
than he was approached by a wizened
“Imhotep’s Intragalactic Developments
figure of indeterminate sex, whom he
Creator of Bespoke Eternity Houses
described in his diary as “resembling an
For the Discerning Despot
unwrapped mummy but somewhat less
Anywhere in the Milky Way
prepossessing”. This apparition grasped
(Branches in Every Spiral Arm)
the sleeve of my ancestor’s jacket and
Price Upon Application”
drew him to a different part of the
Then he turned his attention to the
structure, pointing downwards and
scroll. This is the story it told.
making digging motions. Intrigued,
The object now known as the Bent
Flinders began to dig and in short order
struck what appeared to be a stele which Spoon Award was the original model
for the three tiered monument Imhotep
bore an inscription in a language quite
had contracted to build for Djoser, but
different from the Egyptian glyphs
as anyone who has engaged in building
evident in other parts of the complex.
projects knows well,
Turning to thank his
any similarity between
benefactor, he was
original plans and
puzzled to discover
The Bent Spoon
final product is a
that there was no
was the model for the
rather haphazard
sign of the creature
three-tiered monument affair. However, as this
as far as his eyes
was Imhotep’s first
could see (about 11
in Sakkara
major project, he was
metres, the myopic
determined to make a
old cove).
good impression on his client.
Below the stele he discovered a
Although, as a member of the
hidden chamber which contained a
Arcturus V Skeptics, Imhotep was not a
papyrus scroll, two transparent stones
religious being, he was aware that such
resembling glass, and the very object
skepticism was far from being the norm
which is the subject of this story. On a
among the denizens of less developed
whim, Flinders held the stones over first
planets and as this particular client
the stele and later the papyrus and was
rather fancied himself as a god incarnate,
perplexed but delighted to discover that
he determined to make his model as
the language thereon was translated into
spiritual as he possibly could. With this
English before his very eyes. Rather that
in mind, he dispatched his Temporal
extolling the virtues of the owner of the
Procurement Team to various religious
structure, as was the custom in pyramid
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Unknown man may
have been involved in
distorting the spoon

centres and times around the subject
planet to acquire material that would, in
its time, acquire great holy significance.

THE SPOON CONSTRUCTED

The wood that would form the first two
terraces was found among the offcuts
of the workshop of one Noah, a native
of a neighbouring land, who had been
instructed by his god to build a large
vessel capable of transporting livestock
on long voyages; an ark. Noah, as any
theologian knows, had three sons, Larry,
Moe and Curly, who helped him in his
daily rounds. Larry, his first born, was
Noah’s favourite and was described as
the Best Boy. Moe who, being aware of
his father’s propensity to occasionally
overindulge in the fruit of the grape,
had acquired the keys to the wine cellar,
which items he was careful to keep from
his father, thus earning himself the title
Key Grip. Curly, as the youngest, was
the one always sent to collect the items
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The Bent Spoon

him, as he continued adding spiritual
elements long after the project had
Continued...
moved on.
Most obvious is the spoon itself, which
gives the present award its name. I must
needed for the task in hand and had been stress here that when Flinders Wallaby
given the soubriquet Gofer. Thus the
found it, the spoon was straight. It only
timber used to construct the live animal
began bending as recently as the 1970s
export ark was informally referred to as
when a self-proclaimed psychic from
Gofer’s Wood, which misleading title
Israel began his spoon bending practices.
later found its way into the holy books of By then the relic was in my possession
the sect. In fact, it was probably cedar.
and I noticed that over a period of some
That left the wood for the upper, and
years the spoon began to distort until it
most spiritually significant tier, which
reached its current shape.
could be found a little closer in space,
The spoon itself, however, has a far
but required a temporal transfer to
more interesting history. It was the
collect. One of Noah’s descendants, one
result of another temporal excursion
Moses, had been instructed by his god
some thousands of years after Imhotep’s
to construct a carrying case to be used
building work at Saqqara had concluded,
to transport a number
although it was
of culturally significant
found in roughly
objects on a long land
The spoon was used the same location as
journey - the Ark of the
the woodwork. This
as a utensil at an event spoon was a utensil
Covenant.
It should be noted
that has come down to used at an event that
here that this particular
has come down to us
us as ‘the last supper’.
deity seemed to be
as “The Last Supper”,
obsessed with the
arguably the seminal
notion that any object
event that led to yet
used to carry anything should be
another religious cult.
known as an ‘ark’, regardless of its
No trace of the menu at this meal
construction or purpose. As literacy
remains, but we can be confident that
was a relatively new concept at the
it was gluten- and fat-free, though
time, this is probably no bad thing,
it might well have contained traces
whereas today we would be unlikely
of nuts. Nothing else would have
to call a ship and a suitcase by the
done for an event of such historical
same title.
significance. However, as those in
But I digress. From Moses’
attendance can be seen as protomembers of the new cult, determined
workshop scrap heap at Mount
to distance themselves from their
Sinai, Imhotep’s scavenger found
previous practices, we can reasonably
a small scrap of shittim wood (to show
infer that the meal contained large
that linguistic prudery was not confined
helpings of bacon and prawns. Perhaps
to the Victorian era, this is now generally
even in the dessert that the spoon served.
referred to as ‘acacia’) and now the basic
Originally the spoon was silver,
structure of what we call the Bent Spoon
but when it came into the possession
could be completed.
Next we must consider the decorations of Flinders Wallaby it was noted to
have been gold plated. It was here that
that adorn the relic. It is clear from
Imhotep must have cast his net wider
hints Imhotep left in the scroll that he
than his hitherto concentration on the
later built four-step and six-step models
Middle East. Isotope analysis I caused to
to account for the accretions added to
be conducted on the spoon while it was
the original as the clients requirements
still in my care, revealed that the gold
changed, but no trace of these models
in the plating originated somewhere in
have ever been found. Whatever the
the Andes Mountains of South America.
reason, the three-step model must have
Thus it probably came from the treasure
become something of an obsession with
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Bent spoon acolyte Maureen Chuck

houses of the Inca Empire or one of
its preceding civilisations. Imhotep
remained true to his spiritual quest to the
end, albeit over a far wider temporal and
spacial compass that he had originally
intended.
As for the silver that makes up the
plates on which the names of modern
winners of the award are engraved, we are
unable to determine where it originated,
though there is good evidence that it
came from China, probably from the
Bling Dynasty period.
So the history of this heirloom of
great historical and spiritual significance
is now told. All that remains is why I, as
the last of the line of noble Wallabies, was
constrained to present it to Australian
Skeptics to stand as a perpetual memorial
to human gullibility and cupidity.
I don’t really know, but at the time,
around 30 years ago, I was overcome with
an irresistible desire to do so. Could it be
that the shade of Imhotep had projected
itself thousands of years into the future
to guide my hand? Or could it be that
my accountant had advised it as a tax
dodge? That is a question that I cannot
truthfully answer and I doubt that
anyone ever will.

.

Note: A full list of the Bent Spoon
winners from 1982 to the present can be
found at www.skeptics.com.au/features/
bent-spoon/
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marsupials, and was a
regular contributor to these
pages before the accident.
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REGULARS

The cycle of life
Ghosts and ghouls, sex and magic.
And so it goes, the almost inevitable
realisation that all knowledge is
connected and connectable.

WITNESS
Pliny’s nephew, Pliny the
Younger (61 – c. 113 CE), was
a lawyer, author, and magistrate of
Ancient Rome. Both Pliny the Elder
and Younger were witnesses to the eruption
of Vesuvius on August 24, 79 AD, during
which the former died. Pliny the Younger was
considered an “honest and moderate man”. He
rose through a series of Imperial civil and military
offices - the cursus honorum. He was a friend of
the historian Tacitus and employed the biographer
Suetonius on his staff. What he is less well
known for is that, in a letter to his patron
Lucias Sura, he gave the earliest surviving
report of a haunted house, a villa with
a ghost of an old man bound with
chains.

ROMANCE
Ghosts and haunted houses feature
prominently in horror stories. Literary
historian JA Cuddon has defined the horror story
as “a piece of fiction in prose of variable length ...
which shocks or even frightens the reader, or perhaps
induces a feeling of repulsion or loathing.” Horror
stories that are set in exotic locations revolving around
(pseudo) Medieval castles, dark nights, lightning, the
supernatural and a general eerie and frightening atmosphere
are often referred to as gothic horror, a genre or mode of
literature that combines fiction, horror and Romanticism.

What goes a
MAGIC

Vesuvius in action - a nice view,
spectacular scenery, but a bit too
close for Pliny the Elder.

Plato himself was not always so accommodating
to others. In the Symposium, he described “magi”
(magicians) as maleficent, while allowing a measure of efficacy
as a function of the god Eros. Another who criticised the magi
was Pliny the Elder (23 – 79 CE), a Roman historian, natural
philosopher, naval and army commander and personal friend of the
emperor Vespasian. In his Natural History, Pliny attacked astrology
and suggested that magic originated in medicine, creeping in by
pretending to offer health. He says that Plato, Pythagoras
and others travelled abroad to learn magic, remarking
that it was surprising anyone accepted the
doctrines they brought back.

Source: Wikipedia, except where noted
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HORROR
The origin of gothic horror is attributed
to English author Horace - or Horatio - Walpole
with his 1764 novel The Castle of Otranto, subtitled (in
its second edition) as “A Gothic Story.” Walpole, 4th Earl of
Orford (1717-1797) - pictured below centre - was an English art
historian, man of letters, antiquarian and Whig politician. He is
remembered for Strawberry Hill, the home he built in Twickenham,
south-west London, where he revived the Gothic style some
decades before his Victorian successors. He was the son of the
first Prime Minister, Sir Robert Walpole, a cousin to Lord
Nelson’s grandmother.

Henry Fuseli’s “The
Nightmare” (1781), a classic
gothic horror scene of an
incubus, victim and horse(!)
SEX

In 1737 Walpole’s mother died.
According to one biographer his love for
his mother “was the most powerful emotion
of his entire life ... the whole of his psychological
history was dominated by it”. Walpole supposedly
did not have any serious relationships with women;
he has been called “a natural celibate”. His sexual
orientation has been the subject of speculation - many
contemporaries described him as effeminate (one
political opponent called him “a hermaphrodite
horse”). He never married, engaging in a succession
LOVE
of unconsummated flirtations with unmarriageable women. Some previous biographers have
Platonic love is a type of love that is chaste
interpreted Walpole as asexual, engaged
and non-sexual. The term is named after Plato
only in platonic relationships.
(428? - 348? BCE), who was the first to describe this

s around ...

oted

kind of love. The original sense of the term is examined
in Plato’s dialogue the Symposium, which has as its topic
the subject of love or Eros generally. It explains the
possibilities of how the feeling of love began and how it
has evolved—both sexually and non-sexually. Of particular
importance is the speech of Socrates, relating the ideas
attributed to the prophetess Diotima, which present
love as a means of ascent to contemplation of the
divine. For Diotima, and for Plato generally, the
most correct use of love of other human
beings is to direct one’s mind to
love of divinity.

Platonic love
is chaste and
non-sexual,
but Plato
wasn’t averse
to pointing the
finger when
necessary
51
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Geohistory

The Old World

in chronology came from many savants at the
time (Rudwick uses “savant” frequently, keeping
“scientist” for those after the late nineteenth
century when that term began to be used).
Earth’s Deep History: How It Was Discovered and Why It Matters Newton did calculations to show the creation year
was 3988 BCE, and some others had the year as
By Martin JS Rudwick
early as 4103 BCE.
University of Chicago Press, , A$54.95
Rudwick makes plain that Ussher was trying to
make a history of the world, not just of creation,
and he wasn’t trying to bolster the authority of the
Bible. He used plenty of sources; the Bible was
cientific research has tended to
reduce the role that humans would just one source, but since it had Genesis, Ussher
relied upon it for the chronology of the Earth’s
like to see themselves playing in the
beginning. The chronologists all came up with
universe. Our planet is no longer the
general dates of creation around 4000 BCE, and
centre of everything, as was taught
we know of Ussher only by accident. Decades
far longer than has been the current
after Ussher died in 1701, an English archbishop
Copernican view of the Sun being
published a new edition of the Bible with notes in
in the centre of a bunch of revolving
the margins including the 4004 BCE date.
planets. Our Sun itself is nothing
“Many young or uneducated readers,” writes
special, just one of billions of stars. We
Rudwick, “not understanding the role of an
ourselves are pretty special animals,
editor, assumed that the date was an integral
but we evolved to be the way we are,
as did all the other special creatures we part of the sacred text, and they respected or
see around us, and our body chemistry even revered it accordingly.” Marginal dates were
usually not included in Bibles of other languages,
is merely mammalian. And we are
“so people outside the English-speaking
newcomers, with humans of modern
world were generally spared this disastrous
form appearing within the last half
misapprehension that the exact date of primal
million years, while the Earth has
spun for around four billion years and the universe Creation had been fixed by divine, or at least
ecclesiastical, authority.”
started up some ten billion years before that.
Gradually, Earth’s timescale was walked back
How we achieved the humbling lessons of the
by huge orders of magnitude. Looking at physical
ancient age of the Earth is the story in Earth’s
evidence and reasoning from it became more
Deep History: How It Was Discovered and Why
important than trying to draw chronology from
It Matters by Martin Rudwick. The author is a
professor emeritus of history who has written often sacred texts. The Enlightenment valued a curiosity
about geohistory; his current book is a magisterial about nature, and investigation by serious
summary of realms he has investigated before. It is observers in the field became the important way
a great story of advances in scientific methodology, to gather data.
It became apparent that the processes within
repeatedly challenging misleading common sense
and upon the Earth, like deposition of silt, wear
and religious instruction to get us to our current
of canyons, or volumes of volcanic ash, would
informed views.
have taken many thousands of years. That people
It is essential to begin the story of our
could construct a historical narrative out of the
understanding of the Earth’s age with Archbishop
James Ussher, who in 1654 counted up the begats history of the Earth would have been no surprise
to chronologists like Ussher, but they would have
and other sequentials in the Bible and calculated
been surprised as more evidence came in and the
the date of creation to 4004 BCE - October 23,
extent of time in that history became longer and
to be exact. The supposed exactitude and the
longer, far longer than humans had been around.
extreme error of a creation just six thousand years
Of particular interest to geologists (and to
ago has brought ridicule, but not from Rudwick.
just about anyone else) were fossils, which began
He respects the work of Ussher and his fellows
giving clues to the nature of creatures in the past.
as marking the origin of geological chronology.
For most of the creatures shown in fossils, there
It was a good historical question to ask, how old
were no such creatures left alive, and while we
the Earth is; and there was nothing intellectually
accept extinctions without doubt now, the idea
suspect in probing the history within the Bible
of species of animals going extinct was a distinct
because as far as anyone knew it was the only
problem in natural philosophy. That the dodo
available textual record of creation.
had gone extinct, everyone knew, but this was
Ussher was not the only one doing this; efforts
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human agency at work as was every other known
extinction. Neither the God of the Bible nor the
Supreme Being reverenced by the deists were
held to be capable of making a species and then
allowing it to wink out (except by the agency of
sinful humans).
Eventually, scientists acknowledged
unhesitatingly that extinctions had indeed
happened, and even that they came in waves. This
was an aspect of an intellectual battle that played
out over the centuries, as scientists argued whether
the long processes whose results could be seen in
the formations of the Earth’s surface were gradual
and uninterrupted (uniformitarianism) or if the
gradual results were punctuated by intense events
like comets or asteroid hits (catastrophism). “This
vigorous but generally amicable debate eventually
subsided into something of a draw,” Rudwick says.
One of the gradual processes that took a long
while to be accepted was plate tectonics, the idea
that there are gigantic plates whose movements
have caused the continents to shift into their
current positions. It is only ‘common sense’ that

the positions of the continents are permanent, but
this is merely the same common sense that shows
that the Sun goes around the Earth. The way
Rudwick tells the story, though, although there
was a strong prejudice toward the common sense
position of stationary continents, evidence and the
plate tectonic theory won the day as part of the
long-term, overall progress in comprehending the
vast processes and times that were at work. Plate
tectonics, like ideas of how glaciers advanced and
receded or how radioactivity affects the Earth’s
inner heat, is part of the current understanding of
the Earth’s history, one of those permanent parts.
Indeed, Rudwick chronologically explains here
so much evidence and theory that his conclusion
seems overwhelmingly true: “The broad sweep
of the historical narrative in this book gives
good grounds for thinking it highly unlikely
that any future new discoveries or new ideas will
fundamentally undermine or destroy the major
features of the Earth’s deep history, as they have
gradually been reconstructed over the past few
centuries, though they may well clarify or modify
them quite substantially.”
The documentation here of so many centuries
of thought about a scientifically essential issue
is so substantial and so serious that it is comic
and absurd that Rudwick winds up with an
appendix, in which he writes, “There is one
strange feature of the current scene that demands
historical comment: so strange, and so far
outside the mainstream of scientific thinking and
practice, that it is appropriate to describe it in an
appendix.” It is biblical creationism, along with
the re-invention of the ‘young Earth’ that rejects
all the progress that Rudwick’s fine book shows.
Rudwick says, “For all the noise that creationism
generates, it is no more than a bizarre sideshow
that has set itself in implacable opposition to one
of the most solid and reliable of human scientific
achievements.”
He takes the scientific view, and that view
is right, of course, but about 45 per cent of
my fellow Americans, including members
of congressional committees on science and
technology, have faith enough to believe
in creationism. It’s mostly an American
phenomenon, with foreign geologists astonished
at creationist activities in the US. Rudwick takes
a serious and respectful tone about religious
issues, and their contribution to our current
understanding of the age and aspects of the Earth,
but I fear the sideshow is not folding up its tents
and fading away nearly so fast as the evidence
within his comprehensive book would demand.
- Reviewed by Rob Hardy
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A Hell of a Country
Damned Nation: Hell in America from the Revolution to
Reconstitution
By Kathryn Gin Lum
Oxford University Press, US$24.61

T
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o my mind, nothing in the
Bible argues so much against
the truth of Christianity as the
concept of hell. Though it gets
approval from the highest authority
in The Good Book, the concept of
hell as infinite and eternal torture for
those who believe the wrong way is
not, in my way of thinking, anything
that a merciful supreme being would
create or tolerate.
Of course, my way of thinking
is a product of centuries of thought
after the Enlightenment, but many
of my fellow Americans find hell
worth believing in, and worth
striving to avoid, and worth warning
naughty persons like myself about.
And Americans have found hell to be useful,
especially in the first century of the republic.
That’s the story in Damned Nation: Hell in
America from the Revolution to Reconstruction.
Kathryn Gin Lum is an assistant professor in
religious studies at Stanford, and her engaging
look at the writings and beliefs of her chosen
time is a sometimes alarming look at how closely
America and hell have been entwined.
There was, at the time of the American
Revolution, a strong Calvinist component
of American theology. People from Adam on
down were all inherently depraved, and God
had preselected a few to join him for eternity in
heaven, and the rest could all just go to hell.
Even at the time, though, some were finding
these ideas inconsistent with a benevolent God.
Methodism started to emphasize free will and
the ability of the individual to strive to avoid
hell.
Amusingly, in eighteenth century America
there were two famous preachers who had the
same name, and had to be distinguished as John
“Damnation” Murray and John “Salvation”
Murray.
“Damnation” Murray felt it his duty to
remind future dwellers in hell of just how bad

it was going to be. A sermon from 1768 was
reprinted many times over the next fifty years,
and read in part, “Altered into the baleful image
of horror and despair - the very picture of the
ugliest fiend below: whenever they roll their eyeballs, their ghastly looks are telling all within
them. The very visage of the sinner points out
the favourite passion of his soul, as strongly as if
you saw the drunkard rise rolling in his vomit the lascivious taken in the adulterous moment the prophane lips just stretched open with their
usual blasphemies.” He was only taking part in
a longstanding tradition of fire and brimstone.
He hoped that the revivals in America would
soon usher in the millennium.
“Salvation” Murray originally believed
along those lines, but was stolen away by
the Universalists, who preached that Christ’s
suffering had saved everybody. He was
excommunicated from his Calvinist church,
and became a popular and dynamic preacher
who told followers that, after death, unbelievers
experience some suffering because of their own
fears, but he refused to accept that a purgatory
was needed, since this would show that Christ
had only a limited saving power.

THE THREAT OF HELL

The response to the Universalists from those
who believed in hell was understandable. If you
take away the terrors of hell, what is to keep
people in the right path before their deaths? It
had political overtones.
“Damnation” Murray and others insisted that
the Universalists would be inattentive to social
bonds, would not keep their oaths, and would
be liars as politicians. One pamphlet from
Gloucester, Massachusetts, said that “Salvation”
Murray and his pernicious doctrines had done
more damage to the town than all the battles
of the recent American Revolution. “Salvation”
Murray countered that the rational choice of a
forgiving deity was perfect for the new nation
and would inspire benevolence, justice, and
morality. However, the believers in hell had
numbers behind them; where I get offended
at the idea of any god that condones torture,
they were offended at the idea of a god who was
powerless to punish wickedness.
It is interesting that by the 1830s, there were
some doctors who said that the doctrine of
hell and the fears it engendered were causing
people to lose their rationality; hell, not sin,
was causing insanity. One doctor tabulated the
main causes of insanity by frequency; they were,
in order, intemperance, domestic afflictions,
masturbation, and ill health, followed by
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religious reasons. Fear of future punishment
might lead to despair and religious melancholy.
Another doctor wrote in 1828, “Now whoever
will carefully and without prejudice examine
this subject, and call to mind the immense
amount of machinery in operation in this
country, to excite the minds of men, women
and children, and to keep them excited, by
numerous meetings, - by exciting and alarming
discourses, respecting ‘sinning away the day
of grace,’ ‘committing the unpardonable sin,’ ‘
dropping into hell immediately,’ &c. &c… will
not be surprised at the number of the insane
being so great, but rather that it should be so
small.”
Since warnings of hell were a good selling
point for a particular version of Christianity,
they were emphasised by those who sent
missions overseas. Not only could supporters of
such missions help rescue previous nonbelievers
from hell, but if they did not help, they risked
being cast to hell themselves. It has to be said
that there were many preachers who earnestly
went overseas, especially to Africa, and took
upon themselves great danger for the sake of
helping native souls avoid the flames.

THE HELL OF SALVATION

Dore’s Satan, the fallen
angel, sent to Hell, the
place of all demons pandemonium

There was less interest in missions to the
former Africans now enslaved in the New
World. Lum’s book is best in its reflections
upon slavery and the Civil War. If
you were an abolitionist, you
knew that slaveholders were
going to hell, but if you
were a slaveholder, you
knew that it was the
abolitionists who
risked the flames of
hell because they
sacrilegiously
flouted the
rules of slavery
which the Bible
described.
A
Presbyterian
minister
in Alabama
railed that
prohibitionists
“have left the Bible,
and wandered into
the darkness until
they have reached the
blackness of the darkness
of infidelity”. Slaveholders

reminded their slaves and everyone else that
by getting them out of heathen Africa their
masters were performing the infinite blessing
of giving them a way to avoid the eternal fires.
The slaveholders took their own comfort in
this being what God wanted them to do, for
blessings to themselves and to the souls of those
they owned. Lum quotes from Sermons Preached
on Plantations to Congregations of Negroes to
show how hell awaited a slave who lied, ran
away, or otherwise did poor service to an owner.
On the battlefield, chaplains saw the Civil
War as a great opportunity for mission work.
Both sides considered themselves fighting a just
war, and on the holy side as well. The chaplains
fretted that camp life, with its gambling,
drinking, and other manifestations of male
camaraderie, would send an otherwise brave and
admirable combatant to hell if a bullet should
catch him. A soldier about to undergo a lifethreatening amputation seemed impious, so the
surgeons held off as the chaplain reminded him,
“Think of the torments of hell; of the lashings
of a guilty conscience; of the gnawings of the
undying worm; of the ‘everlasting fire’, of the
weeping, wailing, and gnashing of teeth, you
will soon bring upon yourself unless you soon
repent!” It worked, and when the patient died
a couple of days later, the chaplain concluded,
“We trust he went away happy.”
“Hell remained vital,” writes Lum in her
epilogue, “because it proved to be a useful
concept in a young nation founded on the
premise of republican virtue where different
religious bodies competed for converts, interest
groups vied for sociopolitical influence, and
oppressed peoples called for ultimate justice.”
She winds up with a few pages about how
hell is still with us sociopolitically, with “hell
houses” popping up every Halloween and
Westboro Baptist Church predicting everyone
else is going to hell. Most of my fellow citizens
think hell is a real place, despite the humane
understanding (which has taken us centuries to
develop) that torturing people is always wrong,
and some are still using the idea of hell in an
attempt to change the behaviour (or the votes)
of others.
The current efforts to bring hell into political
discourse are much quieter than the many
colourful examples Lum gives here, but hell’s
influence on America shows no signs of going
away completely.
- Reviewed by Rob Hardy
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For Argument’s Sake
Why We Argue (and How We Should): A Guide to Political
Disagreement
By Scott F Aikin and Robert B Talisse
Routledge Taylor & Francis Group, A$34.95
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rgument is a natural activity
for social beings that desire to
know,” says the authors of Why We
Argue. But just because humans are
prone to argue does not mean they
are naturally good at it. The world is
full of bad arguments.
This little book is an argument
for good reasoned argument.
The authors are both professors of
philosophy at Vanderbilt University
in Tennessee. Their book does
not presuppose a knowledge of
philosophy; it is written for general
and student readers who have an
interest in critical thinking and
introductory philosophy. Each
chapter ends with three questions
for further thought - useful prompts
for general reflection or student discussion.
Why We Argue is in two parts – the first sets
out a conception of argument, and the second
sets out case studies in public argument drawn
from US political life.
The authors have a broad conception of
argument. In this book, that means examining
and evaluating the reasons for beliefs and
actions: “Argument is continuous with and
required by the more general aims of our
cognitive lives. Engaging in argument is
necessary if we are responsibly to attempt to
believe the true, and reasonably avoid believing
the false. On this view, argument is a process
of cognitive hygiene, and a requirement for
cognitive health. Consequently, it matters not
only that we engage in argument, but also that
we argue well, or at least competently.”
The authors cite Aristotle from his Politics
and Metaphysics that humans by nature are
political creatures, and humans by nature desire
to know. Their key message is that argument
has a social function: we argue because we want
to believe our ideas are soundly based and we
want others to share them.
If we argue well, we come closer to the truth
and promote the health of our democracy, if

we are lucky enough to live in one. If we argue
badly, we come closer to living in delusion and
cause our democracy to decay.
The kinds of bad argument that most
concern the authors are those that exhibit
dialectical fallacies. They say such fallacies
are failures of engagement that occur when
arguers fail to address those they are purporting
to address but instead set out to persuade
an audience that their opponents are inept,
ignorant or dishonest. Another way of putting
it might be to say that the arguer does not
actually engage with their opponent’s reasoning
but rather engages in spin or bullshitting or
mockery.
Someone who argues well avoids diversions
and distortions and practises earnestness and
responsibility. An earnest arguer will follow
reasons wherever they lead. A responsible
arguer will be patient and thorough and will
not rush to judgement.
Part two sets out examples of how public
argument departs from these standards of
reasoned argument. Public debate often
mimics good argument with the purpose of
manipulating or persuading an audience.
The authors focus on errors like claiming
to have the simple truth so that no honest
opposition can be possible, on so-called
pushover arguments, on mockery and the use
of incredulous tones or “modus tonens”, on
hypocrisy, spin, and trolling.
Pushover arguments are, as their name
suggests, mischaracterisations of an opponent’s
arguments in order to make it a pushover
to defeat them. They are better known as
the straw man, weak man, and hollow man
fallacies. Spin has a similar effect in that it
defines the terms of an argument in such a way
as to weaken an opponent’s position while not
engaging with their reasoning.
The authors are philosophers so it is
unsurprising that their views about how best to
conduct reasoned debate are firmly grounded
on ethical and epistemological principles.
Unfortunately, public debates are more usually
firmly grounded on interests and the pursuit
of power. That is why they wrote this useful
little book – to help us better recognise the
difference between fake argument and real
argument.
- Reviewed by Michael Evans
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The Importance of Being Ernst
A Scientist in Wonderland: A Memoir of Searching
for Truth and Finding Trouble
By Edzard Ernst
Imprint Academic, US$27.07

P

araphrasing King Henry II of England 830
years ago, his descendant’s son has evidently
exclaimed “Will no one rid me of this turbulent
professor?” In this book Edzard Ernst, at the end
of his remarkable career, reminisces over his life
and recalls several adventures, including how he
left postwar Germany for the welcoming shores of
England, only to find his career cut short by Prince
Charles.
The book is in memoir style, but there are more
adventures in its pages than in the average novella,
or even adventure book. Prof Ernst frankly details
his change from timidity to rebelliousness, how his
earnest desire to propound homeopathy led him to
gather evidence that destroyed it, his battles with
all forms of quackery and his obsession with the
safety of medical patients and the common good.
Why would someone well-respected with tenure at
the Vienna Medical School drop it all and spend
20 years at Exeter? Exeter’s very nice, but hardly
of the medical status of Vienna, with its 400
professors and legacy of 15 Nobel Prize winners.
When not studying alternative medicine with a
critical eye, Ernst has researched health care during
the Third Reich. Neither of these topics has made
him many new friends. Oddly, the two fields
interact - notably in medical ethics, a ghastly area.
Ernst found a number of unwelcome
academic skeletons in closets and got
fired from a few positions as a result.
It all began, really, when as an
inquisitive and unruly youngster
in postwar Germany he met with
embarrassed silences when asking his
elders about the war years. Everyone
had either condoned or actually done
some ethically dubious things, and
by repressing those memories they
left a new generation morally adrift.
The Ernst family had always practised
medicine; his mother started up a
highly successful rehabilitation clinic,
which Edzard was clearly destined
to manage. Instead, he drifted into
research; his dedication to and love for
scientific method has pioneered several

new fields in medicine, and given him the courage
and reason to look back at the unbearable past,
and to escape from it.
After being expelled from a school more
interested in punishments than education, Ernst
- a talented musician - travelled to Canada and
St Tropez with a jazz band, spending the small
amount of money earned on booze - a wonderful
start to any career. Seeking work, he was examined
for two days by a psychologist, who recommended
a job as a crane driver, despite the young Edzard’s
clumsiness and morbid fear of heights. The young
man was thereby greatly motivated to find a career
in psychology, a field clearly suited for anyone
and at the time (late 1960s) replete with wacko
notions, elastic facts and relative truths.
Medical school was hard work, but despite this
novelty Ernst retained his sense of mischief and
iconoclasm, and a taste for the high life. Noting
that a number of practitioners were “in it for
themselves”, he became wary of pseudoscience,
which he viewed as providing a new body of lies
to fill the vacuum left by the disappearance of the
Nazis. He became devoted to the welfare of others,
notably the safety of those undergoing medical
treatments, which would motivate his entire
career. Indeed after a serious car crash, he became a
patient and as such he appreciated the compassion,
kindness, empathy etc which were not taught well
at medical school. He viewed medicine as much
an art as a science; the patients take the science for
granted and want the art, but the doctors don’t
seem to appreciate that.
The expected crop of medical school stories is
here, and I’ll tell just one: upon qualifying him, one
professor asked for “a postcard when you open your
own practice, so that I can avoid ever going there”.
With few junior doctors’ jobs available,
a family friend got him into a homeopathic
hospital. Homeopathy and mainstream medicine
worked well together in Germany at the time.
Homeopathy, of course, has two principles: like
cures like (onions cure hay fever because hay
fever makes your eyes water), and the memory
of water (diluted remedies become stronger - if
only Hahnemann had washed his Petri dishes
better). He was genuinely curious to take this
job, recalling that he himself had got better from
some homeopathic treatments despite their being
scientifically ludicrous.
Indeed, many of the patients had tended to
accumulate the taking of useless drugs, and the
hospital ascribed many of its cures to getting them
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off these chemical cocktails, together with the
placebo effect, quite startling in its power; a severe
asthma attack stopped when he injected a harmless
saline solution. The hospital delivered other
‘cures’ - acupuncture, cupping, leeches - but when
one doctor was seen swinging a pendulum over
his patients’ notes, this was thought to be fringe
medicine. The doctors were medically clumsy and
incompetent, so Ernst moved to a university, where
he learned and fell in love with scientific method.
From there he found a post in a psychiatric
ward in London, where he was told not to
interfere with some of the female patients nipping
out to make pocket money from passing truck
drivers. Having found that rocking the boat can
drive rapid progress, but also make enemies, he
moved to a proper scientific post at St George’s
Hospital, London. This work was very important
and rewarding, and he liked the atmosphere
and collaboration; here he learned the value of
analytical and critical thinking, and developed a
fondness for the British way of life.
After stints in Munich and Hanover, Ernst
was offered a professorship at the Vienna School
of Medicine, a highly prestigious institution but
bogged down in internal intrigues and bureaucracy,
and with skeletons in its 1938-45 closet. The
corruption, intrigue and nepotism bothered him
so much that his staff hung up a punching ball
in his office. He chose not to practise privately
outside the hospital, thus embarrassing the other
professors who were trebling their salaries that way.
Not fitting the mould as usual, he took the very
odd step of leaving to go to a new professorship
in alternative medicine. This chair was endowed
at Exeter, the more famous universities having
recoiled at the prospect.
To everyone’s horror, it rapidly transpired that
Ernst was going to investigate alternative medicine
rather than promulgate it uncritically, as had been
hoped. Indeed, to the quasi-religious alt-med
community, he symbolised the very ‘establishment’
which they felt was persecuting or ignoring them.
This will be seen to be very ironic. Science and
research was resented by the alt-med practitioners,
who were generally unqualified and wanted to be
exempted from testing of any sort.
The new Professor marginalised his
department’s Centre for Community Health
Studies, whose students were in a category of their
own as regards the badness of their work. Other
universities which were beginning to flirt with alt-

med realised with alarm the level of silliness they
were descending to, and stopped. Ernst instead got
a new department going, “to conduct ... research
into the efficacy, safety and cost of complementary
medicine; and to further analytical thinking in this
area”. This second aim was essential in a field rife
with special pleading and subjective evaluations.
In an atmosphere of active opposition, some solid
research would give him firm ground to stand on.
It was difficult to devise clinical trials for
alt-med. Working in collaboration with spiritual
healers, actors were employed to pose as healers
in order to measure the placebo effect. But once
the actors had been trained in how to imitate the
techniques used, they were deemed to actually
possess the healing powers! After much debate,
four sets of trials were conducted: with the ‘real’
healers; with the actors; with a ‘real’ healer in a
cubicle; and with nobody in a cubicle. All four
worked the same, showing that the healing was
entirely a placebo effect. The book devotes many
pages to the practical considerations and conduct
of a fair clinical trial that is good enough to
be worthy of publication and deliver a reliable
(positive or negative) result. When many clinical
trials have been done, systematic reviews of them
are quite powerful.
Acupuncture was tested with a ‘stage dagger’
needle that retracts into the handle instead of
piercing the patient. The technique was shown
to be safe, on average (work that had never been
done by acupuncturists) given the use of sterile
needles and some basic anatomical knowledge one
would expect in the Western world. Prof Ernst is
proud of this work, as it fulfilled what his Chair
was created for - to encourage the assimilation of
treatments into mainstream clinical routine. We all
know there is no ‘alternative’ medicine - there are
treatments that work, and treatments that don’t.
Chiropractors admitted that one in two patients
would experience mild to moderate pain for
several days - imagine trying to test a new drug
with that property. When Ernst tried to publish
on chiropractic, the very chiropractors who should
have already done that work reacted with fury,
ad-hominem attacks and dirty tricks. Even more
furious opposition arose when he studied the
indirect effects of alt-med, notably, that a patient
would abandon an effective mainstream treatment
in favour of an ineffective option, as the very term
“alternative medicine” implies.
This led him in 1995 to raise the alarm that
some (in Exeter that meant all) homeopaths
were advising parents against immunising their
children. Simon Singh later repeated this exercise
on a much grander scale. To quote a paragraph
from the book: “The indisputable fact, however,
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is that recommendations to forgo
effective mainstream medical
treatments in favour of bogus
cures and quackery does cost
lives – not just occasionally
but regularly. It is obvious
why this message is not
popular with those who
promote alternative
medicine and earn a
comfortable living from it.
To me, however, it is equally
clear that this message needs
to be told and re-told, over and
over again, in order to minimise
the harm that charlatans inflict on
the unsuspecting and often all too gullible
public.”
A chapter is given to reviewing the
‘wonderland’ of alt-med, which is rife with two
particular fallacies: argument ad populum (10
million people can’t be wrong) and the post hoc
fallacy (if event B follows event A, then A caused
B). A placebo response is possible without even
using a placebo, if the clinician treats his patient
with empathy and compassion. The value of a
treatment is determined not by how risky it is,
but by the balance between risk and benefits.
Some popular treatments - acupuncture,
chiropractic, homeopathy, coffee enemas - are
entirely unnatural. If there was a conspiracy to
suppress cures for cancer, then oncologists and
their families would not be dying of cancer like
everyone else. Finally, there is the dreaded ‘false
middle ground’: the media try to get a balance
where there isn’t any; homeopathy is similar to
saying that the earth is flat.
The latter part of the book deals with Ernst’s
20-year career at Exeter, where with hindsight he
sees that his attempt to bring scientific method
to bear on alt-med was doomed from the start.
From the very moment he came there, the
Prince of Wales was taking an unhealthy interest.
A chapter outlines Charles’ bizarre views and
shallow abilities in this field, and some of the
damage caused by him and his incompetent
advisors.
After an initial skirmish over an alt-med
brochure that didn’t reveal the ineffectiveness of
the cures, the Heir to the Throne then personally
commissioned a report to be prepared without
peer review and handed directly to health
ministers, without any public discussion - its
funding coming from a spectacularly corrupt
politician. The editor of The Lancet said this
report contained “dangerous nonsense”. Ernst
withdrew his association with this bizarre

document; his reasons for doing so
got into the press and Charles
persuaded Exeter University
to conduct a major internal
investigation in which
Ernst was treated as guilty
until proven innocent,
which he eventually was.
Establishment fury
threatened Ernst with
further action if he spoke
in public again, which
naturally prompted him to
do so widely and often. A TV
program, Charles, the Meddling
Prince, finally gained Ernst a lot
of support, but the funding for his
university department was mysteriously cancelled
in favour of a new “integrative medicine” school
to be funded by homeopathy, with threads
leading back yet again to the Heir to the Throne.
Charles went on to sell a ‘detox’ remedy for 10
pounds a small bottle, advertising it with false
claims, which led to further Ernstian acrimony
and an early retirement in 2011. Ernst publicly
branded Charles as “a snake-oil salesman”, to the
delight of the British gutter press.
A brief addendum to the book describes
the state of his research into several alt-med
treatments.
A leading British cancer researcher harangued
the hapless heir: “The power of my authority
comes with knowledge built on 40 years of
study and 25 years of active involvement in
cancer research. Your power and authority rests
on an accident of birth. I don’t begrudge you
that authority, but I do beg you to exercise your
power with extreme caution when advising
patients with life-threatening diseases to embrace
unproven therapies.”
Professor Ernst always felt that he had to do
what was right; to abide by scientific, moral
and ethical standards, to defend truth, honesty,
progress, and the safety of medical patients. He
has no regrets. He stood up for the truth in a
corrupt world, regardless of how much trouble he
brought onto himself - and there was quite a lot.
The book is easy to read, a real page-turner
and one can only be grateful that selfless warriors
like Edzard Ernst are out there striving to
improve public safety. It’s not all victories but
he stands as an exemplar of upright morals,
courage in the face of adversity, and fearlessness
against abuse and unfounded criticism. I would
recommend that everyone should read this book.
- Reviewed by Steve Roberts
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The Santa Fey Trail
Mysterious New Mexico: Miracles, magic and monsters in
the land of enchantment
By Ben Radford
University of New Mexico Press , US$24.95
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ew Mexico USA is known for ...
actually, what is it known for?
There are some big caves,
and some big rocks, and a lot of
Native Americans (the fourth
biggest population after California,
Oklahoma and Arizona). Its biggest
town is that place that no-one can
spell unprompted (Albuquerque).
The first atomic bomb was detonated
there, and Santa Fe is a preferred
retreat for artists and bohemians.
But for paranormalists and skeptics
alike, probably what New Mexico is
really best known for is Roswell, the
most infamous site in UFOdom.
Perhaps surprisingly considering its
fame, in Mysterious New Mexico, Ben
Radford doesn’t actually spend a lot of time on
that particular phenomenon. Rather, his aim is to
point out the myriad of other paranormalities and
mysteries from “the land of enchantment”. He has
also set out to solve a lot of them.
Radford is deputy editor of The Skeptical
Inquirer, the oldest skeptical publication in
the world. (The one you’re reading now is
the second oldest.) A noted investigator of
paranormal phenomena, he is especially strong
on cryptozoology, and his book on the cryptid
Chupacabra is regarded as a classic of the field.
That particular creature is more Old Mexico than
New Mexico, but for this book he has gathered an
eclectic gathering of mysteries from his home state
in the American southwest.
For instance, there is another ‘famous’ UFO
crash, across the state from Roswell, near a small
town called Aztec. Radford is a famous skeptic,
but he launches into this chapter with words
that might indicate someone from the other
side of the tracks: “Many believe that what is
said to have happened in Aztec in 1948 could
be the single most important event in human
history.” But apparently the Aztec incident was
the first time that the US government was alleged
to have recovered, and then hidden, an “intact

extraterrestrial spacecraft and its occupants”, so
there is at least a little teeny weenie justification
for that expansive depiction.
“Whether one is a skeptic or a believer, it’s no
exaggeration to say that the events surrounding
the Aztec UFO crash are among the most bizarre
in the Southwest’s colourful history.”
He does make a good fist, however, of offering
up a few competitors for that title.
One is a crystal skull found in a field near the
San Luis Valley. Radford goes into some detail on
the history of the various crystal skulls that have
been found in the Americas. If his prose – and that
of the proponents he quotes – is a little breathless
at times, when he gets down to brass tacks and
investigates the real histories he is as matter of
fact as you would like. He looks into the false and
often changing claims made by some of those who
‘discovered’ the skulls, and finds them suspicious
and revealing in their variation over the years;
suspicion that is justified following more detailed
laboratory tests of the skulls’ composition and
manufacture. It’s not giving away too much to
tell you that the San Luis Valley skull is actually a
paperweight made by a glass blower from Denver.
It wasn’t a very good example of the craftsman’s
skill, so he used it as a property marker for a plot
of land he was hoping to buy, from where it fell
into the hands of the eventual discoverers.
That particular episode is indicative of
Radford’s approach – the mysterious story, the
claims, the evidence, the debunking.
And the skull is just one of many strange
events and objects. These range from giant
‘Thunderbirds’ (not of the International Rescue
variety), various haunted sites, sacred waters,
mysterious labyrinths and even a “miracle
staircase” in a chapel. This spiral wooden staircase
has no central pole to wind around, and no nails
to hold it together. Rather it is self-supporting,
giving rise to all sorts of questions about how it
can stay up and bear the weight of the nuns of
the Sisters of Loretto chapel dizzily scampering
up and down. The answer is more good carpentry
than miracles, though it does look impressive.
What is just as impressive as the mysteries
inside the book is what’s on the cover, a photo
that is probably one of the scariest and most
hideous you’ll find outside of a slasher horror film.
But you can’t tell a book by its cover, and what’s
inside is less scary than that. Mysterious New
Mexico is an intriguing collection of stories and a
sober dissection of the claims. And if Radford has
surgically removed the “enchantment” from New
Mexico ... well, there’s always Roswell.

.

- Reviewed byTim Mendham

LETTERS

To the Editor

The Skeptic

What you think ...
Paleo diet

I

’ve followed a Paleolithic style of
eating for about 10 years [see The
Skeptic, 34:4, p40]. I’m not trying
to eat the foods that a cave man
would eat, I’m just trying to emulate
it in my ‘approach’ to eating: high
quantity of (non-starchy) vegetables
and fruits with high micro-nutrient
content and fibre, modest animal
protein (eg seafood, eggs, bird, and
preferably lean non-farmed meat),
modest amount of nuts, all low GI,
and treats on the weekend.
It’s not that expensive, but can be
time consuming to buy and clean and
chop so many fruits and vegetables.
My typical day would be eggs and
chia seed porridge for breakfast, fruit
for morning tea, large vegetable salad
with tuna for lunch with a Vita Weat
cracker as a treat, nuts for afternoon

Modern myths

I

must thank Laurie Eddie
wonderful collection of Hits and
Myths [The Skeptic, 34:4, p34]. I am
sure that many readers nodded sagely
at the various urban legends that they
were aware of, and were delighted to
discover a few that they were not.
There are however a couple of
minor alterations that the author may
wish to consider.
Firstly, under the myth-title
“Christopher Columbus Discovered
America”, it is claimed “Apart from
the fact that Asians first crossed the
Beringian Straits some plus or minus
16,000 years ago ...”, I am sure the
“plus or minus” should replaced with
“about” or similar. Although there
is a certain charm with the notion
that Mr Eddie knows that Asians will

tea, carrot sticks and celery on the
transit from work to home, then a
dinner of animal protein (eg salmon,
chicken, other seafood, red meat in
moderation) with a large quantity
of salads and vegetables. All macro
and micro nutrients are well covered
within this regime even if it doesn’t
look like the Australian Guide to
Healthy Eating pie diagram.
To the argument “It’s difficult to
follow”, life wasn’t meant to be easy.
This argument is unrelated to the
merits of the eating pattern. To the
argument “it’s not practical”, I agree it
would be difficult to take the extreme
approach and to do it 100 per cent
of the time. But you don’t need to
be at the very extreme to follow the
general precepts. To the argument
“We’ve evolved now to tolerate grain,
dairy etc”, maybe so, but just because
our bodies have learnt to ‘tolerate’
something doesn’t mean it’s good

discover America some 16,000 years
in the future!
Secondly, under the title “First
World War Ended On 11 November
1918”, there is the correct recognition
that the Treaty of Versailles was not
signed until June 1919. Indeed,
many local war memorials to ‘The
Great War’ (a grimly unintentional
satire in title) note such a date.
However it must also be pointed
out that it didn’t finish then either.
Despite having declared war on
Imperial Germany, the Principality
of Andorra was overlooked in the
Treaty and it remained in an official
state of belligerency with Germany
over WWI until September 24, 1958
- despite being a neutral country in
WWII.
Lev Lafayette
Via email

March 15

for us. Importantly, the fall-back
arguments of “But we’re living longer
now” and “We need more calcium ...
more more more!!” have been shown to
be fallacious.
To finish off, I can understand
the skeptical approach to analysing
things like the Paleolithic diet, but
when it comes to food/eating /diet,
I find that articles such as Savle’s can
be (un-deliberately) arrogant because
it assumes the premise that “We in
Australia/the West have got it all sorted
out and know the perfect diet”, which,
pie chart or no pie chart, I would argue
is an absurd position. Scientifically,
we barely understand how our bodies
work let alone how to properly feed it.
If science happened to ever figure
out once and for all the perfect eating
pattern for me with robust evidence,
I’d listen and would try to change my
ways where applicable. Until then,
I’m more intellectually comfortable
with my approach than the current
Australian mainstream orthodoxy.
Peter Harris
Yallambie, VIC

T

hank you again for your
wonderful magazine. We always
enjoy reading it and invariably chuckle
at some articles.
I thought I would email you
because I was disappointed at the
comment in the article by Laurie
Eddie which mentioned the
discovery of Australia and Captain
Cook etc. I felt our indigenous
Australians should have been
mentioned as the first discoverers of
our country - or at least mentioned
in the article in some capacity. It is a
shame that when the British came here
they believed there were no humans
here (terra nullius).
I work as a doctor with the
indigenous community and am
humbled every day by their humanity.
Nik Parikh
Emerton, NSW
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More
modern myths

I

loved the last issue of The Skeptic
(December 2014), with its wide
range of offerings. However two
assertions, both by outstanding
skeptics, troubled me a little. Laurie
Eddie’s paper “Hits and Myths”
demolished a good many myths,
including the idea that James Watt
invented the steam engine. Laurie is
certainly right on this point, but he
goes on to say that “The first ‘steam
engine’ was actually a steam pump.
Designed by the French physicist
Denis Papin in 1679.”
Well, in part it depends on what
you mean by ‘steam engine.’ In
about 130 BCE, Hero of Alexandria
invented a device which converted
steam power to mechanical energy.
Essentially jets of steam made a
container rotate. To me, that was

the first steam engine, although
apparently Vitruvius mentioned a
similar device a hundred years
earlier.
My other problem is with Ian
Bryce’s argument (Letters, p59) that
the Turks did not win at Gallipoli. His
reasons for this are that casualties were
roughly equal and that, ultimately,
no territory changed hands. My
understanding is that the Gallipoli
landings were part of a huge strategic
plan. The war had deadlocked in the
west, so British, Australian and New
Zealand troops landed at Gallipoli
with the objective of marching
through Turkey and knocking it, and
maybe Austria-Hungary, out of the
war. In fact, of course, the plan failed
completely, and the Allies eventually
gave up. To me, that is an Allied
defeat, and a Turkish victory, albeit a
defensive one.

A

fter reading the September 2014
issue of The Skeptic, I have a
couple of questions to ask you.
Where do doctors get their placebo
pills from?
If the left side of the brain controls
writing, logic and rational thought, and
the right side is in charge of emotions
and creativity, is the brain reversed in
left-handed people? I am left-handed
and I am creative – I paint, make
jewellery etc. But I hope I’m fairly
logical, most of the time.
Bernice Camps
Belrose, NSW

Martin Bridgstock
Griffith Uni, QLD
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Medical
questions

DR BOB’S QUIZ SOLUTIONS
1. Thomas Derrick, English executioner, invented a
device for hanging his clients.
2. Conkers was made illegal in 2012.
3. “Take it out, Susan, and bring in the other one”
4. Just Britain
5. These are rivers in northern Victoria

You can see more like this, every month and going back
some years, at https://drbobsquiz.wordpress.com
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Ballarat Skeptics

Launceston Skeptics

Meets the first Friday of the month at Seymours on Lydiard Street Contact: Jin-oh Choi, 0408 271 800
info@launcestonskeptics.com
https://www.facebook.com/groups/39781220309544
www.launcestonskeptics.com

Citizens for Science – Mornington Peninsula

(formerly Peninsula Skeptics, aka The Celestial Teapot)

Contacts: Graeme Hanigan 0438 359 600
http://www.meetup.com/Citizens-for-Science/
www.facebook.com/groups/peninsula.skeptics/

Great Ocean Road Skeptics – (Geelong)
Meets on the last Wednesday of each month from 6pm, City
Quarter, Cunningham Pier East Geelong
Contact: Carolyn Coulson carolco@barwonhealth.org.au
https://www.facebook.com/groups/147741491945391/
The Surfcoast Summer Skepticamp is run annually by
members
Melbourne Eastern Hills Skeptics in the Pub

Meets second Monday of each month at The Knox Club,
Wantirna South.
Contact: Andrew Rawlings
mehsitp@codenix.org
http://mehsitp.codenix.org
https://www.facebook.com/pages/Melbourne-Eastern-HillsSkeptics-in-the-Pub/19241290737690?ref=ts

Launceston: Skeptics in the Pub
1st & 3rd Thursday of each month
5.30pm @ The Royal Oak Hotel
Launceston: Skeptical Sunday
2nd Sunday of each month
2.00pm @ Cube Cafe

QUEENSLAND

Brisbane Skeptics in the Pub

Meets on the first Tuesday of each month from 6:30pm at the
Plough Inn, Southbank
http://Brisbanesitp.wordpress.com follow links for Facebook, Twitter and email list

Melbourne Skeptics in the Pub

Meets on the fourth Monday of every month from 6 pm at the
Mt View Hotel in Richmond.
http://www.melbourneskeptics.com.au/skeptics-in-the-pub/

Mordi Skeptics in The Pub

Meets at 7.30pm on the first Tuesday of each month at the
Mordialloc Sporting Club. ($2 to cover website costs)
http://www.meetup.com/Mordi-Skeptics-in-the-Pub/

NOTE: LISTINGS WELCOME

We invite listings for any Skeptical groups based on local rather than regional areas. Email us at editor@
skeptics.com.au with details of your organisation’s name, contact details and any regular functions, eg
Skeptics in the Pub, with time, day of the month, location etc. Because this is a quarterly journal and most
local groups meet monthly, it is unlikely we will be able to include references to specific speakers or events.

#AusSkepCon

October 16th – 18th

convention.brisbaneskeptics.org

