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EDITORIAL

I can see clearly now

M

4

aking predictions is a fraught
business – ask economists,
marketing people, and election
pollsters. And speaking of economists,
The Economist magazine used to ask
several experts to make predictions
based on key indicators – inflation,
GDP growth, etc. They would ask
academic economists, business leaders,
and a garbage man. It was amazing
(disappointing? ironic? humbling?
smuggifying?) to see how many times
the garbage man did just as well if not
better than the ‘experts’.
Such experts often use lag indicators
(past performance) to project where the
future will be, which one commentator
suggested was like looking in the rear
view mirror to see where you should be
driving when going forward.
And often the experts get it
spectacularly wrong. Those who object
to pro-climate change policy (‘deniers’)
often raise such examples of dire and
doom prediction as Paul Ehrlich’s
population bomb, and the Club of
Rome’s end-of-the-world-as-we-knowit scenario, from the 1960s and 1970s
respectively. Such examples are used to
counter predictions of the impact of
climate change, especially those that lean
toward catastrophic change. Using past
performance by one person to show that
someone else is likely to be wrong is not
the best argument, especially when you
try to equate one person’s predictions
to that of a multitude (let’s not call it
“consensus”, let’s call it “agreement”).
But predictions based on past
performance are part and parcel of
everyday life – we predict when we’ll
run out of milk, how long it will take
to get to work or school, whether a
movie will be good, or can we rely on
a funds manager. And there will be
errors, whether because of poor data,
poor analysis or biased intentions.
That’s part and parcel as well. But there
will also be successes, though they
aren’t as newsworthy.

One group that regularly makes
hugely unsuccessful predictions
at a very high percentage rate are
psychics. Richard Saunders, host of
The Skeptic Zone podcast and past
president of Australian Skeptics Inc,
is currently undertaking a survey of
those predictions by psychics that have
appeared in Australian magazines. He
hoped to have the results by last year,
or this year, but it looks like it will now
be next year (a prediction!) primarily
because he keeps discovering new ones,
and Richard is nothing if not thorough.
However, an interim result is that
psychics get it wrong 90 per cent of
the time, and that’s those predictions
that you can actually pin down – so
many are too vague and general to be
able to judge.
If your car mechanic or neurosurgeon got it wrong nine out of ten
times, you’d probably be looking for
another mechanic or surgeon. If the
whole industry gets it wrong that often,
you’d have to give serious thought about
the education standards or intelligence
of all practitioners. Skepticism and
cynicism would be totally justified.
But people still go to psychics, tarot
card readers, astrologers and their ilk on
a regular basis, and many make a decent
living out of it. The US psychic industry
is estimated to be worth US$2 billion
a year. Considering one phone psychic
company in the US was closed having
made a billion in a few years and had to
‘forgive’ another $500 million in debt
indicates that it might be a lot more.
So there are predictions, and
there are predictions. Each should be
evaluated based on past performance,
quality of data, and reliability of the
source. Psychics fail on every score.
But one prediction we will make
– the world will not end next year,
despite the auspiciously palindromic
date of February 2 being 02022020.
Eat that, Mayan calendar!
- Tim Mendham, editor
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Around the traps... Merit Awards

SBS Medicine or Myth?
wins Bent Spoon
AUS: The 2019 Bent Spoon award
went to the SBS TV program Medicine
or Myth? The Spoon is awarded annually
by Australian Skeptics to the “most
preposterous piece of pseudoscientific
or paranormal piffle” of the year. The
SBS program’s judges - made up of
neurosurgeon Charlie Teo, GP and
author Dr Ginni Mansberg, and
biochemist and immunologist Assoc
Prof Ashraful Haque, reviewed a range
of alternative treatments and products to
assess if there was any scientific support
for their claimed properties.
The annual Skeptics’ awards were
presented at the 2019 Skepticon
convention held in Melbourne on the
first weekend of December.
What was particularly concerning
about Medicine or Myth? was that the
reviews were more “television than
science”, as one commentator said.
One episode included a segment on
‘emotional freedom techniques’, a process
of tapping with two fingers on putative
points along one’s ‘meridians’ to relieve
stress. It is referred to as “psychological
acupuncture”. Despite trials of this that
used a meaningful control group, no effect
beyond placebo were found. However, the
program’s panel was convinced enough to
extol the tapping procedure’s effectiveness
by a momentary trial targeting a back
pain in one of the presenters, and then an
uncontrolled trial among a tiny number
of subjects who reported their subjective

impressions of success.
Clinical psychologist Gary Bakker,
one of the nominators of the program,
said “This may have been good
television, but it was abysmal science,
and highly irresponsible when people
with real psychological issues are likely
to be misdirected toward quackery and
away from help that we know is effective
beyond short-term, shallow placebo
effects.”
A dishonourable mention went to
the National Seniors lobby group for
promoting a special deal on vitamins
and supplements to its membership.
The group, describing itself as “the
independent voice of older Australians”,
supported products from Australian
NaturalCare which included curcumin,
an active ingredient of turmeric, which
has been noted for dubious efficacy
along with a long list of adverse
reactions, some of which are dangerous.
Other nominations for this year’s
award ranged from the Aldi chain of
supermarkets selling ear candles, the University of Newcastle’s course in alternative medicine, some of which have been
thoroughly debunked, ABC TV’s Landline program for promoting biodynamic
farming, SBS TV (again), along with
ABC TV and 60 Minutes for sensationalist programs on glyphosate, a rain maker,
and even Prime Minister Scott Morrison
for his less-than-enthusiastic approach to
climate change.

The Thornett Award for the Promotion
of Reason is given to a member of the
public who has made a significant contribution to educating or informing the
public regarding issues of science and
reason, but who is not necessarily part
of the traditional skeptical community.
This year’s award, which includes a
$2000 prize, was given to Guy Nolch,
editor and publisher of Australasian Science, a magazine that unfortunately was
closed this year due to lack of financial
support, despite Nolch’s great efforts to
keep it alive. The publication had a long
history, stretching back to 1938. It was
the only magazine available through
newsagents dedicated to Australian
and New Zealand science. It published
original research by some of Australia’s
leading scientists, and had the formal
support of patrons of the ilk of Nobel
Prize winner Prof Peter Dougherty and
ABC broadcaster Robyn Williams.
But despite the best efforts of Nolch,
at great personal effort and cost, the
magazine closed in mid-2019, leaving
the Australian science publishing scene
with one less outlet for the coverage of
this most important and vital activity.
There are few enough publications in
this field, and the fate of Australasian
Science is a salutary warning to those
with an interest in Australian science.
The Barry Williams Award for
Skeptical Journalism is given for
journalistic work that critically
analyses or exposes issues related to
pseudoscience or the paranormal. This
year’s award went to Liam Mannix,
journalist with The Age and the Sydney
Morning Herald for a range of pieces
covering supplements, academic
mispractice, dodgy health treatments,
and chiropractic.
Mal Vickers, a tireless campaigner
against pseudoscience, particularly
the anti-vaccine movement and
chiropractic mispractice, was awarded
life membership of Australian Skeptics.
Vickers gave up his job to devote
himself to countering misinformation
promoted in alternative and antiscientific fields.

.
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Measles outbreaks claims thousands of lives
GLOBAL: Infection rates of measles
are rising worldwide. The World Health
Organisation (WHO) announced in
April that the number of cases reported
globally quadrupled in the first three
months of the year compared to the
same period in 2018.
In the Democratic Republic of the
Congo 5000 people have died of measles
and close to a quarter of a million have
been infected.
Samoa’s government has declared a
state of emergency, ordering all schools,
including the National University of
Samoa, to be closed, banning children
from public gatherings and mandating
that everybody get vaccinated. Teams of
people have been traveling the country
administering thousands of vaccines.
Since Samoan officials announced
a measles epidemic in October, 42
measles-related deaths have been

recorded ( at time of writing), most
of them children less than 5 years old.
Samoa has a population of 200,000,
and so far 3000 cases of infection have
been reported.
Already quack cures have appeared,
including one person offering filtered
tap water. While he was officially closed
down by police, hundreds gathered at
his and other similar sites despite bans
on public gatherings.
By some estimates, the vaccination
rate in the South Pacific nation was
down to less than 50 per cent.
Last year, the government ceased
the use of the MMR vaccine following
the deaths of two infants. The deaths
were in fact caused by a mishap in the
preparation of a different vaccine.
Other nations, such as Fiji and
Tonga, have also declared states of
emergency and placed controls over
entry of people from Samoa. Both
countries have vaccination rates of
over 90 per cent. There are also fears
of infections moving back and forth
between Samoa and New Zealand.
Meanwhile, there have been
two cases of polio reported in the
Philippines. The nation was previously
thought to be polio-free for the last 19
years.

.

UK homeopaths blasted by NHS

6

UK: Homeopathy has recently been
the subject of major investigations and
statements on the effectiveness of the
medical treatment – all negative.
The National Health Service’s chief
executive Simon Stevens wrote to
the Professional Standards Authority,
accusing homeopaths of spreading “toxic
misinformation” about jabs, which poses
“a significant danger to human health”.
He urged the medical watchdog
to de-list the Society of Homeopaths
from its official register of professional
organisations, saying the body’s inclusion
sends a message to patients that

homeopathic remedies are as safe and
effective as clinically-tested medicines.
The forthright letter was covered in the
Mail, Telegraph, BBC, Guardian, Independent and Times – the latter publishing
an editorial calling for the Society to be
stripped of its PSA accreditation.
The next day, the Daily Mail published
an investigation which showed the
homeopathic pharmacy Ainsworths –
a manufacturer which carries a royal
warrant – was selling homeopathic
vaccines for measles and polio, along with
a guide on how to use those ‘nosodes’ in
place of proven vaccines.

.

Melbourne anti-vaxxer
could face criminal
action
AUS: An anti-vaccine campaigner
has been accused of impersonating a
government official at a Melbourne
medical clinic and could face criminal
action. Actor Jeff O’Toole posted a
video of the visit on his Facebook page
in which he is shown telling reception
staff, and then a doctor, that posters
promoting vaccination must be taken
down from the clinic’s waiting room
under orders of the Therapeutic Goods
Administration. No such order exists,
as government-sourced information
posters on vaccination do not promote
particular products and are allowed
under legislation.
It is understood that the TGA has
reported the incident to “relevant legal
authorities”, although the media office
of the TGA has not confirmed this, nor
has the TGA said which authorities have
been approached.
O’Toole claimed he never explicitly
said he was from the TGA, but lines like
“I require the promotional material to
be taken down immediately otherwise
further action will be taken” and “I hope
that they don’t appear again otherwise
I’ll have to come back” suggest that
he would have appeared to have been
present in an official capacity.
The video may have been taken with a
concealed camera, and shows the faces of
the staff, doctor and patients.
What was of concern, apart from
the manner of the activity and the
misrepresentation of TGA requirements,
is the acquiescence of the clinic’s staff in
following O’Toole’s directions. They do
not appear to ask for identification or
question his directives.
A second video shows a conversation
with another doctor who is stronger in
defending vaccination.

.
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Naturopath O’Neill banned for life
AUS: The NSW Health Care
Complaints Commission has given a
life ban to naturopath Barbara O’Neill,
permanently prohibiting her from
“providing any health service, whether
on a paid or voluntary basis, to any
person”. Breaking the terms of the
prohibition order could incur a six
months prison sentence.
O’Neill runs the Misty Mountains
health retreat in northern NSW, and
her website indicates she will help guide
clients through detox programs designed
to “help you recover” from heart disease,
chronic fatigue, hormonal imbalance,
diabetes, candida/fungus, drug addictions, cancer treatments, heartburn,
and obesity/weight loss. She is an active anti-vaccination campaigner and
speaker, and has recommended a range
of alternative treatments and advice.
These include telling pregnant mothers
to refuse antibiotic treatment for Strep B
infection, and using raw goat’s milk for
infants as a substitute for breast milk.

Negative relationship
between intelligence
and religiosity
USA: According to a study

published in Personality and Social
Psychology Bulletin, based on a metaanalysis of 83 studies from 1928
to 2018 covering 110,000 people,
there is a negative relationship
between religiosity and intelligence.
“This means that there are factors
besides intelligence that explain why
people are or are not religious,” said
study author Miron Zuckerman
of the University of Rochester. “It
also means that although more
intelligent people tend to be less
religious on the average, predicting
religiosity from intelligence for
individuals is fallible.”
The study has been criticised for
its large Christian cohort.

.

A Statement of Decision says that
“The complaints under investigation
alleged that Mrs O’Neill makes dubious
and dangerous health claims regarding
infant nutrition, causes and treatment of
cancer, antibiotics and vaccinations that
are not evidence-based or supported by
mainstream medicine.”
The prohibition order follows
several complaints made last year,
which led the HCCC to impose an
interim ban in December 2018. The
complaints covered various aspects of

December 19

O’Neill’s operations and claims, with
the complainants including accredited
practising dietitian Mandy-Lee Noble,
the Northern Rivers Vaccination
Supporters group, and SAVN cofounder Ken McLeod.
Of particular concern to the
Commission was that “Mrs O’Neill
cannot recognise and provide health
advice within the limits of her training
and experience. Mrs O’Neill considers
herself qualified to provide health advice
in highly complex and specialised
areas such as cancer treatment,
use of antibiotics for Strep B and
immunisation in circumstances where it
is clear her knowledge is limited.
“The Commission’s investigation
found that Mrs O’Neill does not
recognise that she is misleading
vulnerable people (including mothers
and cancer sufferers) by providing
very selective information. The
misinformation has huge potential
to have a detrimental effect on the
health of individuals as Mrs O’Neill
discourages mainstream treatment for
cancer, antibiotics and vaccinations.”

.

Maddox Prize honours researchers who
stand up for science
UK: The John Maddox Prize for
Standing Up for Science, most recently
awarded on 12 November in London,
celebrates scientists who have risked
unpopularity and worse in their
pursuit of data-based truth. In 2019,
the award recognised an ecologist who
fights fires with witness testimony,
and a pharmacist who promotes truth
in health-care information. As their
experience shows, promoting solid
science doesn’t always make a researcher
popular, to say the least.
Bambang Hero Saharjo, a specialist
in fire forensics at Bogor Agricultural
University in Indonesia, has spoken
out from the witness box more than
500 times about fires potentially caused
by agricultural companies. Pharmacist
Olivier Bernard (above) of Montreal,

Canada, who received the John Maddox early career stage prize, challenges
health-care myths through his website,
popular-science books and the television documentary series Les Aventures du
Pharmachien.
The Maddox Prize is a joint project
of Nature and the UK-based organisation Sense about Science. Each winner
receives £3,000

.
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Skeptics support science students
AUS: Skeptics groups in Victoria and
NSW have been long time supporters of
centime teaching in Australia, offering
financial rewards to students as part of
annual ceremonies organised by local
science teachers’ associations.
The Science Talent Search has been
run by the Science Teachers’ Association
of Victoria for the past 68 years. The
STS aims to stimulate on-going interest
in the study of science by providing
students the opportunity to participate
in science-related activities from year
level Foundation to Year 12. Sections
include working models, games, science
photography, posters & scientific
wallcharts, creative writing, computer

8

programs,
inventions, video
production, and
experimental
research.
This year saw
2327 entries, with
667 awarded a
total of $35,670
bursaries. The Skeptics contributed
several thousand dollars - this year’s
winners pictured above. This is an
event encouraging broad participation
rather than to reward an elite few.
The event was supported by a
number of Skeptical and Humanist
associations including: The Australian

Skeptics Inc (Platinum Sponsors),
Australian Skeptics (Vic Branch) in
memory of Skeptics founder Mark
Plummer, and the Mordi Skeptics.
Australian Skeptics Inc also gives an
annual grant of several thousand dollars
to the Science Teachers of NSW for
prizes to students.

.

Hitting the streets

TGA failure to deal with complaints

AUS: Lara Benham, Trish Hann and
Richard Saunders from the committee
of Australian Skeptics Inc undertook
an information campaign for those
attending a performance of selfprofessed medium John Edward at the
State Theatre in Sydney in November.
Edward is one of many performers
around the world who claim to talk to
the dead, offering to contact relatives
of members of the audience and
passing on messages. While Saunders
took up position across the street to
observe, Benham and Hann (pictured
right) stood on either side of the
theatre entrance and handed out
flyers outlining cold reading
techniques to the audience as
they passed by. By the time
they were “very politely”
asked to leave by a staff
member, over 100 flyers
were given out.
A full report will
appear in the next issue
of The Skeptic, but an
audio report is available
on The Skeptic Zone
podcast, episode #581.

AUS: A new regime at the TGA
and serious under-resourcing has
meant that a lot of complaints are
being downgraded to a “send a letter
and hope for the best” approach
to transgressors, according to Prof
Ken Harvey, a long-standing critic
of the TGA and of the supplements
industry.
In 2018-19 the TGA’s new
complaint portal received 2436
complaints. Of these, 1601 (66%)
were completed during the reporting
period. Around 95% of these

.

complaints were classified as “low
priority” and closed by sending the
advertiser an “obligations letter” with
no follow-up.
“This is despite that fact that
many complainants had detailed
new breaches of the Therapeutic
Goods Act and Advertising Code
by advertisers who had numerous
upheld complaints under the old
Complaint Resolution Panel system,”
Harvey said.
“The TGA did not regard any of
these complaints as having formal
Code breaches. For example, one
obligation letter I obtained agreed
with the allegation made by the
complainant; the advertisement
was in breach of the Therapeutic
Goods Act 1989. This breach of the
Act attracts both civil and criminal
penalties, but they were not applied.
The letter went on to say, ‘The TGA
will not be pursuing this complaint
any further at this time.’”
Harvey said he believed it is
disingenuous for the TGA to say that
low priority complaints have not
broken the law.

.
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Readers’ indigestible
Tim Mendham looks at publications that deal with the
alternative world of woo and the occult.

T

his issue, we investigate two publications that deal with the supernatural
and the spiritual from differing perspectives - one that promotes
conspiracies about “hidden information”, and the other a more dispassionate
approach to the history of the occult and its practitioners. Read on.

The Newer Age
In these pages four years ago, we
looked at the magazine Nexus. This is
a bi-monthly publication that has now
been going for 26 years. It comes out of
Queensland, and the current edition is
described as the Australasia and SE Asia
Edition.
For one of the leading and longestlasting Australian new age publications
on the market, we figured it was time for
a revisit.
Four years ago Nexus was subtitled
“New Times”, but that’s since been
changed to “The alternative news
magazine”. Calling something “alternative news” is a worry, as it smacks of that
recently-coined term “alternative facts”.
The magazine’s “statement of
purpose” – unchanged since 2015 –
is that “Nexus recognises that humanity
is undergoing a massive transformation.
With this in mind, Nexus seeks to
provide ‘hard-to-get’ information so as
to assist people through these changes.
Nexus is not linked to any religious,
philosophical or political ideology or
organisation.”
That concept of ‘hard to get’
information is repeated regularly in
the editorial content. There’s hard
to get information on vaccines,
hard to get information on crop
circles, hard to get (or at least poorly
understood) information on “the body’s
pH management and cancer-acid
10

relationship”.
These failings in the flow of
information are wrapped around
conspiracies rather than a lack of
interest, a point that Duncan M Roads,
the editor, makes in his column titled
“Information, control and ‘The Event’”:
“Information: it is the lifeblood of
reality. And what we select to believe,
or settle on, can actually help define
the nature of our experiences in life.
Thus the interest in, and battle for
our minds continues via our modern
internet overload – where things we
are not ‘supposed’ to be aware of are
rapidly being hidden from view, or even
disappeared altogether.”
For information that’s hidden and
disappeared, there’s no lack of it in
Nexus.
Duncan continues: “The internet
– which most all of us thought would
liberate humanity with ‘the big truth’
– has instead become an indispensable
appendage which is now being
increasingly used to control the beliefs,
purchases and votes of its users.”
Personally we never thought the
internet would offer the big truth –
access to a lot of information doesn’t
mean it’s better information.
The editor continues in similar vein,
dragging in the nature of reality, nonphysical worlds, dreams and out-of-body
experiences – all the sort of topics you’d

find in a new age publication.
Except that the rest of the magazine
– or much of it – doesn’t follow suit. Yes,
there are crystals and miracle cleansers
and gadgets to protect you from EMF,
but that’s mainly the ads. The articles
almost – almost – read like serious
studies. They certainly have the list
of references becoming of more sober
discussions.
For instance, there is an article titled
“The Vaccination Debate” which takes
a step either way on support of vaccines.
The author – “a Scottish doctor, author,
speaker and sceptic” supposedly poses
“forbidden questions on vaccination”,
the sort of thing your doctor or anyone
else in the pay of Big Pharma won’t tell
you, and if you do raise them you will
be mercilessly attacked. Except these
shocking revelations – “The things
that cannot be said” - are known and
widely discussed by the pro-vaccine
community, and Dr Malcolm Kendrick’s
concern seem to be raising a false confrontation which he then bravely fronts.
So when he says that not all vaccines
work equally and that if you have
been vaccinated you still might get the
disease, or even that vaccination might
not have been the only element in
ridding the world of smallpox, not many
proponents of vaccination would argue.
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Of course when he says that
“measles is not the killer disease it once
was”, we’re not sure if he means that
there are fewer deaths or that it is less
dangerous. The first is true – thanks to
vaccination – and the second is rubbish.
But Kendrick is not entirely
anti-vaccination: “I do believe that
vaccination works” and “It seems
inarguable that vaccination has created
enormous health benefits. Polio and
smallpox – gone.” Well, polio hasn’t
gone yet. But his premise that there
are caveats on vaccination use is not
surprising and is not hidden, and is
definitely not hard to find.
And an article on “Acid and alkaline
foods – the real story” is likewise less
than sensational. We should leave it to
medical experts to review the science,
if there is any, but it is not your usual
government conspiracy and cover-up
that was the crux of Nexus four years
ago.
There is one article that takes a more
new age approach to its topic, and that
is one on the mineral shungite. This
is real, and it supposedly and possibly
has anti-bacterial properties, but in
crystal form it is not going to do you
any good. But readers might not get
that far because the article reads, at
least initially, as a serious attempt to
cover complex chemical and structural
information.
And on it goes. Personally, old Nexus,
with more secret conspiracies than
hidden information, was more fun.
Thank heavens for the ads.

.

The occult covers a multitudes of
sins – sometimes literally – so trying
to cover all of it in one publication
might be seen as ambitious.
The legacy of popular publications
on the occult tends to be rife with
the sensational and the credulous,
recounting the wonders of the subject
rather than the history and the facts.
A series from the 1970s titled Man
Myth & Magic – an illustrated encyclopaedia of the supernatural, took
the topic far more seriously. It ran
to 112 weekly issues spanning 1000
articles with some 5000 illustrations,
eventually housed in seven fat binders
(later republished in hardcover versions). The last two issues alone were
devoted just to the index. A thinner
ancillary binder covered the one-page
articles on side issues published as the
back page of each issue. More than
two hundred academics and specialists contributed to the magazine - it
was comprehensive and it was literate, which was a rare commodity in
this field.
The History of the Occult is not
that ambitious.
Selling for $19.95, but probably
only available for a limited time, the
150-page magazine does covers a
plethora of topics – such practices as
reading entrails, voodoo, alchemy,
palmistry, witchcraft, demonism,
séances, tarot, mesmerism, as well as
individuals like Hermes Trismegistus,
John Dee, Paracelsus, Nostradamus
(of course), Aleister Crowley, Eliphas
Levi, Rasputin, and belief and
philosophy systems like Egyptian
mythology, Knights Templar,
Rosicrucianism, the Enlightenment,
wicca and “cunning folk”.
OK, that’s not 1000 articles, but
this lavishly illustrated volume is an
attractive overview.
It is not a publication for new agers
or even occultists, and in that it is

rather a pleasant surprise. It is
encyclopaedic in form and glossy
magazine in format. It even takes a
somewhat skeptical approach to some
of the more contentious subjects,
such as astrology, prophecy, haruspicy
(look it up), etc.
The content is serious but not
heavy, and generally treated in a
factual rather than judgemental
approach. Yes, there are the usual
suspects – aforesaid Nostradamus,
that photo of Crowley wearing a silly
pyramid shaped hat, and of course
the Nazis and the occult. But even
these are treated with dispassionate skepticism: “For the Fuhrer, the
supernatural was a prop, a way of
encapsulating and manipulating that
desire for something better, stronger,
more self-assured that many ordinary Germans felt at the time. He
embraced the imagery of Wagner,
seeing himself as his heroic protagonist Siegfried, and identified with
the archetype of the ‘magician’ or the
‘prophet’ – but these were costumes
to be worn on the political stage.”
That one paragraph gives a sense
of the style and level of information
that is typical of the 30 subjects
covered, each with a main article
and numerous pull-out sidebars of
interesting titbits.
The one problem area might be
seen in the amount of space dedicated
to any one topic – eight pages on
Crowley and ten on Rasputin seems
extremely generous compared with
barely two pages on spiritualism and
séances.
But it is always a difficult task
deciding what to put in and what
leave out. The History of the Occult,
considering its size, makes a decent
fist of it. Meanwhile, keep an eye out
for a copy of Man Myth & Magic.
Find that and you’ll have more occult
than you could poke a wand at.

.
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Skepticamp

A Day Away
Don Hyatt summarises the Surf Coast Skepticamp in
September – supplements, sport, schools, and sundry
subjects for smart skeptics.

T

he picturesque environs of
Aireys Inlet were the venue
for Australia’s longest running
Skepticamp.
Initiated in 2013 by skeptical
Dr Mick Vagg and run by three
convenors since that time, Skepticamp
provides the opportunity for skeptics
to travel to the idyllic Victorian Surf
Coast for the day, or the weekend, and
enjoy the company of other skeptics in
a more informal atmosphere than your
typical regular formal presentations.
It is an event of participation, thus
encouraging many presenters to speak
for a short time on a topic of their
choice – hopefully skeptical. Hence
the diversity of the program and
speakers.
This September we had nine
excellent speakers covering a diverse
range of topics from drug cheats
though NAPLAN to the consideration
of whether we can actually exercise
free will. Twenty-six skeptics made
their way to Aireys Inlet, located about
125km south west of Melbourne on
the Great Ocean Road.

SUPPLEMENTS IN SPORT
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The event was kicked off in fine style
by Dr Ken Harvey. Well known
in skeptical circles Ken is a ‘serial
complainant’ having been seeking
reforms to the Therapeutics Good
Administration (TGA) for a number
of years. Famously sued by SensaSlim
for over $1 million for calling out
their product as being ineffective (they
lost and disappeared), Ken is now the
President of the Friends of Science in
Medicine.
He examined the banning of
Australian swimmer Shayna Jack

for having been detected with the
banned substance Ligandrol, a
SARM (selective androgen receptor
modulator), in her system. The media
reported she strenuously denied
using banned substances and this was
supported by a number of team mates.
So, where did it come from? It turns
out that Shayna had been promoting
the use of Extremo – Sports Nutrition
on Instagram. It claimed to eliminate
fatigue, repair muscle damage and
soreness, and increase hydration. It
turns out that supplements fall into a
grey area between food and medicine,
hence the TGA may or may not
regulate them.
The Australian Sports Anti-Doping
Authority (ASADA) advises that no
supplement is safe to use because
many are contaminated or deliberately
adulterated with substances prohibited
in sport.
A 2016 survey of 67 common
supplements available for purchase in
Australia found one in five products
contained one or more substances
banned in sport. In 2010, one athlete
tested positive for SARMs worldwide.
In 2016, 39 tested positive including
six Australians in triathlon and
motorcycling sports. In 2018 there
were at least 10 SARM online stores
with Australian domain names. The
owner of one of the largest of these
sites says sales have gone from 10 to
100 vials a day in under two years. A
30ml vial of SARMs (enough for a
30-day cycle) costs $150-$200. That
works out to more than $15,000
worth of SARMs per day, or over $5
million revenue per year. Ouch!
Ken has reported this to the TGA
advertising compliance unit but

their reaction was slow. They finally
required the advertiser to remove the
offending ads from the website. ‘Case
resolved’ was the communication from
the TGA. It is still on the website.
The upshot of it all was that
Shayna Jack, as an elite professional
athlete, should have known to
avoid consuming products that had
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the potential to contain banned
substances, whether deliberately or
not. She is now paying the price.
Meanwhile, the TGA needs to get its
act together on penalising suppliers of
illegal sports supplements and getting
these products off the market.

ASSESSING STUDENTS

Michelle Bijkersma (Vic Skeptics
Secretary and a teacher) examined the
current controversy around NAPLAN
(National Assessment Program
Literacy and Numeracy) – what it
achieves and what it does not.
Much of the public debate revolves
around whether NAPLAN is an
effective diagnostic tool insofar as
producing improved outcomes for
students. Michelle reported that a
survey found that 58 per cent of
teachers believe that NAPLAN was
not a useful diagnostic tool, while two
thirds of Principals believed it was.
Interesting variance in views.
Looking at the 10 years during
which NAPLAN has operated, we
find that the data shows modest gains
in reading at primary school but near
stagnation at Year 9 in reading and
numeracy.
There is a fair body of evidence to
suggest that teachers are, at best, only
using NAPLAN as one diagnostic tool
in assessing student performance and
identifying remedial action. Principals
are also fairly evenly divided as to
whether NAPLAN data published on
the My School website is harmful or
not. An equal number also claim not
to know. The debate continues.

COCHRANE CONCERN

The Cochrane Review has been of
concern to Ross Finlay. The Cochrane
Review is a UK-based charity with
worldwide links that pools the efforts
of thousands of medical research
volunteers to write systematic reviews
on the safety and efficacy of health
interventions, including drugs,
devices, etc. It has been championing
evidenced-based medicine since 1993
and is highly regarded in the field as a
reliable source of medical information
in the fight against Bad Pharma. It

is funded by large donations from
organisations in the UK, Denmark,
South Africa, Australia, Germany,
Canada and many other countries.
In September 2018 Peter Gøtzsche
was sacked from its Board. He is a
well-respected Danish physician and
researcher with a contrarian, abrasive
and perhaps anti-establishment
approach – “A bit like a Danish version
of Ben Goldacre but not so polite”.
The question is ‘Why?’
In 2017 Gøtzsche was elected a
member of the governing board of
Cochrane on a platform that was “to
stop the rot”, eg preventing Cochrane
authors from having a commercial
interest in the interventions they were
assessing.
Gøtzsche was sacked from the Board
on a vote of six to five. Subsequently,
four board members resigned in
protest, citing the expulsion being
“disproportionate” to the concerns
expressed by the CEO.
So far as Ross could elicit from his
investigations, everyone was wellmotivated and genuine about the
role of Cochrane, but there is a huge
tension between the academic freedom
of open discussion and the corporate
desire to protect the brand and control
the message.
Skeptics would hope and expect that
an evidence-based approach to medical
research would win out.
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Ken Harvey

Terry Kelly

Monica Quijano

TRIALS OF ARCHAEOLOGY

James Mellaart (the ‘inventive
archaeologist’) was the subject of
Chris Guest’s (Vic Skeptics president)
concern. Mellaart (1925-2012)
legitimately made his name in Turkey
where in 1961 he led an excavation
team in Çatalhöyük that discovered
a huge Neolithic settlement covering
1.3km2 and housing an estimated
5000+ people. Massive for the time.
Subsequently, Mellaart reported
he met a Turkish woman on a train
who was wearing what he claimed was
intricate Neolithic gold jewellery which
she claimed was from a site in Dorak.
He tried to publish the story
and looked to raise funds for a new
archaeological venture. Unfortunately,

the woman could never be found
again and the sketches (the woman
would not allow photos - red flag!)
of the bracelet were not enough
to convince the archaeological
community to take him seriously.
Mellaart was suspected of dealing
in black-market antiquities and was
banned from Turkey in the 1960s.
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Skepticamp

A Day Away
Continued...

FREE WILL

Les Allan (humanist and philosopher;
see rationalrealm.com) considered
the debate over whether humans can
exercise free will. Hard determinists
believe that we never exercise free will
for the reason that all of our actions are
completely determined by our genes
and our environment. Philosophical
Libertarians, on the other hand,
argue that we do act freely precisely
because not all of our actions are
completely determined. By examining
the conditions under which we do
experience illusions, Les demonstrated
that acting in contravention of our
genes and environment is not the kind
of thing that we can have an illusion
about.
He posited that our freedom to act,
in fact, is a function of acting free of
compulsion and control by others and
of our ability to weigh alternatives.

PARANORMALITY IN LATIN AMERICA
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Monica Quijano (Vic Skeptics
Committee) presented a fascinating
view of Latin America where there
are strong paranormal influences,
including belief in traditional
medicines; cleansings and cultural
illnesses (such as Susto, described as
emotional trauma, possibly generated
by a frightening spirit); spirits and
ghosts; superstitions; and Christian
beliefs.
Skeptics face a real uphill battle
here. In Mexico 2017 96.2 per cent
believed in God or a supreme being,
71.1 per cent believed in eternal life,
and 24.6 per cent in ghosts, spirit and
poltergeists.
We heard of La Llorona (the
Weeping Woman) who is popular
in south-western USA and Mexico.
Described as a weeping white woman
waiting for her children, she has
a variety of centuries old origins
depending on the geographic location,
but the most popular version features

a stunning young peasant woman
named Maria who married a wealthy
man. The couple lived happily for
a time and had two children before
Maria’s husband lost interest in her.
One day, while walking by the river
with her two children, Maria caught
sight of her husband ride by in his
carriage accompanied by a pretty young
woman. In a fit of rage, Maria flung
her two children into the river and
drowned them both. When her anger
subsided and she realised what she had
done, she succumbed to such profound
grief that she spent the rest of her days
wailing by the river in search of her
children.

IS THE TGA MAKING AUSTRALIA UNWELL?

Mal Vickers (Skeptical investigator)
spoke about the TGA’s narrow view of
public health protection. Australian
Public Health professionals recognise
the health burden imposed by the
risk factors of smoking, obesity and
excessive alcohol consumption. It’s
estimated that obesity has an $8.6
billion impact on the Australian
economy (Australian Institute of
Health and Welfare estimate),
meanwhile, medical science is yet
to find a substance which can safely
reduce body weight long-term.
The TGA asserts they’re guided by
risk to health in their assessment
of therapeutic goods advertising
complaints, however Australians can
easily purchase a range of diet products
from their local pharmacy with names
like FatBlaster, Lemon Detox and Keto.
When complaints about ineffective
weight loss products are lodged with
the TGA, most (~90%) are assessed
as ‘low priority’; much the same as
ignoring the problem.
Worryingly, there are other products
on the market which appear to be
undoing important public health
messages about tobacco smoking
and alcohol consumption. Check the
advertising for Swisse ‘Lung Health
Support’ and ‘Hydrodol’, the latter
being a claimed hangover cure.
Terry Kelly (past Vic Skeptics
President) recounted his professional
and skeptical experiences of working

with people who had false, unusual
or strange beliefs for a variety of
reasons. After many years Terry has
formed the view that, to change an
individual’s mind, one needed to work
empathetically with them rather than
simply say “You are wrong, and here
is the correct answer”. However, some
people’s views are so entrenched that
it is all but impossible to change their
mind. It is not worth trying to change
such people’s views. Your time may
better spent on more fruitful pursuits,
although it is important for skeptics to
be respectful and to try and understand
how individuals have arrived at their
irrational views (often it is due to
an inadequate science education). It
is possible to change some people’s
minds but it can take quite some
time and it is usually more likely to
succeed in the context of a trusting
relationship. Like dealing with people
in cults, it is important to keep the
lines of communication open and to be
patient.

THE ENVELOPE PLEASE

Skepticamp convenor Don Hyatt used
19 of those present as guinea pigs to
seek answers to the question “Just
how smart are skeptics?” The book
Factfulness (reviewed in The Skeptic,
September 2019 Vol 39, No 3, p53)
by Hans Rosling was the source of
the questions. The short answer? Yes,
skeptics are smart(er than average)!
They were even ‘smarter than chimps’,
unlike everybody else. See the report
elsewhere in this issue.

.

Skepticamp VIII will be run at Aireys
Inlet on Saturday, February 29, 2020.
For information and free tickets go to
https://tinyurl.com/SkepticampVIII
Don Hyatt is Skepticamp convenor and
co-convenor of the Mordi Skeptics

PUZZLES
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Brain testers
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Tim Mendham + Steve Roberts

DR BOB’S QUIZ
1. Who are James, Joses/Joseph, Juda/Jude/Judas, and Simon?
2. Which bit of writing is James known for?
3. Which bit of writing is Juda known for?
4. According to Peter Cook and Dudley Moore, what did James
do for a living?

5. According to Cook and Moore, which newspaper did
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John write for??
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ACROSS
1. A learner visits wild Austrian party. (10)
2. Hero has a taste of horrid olives. (4)
10. Parcel of land owned by Old Salty’s husband. (3)
11. Giant Huns hang around post-mortem. (9)
12. Shadowy form found nothing in mixed beer nuts. (9)
13. Wishful thinking makes you jump one way, then

another. (5)
15. Company in this place of the Territory got it together.
(8)
17. String together a timely drink. (5)
20. Gather a lot of Catholics. (5)
21. Pantomime? Stupid event! (8)
24. Lichen found in New England in America. (5)
25. Rash antic fits someone without rules! (9)
27. Mash mince and destroy an operating system. (9)
28. Disapprove of match without Mum. (3)
29. Demon of astronomy located in extra humbug. (4)
30. Gets it moving quickest in the speedy lanes. (4,6)
DOWN
1. OT slices cut from a long day. (8)
2. Boy king won’t let Hank taunt me in any way. (11)
3. Where to get over a dire habitual inclusion. (5)
4. Whip up a tonic and stick it here. (8)
5. I stand in line for exam! (1,1,4)
7. Foreign twosome underpin computer action. (3)
8. A horror star, but he is not among the ghoulies. (6)
9. Where to find the spider digitally? (2,3,3)
14. Belief in all gods is pathetic sin. (11)
16. Look again, and dig deep. (8)
18. A bloke lives in a shed, and values people. (8)
19. Changes to southern enchantresses. (8)
22. Seasonal adder? (6)
23. Taxi like the French Jewish interpretation. (6)
26. Arrivalist to arrive right. (5)
27. Turning up the bottom? Whatever! (3)

Answers on page 62
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Survey

How smart
are skeptics?
Don Hyatt reports on a non-definitive microstudy
looking at how Skeptics respond to questions on
the quality of life.

I
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conducted a test on those present at
the Surf Coast Spring Skepticamp
VII in September 2019 in order to
answer the eternal question: “Just how
smart are skeptics?”, my premise being
that skeptics are generally well-read,
informed and concerned citizens.
The test was administered to 19
of those present; and sourced from
the book Factfulness (See review in
The Skeptic, September 2019, Vol
39, No 3, p53) by Swedish doctor,
humanitarian and one of the “world’s
100 most influential people”, Hans
Rosling (1948-2017). Rosling was
convinced that the general population
did not fully understand the world in
which they live. Indeed, his research
has shown that the world is a better
place than most people in first world
countries think and there has been a
gradual and continual improvement in
the quality of life over many years - it
can be slow, but it’s cumulative. This is
not recognised by many living in first
world countries.
Rosling ran the set of 13 questions
on 12,000 people in 14 countries,
including Australia, with each question
having three multiple choice answers.
Thus, a random guess would produce
33.3% ‘correct’ answers (equivalent
to chimps picking randomly). The
questions (see below) broadly related
to the state of our globally developing
world. Rosling described results in a
rather pejorative way as being “better
than chimps” or “worse than chimps”.
He discovered that only 10 per cent of
the 12,000 across the globe answered

THE QUESTIONS

You can take this test yourself at
gapminder.org. Try it for yourself!

Q1. In all low income countries

Q2.

better than chimps, ie scored >33.3%.
A staggering result.
My task was to see how skeptics
stacked up. The test was administered
before lunch and the results reported
back to the group at the end of the
day.

THE POPULATION

All subjects could be described as
“committed Skeptics” to the extent
that they would travel a distance of
over 100km to a Skepticamp on their
weekend. Of those in attendance at
the Skepticamp, the administrators of
the test did not participate nor did Dr
Kathryn Harries who self-disqualified
as she had worked internationally in
the field of WASH (Water Sanitation
& Hygiene), and had not only read
the book, but had given copies to her
friends for Xmas. I was relying on
Kathryn to push up the scores, sadly
this was not to be. One person only
managed nine questions during the
allotted time, thus missing four. This
was accounted for in the analysis.

Q3.

Q4.
Q5.

Q6.

Q7.

across the world today, how
many finish primary school? A.
20%; B. 40%; C. 60%
Where does the majority of the
world population live? A. Lowincome countries; B. Middleincome countries; C. Highincome countries
In the last 20 years, the
proportion of the world
population living in extreme
poverty has… A. almost
doubled; B. remained more or
less the same; C. almost halved
What is the life expectance of
the world today? A. 50 years; B.
60 years; C. 70 years
There are 2 billion children in
the world today, aged 15 years
old. How many children will
there be in 2100, according to
the United Nations? A. 4 billion;
B. 3 billion; C. 2 billion
The UN predicts that by 2100
the world population will have
increased by another 4 billion
people. What is the reason? A.
There will be more children
(age below 15); B. There will be
more adults (15 to 74 years old);
C. There will be more very old
people (age 75 and older)
How did the number of deaths
per year from natural disasters
change over the last 100 years?
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AVE. ALL

AVE. EX Q.13

South Korea

28.2%

23.3%

USA

26.5%

21.9%

Sweden

25.4%

20.7%

Norway

24.7%

18.9%

Australia

24.6%

20.2%

Canada

24.4%

19.7%

Japan

22.9%

18.5%

UK

22.7%

17.3%

Finland

22.7%

16.8%

Hungary

22.5%

16.6%

Spain

22.3%

16.5%

Germany

22.2%

16.8%

France

21.3%

15.7%

Belgium

20.7%

15.2%

South Korea, Spain, Sweden, UK,
USA) and 12,000 participants was
23.7%/18.4%. As Rosling states this
was ‘worse than chimps’.
The Skepticamp Skeptics scored
39.9%/34.9% so were ‘better than
chimps’, handsomely eclipsing
the general Australian population
(24.6%/20.2%) and that of the OECD
(23.7%/18.4%). Conclusion: Maybe
Skeptics are smarter than average!
As we can see, overall Australia
finished fourth.
Looking in a bit more detail at
the questions. Globally, the highest
scoring question (Ex-Q.13) was the life
expectancy (70 years) scoring 37%; and
the worst was Q.1 ‘how many people
finish primary school’ at 7%.
Analysing the Skeptics’ results
against the Australian average there
were some large disparities with the
skeptics scoring particularly strongly
on Q.3 (world poverty), Q.7 (deaths
from natural disasters), and Q.9
(vaccination); but very poorly on Q.10
(Girls’ schooling).
…. and yes, it was a small sample
size.

.

1

Q.

2

C
3

C
4

C
5

B
6

So how did the skeptics compare?
For the purpose of this exercise I have
viewed Q.13 (Climate change) as a
distorting figure in that it was well
answered across the globe at 87 per cent
correct responses as against the Q.112 with an average of a very miserable
18 per cent. Hence I have reported
averages for All Questions 1 to 13;
and another average for Questions 1
to 12 only. Hence the average score
in Rosling’s tests for Australians was
24.6%/20.2% (average for all 13
questions/average for Q.1 to 12 only).
I reasoned that Q.13 on climate
change should be a no-brainer for
skeptics. Indeed, it proved to be so, as
the Skeptics scored 100% - which was
reassuring. Well done. A note however,
that disturbingly, Australians scored only
78% on the climate change question
and were second-last to Japan. Globally
it appears that Australia is well behind in
the climate awareness debate.
The average global result across 14
first world OECD countries (Australia,
Belgium, Canada, Finland, France,
Germany, Hungary, Japan, Norway,

B

THE ANALYSIS

C

COUNTRY

A.

C
7

A
8

C
9

A
10

C
11

C
12

A
13

A. More than doubled; B.
Remained about the same; C.
Decreased to about half
Q8. There are roughly about 7
billion people in the world
today. Which map shows best
where they live? (Map provided
showing):
• Americas 1 billion; Europe 1 bn;
Africa 1 bn; Asia 4 bn.
• Americas 1 bn; Europe 1 bn;
Africa 2 bn; Asia 3 bn.
• Americas 2 bn; Europe 1 bn;
		 Africa 1 bn; Asia 3 bn
Q9. How many of the worlds oneyear-old children have been
vaccinated against disease? A.
20%; B. 50%; C. 80%
Q10. Worldwide 30-year-old men
have spent 10 years in school on
average. How many years have
women of the same age spent in
school? A. 9 years; B. 6 years; C.
3 years
Q11. In 1996, tigers, giant pandas,
and black rhinos were all listed
as endangered. How many of
these three species are more
critically endangered today? A.
Two of them; B. One of them;
C. None of them
Q12. How many people in the world
have some access to electricity?
A. 20%; B. 50%; C. 80%
Q13. Global climate experts believe
that, over the next 100 years, the
average temperature will A. get
warmer; B. remain the same; C.
get colder
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REPORT

DragonCon 2019

Richard Saunders reports on skepticism in the
US - Dragon*Con and the Solano Stroll.

Enter The Dragon
E

leven years ago, during the filming
of the TV show The One - The
Search for Australia’s Most Gifted
Psychic, I flew to Las Vegas to appear
at The Amazing Meeting. It was there
I met Derek Colanduno and Robyn
McCarthy who were famous in the
skeptical world for their Podcast
Skepticality. At the time I was also
planning to start a podcast to be called
the Skeptic Zone, so it was very good to
meet and talk to them.
Derek told me of another event held
in Atlanta, Georgia later in the year
called Dragon*Con, (or D*C) a sort
of fantasy/sci-fi/gaming/TV/movie/
fandom convention on a monumental
scale. Before I knew it I was saving
my pennies. Indeed the Skeptic Zone
podcast had its first recording session
at D*C in the Skeptrack, a room
dedicated to skeptical outreach. A
report from that year can be found in
the pages of The Skeptic (December
2008 - Vol 28 No 4). I was to go back
to the Skeptrack in 2009 and 2010.
Fast-forward to 2019 and after an
absence of nine years I finally returned
to Atlanta. Derek is still running the
Skeptrack with the aid of Dr Angie
Mattke. Much was the same as it was
all those years ago, and much had
changed.

DROWNING IN PEOPLE

18

Although I was warned that the
event is much bigger than it was 10
years ago, I had trouble trying to
comprehend how that could possibly
be. I remember being in a crush of
thousands of people spread over many,
mega, interconnected hotels, not
being able to use the lifts as they were
full of Wookies and other creatures
from parts unknown. In 2010,

there were somewhere
around 30,000 people
attending.
But the warning
was right. The event
has indeed grown in
area (now covering
more hotels and other
venues) and in the
sheer number of people
attending – in 2019 a
record 85,000! At times
moving from one location to
another proved to be a real challenge as
a sea of people, most of whom were in
elaborate costumes, acted as a human
tide heading one way or another.
At the height of the crush, I found
the quickest way to get from one hotel
to another was to run out into the street
and find an e-scooter and zip around
the side streets. The e-scooters in
downtown Atlanta litter the footpaths,
but are an excellent - if a bit dicey - way
of getting around.
Putting all this madness and heat
(summer in Atlanta is hot and muggy)
aside, the reason I was at D*C was to,
once again, be part of the Skeptrack.
This is a large room on the first floor of
the Hilton Hotel with skeptical talks
and presentations every
day over the four days
of D*C.
‘Track’ is the name
given to an area set
aside for a certain
theme, so there
was ScienceTrack,
AnimationTrack,
HorrorTrack and so
on. Anyone who has
a general ticket can
simply walk into the
room, find a chair and

see the presentations. This means the
Skeptrack room gets a lot of drop-ins,
people who stick their nose in to see
what it’s all about on their way to a Star
Wars talk or to meet George Takei from
Star Trek. (Yes he was at the event, as
well as a smattering of other heroes and
heroines from time and space.)
Derek put me on several panels
including one on End of the World
Hysteria - people have for millennia
been preparing for the final curtain of
planet Earth. I recounted the time in
the 1920s when an amphitheatre was
built at Balmoral Beach in Sydney to
welcome Jesus Christ as he strode on
the waters of the harbour. (Hard to tell
the truth from the myth, but it gave the
audience a laugh.)
The Skeptic
Zone was featured
as I did a live
taping of the show
(all the talks at the
Skeptrack were
also sent out as
live video streams
on the internet). I
spoke a little about
the history of the
podcast and then
interviewed my old
friend Margaret
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Downey who is very active in the
humanist community in the USA. You
can watch this live show and the other
presentations online at video.skeptrack.
org.
Other highlights included my being
a guest rogue on two recordings of
the Skeptics Guide to the Universe
podcast, attending other tracks and
talks, taking part in the D*C street
parade dressed as Epicurus, a Greek
Philosopher from 200 BCE, and
getting lost on the four or five huge
floors of the vendors’ building. (One
can buy everything from replica laser
guns to artworks to … whatever; you
name it.)
A big thanks to Derek, Dr Angie
and the hard working technical team
at the Skeptrack. Hope to be back in
2020 for more skeptical outreach.

cards under a bowl on the table. Then
they would roll the die into the bowl
10 times, each time willing the die to
rest with the chosen number face up.
After the 10th roll the number they
originally chose would be shown and
we would work out the maths - how
many times were they successful and
what that meant statistically.
Needless to say, at the end of the
day the results of about 45 trials fitted
nicely into the bell curve predicted
by pure random chance; there was no
evidence of any paranormal influence.
No one seemed disappointed, although
one woman who scored four hits out of
10 said it confirmed what she already
knew, that she was indeed psychic.
It was a busy but pleasant day
with people chatting to us to find out
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more. I noted that more than a few
people thought that we must also be
climate change sceptics, a curse of the
word ‘skeptic’ being used in the mass
media. We also had a ‘truther’ swing
by who demanded we tell him what
our opinion on the 9/11 attacks are.
When I replied they were the result
of terrorism, he exploded with a rant
about ‘Prof. So-and-So’ proving that
the micro dust could only be produced
by this or that explosive and on and
on and on. “Well ...” I said calmly,
“There you go.” and smiled. Amazingly
enough he shook his head and stormed
off. A victory for my sanity at least.
Thanks to Dr Eugenie Scott and
the Bay Area Skeptics for letting this
blow-in from Australia take part in the
Solano Stroll.

.

SOLANO AVENUE STROLL

Meanwhile at the other side of the
US, I was invited to volunteer at the
information stall of the Bay Area
Skeptics (BAS) at the Solano Avenue
Stroll.
Since 1974, Solano Avenue and the
twin-cities of Albany and Berkeley CA
have hosted the Solano Avenue Stroll,
one of the largest street festivals in the
USA. Thousands of people march (at a
leisurely pace) along the 3.5km of the
fair, stopping to visit the hundreds of
small stalls and tents along the way.
With the crowds wandering by, it is
a great opportunity for outreach. Ah,
but how to get the punters to visit the
stall? BAS have come up with a simple
and fun way to get people interested:
a test of one’s psychic powers by way
of telekinesis. Can the passers-by
influence the roll of a six-sided die with
mind power alone?
The test was quick and easy as our
would-be psychics chose, in secret, a
number from one to six from a series
of labelled cards. They put that card
in an envelope and hid the other five
Left: Richard Saunders with Derek Colandumo
and indeterminate friend
Top: The well-dressed crowd at Dragon*Con
Right: The squished crowd at the Solano Stroll

19

F E AT U R E

I

20

Psychics

n September 2018 Australian
Skeptics Inc published an open
letter to the Returned and Services
League (RSL) Clubs of Australia, clubs
dedicated to the memory of those
fallen in war, pleading with them to
stop hiring out their venues to people
who claim to talk to the dead. (tinyurl.
com/skepticspsychicsatRSL).
If these performances were described
as “for entertainment purposes only”,
then there would be less objection.
But they are described by “psychics” as
actual contact with the dead, with all of
the intense and potentially distressing
personal and emotional impact that that
entails.
Such performers have been thoroughly
investigated by experts over a long
period. The performers use the timehonoured (or dishonoured) technique
of cold reading, which is well known to
specialist magicians known as mentalists.
The psychics are not communicating
with spirits – they are performing a trick,
though in a context that ASI suggested is
highly distasteful.
The response from the NSW branch
of RSL was that it “does not run RSL
Clubs and we have no authority to

Richard Saunders and Tim Mendham
report on profiting from the dead in places that
should be honouring them.
direct Club employees”, an excuse we
doubt would be raised had these same
clubs rented their rooms to neo-Nazi
organisations.
It would be easy to just leave it at that,
or maybe to remind these clubs again of
our concerns, but it’s important, as ever,
to be somewhat more thorough. We
compiled a list of RSL clubs in the Sydney
region that have continued to book
these acts, and recently NSW committee
members Jessica Singer, Richard Saunders,
Peter Bowditch and Tim Mendham
attended two different RSL branches in
Sydney, as paying members of the public,
to see for themselves these so-called
psychics in action. Their reports follow.

Sydney’s southern suburbs which featured
a live performance and readings by Val
Hood, “evidential medium and spiritual
educator”. Saunders reports:
Until recently I had never heard of Val
Hood (who is originally from the UK),
but then again it’s almost impossible to
keep up with the scores of people who
claim to be able to talk with the dead
over the years. She has a website detailing
her services (private readings in person or
over the internet) and publicising her live
shows.
It would be disingenuous of me to say
that we went not having a good idea or at
least a suspicion of what to expect. That
is, to be blunt, the same old cold reading
routines skeptics have seen for years. For
my part I have attended quite a number
VAL HOOD
of these shows at RSL clubs and other
Singer and Saunders attended “An
Evening of Spirit” at the Mortdale RSL in venues but not for some years.
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Jessica and I met at the club before the
show to enjoy a good old RSL dinner.
This time proved productive as we
discussed what our approach would be
if we were singled out for attention. We
agreed that there was no point in trying
to do anything other than being honest
(without stating we were skeptics, as that
would have been counter-productive).
We were not going to lie or try to trick
Val Hood with false trails. Also we
would not call her out if we recognised
certain routines. It was important for
this report that we should sit through
the performance and let it take its own
course. Also not forgetting we would be
very happy to see if Val Hood really did
exhibit genuine psychic ability.
Show time arrived and we made our
way into the modest performance room
and joined the eight people already there
- only eight people. In the past I have
been in a room with well over 100 people
for a similar show, many years ago.
Together with a couple of people at the
door we were an audience of 12.
Val Hood was not unduly worried
about the small turn out; it’s possible
that the numbers for her live shows
vary depending on location etc. It did
indicate to me, however, that in order to
get through her allotted time of about
90 minutes, she would have to ‘read’
everyone, make the readings longer than
usual, or pad out the time with other
information. In the
end she did all three.
The first 20
minutes of the
show was more or
less a history of Val
Hood’s journey to
becoming a medium
via involvement
in a spiritualist
church, and included
recounting times she
had been able to help
people make contact
with their dear departed.
Then it was time for the audience
readings, starting off with a plea for us
to be forthcoming, that is to be engaged
and involved with what Val Hood was
doing ... in other words, to help her. This
is something I’ve seen many times before
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came my way, with only two vague
with similar acts. The performer needs
statements being right in a sort of a way.
people in the audience to give them
Hood asked my why she saw a knitting
information, not to clam up. Without
basket near my mother, and indeed my
feedback, without the audience giving
mother had such a basket and liked to
her information, the show would not get
knit. It was interesting that she didn’t say
very far.
“Your mother is telling me about her love
It took me only minutes to recognise
of knitting” as that could have painted her
Val Hood’s modus operandi, her cold
into a corner. But to ask about a knitting
reading technique. This was more or less
basket gives her
to tell us she was ‘seeing’
many possibilities
and ‘hearing’ a dead person,
Without feedback, from my mother’s
describing them in broad
statements and then seeing
without the audience mother having a
basket, or another
if anyone could relate
giving her info, the
family member
to that description or at
show would not get
having one, to my
least to a part of it. From
mother always
memory she started to
very far.
wanting to knit
describe a dead male, gave
(but now she can
him some characteristics
in the afterlife), to dropping the subject
and waited to see if anyone could relate
to any part of it. For example, the dead
altogether. I simply spoke the truth and
man’s general height, the fact that he had added more information before I knew
a good sense of humour, he had “chest
it. “Yes she had one and loved to knit.”
problems” etc. Given the older age of
Other guesses about my mother were
some in the room, it was not surprising
simply wrong such as a reference to her
that someone could indeed relate to
not being a great cook (Mum won awards
having lost a male family member.
for her cooking). A guess about a Bible
(Remembering that any ‘fact’ about the
being nearby when she died was correct,
dead can change part way through a
but hardly a long shot.
reading to help it match the feedback
Then she did an interesting twist and
from the audience.) As it happened an
began to cold read me via my mother
elderly lady did relate to having a dead
- saying my mother was telling her things
male from the family and Val Hood took about me. A guess about me breaking my
it from there. The rest of the reading was
spectacles was just wrong and one about
more or less a series of questions ending
me having books stacked up all over the
with “he wants you to
house with yellow sticky page labels was
know he loves you”;
also just plain wrong. (I think this was
standard stuff.
based on my appearance, that of a man
A few readings later in his mid-50s dressed in a sports jacket
and I found myself
and with grey hair. I often get the roles of
in the hot seat. Val
doctors, lawyers and professors etc in my
Hood said she had
other career as a part time actor.)
a woman “coming
I must also mention she used another
through” saying she
old standard, that of the Birthday Game
was treated like a
Routine. This I have seen many times over
pincushion before she
the years and goes something like “Who
died - could anyone
is it that just had a birthday around you?”
relate to that? Well,
Variations of this include “I’m getting the
at a stretch I guess I
number 3 ... does this mean anything to
could as my mother had chemotherapy
you ... someone’s birthday on the 3rd or
in the year leading up to her death. So I
in March?”, “I’m sensing a celebration
put up my hand and told Hood exactly
around you ... last month or this month
that. How easy it was for even me, with
... maybe next month” and so on. As it
my understanding of cold reading, to give turned out I was able to give her even
her information.
more information when I mentioned my
Other questions about my mother
late father had a birthday in March. A
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hit; well no, a case of my giving her the
information.
It was also interesting that apparently
my mother is amused at the private
conversations between Jessica Singer and
myself. I had no idea Australian Skeptics
committee matters were so fascinating.
Some more readings followed with
a similar patter. Hood ‘sees’ someone,
talks about some of their characteristics,
normally ending a sentence with “can
you understand that?” which then
compels the audience member to give
back information.
Of great use in this investigation is that
Hood, like many of her ilk, has examples
of her live shows online for all to see (and,
in my case, to study). The same method is
in use, including some of the same guesses
or questions, for example along the lines
of “This man/woman I have coming
through has a real whacky sense of
humour. Can you understand that?” Like
many of the guesses about personality,
this one relies on the audience member to
think about a dead loved one and try to
make Hood’s statement fit. Remembering
someone’s sense of humour is almost a
guarantee of positive feedback from the
audience. Can you, dear reader, think of
a deceased loved one who was completely
humourless?
At the time of writing, a video of one
of her live shows was still available on
YouTube and you can see for yourself
her use of the methods I have described
(youtu.be/Vdrb3GGf3ho). I could go
on with more ... well, maybe one more
routine: another standard she uses is the
“Win Win” ploy where if a question falls
flat, for example, “This lady [the dead] is
telling me about a new start for you. Can
you understand that?”, when the response
is “no”, then Hood’s come back is, “Well
she’s telling me that and I have learned
not to argue with this lady because she’ll
get quite cross with me” or “You’ll find
there is a new start soon then” or “It
could be that someone around you is

having a new start, can you understand
that?” and so on.
There is a whole chapter devoted to
the “Win Win” ploy in The Full Facts
Book of Cold Reading by Ian Rowland.
In my opinion, based on a good
knowledge of cold reading gained over
many years, Hood (and she is just one
of many who do more or less the same
act) was not getting messages from the
dead. There was nothing in what she
said she was getting from ‘my mother’
that gave me the slightest impression or
indication that it really was my mother
sending me messages. I cannot speak for
the other audience members, but from
what I saw it was all cold reading, starting
with establishing a dead figure and then
refining the details based on the feedback
from questions she asks of the audience.
“I’m getting a man …he has some sort of
uniform on. Can you understand that?”

EZIO AND MICHELLE DE ANGELIS

Ezio and Michelle are a husband and wife
team, both of whom pass on messages
from the dead, with Michelle throwing
in a session of Tarot reading for variety
and a bit of character assessment of the
audience. Tim Mendham reports:
For those who haven’t been there,
the Penrith RSL in Sydney’s far western
suburbs is a monster of a place with
a variety of restaurants, bars, cafes,
performance areas and, of course, poker
machines galore. There must have been
hundreds if not thousands of people
attending one part of the venue or
another on the night that we were there.
There were about 80 people at the
De Angelis duo’s event, which must
have been a relief for our psychics as
it was difficult to find the room they
were in and the event wasn’t included
in the club’s glitzy promotion for the
nostalgia acts, tribute bands, and sundry
entertainers on offer. A question to the
receptionist elicited a response that we
had to head down to the end of this
corridor, turn left, take the lift to the
lower ground floor, turn right … we
could easily have missed it. Navigating
the inner core of Penrith RSL requires a
compass or, perhaps, psychic powers.
Three-quarters of the audience were

female, but the De Angelises were nothing
if not inclusive as their contacted spirits
managed to equally pick out men and
women attending, a luxury not afforded
by Val Hood’s meagre audience described
above.
Ezio and Michelle are a double act,
taking it in turns to find spirits and attach
them to a member of the audience. Ezio
plays the self-deprecating daggy husband
with the bad jokes, while Michelle is
the more serious partner who often
looks embarrassed or mildly bemused
by her husband’s shtick. Both of them
have been named Australian psychic of
the year – Ezio in 2012 and Michelle
in 2015. (With all due deference to the
Australian Psychics Association - now the
International Psychics Association - which
hands out those awards, they did tend to
go to the next-in-line. With awards for
national and state-based psychics, not to
mention psychics hall of fame, annual
psychic ambassadors, and people’s choice
awards, there is hardly a reasonably wellknown psychic who hasn’t been a winner.)
The De Angelises began the session
with one of those stand-up-and-handson-head-or-bottom routines to get the
audience relaxed and in the mood for
jollity.The questions were based on
psychic themes, such as can a medium
connect you with someone you don’t
know or, to add some intimacy, what is
the colour of Ezio’s underwear.
This was then followed with the De
Angelises getting the audience to loudly
let their spirit helper Marcus know that
they were ready … twice, as the first time
wasn’t loud enough. It was coming across
as a rah-rah meeting.
Ezio explained that the initial spirits
they contact “open the door [for others]
… it links like a daisy chain” to reach the
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person you want. This means that the
people they contact may not be known
to anyone in the audience, which is an
interesting way of saying I’m going to call
out a bunch of names along the chain
until we find one that a member of the
audience reacts to - I see a Bill, a Ted, a
Mary, an Alice, a Harry … and someone
puts their hands up or does something to
give away a hit.
The seated audience was divided by
an aisle down the middle, and Ezio and
Michelle alternated potential contactees
from side to side, sensing someone around
five or six rows back before finding a
willing subject.
The readings then proceeded along
a typical cold reading format – a lot of
quick questions and suggestions thrown
out, mainly vague and open-ended, that
may or may not hit.
They were quick to pick up on info
given by the audience members. To
one query as to “Who is it who has
a breathing difficulty, emphysema,
something like that” the subject says
“Probably my grandpop”, to which Ezio
says “Yes, it’s definitely male”, latching
on to a gender description that he didn’t
have before – “who is it” to “it’s definitely
male” is a long leap. Another question
to the same person was “Who had an
accident?” to which the audience member
asked “Recently?” and he answered “Yes”,
followed by the member’s “My uncle, he
had an accident” and Ezio then responded
“But he didn’t die”, which was obvious by
the tone of the person and the words “he
had an accident”, not “a bad accident” or
even “he died in an accident”.
One telling incident was when he
asked a man what was the significance of
butterflies, and the man reminded him
that he had met Ezio at a ‘gathering’ a
long time ago when Ezio had mentioned
butterflies. Ezio apologised for not
remembering him or the event, but then
said it was a lady who had lost a daughter
named Lorraine – not bad for someone
who couldn’t remember.
As often happens, they regularly
blamed the audience if they couldn’t find
a link –“it may come back to you” or “ask
your mum, she might know”.
One good bit of advice came during

the Tarot readings – if someone tells you
you’re cursed, run away, as it’s not true.
We might be inclined to extend that
advice to a broader range of topics.
To be truthful, no-one in the audience
was emotionally overwhelmed by the
readings and the messages from beyond
– how could you when the messages were
so bland – but there was one touch-andgo moment when Michelle inadvertently
stumbled into a situation involving a
dead baby, and she quickly withdrew.
There were some good hits (calling
out a link with haberdashery was pretty
impressive – it even surprised Michelle)
and some awful misses (Ezio’s equating
someone whose name was Ingrid or
Inger with someone in the audience who
obviously came from India was definitely
scraping the bottom of the barrel). But
what the De Angelises didn’t realise was
that virtually every name they dragged up
had an association with my colleague on
the night, Peter Bowditch. Peter outlines
the links on his website (ratbags.com/
rsoles/history/2019/09september.htm)
but if only they’d known, they could
have struck gold every time with just one
person in the audience.

CONCLUSION

Overall, whether hit or miss, the messages
coming across from mediums are
extremely inane – someone says they’re
happy where they are, or they’re thinking
of you, or watching over you.
(As Peter despairs: “All spirits are very
proud of the living and still love them.
Just once I’d like a medium to say ‘Your
uncle Harry is coming through and he
says he hated you all his life, still hates
you and the best part of dying was never
having to see your face again’. I’d pay
extra to see that.”)
Apart from simple entertainment, the
benefit to those audience members who
were picked out is that there is apparently
a connection made, and that’s it in its
entirety. There is no serious or truly
helpful information, no help in finding
lost car keys, no leads to where the loot
is buried. It seems that knowing that a
relative is ‘alive’ after death is enough to
win the audience over.
But there is a bigger issue, an ethical
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and perhaps old-fashioned one of actually
telling the truth.
Be it an RSL Club (dedicated to
the memory of the dead) or any other
venue whatsoever, after many decades
of skeptical investigation, stretching all
the way back to Harry Houdini’s séancebusting activities and beyond, we still
have no reason to think that people giving
“talking to the dead” shows are in fact
talking to the dead.
At the end of the day, RSL clubs have
venues, rooms, and performance stages
they hire out as part of their business
model. For many in our community these
clubs are an important and regular point
of social interaction and people go to
them to meet friends, eat, drink, gamble
on poker machines, and see live shows.
And yet every night at 6pm at these
clubs the lights are dimmed, the Ode is
read, and those present are asked to stand
to remember, honour and respect those
Australian service men and women who
gave their lives in the service of their country.
People need to work through their
grief when a loved one has passed
away. It cheapens the memory of any
deceased person to use their name for
entertainment. It is completely out
of order when the deceased person
had served their country and when
the performance occurs in a building
dedicated to the memory of the fallen.
At Australian Skeptics, we think these
clubs could do better than to despoil
that respect by promoting “talking to
the dead” shows for profit. But somehow
we don’t think they’re listening to the
living.

.
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n the tradition of Operation
Bumblebee and Operation Ice
Cream Cone, I bring you Operation
Pizza Roll. Okay, that does sound
pretty dramatic and silly, but I assure
you that this is quite serious. I also
suggest that you will have a much
better understanding of what I’m
going to tell you if you first understand
what Bumblebee and Ice Cream Cone
were about.
In 2014, I organised a sting on
well-known psychic Chip Coffey
which we code-named Operation
Bumblebee. Two associates and I
created false identities and false dead
relatives, complete with backstories and
pictures (of real, still living people), and
attended a Coffey event in San Jose.
Mingling with attendees before the
show started, the three talked as much
as they could about their supposedly
dead relatives, hoping that some of
Coffey’s assistants might overhear.
During the show, Coffey did indeed do
readings on each of the three, claiming
to be in contact with each of the
supposedly dead relatives, confidently
relating details about completely made
up people, including some of what we
had talked about before the show.
The following year, I enlisted
Heather Henderson, producer and host
for Ardent Atheist and Skeptically Yours
podcasts, to help in a follow-up to the
Chip Coffey sting. My team, without
Heather’s participation, created several
interconnected fake Facebook accounts,
several of which friended various wellknown psychics. Then Heather, posing
as the bereaved mother of a deceased
13-year old, would get a private reading
from psychic Tim Braun. Because
Henderson knew none of the details of
“her” Facebook page, this would be a
double-blind test in that she would not

The
Sting
in theTale
be able to give Braun any feedback,
inadvertent or otherwise, on his
accuracy. With permission to record,
Henderson had an hour reading
with Braun, who claimed to be in
communication with her non-existent
sons, husband and family. Operation
Ice Cream Cone, as we called it, did
not establish that Braun used any
information from the fake Facebook
pages, but every statement that he
made to Heather was incorrect. The
full audio of the reading is available on
YouTube (tinyurl.com/twcz47g).

COLD AND HOT READING

Before I get to the goals, operation, and
results, I should remind readers what
the difference is between a cold reading

and a hot reading. A cold reading is
when a psychic (medium) does not
know you, but “reads” your body
language, appearance, and reactions to
usually very general statements that fit
most people; statements such as “You
have always wanted to write a book”
or “Your father used to say things that
would embarrass you when you were
young.” Cold reading can happen over
the phone, by text, and even more
successfully in person. No matter how
hard you might try not to give feedback
to a psychic, you will probably do so
inadvertently.
A hot read is when the psychic
has information on you beforehand.
Someone might have overheard you
talking in the waiting area, they might

e
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have been given information from
your friend that suggested you get
the reading, or someone watched you
park and exit your car in the garage,
and so many other methods. Possibly
they might have your name and did
an internet search or a Google reverse
image search. Or you paid with a credit
card or used Paypal, or they found your
information on social media. There
are many ways to get a hot reading on
someone.
To catch a psychic in a hot read is
very difficult. The majority of psychics
I’ve come in contact with usually cold
read their way through the reading.
With practice and just by paying close
attention, most everyone can cold read
convincingly. Operation Bumblebee
and Ice Cream Cone were elaborate
stings to catch a psychic in a hot read,
but in both cases, we were only able to
prove the cold read.
If you ask an expert on psychics such
as Mark Edward, he will tell you that
psychics are just lazy, especially when
doing a group reading. Using the law
of large numbers, if a psychic on a stage
throws out some vague statement to
an audience of 200 people, someone
is going to claim the reading for
themselves. If the psychic starts to miss,
they just move to a person nearby and
continue.
People such as myself and Mark,
who have been interested in psychics
for many years, know that with the
invention of social media as avenues

Thomas John
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open for gathering information, hot
own brain through telepathy or maybe
reads are easily available. In fact, if an
Grandma told them, or possibly the
up-and-coming psychic superstar who
psychic read it on Facebook. For a
isn’t already banking a six-figure income
successful psychic sting, you have to
doesn’t take advantage of internet
have strict protocol and controls.
search applications, they
BBC 3 did a wonderful
are missing out on a great
sting on three mediums in
opportunity to increase their
2007 (tinyurl.com/qobvy4l).
“hits” to maximum level - no
They gave a building a fake
matter how distasteful that
history in a newsletter and
may be to mention here.
website as well as added a
Purchase your ticket
plaque and photo to
to see the psychic online
make the story more
With practice
and then share on
convincing. All three
Facebook or Twitter that and just by paying
mediums fell for it
you will be attending
and all were called
attention, most
the psychic show and
out during the taping,
everyone can cold
in seconds the psychic
which made for great
is now aware of your
TV. But the mediums
read convincingly.
social media feed, as
could have claimed
well as all the content
that they got the
you put on it. The psychic only needs a
information from the film crew and
few “ringers” in the audience to get the
the organisers’ minds. Everyone in the
gasps of wonderment and bring in the
room knew the fake story. This sting
book sales and private readings, which
wasn’t correctly blinded.
is where the big money is.
Catching someone in an irrefutable
The bigger the audience, the easier
hot read involves controlling the sting
it is for the psychic to hide the hot read
in such a way that the people being
and the harder to set up a sting to catch
read don’t know the planted online
them. You have to have a way to control information. With Operation Pizza
the information. Maybe Grandma also
Roll we did exactly that. It worked like
reads your social media in the afterlife
a charm.
and knows you lost your car keys for
two days? Just because you wrote about
SETTING UP THE STING
that happening on your Facebook
Locking in a psychic in a hot read
feed isn’t clear enough evidence for a
was near the top of my goal list, but
hot read. The psychic can claim that
even more importantly I wanted to
they got that information from your
get the skeptic community excited
and interested in doing activism. This
specific psychic I had never heard
of and had no idea if he was hungry
enough to go for the sure thing I was
going to hand him on the silver platter
that is Facebook.
I also had to make sure that my
volunteers understood that we were
going to create the very sort of fiction
that the psychic creates; fighting fire
with fire. As much as we disliked doing
so, we were going to have to hand over
money. We could have purchased $65
tickets, but those people aren’t going to
get a reading. VIP is the only way to get
a chance to get called on. We wanted
to look like we were grieving and were
not living paycheck to paycheck. The
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psychic wants to get his/her hook in the
real believers and wealthy newcomers. In
this case, each seat was $125.
My team understood that we were
not going to expose the psychic at the
venue, and it was quite possible that our
actions might have made the believers in
the audience into even bigger believers
as attendees we were going to agree with
whatever the psychic told us.
Mark agreed to attend the event with
me. A single man in the audience is
suspect as the room is generally filled
with women. In most instances, there
are only a few men, and they all appear
to be with their wives. Mark and I
became Mr and Mrs Wilson for the
night. Seven international volunteers,
Mark, and I discussed the basic plan in
our secret Facebook group: Operation
Pizza Roll. We only had one week to
pull this off.
In previous stings, we took months
to prepare. We pulled old fake Facebook
pages out of Bumblebee retirement,
changed the names and photos and the
volunteer team (now calling themselves
Pizzarollers) made a super-duper secret
Facebook group that Mark and I were
not admitted into. At some point in the
discussion the Pizzarollers were having,
they decided that ‘Susanna’ was going
to go to a psychic. She saw a Facebook
ad for Thomas John, the Manhattan
Medium, and tagged him on Facebook.
They discussed among themselves about
attending and tagged him again. Tagging
on Facebook informs the psychic that
there are people interested in attending
one of their events and gives them the
ability to link back to our social media
accounts. Social media accounts that
were created just for that psychic to
view.
The Pizzarollers created detailed
backstories for Mark and Susanna
Wilson: shared cat videos; checked into
restaurants; and did what they could to

look like normal
Facebook users.
They quickly
created the story
that Susanna was
stressed about
losing her dear
twin brother Andy
to pancreatic
cancer in 2016.
Mark was upset
that he did not
get to say goodbye
to his father who
passed away many
years ago from
heart disease. Now Mark was concerned
that he had inherited the disease.
This is all we knew when we sat down
in the VIP section that night in March
2017. Just in case, Edward and I wore
items that would enable the psychic to
also easily cold read us. Edward had a
lapel pin from the Marine Corps, and I
wore a Scottish pin. We both also wore
wedding bands.

THE READING

The venue held about fifty people. We
were in the third row with fifteen other
VIP ticket holders. The psychic stood
on stage with his eyes closed for two
hours, hardly moving at all. He took
no breaks and when he felt someone
was speaking to him from beyond the
grave, the person in the audience who
“claimed the reading” raised their hand
and was given a microphone. I should
add that the entire audience was given
permission to audio tape the readings.
After a religious deep-breathing prayer,
we got started. This rushed excuse for
piety seemed less than a serious attempt
at injecting spirituality and more like a
disingenuous qualifier for the religious
in the audience.
The first reading was all the way in
the back row and every statement was
a direct hit. It was odd how specific
the statements were. It was too perfect.
Edward gave me that knowing look.
The second reading I need to mention
because it was directly across from us,
again very specific and although the
woman in green (to be mentioned later)
was dabbing at her eyes with a tissue

Susan Gerbic, Thomas
John and Mark Edward

throughout the reading, Edward said
she wasn’t actually crying. Then it was
our turn.
He said “I’m getting someone’s twin”
so I timidly raised my hand claiming
the reading, and they brought me the
microphone. He asked me if this was
my brother, Andy, who died from
pancreatic cancer only a short time
ago. I responded very meekly, “Yes,”
and pulled out tissues to dab away
tears, pretending to get very hotfaced
from the obviously stressful moment of
hearing from my recently deceased nonexistent twin brother. Edward had to get
a paper from someone to fan me from
time to time. What a loving husband.
Our readings lasted fifteen-minutes
and included Mark’s father who had
died a long time ago from heart disease.
The psychic picked up that Mark was
really stressed over some medical tests
he would be getting the results for in
a week. He was told to stop obsessing
over the tests, something would be
changed and of course to pay attention
to what the doctors say. All of this we
already knew.
Then the psychic started talking
about things we had no idea about.
Who is Buddy? I said my brother and
father each had that nickname. Turns
out it was my black Labrador who had
died, and Steve kept getting mentioned,
but we stumbled over how to answer
who it was. I said we knew many
Steve’s and thought it might be a close
friend of my brother’s. We found out
later Steve was Mark’s father. Who is
Maria? I said it was Andy’s girlfriend.
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It was Andy’s wife, and she was holding
a small box that I needed to get from
her. Who smoked and quit and started
up again? Was it my brother Andy?
Relieved to be led to the right answer, I
agreed that it was. Apparently, Andy is
going to connect with me with music
that we shared in common. What is the
connection with Michigan? I had no idea
what to say so I said we had lived there at
one time. Also, Andy is on the other side
with dogs.
This went on with a few more details
thrown in, we had no idea what was
on the Facebook pages, so no idea how
much he had read past the general
information Edward and I were given
by the Pizzarollers. We knew we had
confused the psychic with some of
our answers. How did I not know my
beloved dog was named Buddy? And
Edward didn’t know his father’s name
was Steve? We blundered through those
parts of the reading, but by then we
had proved conclusively we had no idea
what was on the Facebook pages and the
psychic did. And the only way he could
have known that information was to have
read it on Facebook.
Hours later we were able to tell the
Pizzarollers what the psychic said and
sent them audio of the reading. They
shared screenshots from the pages
showing how correct the psychic was
about our backstories. Several of the
statements made by the psychic confused
them, they started looking over other
Facebook accounts and discovered
some posts that they had made but
forgotten about, like when Andy had
made a Facebook life event for when he
stopped smoking in 2013 and someone
congratulating him on his marriage to
Maria.
The Michigan statement was really
confusing. One of the Pizzarollers
noticed a photo someone had put up,
just a random photo meant to be a filler.
It was of a building in a park, the caption
reads “Frenchman Creek, Cornwall,”
which is in England. The psychic
had asked if I had any connection to
The VIP pass included a twenty“overseas” and I said “well, yes” but
minute meet and greet with the psychic,
wasn’t specific. Turns out that if you do
an internet search for “Cornwall Creek,” where we were going to get a free
you will discover it is in Michigan.
signed copy of the psychic’s latest book,
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Never Argue with a Dead Person: True
and Unbelievable Stories from the Other
Side. Before we got up from our seats,
a woman from the audience came over
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and one who was very well trained.
In mentalist circles, this is known as a
stooge or plant. No one in the room
seemed to pick up on that.
The psychic read about ten people
during the two hours. Four of them
were hot reads. I can only wonder
about the other six. I should mention
the statement from the manager
who introduced the psychic at the
beginning. She said, “How nice to see
so many familiar faces.”

and said how nice it was that our family
came through for us. I asked her if she
also got a reading tonight. She said she
had and was delighted that this time
her grandmother had come through,
not like the last time when he gave her
THE FOLLOW-UP
a reading. What? Yep, she was also a hot The day after the event, the Pizzarollers
read. She told us that she had attended
were busily going through all the audio
a small event that included all ten
and looking at the Facebook pages, and
people getting a personal reading not
found during searches that our psychic
so long ago. She wasn’t even suspicious.
has a criminal history. Apparently,
It was really sad to see her so caught up
he was a performer in Chicago using
in it.
the name “Lady Vera Parker” in 2009
During the meet and greet,
when he was arrested and jailed
everyone was handed a copy
for taking security deposits
of the psychic’s latest book.
on Craigslist for property
The psychic walked among
he did not own. He had
us asking our names to
many different aliases and,
personalise the book. When
according to an 800Notes
he got to the woman in green
website (800notes.com/Phone.
previously mentioned,
aspx/1-774-200she handed the psychic
6556/3), has had the
The only way he
the book and joked
Chicago police asking
could have known
to him to “spell it
for more information
correctly this time”.
that information was from people who had
It seemed odd to us
fallen for his scams.
to have read it on
that the psychic didn’t
I did call the phone
need to ask this person Fsacebook.
number listed and
their name but asked
it was indeed the
everybody else.
Cook County police
After getting our
department.
books to Susanna and
We found several other
Mark signed and a selfie
gossipy style websites that
with the psychic, I asked if
talked about his police record
there were other mediums
(tinyurl.com/u2uhjkx) and
he respected. We were given
other events. In 2016, the New
a few names of people we had
York Daily News (tinyurl.com/
never heard of. Then were told of a “few sv4rc79) reported that a California PR
students that were really promising”. I
company was suing Thomas John for
asked, “Students? You have students?”
not paying for their services. According
After answering in the affirmative, the
to the court records the Daily News
psychic pointed to two women sitting
had, the firm ZTPR had been hired to
with us in the VIP area. One of them
“help him build and exaggerate in the
was the woman in green whom he had
press his public profile as a believable
given an amazingly detailed reading to
psychic medium”. Reviews on Yelp are
and who Mark had flagged as a fake tear mixed (tinyurl.com/u7ueam5), fivedabber. Wow! It appears the psychic
stars that love him, others give him
did indeed have a promising student
one-star reviews. Several mentioned
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that they felt that the information
they received was from an internet
search for the name on the account of
the person who purchased the tickets.
Others say that there was “no way he
could have known all the information
he relayed”. One of our favourite
phrases we hear frequently. Some were
savvy enough to say that they hadn’t
posted all that much information on
social media so didn’t think he could
have found it there.
One really odd thing happened
to me a couple days after the event.
I had not mentioned publicly to
anyone the name of the psychic. I did
talk about doing a successful sting
on my Facebook page, but without
mentioning his name how would
he know to look on my page. Still, I
made sure that the post was hidden
for “friends only”. I received a tweet
from the psychic to my Susan Gerbic
Twitter feed with only a heart. He
figured it out, by tweeting to me, he
was letting me know that he had seen
through the Susanna Wilson persona.
But how? The only two options I can
think of were that he is truly psychic,
or he figured it out from Susan Gerbic
purchasing the tickets for Susanna and
Mark Wilson over Paypal.
So now we end, if you would
like to listen to Mark and Susanna’s
reading it is available on YouTube for
your listening pleasure (tinyurl.com/
tb8wxu8). Remember that we are
stumbling through this reading as we
only knew a tiny bit about what was
on those Facebook pages.
Thank you Mark Edward for your
help with this article.

.

Note:This article is reprinted from
Skeptical Inquirer, February 21, 2019,
skepticalinquirer.org

About the author:

Susan Gerbic is the founder
of Guerrilla Skeptics on
Wikipedia.
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Tracking
theScams
The ACCC offers warnings about psychic
and clairvoyant scams

P

sychic and clairvoyant scams are
designed to trick you into giving
away your money, usually offering
‘help’ in exchange for a fee. Such
scammers approach you by post,
email, telephone or even face-to-face to
foreshadow a positive upcoming event
or claiming that you are in some sort of
trouble and offering a solution.
This solution could be winning lottery
numbers, a lucky charm, the removal of
a curse or jinx, or ongoing protection.
The scammer will tell you that they will
help you in return for a fee. If you refuse
to pay, some scammers will threaten to
invoke a curse or bad luck charm on you.
Scammers may try and talk you
into buying a lucky charm or secret of
wealth, and once you have paid, will
send you a worthless item or nothing
at all. Alternatively, the scammer may
warn you of a false future event and then
promise to protect you from that event
in return for ongoing payments.
These kinds of scams can also lead to
your name and contact details being put
onto a ‘victim list’ which will result in
you receiving further scam approaches,
for example unexpected prize or lottery
scams or inheritance scams.
Remember, the psychic or clairvoyant
may try to convince you that their
insights are genuine by telling you
something about yourself. Ask yourself
if they are telling you something that is
general and could be true about anyone.
They may also tell you something about
yourself that you mentioned previously
or that they gathered from another

source, such as personal details you
posted on a social networking website.
The warning signs include:
• You receive an email or letter out of
the blue from somebody claiming
to be a psychic or clairvoyant. This
person claims to have some sort of
special insight into your life.
• They may claim you have been cursed
or jinxed and offer to remove this
themselves or give you the name of
someone else who can do so.
• You may be offered a good luck
charm, the secret to enormous wealth,
magic potions or winning lottery
numbers for a fee.
To protect yourself, the ACCC suggests:
• If you are approached by a psychic
or clairvoyant and they tell you that
you are in danger, have bad luck or
are cursed, be very cautious – their
solution is likely to be a scam.
• Never send any money, credit card
or other personal details to these
scammers, and never by email.
Responding for any reason only
indicates you’re interested and you
could end up with many more
potential scam letters and emails in
the future.
• If you want to engage the services
of a psychic or clairvoyant, ensure
you know the total cost of anything
you order and exactly what you will
receive. Ask if there are any conditions
and ongoing or hidden costs.
• Never call a telephone number that
you see in a scam email.

PSYCHIC & CLAIRVOYANT STATISTICS

Based on reports to the ACCC (and
reports will likely be much fewer than
actual scams taking place) in the period
January to October 2019 $441,352 was
lost to psychic and clairvoyant scams.
This compares with $191,734 in all
of 2018, and $177,519 in 2017.
In the first ten months of 2019 there
were 168 reports with 37.5 per cent
involving financial losses.
The breakdown by gender was
• Female - 59.7%
• Male - 37.7%
• Gender X - 2.6%
The breakdown of delivery method of
the scams was:
• Email - 25.3%
• In person - 21.4%
• Internet - 14.3%
• Social networking - 12.3%
• Mail - 10.4%
• Phone - 9.1%
• Text message - 3.9%
• Mobile Applications - 3.2%
Between the ages of 18-65, the
distribution of reports is close to a bell
curve, with the peak at age 35-44 with
28 cases, while the age range of 25-34
had 17 cases, and 45-54 had 23 cases.

.

Source: Australian Competition and
Consumer Commission, scamwatch.gov.
au/types-of-scams/buying-or-selling/
psychic-clairvoyant
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ew real-life murder mysteries have
captured the public imagination
as have Perth’s so-called Claremont
serial killings, a series of abductions
and murders of three young, blonde
women, last seen leaving up-market
suburban nightspots in 1996 and 1997.
The crimes caused untold grief for
those left behind. Eleven years later
[in 2008], the unsolved cases are still
inspiring waves of media publicity, and
recriminations.
Unscrupulous psychics have made
the crimes their own hunting ground,
so much so that on September 27
three psychics decided to join forces to
capitalise on public fear and curiosity
for entertainment and profit. For good
measure they threw in the names of a
couple of other young women who had
disappeared in Western Australia over
the past 20 years.
What they evidently forgot, or didn’t
care about, was that standing behind
each young woman whose name they
hyped was a legion of family and friends
who found distressing this attention at
the level of a carnival side-show. The
so-called psychics, familiar to many
Skeptics, melodramatically named
themselves the Psychic Task Force.
They were Scott Russell Hill, who
modestly bills himself as the world’s
most accurate psychic, “ghost whisperer”
Anthony Grzelka and spirit medium
Debbie Malone, who is regularly gifted
credibility with invitations to appear on
high-rating television programs such as
Channel Seven’s Sunrise.

In consideration of the trial currently underway re the
Claremont killings, we republish Bret Christian’s 2008
expose of psychics’ scandalous disregard
for the feelings of victims
The Psychic Task Force members
promised to use their combined
paranormal powers for a live
investigation into the Claremont
serial killings, bait that was apparently
irresistible for a mostly young audience
that filled the 2300 capacity Burswood
Casino theatre twice over at a ticket price
of $135 a head.
Listeners to Perth’s local Nova radio
station could not swipe their credit cards
fast enough after Scott Russell Hill of
Sensing Murder fame, and a former
radio jock, went on air to demonstrate
his so-called powers, and sweep this vast
audience towards the Burswood on the
crest of his psychic wave.

EMAIL CAMPAIGN

After the stage show, a long and excitable
anonymous email spread like wildfire
through Western Australia’s Internet
social network.
It warned young women to be on
the lookout for a man whose identikit
allegedly unfolded on stage from the
visions of the psychic taskforce, his
image projected onto a big screen, while
the Task Force sat beneath the picture
churning out grave “facts” that police
running Australia’s most expensive
murder investigation had failed to
uncover.
The success with which this hokey
act preyed on the fears and gullibility

The Skeptic

December 19

of its audience jumps off the computer
screen in some of the extracts reproduced
below.

GULLIBILITY MANIFEST

They depressingly show that skeptics
still have a lot of work to do among
the under-30s, the target Nova FM
audience:
“I have just seen the most amazing
show ... and have just seen the face of
the Claremont serial killer - if he crosses
my path I will know him in a heartbeat!!
“The show was by 3 psychics who
have done an AMAZING investigation
into the Claremont killings. And the
information was too incredible not to
happen. He had a plan.
pass on ..... oh and by the way - he is
“She was actually taken from a car
planning on striking again very soon so
make sure you let as many females know park behind Club Bayview — as was
the case with Jane and Ciara. This
this info as soon as you can.
guy picked these girls because of their
“So.... the killer is about 35 years
hair — and he has kept their hair as
old now, possibly as old as 40. He has
trophies. He interacted with these girls
been killing for quite some time —
before taking them AND YES he is the
the Claremont girls were not his only
man on the CCTV vision that has just
victims. In fact if you remember Julie
recently been released — and yes he was
Cutler and Hayley Dodd then you will
talking to Jane on that footage.
already know he was operating well
“I had a really good look at an
before Claremont.
identikit picture of this man. He is of
“The psychics know where Sarah is
Mediterranean or Italian background.
located but it is going to be difficult to
He has dark hair and dark eyes. I felt
get her remains as they are underneath
absolutely sick when I looked at him
limestone in Henderson. This area
and as I stared at his picture I could
was redeveloped very soon after he hid
feel the rage and anger and hate — to
her body there — in fact he knew this
the point where I saw his face change
would happen as he works in the area.
to what it would have
“So things of interest
looked like when he
— this man is not a taxi
committed these crimes.
driver, he actually drove
Nothing the
“It was really
a blue Ford Falcon (can’t
Psychic Task Force
scary. He is driven by
remember the exact
compulsion and he will
model as I am hopeless
‘revealed’ has led
not stop. So you may
with car shit!!) and he
to any perpetrator
ask why has he gone so
definitely knew Sarah —
being identified.
quiet? Well he has other
that is why she got into
victims buried very
his car. He was a casual
close to Sarah. They
friend of one of Sarahs’
were taken before Sarah. But he has in
friends — that is why she trusted him
the meantime gotten married and had
despite not knowing him really well.
children.
“The psychics also have the name
“Whilst they were careful not to
of this friend and they can use this to
describe anything too graphic to us
verify the information to the Police.
about what he did to the girls — he did
He is very clever, cold and calculating
some pretty bad shit to them — and
— everything was well planned and he
it involved a ritual that had ‘surgical
went out knowing exactly what he was
aspects’. This was important to him, he
going to do and how he would make it

“

”

Above: Claremont victims Ciara Glennon,
Sarah Spiers, and Jane Rimmer
Opposite: ‘Psychics’ Grzelka, Hill and Malone

did it to all the bodies.
“And the violence escalated with each
girl. Sarah was still alive when he took
her to Henderson — she actually tried
to make a run for it when they got there
- but to no avail.
“He is driven by issues with
his mother -— whilst she did not
physically harm him, she put him down
a lot and he suffered mentally at her
hands.
“She did this because of issues with
his father. He has an inferiority complex
and this is why he goes after the high
class girls — when they reject his
offers they are signing their own death
certificates.
“Personally — I have no doubt that
Sarah is talking from beyond the grave
and she has tried to make her efforts
known by linking in to high profile
media personalities like Scott Russell
Hill. She has timed it to coincide with
all the latest hype about Claremont
- particularly with the release of that
footage not so long ago.
“I think these psychics have
absolutely nailed this case — they have
really detailed information and it will
be easy for the Police to validate if it is
real or not.”
Needless to say, the killer has not
struck again, and nothing the Psychic
Task Force “revealed” has led to any
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perpetrator being identified. In fact
police said it damaged their investigation.
They do not even know for sure that the
three Claremont victims were abducted
by the same person.

OBVIOUS QUESTION

The obvious question arises: If the
psychics know so much about the
murders, why not go straight to the
police? Why did they feel the need to first
expose all this personal, gruesome and
possibly vital information before a paying
audience?
Apart from the obvious advantages to
their bank balances, they must surely be
aware that no psychic, anywhere in the
world, has ever provided vital information
that led police to solve a crime.
The dismissive attitude of police is
outlined in the author’s “Murder and
Clairvoyants”, published in The Skeptic
in 2004 (24:1).
One can only imagine the feelings
of the relatives when they heard of the
Psychic Taskforce’s babbling about the
manner in which these poor women died.
Briefly, the tripe outlined in the
email is a mish-mash of publicly known
facts, rumour and speculation about the
murders that have been swirling around
Perth for 12 years.

BAD SLIP-UPS

32

But the psychics took a big risk when
they clearly channelled the outer lunatic
limits of Google rather than the spirits of
the deceased women. Here is where they
badly slipped up:
Bodies of two of the women thought
to be victims of a Claremont serial killer
were discovered and minutely examined
by pathologists in the usual way. Police
know exactly how the women died and
how they were treated.
But police investigating this case threw
an unusual blanket of secrecy around the
entire investigation. All police involved in

Margaret Dodd (centre) during the eventual trial of her
daughter’s killer, and (inset) Hayley Dodd

the task force were made to sign secrecy
oaths. Very few details of the crimes
were made public.
When secrecy is imposed, speculation
thrives, and rumours, dangerously
inaccurate, were rife in the community,
even making their way to schoolyards
and fringe Internet sites, an easy
resource for any psychic looking for
sensational material.
Ten years ago, the rumours and
speculation about the state of the bodies
became so bizarre and persistent that
despite their obsessive secrecy, police
were compelled to go public with a
statement about what had not happened
to the bodies of the murdered women.
The visiting psychics evidently missed
or ignored this fact as they trawled Perth
folklore.

OUTRAGE AND DISGUST

Don Spiers, the father of teenager Sarah
Spiers (18), abducted from Claremont,
reacted with outrage and disgust to the
show and the email. His daughter’s body
has not been found.
His harrowing, tearful experiences
were outlined in the article Murder
and Clairvoyants. He said for years he
listened to psychics because, clinging to
every thread of hope, he worried that a
person with real information might be
coming forward posing as a psychic. He
has since revealed he suffered depression
as a result of his many fruitless searches,

some seven hours’ drive away, while
acting on psychic “certainties”.
“Psychics just want to make money
from other people’s grief and misfortune,”
Spiers was quoted as saying.
The Burswood event was about “profitmaking, not solving the case”, he said. “It
upsets me that they are still trying to gain
from the death of my daughter and the
other girls after all these years.”

ANOTHER TRAGIC CASE

One of the extra names the team
gratuitously threw into their three and
a half hour stage show, supposedly a
victim of the Claremont killer, was that of
Hayley Dodd, a 17-year-old who was far
from home when she disappeared from
the farming locality of Badgingarra north
of Perth in 1999.
She too has a mother, father, family
and friends. When Margaret Dodd heard
that the name of her daughter, who is
presumed to have been murdered, had
been raised during the psychic show she
was more than curious.
She grimly noted that the psychics had
got wrong the order of the disappearances
of the young women. She recalled that
she had previously emailed Scott Russell
Hill for help after seeing him on his
laughably transparent television show
Sensing Murder.
“He never replied. That’s why I was
so angry they could use Hayley in a
moneymaking show,” Dodd said. “Here
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he was, up on stage, making money out
of other peoples’ suffering. It’s hurtful.
Now there’s this long email about the
show circulating with Hayley’s name in
it. That’s how we found out that they
had been using her name to make a
buck. I cried all over again.”
Margaret Dodd is no stranger to the
extra pain that so-called psychics inflict
on the families of murder victims. From
the time Hayley disappeared, she was
plagued with psychics who claimed to be
in contact with her daughter.
One stumbled badly, starting her cold
reading with two spectacular misses.
“The psychic said Hayley’s spirit had
sat in her kitchen and eaten breakfast,”
Dodd said. “She said Hayley loved
Vegemite toast and really wanted to
get her driver’s licence. But we’re from
England. She hated Vegemite and
already had her licence. The psychic was
just guessing.”
Despite living daily with the tragedy
of the loss of Hayley, Dodd has retained
her feisty sense of humour: “It’s amazing
how many people are psychic in this
world,” she said, her voice heavy with
irony.
She now has two phone numbers,
one listed and one not. When the listed
number rings, she steels herself to tackle
another psychic.
“When one has nothing, one tends to
grasp at straws, no matter how obscure
they may be,” she said.
Mirroring Spiers’ experience, psychics
had sent her on tearful searches of bush
near Moore River and other far-flung
locations half a day’s drive away, all to no
avail.
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see what comes out of it”, she said.
Another psychic who charged $30
“Now I want these seers to prove their
for a reading said that Margaret was an
aristocratic French woman who had been credibility. If it’s a trick like Houdini
then state it is only for entertainment;
beheaded in a previous life. She then fed
let them stick to the winning Lotto
Dodd distorted versions of information
numbers.”
that had been published in the press
Her turmoil matches the addled
about her daughter’s case.
actions of the otherwise
“I wanted to
sane people who run
believe,” Dodd said.
the FM radio station
“The psychic swore
Here he was, up
Nova, and their on-air
she never watched TV
on stage, making
presenters’ bubbleheaded
or read newspapers.
and unquestioning
As I left her house the
money out of other
of the psychic
television was blaring
peoples’ suffering. It’s promotion
show.
in one corner and
hurtful.
While the murder
there was a stack of
victims’ relatives are left
newspapers on the
alone with their tears,
table. She asked me if
those who exploit them can laugh all the
there was anything I would like to ask
way to the bank.
the spirits so I said: ‘Yes. Where is our
TV’s remote? We’ve lost it.’
“All the spirits could offer that it
Note: This Classic Catch article is
would turn up one day.
reprinted from The Skeptic, Summer
“Let’s have a bit of dignity here.
2008 (Vol 28 No 4). For the record, in
People are hurting.”
January 2018 Francis John Wark was
Despite her cynicism and many
found guilty of the murder of Hayley
disappointments, Margaret Dodd’s next
Dodd. There is no indication that he
move shows the power the cold reader
had anything to do with the Claremont
holds over desperate relatives who have
killings. The person currently charged and
lost a loved one. After she complained to on trial for the Claremont killings would
the three ‘psychics’ about their exploitive have been 40 years old in 2008 when the
Perth show, Debbie Malone contacted
Psychic Task Force meeting took place.
her in November. The spirit medium
could not let go. She threw poor Mrs
About the author:
Dodd another straw to clutch.
Bret Christian is editor
“She was very apologetic about my
and publisher of The Post
feelings. She asked me to send a piece of
newspaper in Perth. He
Hayley’s clothing,” Dodd said. “I said to
is the author of Presumed
her, ‘If you can find her, find her. Don’t
Guilty: When cops get it
mess me around.’
wrong and courts
“I’ve done it. I’ve sent the clothes. I’ll
seal the deal.
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I’m Brian Dunning from Skeptoid.com
A weekly science podcast dedicated to furthering knowledge
by blasting away the widespread pseudosciences that infect
popular culture.
http://skeptoid.com
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In this Classic Catch article,
Harry Edwards dials up the
psychic hotlines for some
cold reading.

I
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f you are feeling ill, you see a doctor.
If you have a dispute with your next
door neighbour you seek legal advice,
and when your car breaks down you
probably ring the NRMA or the
RACV.
Listed in the telephone directory
are pages of community and welfare
services, staffed by trained personnel,
who will give you a free consultation or
advice on everything from the arts to
money and health to housing. Why on
earth then would one “dial a psychic”
and pay $5 a minute for similar, albeit
far from professional, advice? The
answer is, of course, that those who
patronise this type of service, labour
under the misapprehension that they are
consulting a supermind - one endowed
with a supernatural ability or with
access to an oracle that enables them
to pontificate on all and sundry with
undisputed authority. But what do they
really get for their money?
In The Skeptic, Vol 14, No 2, I drew
attention to a telepsychic scam in the
USA - an estimated $100 million dollara-year rip-off in which untrained and
unqualified persons posing as psychics
were dispensing their wisdom from cues
written on the backs of tarot cards.
The Australian Psychics Association
was quick to jump onto the band
wagon, despite an exposé by (American)
ABC-TVs Primetime Live and

subsequent adverse publicity, and
advertised its “dial a psychic” service on
Sydney TV Channel 7.
Looking through the Telephone
Information Services listed in the
telephone directory, I was amazed at
the diversity and number of services
available. By no means were psychics
in the minority. Under 0055 were
Psychics Live, Stella Stars, Tarot, I
Ching, Dream Interpretations, The
Runes, Gypsy Dice, Gypsy Love Tarot,
Ancient Dice Oracle, Arthur Bowman
Astrology, Horoscopes, I Ching Ancient,
I Ching Love, Love Scope, Numerology,
Prophetic Dreams, Tarot Line, Zodiac
Partner Compatibility and Psychic
Live. Individual Horoscopes, Money
Tarot, Numerology by the Stars and
Your Perfect Partner - find them by
the stars. And under the 190-number
listings I found Psychic Network
Live, Chantell’s Psychic Connection,

Chantell’s Astrology Direction, Rodger
Elliot Tarot, Phenomenon Decoder
on Occult Sciences, Psychic Sciences,
Psychic Connections, Astrology Live,
Astrology/Numerology Line, Spirituality
Hotline, and Psychic Express. (This list
incidentally is incomplete, and not one
was listed under “Entertainment”!)
Going through the listings, I mused
that for a few bucks on a wet afternoon
one could have a bit of fun ringing the
more unusual services such as Dial an
Insult; Elvis - Talk To The King (p45),
and Is my penis too small? (p47). How
the latter could be determined on the
phone intrigued me.

THE PLAYERS

The latest to join the gravy train is
Athena Starwoman, well known to
readers of women’s magazines for
her horoscopes, love spells and allied
metaphysical nonsense.
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Born in Melbourne, the 51 year old
Athena (who gives her address as 14
East Sixty Fourth St, New York, United
States) is a director of a $2 company
known as Twin Star Productions Pty
Ltd, situated at 10 Crown St, Sydney.
Its principal activity is listed in an
Australian Securities Commission’s
extract as: Writing and Promotion of
Astronological [sic] Products.
Twin Star Productions, in
conjunction with Jenius Pty Limited,
Suite 334, 4 Young St, Neutral Bay,
NSW (another $2 company whose
principal activity is listed as Film &
Publishing) formed a promotional team
trading as Love & Life Productions
at the same Neutral Bay address.
(The signature “Jennie Godfrey”, one
of Jenius’ directors, appears on the
“Metaphysics Certificate of Merit”
and above the word “secretary” on the
operators’ agreement.)
In the financial year ended June 30
1995, Twin Star Productions reported
its total assets at $81,150: shareholders’
equity as $36,584, and its operating
profit after tax as $36,582. While
these may not be impressive figures,
it should be borne in mind that this
is a new promotion just getting off
the ground. (Para 1 of Love & Life
Productions’ newsletter dated 14th
January 1996, refers to “...the early
stages of a new promotion such as this.”
Its potential can be gauged from the
figures in connection with the Victorian
promotion detailed later in this article).

PSEUDO-PSYCHICS

Advertisements currently
appearing in women’s
magazines and broadcast on
Sydney Radio station 2UE,
promote “Athena’s Psychic
Friends” and “Athena’s Tarot
Line”. In the former, we
are asked to “Call now and
speak live with one of Athena’s
Psychic Friends who will guide you on
your future path.” Billed as “Australia’s
top Psychic Astrologer”, Athena
Starwoman says in an advertisement
in Woman’s Day, “the response [to the
tele-psychic hot line] has been amazing,
(so amazing in fact, that in March, a
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that as long as you can claim to have
midnight to 2am shift was scheduled).
fallen on your head as a baby, had a
People are realising that they too have
gypsy grandmother or knew who was
psychic powers and once they have the
calling when the phone rang, you were
key to this knowledge, there’s almost
definite “psychic” material.
nothing that they can’t do.” The cost
Having obtained a position, my
of a call is $5/min, with higher charges
mole informed me
for mobile and public phones. Legion
that Athena is a
Telecall Pty Ltd of 153 Walker St, North
friend of Simon
Sydney is the service provider. In these
Turnbull, and aware
systems, Telstra gets 1/3, the service
of our infiltration
provider 1/3, and the information
of the Australian
provider, in this case Athena’s company,
Psychics Association
gets 1/3.
(see Operation
So who are Athena Starwoman’s
Termite, the Skeptic Vol 14, No
“psychic friends” and just how “psychic”
4.) and was quite paranoid about
are they? And, more importantly - what
the possibility of a mole in her own
does one get for one’s money?
operation. As a consequence, and
Given that the person you are
unlike the APA, she makes a thorough
speaking to on the other end of the
check of applicants’ metaphysical
“psychic” line can advise you on
backgrounds. This check however,
anything in seven areas of life - love,
only goes as far as
spiritual, social, physical,
financial, mental and
that you
Credit where credit confirming
career - one would
had completed a
is due - they have
assume that they are
course conducted by
fully trained and highly
a professional psychic,
done a four hour
qualified counsellors in
but what evidence is
training course and
many areas. Well, credit
there that the persons
where credit is due, they have a certificate .
conducting these
have done a training
courses are themselves
course (four hours) and
psychic? Athena’s
have a Certificate of Merit to prove it!
counter-espionage precautions
Like the “professional psychics”
were hardly a match for our secret
accredited to the Australian Psychics
operatives, as we shall see!
Association, there is no evidence that
Having “qualified”, my mole
any of Athena’s psychic friends possess
was presented with her credentials:
extraordinary abilities or powers, psychic
a Certificate of Merit of the
or otherwise, and considerable evidence
Ancient Order of Metaphysics (the
not only to the contrary, but which
contradictions and false claims made
reveals that they are part of an organised
therein are self-evident); information
business whose only effect
on operating procedures; a list of Love
appears to be to deceive and
& Life products for sale (Cosmic
fleece the unwary.
Experience Cassette $20, Secrets of
Immortality $35, The Essence of
Healing $70 etc), and was required to
POSITIONS VACANT - PSYCHICS
sign the Operator’s Agreement.
How are these “hot-line
Item 2 (c) of the agreement reads:
psychics” recruited?
“The operator shall provide psychic
To find out it was first
advice, or other advice services as
necessary to arrange for someone
agreed, as part of the Service in
to call the promoters to indicate an
accordance with the general intention
interest in employment as a telepsychic.
of the scripts and outlines provided
Provided there is a vacancy and one
by Love & Life and shall not digress
presents a reasonable personality on the
in any substantial respect from
phone, the next step is an interview to
those scripts or outlines... Under no
determine what your psychic capabilities
circumstances shall the operator make
are. The interview creates the impression
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cent. You need help from a professional,
to now create healthy patterns of
dealing with finances. It seems as if
Continued...
there is an unamendable [sic]
hole in your pocket, and
everything you earn falls out
and to the ground before you
even get a chance to hold on
any prediction or give medical or
to it! There is a need to be
psychological advice without the prior
more frugal with the money.
written consent of Love & Life.”
Cut back in areas that are not
Item 2 (g) of the Operator’s
so necessary, and make a stop to any
Agreement reads: “Love & Life may
frivolous overspending. It is also time to
terminate this agreement at any time
stop thinking ‘I don’t have enough’, and
if the operator fails to give psychic
to start making positive affirmations to
readings pursuant to the scripts and
yourself ‘I now have everything I need’.”
outlines...”.
Profound stuff, what?
These items are significant as they
In the January 1996 issue of the
irrevocably restrict “psychic” readings
Cosmic Newsletter there is a reference to
to a prepared script, there is no room
the “oracle” (metaphysical euphemism
here for any original psychic insights
for “imagination”) in connection with
and to minimise the areas where the
a complaint from a caller in Darwin.
possibility of legal redress may occur.
The client, who had taken notes of her
reading complained that she had called
DIVINE WISDOM
a psychic line but the reader had only
Most revealing is the 47 page booklet,
chatted to her about her problems,
the “Divine Heart Booklet” issued
had not sounded very confident, and
to the newly “qualified and certified”
had not resorted to her
psychics. The
cards or the oracle. The
manual starts with
Scripts: no room
newsletter writer goes on
a welcome to the
here for any original to remind readers that
“Psychic Counsellors
of Wisdom”, explains
psychic insights and they must “always refer
the policies, ethics
to the oracle during your
to minimise possible calls. Remember, you
(?), standards and
operational details
have the special gift to
legal redress.
of the organisation,
be able to call on help
contains a few pages
and guidance that comes
on astrology, plus an index listing 12
from a greater source and then impart
pages of Messages and Answers To
this to your callers.” Further, the stated
Questions. The latter section is the
policy of Love & Life Productions (p
heart, soul and mind of the “psychic”
13) is that “all negative readings are to
who simply refers to the appropriate
be read in a positive way”, and “under
heading in the manual and reads the
no circumstances does a reader have
basic response.
approval to advise that the questioner
A typical answer/response to a
or someone around the questioner is
question on finance can be found on
dying”. In other words, even if the cards
page 42 and reads: “Money seems to
turn up bad news - don’t tell them.
be going out more than coming in at
What sort of psychic power must you
the moment. Difficulty balancing the
have to read off a prepared script?
finances and having enough to make
ends meet. Affirm financial abundance
NEVER GIVE THE SUCKERS
instead of poverty consciousness. Now
AN EVEN BREAK
is the time to sit down and do some
In a special advertorial newsletter dated
serious budgeting. Find a friend who
January 14, 199(5) [sic] addressed to
has a good financial record, or hire an
“Psychic Counsellors”, the writer refers
accountant. It will be well worth every
to TV Advertorials on January 4 and 5
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1996, and the good response generated.
However, concern is expressed that the
newly joined psychic counsellors’ calls
are of a too short duration and
that they should lengthen them
- anything from 20 minutes to
2 hours (at a cost of between
$100 and $600 to the client).
With the newsletter came a
tick list of topics to be used to
keep the client on the line once
the original enquiry had been dealt
with.
In the March newsletter, under the
heading “satisfied customers”, reference
is made to the Preferred Reader
Service. This service caters for those
repeat callers who prefer a particular
reader. In a subtle hint, the writer goes
on to say, “our records have shown
that the most requested readers on this
service are those who have the more
substantial call durations.” Another
hint for prolonging calls follows with,
“advise the caller around the 10 minute
mark how long they have been on
the line and ask if they would like to
stay on the call - the 10 minute mark
($50) being a reasonably affordable
figure. After this time we leave it to
the discretion of the reader when to
remind the caller, but it seems that
too much reminding also seems to be
badgering the caller.”

AVARICE - A DEADLY SIN

Not content with deceiving the public
with phony psychics, Love & Life
Productions’ tentacles reach out for the
superstitious and uninformed offering
Athena’s Love Spells, (Copyright),
and an invitation
to join the
newly founded
Ancient Order of
Metaphysics and
the International
Cosmic College
(for a fee of course).
In addition, January saw the creation
of a prerecorded line called Athena’s
7 Lucky Symbol Line and Jennie
Godfrey’s Guardian Angel Psychic Line
1. Another well-known personality
involved in the operation is Deborah
Gray, who uses the name “Bellthane”
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to advertise Bellthane’s Magic Psychic
Line.
March saw the launching of a Gay
Psychic Line, and Genie’s Crystal
Ball run by Athena’s niece. Readers
are instructed that if they don’t use
the crystal ball they can use whatever
they like - tarot, runes, or the manual,
which means that they are not
providing the service advertised and for
which the client is paying.
Even their own employees are
susceptible. After doing readings for
one month, they then have to wait
till the end of the second month for
their pay, their invoices made out to
Jenius Pty Ltd. Readers have to supply
their own headphones at $129 - $149,
and are invited (expected) to attend
Reader Training Sessions conducted
by Athena’s husband, Dr
(of chiropractic) John
Demartini. The session
on December 7, 1995 at
the Sydney Ritz Carlton
was offered to readers at
half price ($75) and a
Psychic Training Evening
presented jointly by
Athena Starwoman and her husband
at the same hotel on November 28
1995, cost $500 (not a misprint). My
informant advises me that the briefing
session turned out to be a promotion
for Demartini’s book and seminar.

THE MELBOURNE CONNECTION

Euphoric with my informant’s success
in penetrating and exposing Athena’s
dubious operation, I turned my
attention south of the border, where
Eugene and Karen Louise are principals
in what I perceived to be another “live
psychic hot-line” scam.
Geers International Pty Ltd, trading
as Star*Match International of 21
Junction Road, Blackburn North, has
its office in a huge Victorian farmhouse
and is also the residence of Eugene and
Karen-Louise (Karen Raney). Although
advertising under their own names and
different phone numbers, Eugene and
Karen Louise are business partners.
In the February 19, 1996 edition
of Woman’s Day (p69), Eugene
asks readers to call on various 190

numbers for “immediate accurate
answers on relationships, love, money,
career, sex, marriage and success”. He
also advertised for “Tarot, Psychic
and Astrology Readers”. In barely
discernible print at the foot of the ad
we are informed that the service is for
“Entertainment Only”. Curious to
find out whether Eugene and Karen
Louise’s operation was similar to that
of Athena Starwoman and cohorts, I
contacted a skeptical confederate in
Melbourne (code name Martha Hari)
who professes no psychic abilities or
experience, and asked her to apply for a
position as a tele-hot-line reader.

THE EAGLE HAS LANDED

Young, good looking, intelligent,
quick thinking and presentable, my
mole rang for an appointment
and was immediately granted
an interview. She turned up
with a fake resumé extolling
her spiritual training and
achievements, and the following
summarises the main points in
her report.
“Judging from the real estate
and contents, and figures quoted by the
manager Caroline Wilkins, Star*Match
is obviously a lucrative business”,
Martha wrote.
“The interview was simply a chat
about what I did. I answered honestly
- I studied genetics and psychology
at uni, and (tongue-in-cheek)
psychic healing under Pastor Henry
Edwards! As far as what sort of psychic
experiences I’d had, again I answered
truthfully, that I’d helped many people
with their problems and could also
pick the sex of babies before they
were born.” Caroline was impressed
and asked me to tell her a little about
herself. ‘This is always difficult when
you are put on the spot, most people
think it should work on and off like a
tap, but we know it doesn’t work that
way’, I said, repeating the psychics’
credo, ‘but let me give it a try’.
Knowing the business was newish and
was positively booming I continued,
‘I feel you are on the crest of a wave
travelling very fast, I don’t know if
that’s personal or in business, and you
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The Death of 1900

T

elstra ceased to provide the 190
Infocall services on September 30
2019.

The 190 and 1900 premium-rate
telephone numbers were a mainstay of
psychic hotlines, primarily as a means of
raising revenue. The charges for callers
using the 190 numbers were higher
than normal calls – often about $4 per
minute - and a share of the call charge
(usually a third to a half) was paid to the
service provider, such as psychics and
sex talk lines. The incentive, therefore,
to keep callers on the line for as long as
possible is obvious.
Until recently, many suppliers had
both a 190 service and an alternative,
such as a mobile service. In the case
of psychic agency PTV, these were
charged at roughly the same rate,
though there was a maximum of 30
minutes on the 1900 number. After the
closure of the premium rate numbers,
PTV is now just using the mobile
number.
Melbourne-born “clairvoyant
medium” Vine reckons she was the
first online phone psychic reading line
to introduce secure prepay PayPal
bookings for her readings.
She says that her “spiritually inspired
PayPal booking service eliminates
unnecessary phone chat with customer
service, ensuring that pre-gathered
personal information cannot be used
to influence a psychic reading. It also
ensures that your financial details are
secure, as all financial transactions are
performed on PayPal’s secure site.”
She offers calls of 20, 30, 40, and 60
minute duration. The 20 minute call
costs $80 and is “best for one question
only”; while the 60 minute call costs
$240, and is used for a “cellular memory
cleansing psychic reading”.
(For what it’s worth, at the time
Telstra cancelled support for 190
numbers, it did the same for the talking
clock. After 66 years, the service finally
ran down, though nostalgia buffs can
still get their hit of “at the third stroke”
from 1194online.com.)

.
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don’t like it when things get out of
your control’. (don’t we all?) There was
a pause and then, ‘That’s quite true’
Caroline said, ‘so you’re a psychic’. The
resumé was never asked for.”
And that, dear readers, is how easy it
is to become a psychic hot-line reader
for Star*Match. No experience other
than say-so, no psychic powers, no
knowledge of astrology, numerology or
tarot, no study involved and no talent
other than that required to deliver a
patronising one-liner. And these people
set themselves up as fonts of universal

knowledge to advise and counsel those
in need. To check out whether the
service was really for “entertainment
only” Martha asked whether most
people rang the lines “for a bit of fun”,
she was assured that this was definitely
not the case, and that most people
asked for serious advice.
My mole was then
lectured on how to log-on
and how the system works,
and told that she should
expect a conversation to last
at least 10 minutes ($50)
to get to the “heart of the
problem.” Caroline’s average
is 18 minutes ($90). Unlike Love and
Life Productions, there was no manual
of ready-made answers but there was a
book, Cutting the Ties That Bind ($30)
operators were expected to recommend.

Furthermore, operators are advised that
“in the case of clients obviously in need
of ‘real’ counselling they should be
referred to a practitioner”.
After her first shift, Martha reported
some interesting asides that reflect
badly on the need of some women to
get their act together and seek
some real therapy. Generally
their anxieties were about
relationships, and all sought
reassurance about the future.
Two of the calls were made
from offices, which would
indicate that businesses would
be footing the bill, and are
therefore, also victims of this racket

FINANCIAL REWARDS

Now let’s take a quick look at the
money earning potential of this scam.

T he C ost of C alling

W

hile most people who called
a psychic may only have
dabbled in advice, the business
incentive of psychic phone-ins is
to maximise he time a customer
stays on the phone.

Such situations can lead to
significant extremes of use.
In 2003, an investment lending
manager with the Innisfail branch of
the ANZ Bank was charged with fraud
for clocking up charges of $92,000
worth of calls to psychics and fortune
tellers – calls that were charged to the
bank as he made the calls using the
bank’s communications facilities.
According to the Cairns Post, the
Crown Prosecutor said that, in all,
Peter Hanrahan had made “more
than 1600 calls to fortune tellers and
Tarot readers on 1900 numbers with
premium prices up to $5 a minute.
Most were made early in the morning,
during lunch, after hours and on
weekends.”
The Prosecutor said the services he
38

called included Psychic Search, Psychic
Solutions, Clairvoyant and Tricia’s Tarot
Line, and some calls lasted up to half an
hour.
The figure of A$92,000 would be
approximately A$133,000 in 2019.
But that is small beer in the
international world of telephone psychics.
In 2002, the US Federal Trade
commission shut down the operations of
psychic call service “Miss Cleo”.
Miss Cleo had advertised on late night

TV in the US in the 1990s, spruiking
“Call me now for your free reading”.
As CNBC reported at the time, Miss
Cleo, apparently a Jamaican woman,
could be seen answering questions
for callers to the Psychic Readers
Network hotline. The 800 number for
“free” readings was splashed across
the bottom of the screen. Millions of
people called the hotline, but callers
would find themselves on the hook
for as much as US$300 per call. And
the “psychic” on the other end of the
line was not TV’s Miss Cleo – who
was not Jamaican, but an actress and
playwright born in Los Angeles named
Youree Harris who died in 2016 – but
one of dozens of contract “readers”
who got paid based on how long they
could keep a caller on the line.
The Federal Trade Commission sued
the owners for multiple counts of unfair
trading practices. Without admitting
guilt, the owners agreed to forgive
US$500 million in phone charges and
pay a $5 million penalty to the FTC.

.
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messages regularly take up the top
four positions in the InfoCall service,
and Telstra has allocated almost
a thousand numbers to the latter
services. Ian Parry Okeden, 2UE’s
producer of Cosmic Connections,
featuring Bridget Pluis, claims the
local telephone exchange is jammed
with 3000 to 4000 calls per show.

SUMMARY

There is no evidence to show that
any tele-psychic operator possesses
any “psychic” or counselling ability,
and much evidence to the contrary.
There are no tests of applicants’
claims to be psychic, the results
of which would be accepted as
evidence by any rational
or scientific body.
Unqualified advice
on all matters is being
disseminated ad hoc,
with total disregard for
its wider implications.
Readings that are
allegedly ‘individual’
are predetermined and of a basic,
general purpose nature. Employees
are encouraged, even directed, to
prolong calls to increase the earning
capacity of the promoters.

.

Note: This Classic Catch article is
reprinted from The Skeptic, Vol 16, No
2 June 1996.

About the author:

Harry Edwards was a
chief investigator of ASI
and joint-editor of The
Skeptic.

Logical Place

the

Star*Match claims to employ 70
operators, on three, four hour, shifts
per day, seven days per week.
Maximum potential turnover: 70
ops on four hour shifts seven days
per week @ $5/min. = $588,000 per
week or $30,576,000 per annum. As
above, but with each operator logging
only 60 minutes of calls each day =
$147,000 pw or $7,644,000 pa.
As above, but each operator logging
only one ten minute call each shift. =
$ 24,500 pw or $1,274,000 pa.
As an indication of the earning
capacity of each operator, in her first
shift (9 am - 2 pm), Martha logged
five calls, two at 5 mins, and one each
at 10, 12 and 17 minutes respectively.
Two hundred and fortyfive dollars gross income
for Star*Match. Bear in
mind too, that Martha
is new to the job and
has yet to develop the
art of prolonging calls.
Remember Caroline’s
claimed average of 18
mins.
Multiply any of the above figures
by the number of tele-psychic
businesses throughout Australia, and
it lends credence to the claim made in
America that the tele-psychic business
is a multi-million dollar scam. And
don’t forget the sidelines. Of course
there are overheads. Operators get
paid $0.70-90 a minute, and there is
the provider’s fee and the advertising
costs. However, it would appear that
there is more than enough left over to
keep a large pack of wolves from the
door.
Confirmation of my guesstimates
came from an unlikely source - an
article, “Future Shock”, in the
February issue of New Woman.
The article, about the burgeoning
psychic business with emphasis on
“Live” psychic and horoscope lines,
quoted the following facts and figures.
Up to $100,000 per month on 0055
numbers. One psychic line generating
up to $150,000 per month based on
a typical call lasting seven minutes,
at an average of $0.70 per minute.
Prerecorded horoscope and psychic
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Appeal to the Minority

A

lternative things have been ‘cool’
since the 1960s. They include
alternative music, alternative lifestyles
and, of course, so-called ‘alternative
medicine’. At least part of the appeal
of such alternatives is the rejection of
majority views perceived as mainstream
or conservative.
An appeal to the minority is a logical
fallacy that occurs when something is
asserted to be true because most people
don’t believe it. It is the opposite of an
appeal to popularity where an advocate
asserts that because the great majority of
people agree with his or her position on an
issue, he or she must be right (The Skeptic,
September 2012, Vol 32 No 3).
The logical form of the appeal to the
minority fallacy is:
Premise 1: X is a minority view (as
compared to majority view Y).
Premise 2: Y Minority views are more often
true than majority views.
Conclusion: X is more likely to be true than Y.
To give some examples of this fallacy:
“just like Copernicus, we in the Flat Earth
Society are willing to defy the wrongheaded scientific orthodoxy of the
mainstream scientific community” and
“the medical profession and pro-vaccine
sheeple have been conned by Big Pharma
to maximise their profits”.
This fallacy has also been called ‘secondoption bias’, which is a well-documented
phenomenon among fringe and
counterculture groups where they assume
that any widely-held opinion among the
general population must be untrue, and
therefore, the prevailing contrary opinion
must be right. This is an important driver
in conspiracy theories, pseudoscience,
quackery and other fields where a person
feels their views and ideas are being
marginalised by mainstream society.
Ironically, an appeal to the minority is
inherently limited. If someone successfully
persuades other people that they are right,
then their opinion would increasingly lose
its minority status and eventually would
become majority opinion.
- by Tim Harding
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Robert Matic reviews the
not-so-special skills of
competitive psychics

O

n Tuesday, July 8, 2008, the
search for Australia’s most
gifted psychic, The One, premiered in
prime-time on the 7 Network. We
were promised from the outset, by host
Andrew Daddo, that we would receive a
balanced program, with one of the two
judges being a believer (Stacey Demarco
- “the Modern Witch”) and the other a
skeptic (Richard Saunders of Australian
Skeptics Inc). Although the judges were
given equal time to comment on the
results of the tests - approximately ten
seconds each per test! - the editing of
the show heavily and predictably leaned
towards the believer’s point of view.
In fact, biased editing was to become a
hallmark of the series.
In true reality TV style, one psychic
was voted off the program each episode,
leaving just three at the end fighting it
out to be The One.

THE ‘CONTROLLED’ TESTS - THE LOST BOY
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Daddo introduced the first of a series of
‘controlled’ tests: a search for a boy lost in
the woods. Each psychic was given fifteen
minutes to find the boy in an area that
took approximately six or seven minutes
to traverse on foot. Of the seven psychics,
two found the boy: one of them requiring
almost the full fifteen minutes, the other
in an impressive three minutes. Three of
the other psychics came quite close to the
boy, before running out of time and the
other two were way off. Unfortunately,
the controls for the test were not revealed
to the viewer, making it very difficult
to identify any possible loopholes in
the protocol, or whether Saunders was
limited in the controls he could impose.
However, it seemed that the camera
crew filming the psychics was aware of
the location of the boy all along. If this
were the case, the test would not be
double-blind as the camera crew could
unwittingly have provided subtle clues

Less
Than
ONE
to the psychics by the style of filming or
reactions to the psychics’ movements.
For example, it seemed that when
the psychics were way off the mark the
camera would circle them frequently,
often filming them from the front
almost blocking their path, or film
them from a distance rather than
following them. However, when they
came close to the location of the boy,
the camera would be focused on the
psychic with the area of the boy in shot
- almost pointing the way. We were
frequently shown a map with a red spot
at the location of the boy and an arrow
showing the location of the psychic
and the direction he or she was headed.
Unfortunately, the map did not include
a line showing the places the psychic had
been before approaching the boy. If that
line had been superimposed onto the
map, it would, no doubt, be evident that
the psychics merely looked everywhere
and one of the psychics (excluding the

three minute wonder) happened to come
across the boy’s location.
The psychics were able to comment
on their thought processes after their
results were revealed, which was then
edited together with the footage of them
searching for the boy. The psychics
who went the wrong way for a good
seven or eight minutes before coming
back towards the boy talked of “psychic
flashes” and “knowing they were close” or
“knowing they had to turn around.” One
psychic came out with a win-win excuse:
“My head said the left path and my heart
said the right path, I should have listened
to my heart instead of my head.”
It would have been interesting to
have had a control group involved in
the test- seven non-psychics who could
also be given the test so the results
could be compared. Would one of
the non-psychics find the boy almost
immediately? Would another find the
boy after searching almost everywhere

n
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for fifteen minutes? Would some of the
others get close - perhaps reading the
actions and reactions of the camera crew?
In the end, the one impressive result
was the psychic who found the boy in
three minutes. Having described her
actions afterwards as being immediately
drawn to the boy through a “psychic
string” attached to her chest, it would be
interesting to repeat the experiment with
the boy in a different location and see if
she could repeat it. I doubt it.

THE SHIPPING CONTAINERS

One of seventy shipping containers held
a cargo of barrels. Psychics had fifteen
minutes to find the container. This test
was considerably more difficult than
the previous week’s. Even if the camera
crew had unknowingly given clues to
the general direction of the bounty, the
shipping containers were stacked in such
a way as to make filming of correct and
incorrect choices difficult to differentiate
- there are only so many ways to film a
psychic touching the door of a shipping
container. Not strictly double-blind, but
better. The result: all misses.
The psychics were shown questioning
themselves near the container with the
bounty in shot. It was a little surprising
that none of the psychics chose correctly
based on this footage, but perhaps there
was just as much (or more) footage of
the psychics questioning themselves in
front of other containers. After all we
were shown barely a minute of fifteen
minute searches.
Saunders highlighted that the psychics
performed no better than chance. Stacey
Demarco emphasised the performance of
one of the psychics who almost chose the
correct container, but said that he didn’t
trust his feelings.

Melbourne Gaol where Kelly was
executed for his crimes, to make a
“spiritual connection” before travelling
to the excavated site to attempt to locate
the remains.
The “readings” made by the psychics
at the OMG were ridiculous. Ned Kelly
- rightly or wrongly - has become an
icon of Australian history. All specific
information provided by the psychics
during this segment was widely known
and useless in gauging psychic abilities.
The excavation site, where the
remains were found, hugged the walls
of a section of the former prison giving
the appearance of a backward L-shape
with a small section coming off the end.
Of the five remaining psychics, three
came to the general area of the correct
location, but were still considerably
distant from the exact spot. Although
Saunders said the choices made by the
psychics seemed like pure guesswork
and raised the likelihood of a group of
non-psychics achieving similar results,
Demarco predictably counted this
as three amazing hits, triumphantly
declaring, “Three people got to within
twenty metres of the location on a 4,500
square metre site!”
Let’s have a closer look at what this
means. If we were to draw a circle
around the guessing psychic with a
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radius of twenty metres, the area of the
circle would be 1,257 square metres or a
whopping 28 per cent of the excavation
site, giving the psychic between a onein-three and a one-in-four chance of
being within twenty metres of the correct
location! Also - as discussed on the blog at
thinkingisreal.blogspot.com/ - the general
location of the grave had been revealed
on multiple news websites in March
2008 as “near the eastern end of the old F
Division”. So much for not being widely
known!

MATCHING LUGGAGE WITH A PASSENGER

A group of approximately twenty people
disembarked an aircraft. The remaining
psychics were to match each of four
pieces of luggage with a passenger. All
four psychics failed this test miserably!
Although the result was four misses, it’s
important to note that this test was still
fundamentally flawed, in that it wasn’t
double-blind; the twenty passengers were
aware of the piece of luggage being “read”
by the psychic. In fact, it was surprising
not to have had at least one hit after each
psychic began pacing back and forth,
looking each passenger in the face waiting for a subtle clue.
One of the psychics said that she had
become overly confident, and her failure
was merely her spirit guides humbling her
Daddo and entourage

NED KELLY’S REMAINS

The possible remains of famous
bushranger Ned Kelly were recently
unearthed at a former prison, having
been moved in the 1920s from their
original resting place. The excavation
site where the remains were found was
approximately 4,500 square metres
according to Demarco, and the exact
location of the find is not widely known.
The psychics were taken to the Old
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Less than One
Continued...

- even spirit guides don’t like a big shot.
Demarco defended the psychics’ poor
performances, telling us that psychic
powers work, but “we don’t understand
them, yet - like acupuncture.” – a suitable
comparison since neither of these work!
Surprisingly, host Daddo went in to
bat for the skeptics, challenging Stacey
to come up with a way to measure
psychic abilities if these sorts of tests are
unsuitable. Stacey’s reply was a classic
non sequitur: “Can you measure love?”
In other words, you can’t measure psychic
abilities - they just exist. We can now add
Judge Demarco to the long list of failures
on The One.

SEARCH FOR THE BODY

The search for the body of murdered
backpacker, Peter Falconio, was a pathetic,
tasteless and pointless segment, full of
“feelings” and “vibes” that only revealed
how useless psychic detectives really are.
In case you hadn’t guessed - because
you’re not psychic, you see - Falconio’s
body was not found. We saw a good halfhour of the psychics wandering around
the outback touching the ground and
exclaiming they had made contact with
Falconio’s spirit. All three of the remaining
psychics thought they had made a
breakthrough in the case, but failed to
explain what the breakthrough was.
When probed by Daddo, Saunders
said he would not send the police based
on what a psychic felt, and there was no
reason for the police to search the area
again. Nevertheless, the “findings” of the
psychics were passed on to the Northern
Territory police. Oddly, four weeks after
the finale was filmed, the police have not
revealed any new leads in the Falconio
case to the media. I wonder why.
None of the tests on The One were
truly double-blind - and the psychics still
failed!

THE COLD READINGS
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The One included at least one cold
reading segment each week, leaving

more”, and someone was told “it is your
the vast majority of misses on the
time now” - whatever that means.
cutting room floor. Thanks to the
In addition to the Barnum statements
trusty stopwatch of a fellow reviewer at
and generalisations, the psychics made
thinkingisreal.blogspot.com/ it can be
some guesses relating to dead relatives,
revealed that an average of 72 per cent
marital status, number of children and
of the cold reading segment from the
names and letters - Terry, Tony, Troy fourth episode and almost 90 per cent
all techniques familiar to skeptics. The
from the fifth episode was cut from the
psychics often moved the target of their
final edit - all misses, no doubt.
readings - getting a string of misses and
During a medical diagnosis test, each
transferring all guesses to another member
of the four psychics was to read each of
of the studio audience who may have
the five audience members - that should
been nodding or smiling or whispering to
be a total of twenty readings, right?
a friend.
Wrong. Seven readings were completely
We saw audience members squeezing
cut from the show! With all the hits
guesses into their lives any which
shown during the segment and only a
way. An “E L name” was a hit with a
handful of misses, Saunders’ comment
grandmother named
that “with lots of
“Dell” - the audience
guesses, you’re bound
member later recalled
to get some of them
The search for the
the psychic specifically
right” looked very
body of Falconio was a getting the name “Dell”.
odd indeed, but,
tellingly, it received
pathetic, tasteless and An “A name” who is a
“worry-wart” was a hit
a favourable reaction
pointless segment.
with an older brother
from some audience
named “Anthony” who
members.
had problems with his new-born child The segments were - from start to
the audience member later recalled that
finish - pure cold reading, littered with
the psychic knew about the ill child,
Barnum statements, generalisations
which the psychic never mentioned.
and lots of shotgunning: “I feel trouble
One audience member went back three
around the chest area,” “You get
generations to link a name with a greatheadaches,” “I’m getting the number
grandparent! A “hit” was awarded when
two”, someone was “run down and
one of the psychics - after getting several
exhausted”, had “pain in the back or
hits with an audience member - said,
neck”, there was “something about a
“You’re on fire!” That audience member
picture”, someone “owns or owned
later recalled, “He knew there was a
a dog”, had “relationship problems”,
fire in our house!” What? It seems the
there was “something about ice cream”,
host, editors and viewing audience were
someone was “creative”, had “stillness
as adept at remembering the hits and
inside, but was living a hectic lifestyle”,
“would like to develop more”, “is reading forgetting the misses as any true believer.
Even the judges forgot misses. Saunders
acknowledged Demarco’s comment that
Charmaine
one of the psychics made no misses during
Wilson
a reading. Here is the reading with “no
misses” - according to the judges: Red
sports car - miss. Something with trains
or tunnels - hit (owner worked with trains
- I assume anyone who travels by train
or lives near a train line would award a
hit here). Mary - hit (mother’s name - a
common name) or Catherine - miss.
Pain in hands - hit (drummer sometimes
gets sore wrists - although, I assume the
psychic specifically meant hands, based
on her next prediction). Arthritis - miss.
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Richard Saunders and
Stacey Demarco

Some link to Malta - hit (children are
half-Maltese). Something about takeaway
food - hit (children eat take-away food
- are there any who don’t?). Has trouble
with communication - unknown. Gets
sore throats - unknown.
The home viewer did not get a close
look at the item of jewellery being read
here. Could it have been a Maltese cross?
We may never know.
In an attempt to give the psychics
a helping hand during a celebrity cold
reading, the producers unwittingly
provided a glaring example of how cold
readings actually work. The psychics were
to give a reading to a secret celebrity,
hidden behind a screen. To signal the
hits, the celebrities were to push a button
which would light a giant screen behind
the psychic and set off a loud victory
siren. No longer would the psychic need
to watch for those subtle clues that give
direction to a reading, but would react to
something the whole audience could see.
The test was a double-edged sword - the
feedback was stopping the psychics from
going off on tangents, but the subtle
clues that are usually noticed by the cold
reader and missed by most viewers were
suddenly replaced by a giant green light
and siren. When the screen was white,
the psychics backtracked and changed
course and when the screen turned green
the psychics developed their guesses.
Cold reading at its rudimentary level!
A paraphrased example from the
show: You have two kids (Big green light,
loud siren). You’re on TV. (No light, no
siren). No, hang on, I’m wrong. You’re
a sports hero (light, siren). You play
cricket (trying to develop previous hit,
but no light, no siren). Or tennis (still
trying, but no light, no siren). You have

a daughter (going
back to develop
the previous
hit on “kids” light, siren) .She
likes dancing
(developing hit on
“daughter”, big
green light, loud
siren). [Editor’s
note: A favourite
example came
when the psychics
were reading former Olympians. One
was told, and he confirmed, that he was
‘competitive’. Well, who’d have thought
it?]
Replace “big green light, loud siren”
with “subtle visual or audible clue” and
you have psychic readings worked out!
Use it wisely, folks.
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location of the body of Peter Falconio in
episode five.
How can we doubt these results?

.

Note:This article is reprinted from The
Skeptic, Spring 2008, Vol 28 No 3

About the author:

At time of writing,
Robert Matic was an
amateur astronomer from
Melbourne.

POSTCRIPT

The One - 11 years on.
I have very fond memories of being a
TV judge on The One - The Search for
Australia’s Most Gifted Psychic. Above all
however, I remember being very, very
busy. Not only did I have scripts to learn,
many meetings to attend and long days in
THE FINAL THREE’S PREDICTIONS
the studio, I was also an adviser on both
The remaining psychics revealed their
predictions - made at the start of the series series of the show when it came to setting
- of who the final three contestants would up the various tests used to weed out our
be. Amanda Roussety got one hit - herself. contestants. (Note. I always tried to refer
to our hopefuls as ‘contestants’ rather
Ezio de Angelis got two hits - himself
any ‘psychics’ as I never thought for one
and Charmaine. Charmaine Wilson got
moment they had any magical paranormal
three hits. Daddo asked Saunders what
powers. Although many skeptics, myself
he thought of the predictions. Richard
included often use the term ‘psychics’
likened the predictions to betting on a
when referring to people who claim such
horse race and getting a “box trifecta” powers, it does not mean we agree with
where order is unimportant - with seven
that claim.)
horses in the race, which gives a 1 in 35
At the time I made a promise to the
chance of winning.
producers that I would not blab about
But we can do better than that! The
the backstage goings on of the show and I
final three psychics were guaranteed
think I should keep to that promise, except
to have at least one hit by choosing
to say that it was not all smooth sailing
themselves, which leaves two guesses out
among the contestants. (Over the years I
of the remaining six psychics, giving a 1
note that some of the contestants have not
in 15 chance of guessing correctly. And
been similarly inclined and I have been
with three predictions being made, there
somewhat amazed to hear about things
is a 1 in 5 chance that at least one of the
they say I did on the show to thwart their
predictions would have been correct!
powers. I had no idea!)
What I can say, and it really is no secret, is
CONCLUSION
And the winner is … Charmaine Wilson, that the show was made for entertainment
and was not a serious endeavour to find
now “Australia’s most gifted psychic”,
who couldn’t find a boy lost in the woods or test psychic powers. Although it was
undoubtedly a boon for some of the
in episode one, couldn’t find a cargo of
barrels in a shipping container in episode contestants in furthering their careers,
two, failed to identify the location of Ned it did bring the Australian Skeptics to
Kelly’s remains in episode three, couldn’t the attention to millions of TV viewers.
match a piece of luggage with a passenger Skeptical swings and Psychic roundabouts.
in episode four, and shed no light on the
Richard Saunders
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Medicine

Questionable
Reports
Hassan Vally wonders
how you can tell if reports on medical
research are legit, or even helpful.

W

ho doesn’t want to know if
drinking that second or third
cup of coffee a day will improve your
memory, or if sleeping too much
increases your risk of a heart attack?
We’re invested in staying healthy
and many of us are interested in
reading about new research findings
to help us make sense of our lifestyle
choices.
But not all research is equal, and
not every research finding should be
interpreted in the same way. Nor do
all media headlines reflect what was
actually studied or found.
So how can you tell? Keep these five
questions in mind when you’re reading
media stories about new studies.

PEER REVIEWED?
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Peer review is a process by which a
study is checked by experts in the
discipline to assess the study’s scientific
validity.
This process involves the researcher
writing up their study methods and

Regardless of how intriguing they
results, and sending this to a journal.
may be, no confident claims about
The manuscript is then usually sent
human health should ever be made
to two to three experts for peer
based on these types of study alone.
review.
There is no guarantee that findings
If there are major flaws in a study,
from animal or cell studies will ever be
it’s either rejected for publication, or
replicated in humans.
the researchers are made to address
these flaws.
Although the peer-review process
CAUSAL RELATIONSHIP?
isn’t perfect, it shows a study has been
For a study to have relevance to
subjected to scrutiny.
our day-to-day health, the findings
Any reported
need to reflect a
findings that haven’t
causal relationship
Not all research is
been peer reviewed
rather than just a
equal ... and nor do all
should be read
correlation.
with a degree of
If a study showed
media headlines reflect
reservation.
that coffee drinking
what was actually
was associated with
heart disease, for
CONDUCTED IN
studies or found.
example, we want
HUMANS?
to know if this was
Findings from
because coffee actually caused heart
studies conducted in animals such as
disease or whether these two things
mice or on cells in a lab (also called
happened to occur together.
in vitro studies) represent the earliest
In a number of studies that
stage of the scientific discovery
found this association, researchers
process.
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subsequently found that coffee
drinkers were more likely to be
smokers, and therefore these results
were more likely to reflect a true
causal relationship between smoking
and heart disease.
In observational studies, where
researchers observe differences in
groups of people, it can sometimes
be difficult to disentangle the
relationship between variables.
The highest level of evidence
regarding causality comes from
double-blind placebo controlled
randomised controlled trials (RCTs).
This experimental type of study,
where people are separated into
groups to randomly receive either
an intervention or placebo (sham
treatment), is the best way we can
determine if something causes
disease. However it, too, is not
perfect.
Although other types of studies
in humans play an important role
in our understanding of health and
disease, they may only highlight
associations that are not indicative of
causal relationships.

SIZE OF THE EFFECT?

It’s not enough to know that an
exposure (such a third cup of coffee
or more than nine hours of sleep a
night) causes an outcome, it’s also
important to clearly understand the
strength of this relationship. In other
words, how much is your risk of
disease going to increase if you are
exposed?
If your risk of disease is reported
to increase by 50 per cent (which
is a relative risk), this sounds quite
frightening. However, if the original
risk of disease is low, then a 50 per
cent increase in your risk may not
represent a big actual increased risk
of disease. A 50 per cent increased
risk of disease could mean going
from a 0.1 per cent risk of disease to
your risk being 0.15 per cent, which
doesn’t sound quite so dramatic.

controlled trial, can never be
considered definitive proof of a causal
relationship between an exposure and
disease.
As humans are complex and there
are so many variables in any study, we
can’t be confident we understand what
is actually going on until findings are
replicated in many different groups
of people, using many different
approaches.
Until we have a significant body
of evidence that is in agreement, we
have to be very careful about our
interpretation of the findings from any
one study.
But what if these questions
aren’t answered? If the media report
you’re reading doesn’t answer these
questions, consider changing news
sites or looking at the original paper.
Ideally this would be linked in the
news article you’re reading, or you can
search PubMed for the article using a
few keywords.
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The journal article’s abstract should
tell you the type of study, whether it
was conducted on humans and the
size of the effect. If you’re not blocked
by a paywall, you may be able to view
the full journal article which should
answer all of the questions you have
about the study.

.

Note: Reprinted from The Conversation,
October 10, 2019 .

About the author:

Hassan Vally is
associate professor in
public health, LaTrobe
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Where are you going?
Dear subscriber ...
If you change your
postal or email
address, please
drop us a line.
We know how
traumatic it
would be to
miss even a
single copy
of The Skeptic.

CORROBORATED BY OTHER STUDIES?

A single study on its own, even if
it’s a well-conducted randomised
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Phenomena

Holding
T Fort
he

Brian Dunning looks at
Charles Fort, the master of
paranormal phenomena …
or the master of satire

P
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art of the credit for the perpetual
public interest in the strange must
go to Charles Fort, the author who
is eponymous with what’s known as
Fortean Phenomena, strange things,
weird things, things not explained by
science; they go bump in the night,
they zoom through our skies, they
breathe life into the inanimate.
Fort’s books in the early 1900s
were not the first to talk about such
things but they were arguably the most
influential. But Fort himself was an
enigma. Was he a true believer in the
things he wrote about, was he a clever
satirist, or was he putting us all on with

some gigantic joke? Let’s go back to
the Bronx in New York, to the roaring
interbellum days of suffrage and deco
and prohibition, and of Charles Fort’s
frogs falling from the sky.
Born in Albany, New York in 1874,
Fort lived a relatively unremarkable
life until 1916 when an inheritance
from an uncle gave him the freedom
to devote himself full time to writing
and studying strange reports. He is best
known for four books, all of which are
poetically written collected accounts
of phenomena outside of science:
The Book of the Damned (1919), New
Lands (1923), Lo! (1931), and Wild

Charles Hoy Fort (1874-1932) was an American
writer and researcher who specialised in anomalous
phenomena.

Talents (1932). Some describe them as
sardonic, others as hilarious, others as
witty, amusing, and wild. He blends
reports of strange phenomena with
his bizarre philosophical view of the
universe, one in which all things
are connected as if all part of an
omnipresent intelligent organism.
Two other writers figured
prominently in Fort’s career: Theodore
Dreiser who helped Fort publish his
books and also published some of his
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short stories in his own magazine; and
a gentleman named Tiffany Thayer,
whose admiration for Fort grew into
an obsession. Thayer founded the
Fortean Society in 1931 a year before
Fort’s death, against Fort’s wishes,
with Dreiser as its first President and
editor of its magazine. Thayer collected
quite a gallery of personalities drawn
by Fort’s books, notably Frank Lloyd
Wright and Buckminster Fuller, the
paranormalist Ivan T. Sanderson, and
more mainstream writers such as Booth
Tarkington, Ben Hecht, Alexander
Woollcott, Dorothy Parker, and HL
Mencken.
What would have attracted such
a diverse bunch to a reclusive author
whose books were not so much literary
as they were curiosities? And moreover,
the Fortean Society flourished long
after Fort’s death. To allure would seem
to have been elusive, and so we begin
to consider whether the Society was a
serious venture or not.
In 1952, author and skeptic Martin
Gardner wrote: “The Forteans keep up
the elaborate pretence that Fort’s wild
speculations are as likely to be true
as the ‘established preposterousness’
(Fort’s phrase) of accepted science. At
bottom, the Society is a gigantic joke,
but Thayer and most of the members
appear to take it very seriously, and part
of the joke consists of getting angry
when anyone suggests that it is a joke.”
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16th century illustrations of falls of fish
and frogs - the latter
from Prodigioum
ac Ostentorium
Chronicon by Conrad
Lycosthenes, Basel
1557

at his own folly for engaging in such
a business, grinned at the reviews
of his books and became hilarious
at my expense when he saw that I
was actually organising the Fortean
Society.
“Charles Fort had the most
magnificent ‘sense of humor’ that ever
made life bearable to a thoughtful
man. Never forget that as you read
him. If you do, he’ll trick you. He’ll
make you hopping mad sometimes,
but - as your choler rises - remember
he’s doing it purposely and that just
when you’re boiling he’ll stick his head
up and thumb his nose at you.
But there is cause to take Thayer
with a grain of salt. After Fort died,
Thayer took over the Society and its
magazine completely, writing nearly
all of it himself, and often turning
it into his own political soapbox,
especially during World War II. It was
anything but a tongue-in-cheek satire
mag.
Whatever Thayer’s
THE REAL FORT?
motivations
may have
For his part, Thayer
Fort had the most
been, Fort’s own writing
was clear enough. After
gave us plenty that we
Fort’s death, he wrote: magnificent sense
“Charles Fort was in
of humour that ever could easily interpret
as evidence that he was
no sense a crank. He
putting us all on. He
believed not one hair’s made life bearable.
sometimes became so
breadth of any of his
- Tiffany Thayer
bizarre that it couldn’t
amazing ‘hypotheses’
possibly seem that he
- as any sensible adult
must see from the text itself. He put his expected to be taken seriously: “The
notion is that there is somewhere
theses forward jocularly.
aloft a place of origin of life relatively
“He packed a belly laugh in either
to this earth. Whether it’s the planet
typewriter hand. ... He roared at his
Genesistrine, or the moon, or a vast
subject, guffawed at the pretensions
amorphous region super-jacent to
of its serious practitioners, chortled
this earth, or an island in the Superat their errors, howled at their
inconsistencies, chuckled at his readers, Sargasso Sea, should perhaps be left
to the researches of other super - or
snickered at his correspondents, smiled
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extra - geographers. That the first
unicellular organisms may have come
here from Genesistrine - or that men
or anthropomorphic beings may have
come here before amoebae: that, upon
Genesistrine, there may have been an
evolution expressible in conventional
biologic terms, but that evolution upon
this earth has been - like evolution in
modern Japan - induced by external
influences; that evolution, as a whole,
upon this earth, has been a process
of population by immigration or by
bombardment.”

A LONER’S LIFE

Fort’s life showed us that he was
probably a disturbed individual and
he displayed many of the signs of a
crank, which we might reasonably
interpret as consistent with his actually
believing some of the silly things he
wrote. Dreiser and Thayer are reported
to have been the only two friends
Fort had; he was not social and didn’t
really leave the house much. And even
then, both Dreiser and Thayer met
Fort opportunistically, attracted by his
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writing; and though both were genuine
admirers of his, both attempted to
make money from his work. Fort’s only
reported recreation was to spend hours
at a game of his own device called

The first issue of
‘Fortean Times’ (above) had a less
sensational cover than later editions.
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Super Checkers, a solitaire game played
with one thousand checkers on a huge
board. Much of the rest of the time, he
buried himself in public libraries. He
was, by all accounts, a loner, working
in isolation, and never sought peer
review or collaborators.
Had he been a genuine satirist, he
was well outside the mould. Deliberate
satirists write for a reason, and tend
to be passionate about that reason.
If Fort ever had such an inclination
he kept it to himself. He gave no
indication that his interest in strange
phenomena was anything but a
personal obsession. He did not
satirise any subjects and poked fun
only at science and scientists. It is
possible that Fort was a deliberate
satirist, but his work is equally
consistent with being that of a
serious author whose ideas just
were really that far out there.
As a critic of the folly of
human nature, Fort was - some
might convincingly argue on a par with Twain, for his
criticisms of scientists and
their efforts to succeed at
science are but thinly veiled
observations of universal
human weaknesses.
When he wrote The Book
of the Damned, Halley’s
Comet had passed by only
a few years before. Fort observed:
“Everybody now swears he saw it. He
has to perjure himself: otherwise he’d

be accused of having no interest in
great, inspiring things that he’s never
given any attention to.”
Fort’s books are iron-dense with
such musings on the human spirit.
It’s no wonder that Thayer had no
trouble populating the original Fortean
Society with so many literary giants. To
describe Fort’s books as lists of strange
events is to completely miss their true
potential. They are, instead, collections
of deeply insightful characterisations
of human reactions to strange events;
lightly written, but profound in their
implication. And yet, in the very next
passage, Fort would write of a naval
observer watching ice flakes pass
across his view through a telescope: “I
think, myself, it was Mohamed and his
Hegira. May have been only his harem.
Astonishing sensation: afloat in space
with ten million wives around one.”
At that point, supporters of the
position that Fort was an ardent True
Believer have to borrow a tactic from
the Biblical literalists who say “Well,
the rest of it is true, but this is clearly
just a metaphor.” But then you have
to do that on every page. Just when
Fort has you convinced that he’s a true
antagonist to science and proponent of
the supernatural, he pulls the rug out
from under you with an undeniable
observation of the recklessness of the
id; and when you conclude that he’s in
reality a philosopher with a keen eye,
he trips you up with a scientific claim
that wouldn’t convince a Chia Pet.
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The satire characterisation seemed
the most persuasive to UFO author
Jerome Clark, who described him as
“a satirist hugely skeptical of human
beings” but who tended to reserve
most of that skepticism for “scientists’
claims to ultimate knowledge”. The
straw-man charge that scientists
claim to have ultimate knowledge is
commonly heard from those hostile
to the scientific method - because
in reality, scientists owe their very
existence to the fact that much needs
to be learned - and so we might
conclude that Fort was genuinely antiscience. Clark also described Fort’s
writing as full of “mocking humor,
penetrating insight, and calculated
outrageousness”, but there’s nothing
there inconsistent with a legitimate
disdain for science-based discovery.
This is backed up by existentialist
author Colin Wilson, who called Fort
the “patron saint of cranks”, and said:
Fort makes no attempt to present
a coherent argument, in either The
Book of the Damned or the three
volumes that followed it... His aim
was to provoke ‘anger and distress’ in
the scientists, and to force them into
examining their assumptions.
Here’s my take on Charles Fort.
I’ve read what’s out there and I’m
truly not sure where he was on the
spectrum ranging from “dead serious”
to “completely pulling all our legs”.
It’s a question I don’t have the answer
to. Curiously, that’s the precise theme

that ran through all of
Fort’s writing: not knowing
the answer. Conjectures,
speculations, hypotheses, and
knowing only one thing for
sure: anyone claiming to have
the exact answer is almost
certainly wrong. For me,
that’s the most significant
takeaway from Fort’s
contribution to the twentieth
century: not a collection of
bizarre events unexplained
by science, but an attitude
of questioning our own
observations, and even more
importantly, ourselves.

.

Note: Reprinted with
permission from Skeptoid
#488, October 13, 2015

About the About the author:

Brian Dunning is host and producer
of the award-winning podcast,
Skeptoid: Critical Analysis of Pop
Phenomena.
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Fortean PhenomenA
falls of frogs, fishes, and inorganic materials
spontaneous human combustion
ball lightning
poltergeist events
unaccountable noises and explosions
levitation
unidentified flying objects
unexplained disappearances
giant wheels of light in the oceans
phantom animals and cryptids
teleportation (a term Fort is
credited with inventing)
Sargasso Sea
psychic abilities
extreme archaeology
magic
strange weather
astronomibcal anomlies
sightings on Mars and the moon
infra-Mercurian planets
inexplicable footprints
flat earth phenomena
disruptions of gravity
poltergeist phenomena
stigmata
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The cycle of life
Skeptics, philosophers and liars.
And so it goes, the almost inevitable
realisation that all knowledge is
connected and connectable.
THE NOBLE DILEMMA
The reference is to a ‘bootstrapping’ incident whereby the
fictional character Baron Munchausen
lifts himself and his horse out of a swamp by
pulling on his own hair. This incident occurred
in the 1785 book Baron Munchausen’s Narrative
of his Marvellous Travels and Campaigns in Russia
by Rudolf Raspe. The concept of bootstrapping is
used to describe a dilemma of “dogmatism versus
infinite regress versus psychologism”, used by Karl
Popper. This led to a thought experiment used
to demonstrate the impossibility of proving any
truth, even in the fields of logic and mathematics.
In 1968, the German philosopher Hans
Albert called this three-way problem the
Munchhausen [sic] trilemma, also known
as the Agrippa Trilemma, inspired
by the five-part dilemma of
Agrippa the Skeptic.

Baron
Munchausen
gets himself
and his horse
out of a jam
by hairs’
breadth bootstrapping
in action.
50

GREEK SKEPTIC
Agrippa the Skeptic (below), who
lived towards the end of the 1st century or
in the 2nd century CE, was a Greek Pyrrhonist
philosopher famous for his formulation of the five
tropes, or grounds for the suspension of judgment, that
summarise the method of argument of Greek skeptics
generally. Doubting both the evidence of the senses and the
possibility of understanding, Agrippa’s “dilemma” concluded
that human beings have no starting point for obtaining
knowledge. Agrippa’s arguments seem to have been based in
part on the 10 tropes of the earlier skeptic Aenesidemus,
but Agrippa’s skepticism is more thorough and is not
limited to the sense perceptions that Aenesidemus
questioned. Source: Encyclopaedia Britannica

What goes a
FREE WILL?

German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche
(1844–1900) read and used Brochard’s book on the
Greek Skeptics intensively. Nietzsche was known as a critic
of Judeo-Christian morality and religions in general. One of the
arguments he raised against the truthfulness of these doctrines is that
they are based upon the concept of free will, which, in his opinion,
does not exist. In his 1886 philosophical treatise Beyond Good and
Evil, Nietzsche talked about “The desire for ‘freedom of will’, …
the desire to bear the entire and ultimate responsibility for
one’s actions oneself, … involves nothing less than …
to pull oneself up into existence by the hair, out
of the slough of nothingness.”
Sources: Wikipedia, except where noted.

hat

the
ed
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SKEPTICAL TROPES
Of Aenesidemus’ 10 tropes, four looked at the
nature of the perceiver, two the thing perceived, and
four the relationship between the two. Agrippa’s five arguments
held that (1) there is a clash of opinions, both in daily life and in
the debates of philosophers; (2) nothing is self-evident, because that
which is called a proof is merely a second proposition itself in need
of demonstration, and so on ad infinitum; (3) both perception and
judgment are relative in a double sense: each is relative to a subject,
and each is affected by concomitant perceptions; (4) dogmatic
philosophers seeking to avoid the infinite regression merely offer
hypotheses that they cannot prove; and (5) philosophers
are caught in the double bind by trying to prove the
sensible by the intelligible and the intelligible
by the sensible. Source: Encyclopaedia

Sextus Empiricus asks who
judges the judges, and
judges them in turn.

Britannica

WHAT IS TRUTH?

s around ...
INFLUENTIAL THOUGHT
In his medical work, as reflected in his name,
tradition maintains that Sextus belonged to the
empiric school in which Pyrrhonism was popular.
His philosophical work is the most complete surviving
account of ancient Greek and Roman Pyrrhonism. In
Outlines of Pyrrhonism, Sextus described the Five Tropes,
attributing them “to the more recent skeptics”. It was
Diogenes Laërtius (3rd century CE) who attributed them
to Agrippa. Victor Brochard (1848-1907), a French
philosopher and historian of philosophy said the five
tropes can be regarded as “the most radical and
most precise formulation of skepticism that has
ever been given. In a sense, they are still
irresistible today.”

Agrippa’s five arguments were the basis
of work by Sextus Empiricus (c160-c210 CE),
a physician and philosopher who likely lived in
Alexandria, Rome, or Athens. He raised concerns which
applied to all types of knowledge, doubting the validity
of induction and raising the regress argument against all
forms of reasoning: “Those who claim for themselves to
judge the truth are bound to possess a criterion of truth.
This criterion, then, either is without a judge’s approval or
has been approved. But if it is without approval, whence
comes it that it is truthworthy? For no matter of
dispute is to be trusted without judging. And, if
it has been approved, that which approves it,
in turn, either has been approved or has
not been approved, and so on ad
infinitum.”

Friedrich
Nietzsche sits at
his keyboard and
pounds out another
piece on good, evil,
man and superman.
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Communicating Science

Science behind the scenes
Curious Recollections: Life in the Curiosity Show
By Rob Morrison
Wakefield Press A$24.95
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xplaining science on TV
specifically for kids can be a
mixed bag, from over-enthusiastic
(and over-acting) amateurs to dour
academics putting everyone to sleep
with interminable technical detail.
Running the middle line, there
have been a number of trained
scientists who have the gift of the
gab and are able to explain scientific
theories and phenomena clearly,
simply and yet retain factual elements
without resorting to hyperbole …
usually.
In Australia these would include
the American physicist Prof Julius
Sumner Miller, who presented his
program Why Is It So on ABC TV
from 1963-1986. A sometimes cantankerous
character, he nonetheless took great delight in
presenting scientific experiments in his program,
occasionally bursting into cheers and squeaks of
delight when an experiment succeeded as planned,
which they normally did.
He noted how his on-air science
communication was received by his fellow
academics: “They charged me with being
superficial and trivial. If I had done what they
wanted, my programs would be as dull as their
classes! I knew my purpose well and clear: to show
how nature behaves without cluttering its beauty
with abstruse mathematics.”
During his local TV career he was
also the visiting lecturer for the Physics
Department of the University of Sydney. In
1993 the Australian Science Foundation for
Physics established the Julius Sumner Miller
Fellowship at the university in his memory. (The
current holder of that fellowship is another leading
science communicator on TV and radio – Dr Karl
Kruszelnicki.)
This brings us to the book under review,
which is, as the title says, recollections of one of
the two presenters of a long-running program
on Australian TV designed to show and explain

science to kids (and no doubt quite a few
interested adults).
The Curiosity Show ran on Australian
commercial TV from 1972 to 1990 (thus
overlapping with Miller’s program for some of
that time). Running in an afternoon timeslot so
that primary and high school children could see
it, it initially ran for an hour, but was cut down
to half-an-hour from 1980.
It was hosted by Rob Morrison and Deane
Hutton, known to their fans for their goatee and
moustache respectively, making one full beard
between them. The show included explanations
of scientific concepts, in-studio and in-the-field
reports of nature and wildlife, and the sort of
DIY scientific experiments whereby you can
build your own nuclear reactor with two bits of
cardboard, a rubber band, some glue, a paper
clip, and a kilo of plutonium. While they may
not have been as dramatic as the DIY reactor,
they were designed to allow children to build
their own, though Morrison does admit that
some of their experiments might not be allowed
on TV these days due to health and safety
reasons – our current crop of kids not being as
rough and ready as those of a few decades ago.
But the book is not a collection of those
experiments – they did that during the run
of the program. Rather, Morrison’s view is as
much about what went on behind the scenes
as what was shown on air, although that does
feature as well. (He relates a story, with a certain
sense of glee, when the annoying grandstanding
Humphrey B Bear, with whom they shared the
program in the early days, got too close to a Van
de Graaff generator, got zapped, and swore on
camera – the only word the bear ever said on
TV).
Consequently there are stories about dealing
with tapir snot, how to present to camera
while breathing in rotten egg gas, and the use
of inflatable sex dolls in debates on GMOs.
All of Morrison’s stories are wrapped around
memorable locations and the people and local
characters who inhabit them, which are handy
diversions from the fact that children’s TV at
the time (and probably now) was done on the
smell of an oily rag; the tiny travel allowances for
presenters eliminated any thought of high living
while on location.
Morrison gets more serious when he discusses
his role in the third trial of Lindy Chamberlain
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over the disappearance of her daughter Azaria. He
provided expert advice on dingo tracks and later
on the size of a dingo’s gape, and later met with
Lindy and Michael Chamberlain for a casual chat
about unsmiling parents and devoured babies.
Probably one of the most interesting and
telling chapters is devoted to kids and their innate
interest in science: “All children seem to be born
liking science, or at least the things that science
studies. … We don’t need to turn children on
to science. We need to find out what is turning
them off.”

A good talking to
The Conversation Yearbook 2019

By John Watson (editor)
Melbourne University Press, A$19.99

T

he Conversation is a website that publishes
articles by academic experts on as wide
a range of topics as those academics’ expertise
allows. The emphasis, however, is not on learned
dissertations but short articles (often about 800900 words) written in an accessible style for a lay
audience, often in response to current events of
note.
Founded in Australia in 2011, the service has
grown to production in four languages and ten
countries, drawing on authors from around the
world. Every year about 2000 articles
are published on its Australian
website (theconversation.com).
The Conversation is a must-read
source for teachers, media and
politicians in particular, and a
key benefit is that articles can be
republished, with proper credit, for
free. (There is one such article in this
issue of The Skeptic.)
The merits of individual articles is
often debated, with a lively comment
section presenting views from various
perspectives - sometimes heated,
sometimes blocked. The articles are
edited by professional journalists.
Each year since 2015 MUP has
published a selection of these articles
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The Curiosity Show turned many kids on to
science, and won awards for doing so. And it still
is, as Morrison and Hutton bought the rights to
the show (minus those episodes had been recorded
over) and now run them on a YouTube channel.
The book is a homage to a different time and
the ongoing fascination with science. For anyone
who remembers The Curiosity Show, or wants to
know what makes a children’s TV presenter tick,
then this is an easy and enjoyable read.
- Reviewed by Tim Mendham

in a yearbook. The 2019 edition covers 50 of
the “most significant” of these. Misha Ketchell,
editor of The Conversation, says that “All were
published at a particular moment in the news
cycle, and many bear traces of the fleeting
preoccupations of those moments. Each one has
earned inclusion [in the yearbook] because it
contributes something of ongoing significance
and is an exemplar of the clear writing based on
evidence that is at the heart of The Conversation’s
mission.”
The themes covered in the 2019 yearbook
include important moments in history,
terrorism, the nature of risk, the truth behind
common assumptions, education, climate
change, emotional wellness, Australian culture
and personalities, and explanations of current
dilemmas.
This might sound like an eclectic mix, but
it is indicative of the broad range of topics the
authors address - 2000 articles per year gives
rein to many preoccupations. While readers
might like to access the website to see the full
set (and they should subscribe to the newsletter
to keep them informed of what’s new), this
selection is worth reading in its own right to
taste the cream of the crop - though different
readers will have different views of which of
these 50 and those not included deserve their
place. But that is the nature of debate, and what
makes it so stimulating. But you’d better hurry,
as the paperback edition sold out within days.
Hopefully there will be more in the stores soon.
And one day, hopefully, there will be a
collection of the articles that respond to science
questions from kids - that would be great reading
for everyone.
-

Reviewed by Tim Mendham
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The kindest cut?
In which are discussed male circumcision, autonomy, pleasure, law, logic
and intactivism
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xtremists who oppose male circumcision,
especially when performed in infancy, call
themselves ‘intactivists’, based on the premise
that an ‘intact’ male is one with a foreskin. They
falsely claim that circumcision lacks any benefit,
only causes harm and, like anti-vaxxers and
religious zealots, they deny the overwhelming
scientific evidence to the contrary.
In anglophone countries, circumcision is
usually performed during the first few days after
birth. This one-off procedure is convenient,
safe, quick, low-risk and uses local anaesthesia.
It confers immediate and lifelong benefits by
protecting against infant and later-age urinary
tract infections, phimosis (unretractable foreskin),
inflammatory skin conditions, other foreskin
problems, inferior penile hygiene, various sexually
transmitted infections (STIs), genital ulcers, penile
cancer and prostate cancer. The female sexual
partners of circumcised men have a lower risk of
cervical cancer and various STIs.
Overall benefits may exceed risks by 200:1. The
figure is even greater when the devastating adverse
effects of the conditions above are compared
with the rarity of complications that need urgent
medical attention. No wonder that so many
diverse cultures worldwide have embraced it for
millennia. Lack of circumcision is responsible for
enormous suffering and hundreds of thousands of
deaths each year – mostly from HIV infection and
genital cancers in both sexes.
WHO, UNAIDS, and other major
international bodies have instituted voluntary
medical male circumcision programs in countries
experiencing HIV epidemics. As a result, 20
million uncircumcised teenage and adult males
have been circumcised. Neonatal circumcision
programs are now underway as well. Penile cancer,
a devastating disease with a high mortality rate,
affects approximately 1 in 1000 uncircumcised
men over their lifetime and is almost completely
preventable by early, but not adult, circumcision.
Scholarly reviews of the scientific evidence
have led the American Academy of Pediatrics
(AAP) and the US Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention (CDC) to release affirmative
circumcision policy statements. Each body found

benefits exceed risks, with the CDC citing a
benefit:risk ratio of 100:1. These statements led
intactivists to go into overdrive.

INTACTIVISM

Intactivists can be compared to anti-vaxxers.
Unsurprisingly, many anti-vaxxers were found
recently to also be intactivists and opponents of
water fluoridation. Denial of health promoting
interventions that have strong scientific support
has been attributed to inadequate scientific
literacy.
The Internet and social media facilitate the
spread of pseudoscientific beliefs. Intactivists
attempt to influence parents, doctors, vulnerable
men and others by bombarding the Internet with
websites promoting their unscientific fallacies, by
posts and harassment on social media, bullying,
threats, protests across the USA, including at
annual conferences of the AAP, making complaints
to hospital and university administrators and
mounting campaigns to have them sacked,
confronting doctors and hospital staff, and
engaging in ad hominem attacks on scientists.
The chair of the AAP Task Force on
Circumcision, Dr Susan Blank in New York,
had her home picketed. The Catalan Institute of
Oncology in Barcelona suffered a data-damaging
cyber-attack after its researchers linked lack of
circumcision to increased risk of HPV in men, and
cervical cancer in their female partners. Scientists,
academics and medical practitioners supporting
the procedure have been abused, threatened, and
branded ‘circumfetishists’, ‘paedophiles’ and ‘knife
rapists’. It is now usual to expect histrionics and
lengthy Gish gallops by intactivists whenever the
topic of circumcision arises.
However, attempts by intactivists to have
circumcision of boys banned in the US and
Scandinavian countries have failed.
Intactivists have even attempted to exploit the
mind-set of skeptics and atheists by suggesting
that circumcision is nothing but a religious relic.
Skeptics are supposed to be defenders of scientific
evidence, but astonishingly some skeptics see
circumcision only as a convenient stick to bash
religion with.
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Medieval fresco in
Tingstad church,
Denmark, showing
Zacharias circumcising
the infant Jesus; mother
Mary holding him still.

Consequently, and disappointingly, criticism
of the procedure, along with arguments about
‘autonomy’ and ‘rights’, has been growing in the
skeptic and sister movements of humanism and
secularism.
Intactivists indulge in the usual pseudoscientific
tactics familiar to skeptics: cherry-picking,
phoney statistics, epidemiological ignorance,
misrepresentation, conspiracy-theorising, quotemining, logical fallacies, passing off speculations as
fact, and barrel-scraping as they struggle to refute
the scientific evidence undermining their claims.
Over the years, scientists, including ourselves, have
worked diligently to expose the flaws in arguments
used by intactivists in support of their ‘cause’. Such
efforts have, however, been akin to putting out
‘spot-fires’ whenever they occur. Now, in Journal
of Evidence-Based Medicine, a compendium of
the most common claims by intactivists, together
with a critical evaluation of each, has recently been
published. Below we summarise some of the key
findings that should be enlightening to readers of
The Skeptic.

AUTONOMY

A favourite intactivist tactic is to promote
‘autonomy’, by which intactivists argue that the
boy should be allowed to wait and decide for
himself when he is older. They know that this
‘trick’ makes circumcision unlikely. There are
substantial barriers to later circumcision: the
decision process; peer pressure; affordability;
healing is slower; pain during nocturnal erections;
the need to abstain from sexual activity for
approximately six weeks; a more visible scar is
likely afterwards; and the need for time off work,
studies or other activities.
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SEXUAL PLEASURE

The popular “16 functions of the foreskin” meme
is another insidious claim by intactivists to fool
gullible men into believing that having a foreskin
is crucial to sexual pleasure.
Men duped by this nonsense may resent their
parents’ decision to have them circumcised as
a baby. Instead of seeking professional help for
any sexual problems such men might have – or
because they have simply succumbed to the
intactivist fallacy that they may be missing out on
sexual pleasure – the men may join the intactivist
movement. Some may even undertake the lengthy,
arduous, and pointless, ordeal of attaching
weights to their penile shaft skin to ‘restore’ a
pseudo-foreskin. They may become depressed
and even suicidal. Several young men have
taken their own lives, apparently after falling for
intactivist propaganda cynically calculated to make
circumcised males angry.
In contrast, three randomised clinical trials,
four systematic reviews, including two metaanalyses, and four large-cohort studies worldwide
have established that there is no adverse effect of
circumcision on sexual function and pleasure; if
anything, it’s the reverse.
What’s more, a systematic review by
University of Sydney microanatomist Associate
Professor Guy Cox and colleagues showed
that the nerve endings responsible for sexual
pleasure responses and their transmission to
the brain are concentrated in the head and
underside of the shaft of the penis, with none
in the foreskin. The types of sensory receptors
in the foreskin resemble those in other skin of
the body. Intactivist claims that foreskin touch
receptors are involved in penile sexual sensitivity
are undermined by the fact that these begin to
disappear at puberty and are lower in density
than skin elsewhere in the body (the highest
concentration being in fingertips).
Recent systematic reviews have found that most
women prefer circumcised men for sexual pleasure,
penile appearance, hygiene, less pain during
intercourse and lower risk of STIs and disease.

PROCEDURAL RISKS

In contrast to intactivist claims, very large US
studies have found that fewer than 1 in 200
infants may experience a minor, easily-treated
complication from circumcision. Serious
complications such as severe bleeding are rare (1
in 4000) and, similar to childhood vaccination,
deaths are virtually unknown.
The intactivist claim of 117 deaths each year
in the US from neonatal circumcision stemmed
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The kindest cut continued
from the false assumption that the well-known
higher infant mortality in boys than in girls was
due to neonatal male circumcision. This fell flat
when scientists pointed out that non-circumcising
countries had similar (or sometimes higher) sex
differences in male:female infant mortality. An
infant is more likely to die of a urinary tract
infection that circumcision would have prevented
than of a complication of medical circumcision.

LATER RISKS

Intactivist claims about adverse effects of
neonatal circumcision on breastfeeding, increased
risk of meatal stenosis, risk of autism, glans
keratinization, brain changes, psychological
problems, alexithymia, impaired cognitive ability
later in life, and other problems have all been
evaluated and debunked by evidence.

LEGAL AND ETHICAL ARGUMENTS

Intactivist lawyers have drawn on case law to argue
against circumcision of boys. Their arguments
failed, however, to stand up to extensive critical
evaluation by Professors of Law, Bioethics, Urology,
Medicine and Medical Sciences. As an historic
anecdote, intactivists attribute the statement “First
do no harm” to the Hippocratic Oath, failing to
realise that it is derived from the four pillars of
medical ethics, not the Hippocratic Oath.
It is, moreover, based on a false premise,
since no overarching harm applies – but rather
lifetime benefits – and it ignores the principal
of beneficence (acting in the individual’s best
interests).
In fact, the Hippocratic Oath includes the
statement “I will prevent disease whenever I can,
for prevention is preferable to cure”. This sums up
the argument for neonatal circumcision very well.

FALSE LOGIC
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Other furphies used by intactivists have also been
debunked. One is the fallacy of false equivalence,
eg removal of breast buds to prevent breast cancer,
or associating circumcision of males with ritual
female genital cutting, the more extreme forms of
which are indeed harmful.
An appeal to nature is another, ie foreskins are
natural and must therefore be meant to be there.
Another is the genetic fallacy, eg referring to
anecdotes from the past, such as the minority
opinion in Victorian times that male circumcision
‘cures’ masturbation (it doesn’t!), while ignoring

reasons back then that remain valid today, namely,
prophylaxis for syphilis, phimosis, balanitis and
inferior hygiene.
Appeal to emotion is also used, eg calling male
circumcision ‘mutilation’ (just as anti-abortion
crusaders call abortion ‘murder’).

POLICIES

Unlike the latest US policies, in Australia and
New Zealand infant circumcision policies by the
Royal Australasian College of Physicians (RACP)
Division of Paediatrics and Child Health have
never been evidence-based. They were, moreover,
published on the RACP website rather than
undergoing peer-review and publication in a good
journal.
The most recent RACP policies (in 2004 and
2010) were found to be substantially flawed by
experts that included prominent Fellows of the
RACP and other medical bodies. Their critiques
were published in the Australian and New Zealand
Journal of Public Health and the RACP’s Internal
Medicine Journal. Given the latest US policy
statements, the RACP will struggle to maintain its
ideological opposition to infant circumcision that
apparently stemmed from an attempt to impose the
British class distinction when paediatricians from
the UK were appointed to positions of influence in
Australia decades ago and quickly discovered that
most males had the ‘mark’ of the upper classes, ie
were circumcised.
In 2012 the Circumcision Academy of
Australia (http://www.circumcisionaustralia.org)
produced an evidence-based policy statement and
published it in a peer-reviewed journal prior to the
AAP and CDC policies. All found that benefits
exceeded risks and arrived at similar, affirmative
recommendations in favour.
Despite the evidence, public hospitals in
Australia no longer offer elective circumcision, so
making access difficult, especially for poor families.
State and Territory health departments cited cost
savings as the reason. Such decisions were, however,
‘penny-wise, pound-foolish’, as we will now discuss.

COST

Claims by intactivists that circumcision is a waste
of money contrast with analyses by Johns Hopkins
University researchers and by other US studies that
have found the opposite.
Direct and indirect cost savings in the US for
disease prevention and avoidance of later, more
expensive, circumcisions, are in the billions of
dollars. It is reasonable to assume that cost
savings in Australia from neonatal circumcision
would also be enormous.
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Table 1.
Data relevant to Australia regarding medical problems that early
infant male circumcision protects against
Condition

Decrease
in risk

Phimosis
Urinary tract infections: age 0–1 year
age 1–16 years
age >16 years
lifetime
Balanitis/balanoposthitis (inflammation)
High-risk HPV infection
Thrush
HIV (acquired heterosexually)
Genital ulcer disease
Syphilis
Trichomonas vaginalis
Mycoplasma genitalium
Herpes simplex virus type 2
Chancroid
Penile cancer (lifetime)
Prostate cancer

> 90%
90%
85%
70%
72%
68%
53–65%
60%
60–70%
50%
47%
50%
40%
30%
50%
67–99%
17–42%

Proportion
affected
10%
1.3%
2.7%
28%
27%
10%
4%		
10%
0.2%
1%
1%
1%
0.5%
4%
< 1%
0.07%
2.1%

Percentage of uncircumcised males affected by one or more of these conditions: ~80%
Adverse event percentage from early infant circumcision = approx. 0.4 (virtually all are
very minor)
Benefit:risk ratio = 200:1
(For more details see Morris et al. World J Clin Pediatr 2017 in ‘Further reading’)

The biggest cost savings in the US have been
identified in settings where HIV is an epidemic.

CONCLUSION

Whatever your views on circumcision, be aware
that intactivism is pernicious. Its claims are
misleading, exaggerated, damaging, and often
demonstrably false. Its intent is to fill circumcised
males with anguish by wrongly making them
believe they are sexually crippled – a great
recruitment ploy, but distressing for its victims.
And by opposing anti-HIV drives in Africa, in
particular, intactivism kills.
Scaremongering by intactivists, as well as false
beliefs, ignorance and prejudice, even by some
medical and health professionals, has driven down
circumcision prevalence in Australia. From being
almost universal at birth prior to the mid-1970s,
rates in Australia have now dropped to as low
as 10–20 per cent, with implications for public
health.
Parents are entitled to choose this simple, safe
and cost-effective prophylactic procedure for their
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sons. It is time Australia followed the scientific
evidence and made infant male circumcision freely
available again.
If skeptics rightly want to show support for
evidence-based medicine, and opposition to
pseudoscience, they should defend the right of
parents to have their sons circumcised. Just as
recommended by the AAP and CDC for the USA,
accurate, unbiased education of parents early in
a pregnancy about benefits and risks, training of
doctors, and improved affordability is needed.
Dr Brian J Morris, professor emeritus, School of Medical
Sciences, University of Sydney, and
Dr Stephen Moreton, editor of www.circfactss.org.

FURTHER READING
Morris BJ, Moreton S, Krieger JN. Critical evaluation of
arguments opposing male circumcision: A systematic
review. Journal of Evidence-Based Medicine: Early
View, 8 Sep 2019 https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/
pdf/10.1111/jebm.12361
(This review evaluates claims by opponents of male
circumcision and presents the evidence that refutes
each of those claims.)
Morris BJ, Kennedy SE, Wodak AD, Mindel
A, Golovsky D, Schrieber L, Lumbers ER,
Handelsman DJ, Ziegler JB. Early infant male
circumcision: Systematic review, risk-benefit
analysis, and progress in policy. World J Clin Pediatr,
2017;6:89-102. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubme
d/?term=morris+Early+infant+male+circumcision%3
A+Systematic+review%2C+risk-benefit+analysis%2C
+and+progress+in+policy.+World
(This review is tailored to Australia)
Morris BJ, Waskett JH, Banerjee J, Wamai RG, Tobian
AA, Gray RH, Bailis SA, Bailey RC, Klausner JD,
Willcourt RJ, Halperin DT, Wiswell TE, Mindel A.
A ‘snip’ in time: what is the best age to circumcise?
BMC Pediatr 2012;12:article 20. https://www.ncbi.
nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/?term=morris+A+%27snip%2
7+in+time%3A+what+is+the+best+age+to+circum
cise%3F
(This review explains why circumcision in early
infancy is preferable to waiting for a male to decide
for himself when he gets older.)
American Academy of Pediatrics Task Force on
Circumcision. Male circumcision. Pediatrics
2012;130:e756-e785
http://www.circfacts.org
www.circumcisionchoice.com
www.malecircumcision.org
Publications by members of the Circumcision
Academy of Australia available at: http://www.
circumcisionaustralia.org
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What you think ...
Climate science

I

t was interesting to read Tom Hart’s
letter expressing his skepticism of
anthropogenic global warming (AGW)
and his concern over the Australian
Skeptics’ statement on climate change.
[The Skeptic, September 2019, Vol 29
No 3] I note that the editor’s reply lists
a consensus of organisations and I also
note that AGW has now moved onto
CAGW (catastrophic global warming) and CCC (catastrophic climate
change), the concept endorsing the
belief of an end-of-days scenario.
I was unaware of the ASI statement
but I have since read it and the
previous one made in 2010. This
is a disagreement between an ASI
member and the board of ASI over
one of the biggest scientific debates
since heliocentrism. The ASI board has
made two statements which are at odds
with a number of its own members
– a common occurrence these days.
Recently the Australian Medical
Association issued a similar media
statement which will result in the
resignation of some its own members.
We have heard numerous times that
the “science is settled” and that 97 per
cent of scientists agree with AGW.
The AMA’s media release actually
states that “the science is irrefutable”
while apocalyptic prophesies of higher
mortality, severe weather events, food
insecurity and an increased incidence
of mental illness resound throughout
the document. This is highly emotive
and hysterical phraseology which
the doomsayer and high priestess
of the climate Armageddon, Greta
Thunberg, would enthusiastically
endorse. However, these events did
notably occur during past mini ice
ages, devastating the population, but
humanity recovered and thrived during
the warm periods.
An emotive advertisement was
recently posted by an Australian
courier delivery service depicting a
koala wearing a gas mask presumably

in response to “carbon pollution”.
This is yet another false hyperbole
of the hysterical climate emergency
forum. The advertisement also endorses
the modern version of the religious
indulgence in, quote, “we offset our
footprint by investing in projects that
take carbon out of the atmosphere”. A
tactic that Prince Harry and Meghan
use to excuse their use of private jets.
The reality is that carbon dioxide is
not a toxic poison to the koala (he
even breathes it out) and that it is an
essential nutrient to the Eucalyptus
on which he feeds. CO2 enrichment
in greenhouses enhances plant growth
by increasing photosynthesis while
NASA reported back in 2016 that the
increased greening of the planet is due
to rising CO2 levels.
It is high time that companies and
professional organisations jumped off
the “climate emergency” band wagon
and got back to their knitting.
Science is based on both scepticism
and evidence. Scepticism is a healthy
frame of mind but to link AGW
scepticism with holocaust deniers,
creationism and anti-vaccination is not
– just ad hominem attacks for political
gain. Scientific theories are observable,
repeatable, testable and falsifiable.
These theories explain past phenomena
and predict those in the future.
However, AGW is a theory and is still
yet to be proven despite the generated
hysteria and catastrophism. Consensus
and authority do not validate a
scientific conclusion, evidence does.
Ask yourselves one question:
would Albert Einstein, if alive today,
have been a global warming sceptic?
My answer is unequivocally yes “The important thing is not to stop
questioning. Curiosity has its own
reason for existence.” (Einstein, 1955)
The entire concept of AGW is based
solely on just one type of molecule
(leaving the considerable effect of water
vapour aside), carbon dioxide, a varying

constituent of the atmosphere for over
more than four billion years, while
completely ignoring all the other factors
that determine the climate, many of
which we are only just beginning to
comprehend. Yes, the concentration
of this molecule is increasing from the
use of fossil fuels but it has been much,
much higher in the past eons.
There is no such thing as a “normal
climate” – climate changes, it changed
in the past and it will change in the
future with or without humans. Perhaps
if we use the phrase “normal climate”
we note that over the past 800,000
years the Earth’s “normal climate” has
been a series of glacial periods which
last for 100,000 years interspersed with
much shorter and warmer interglacial
periods. The Earth is, in fact, a cold
planet with short warm periods.
Professor Ehrlich’s The Population
Bomb and also the concept of the
coming ice age were the doomsday
scenarios preached back in the seventies
but now we have a new one called
“climate change”.
Another interesting read is the
thoughts of Maurice Strong and the
Club of Rome and their effect on
the political history of AGW and
the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change (IPCC). The fear of a
planet-wide catastrophe – the climate
catastrophe of AGW – what better
weapon to make countries subservient
to the UN’s bidding. Maurice Strong
would have been proud! It is interesting
to note UN climate official Christiana
Figueres’ comment on changing the
economic development model and UN
Secretary-General Antonio Guterres’
“battle of our lives”. Catastrophism and
the looming doomsday have always
been a part of the human psyche since
the dawn of time. AGW climate change
is the latest version – the tipping point
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to a heat death.
The reality is that life on this planet
suffers when the climate turn cold
and thrives during warm periods. The
Earth is at the coldest point in all its
4.54 billion year history but since the
start of this interglacial there have
been five previous warmer periods
before the current sixth episode. The
theory of “greenhouse gases” has been
utilised as the cause for this sixth
warming period, the evidence being
that the carbon dioxide level has risen
due to fossil fuels. The question is
whether this is cause and effect or
merely an unrelated but a coincidental
phenomenon?
But let’s go back in time, a little
further - consider the following – the
last interglacial 130,000 to 115,000
years ago called the Eemian. At
the beginning of this interglacial,
CO2 levels were at 200 ppm and
temperatures were 8C colder than
it is today. After 6000 years, the
temperature had risen to 5.5C warmer
than today - a rate of over 2C per
1000 years. Hippopotamuses and
water buffalos thrived in what is now
Germany’s Rhine Valley – it was
tropical. CO2 levels peaked at 285
ppm. After several thousand years,
temperatures fell and then rose again.
After which the temperature gradually
fell for 15,000 years, but not the CO2
level, to the start of the next glacial
period. Two questions: What caused
the interglacial and what caused it to
end? It was not carbon dioxide.
My own view, after reading material
written by solar and other scientists, is
that the next ten to fifteen years will
make or break the theory of AGW as
the evidence for and against mounts
up. Until then I hope that world
leaders will have made some smart
decisions over energy production
because there is the distinct
probability that the climate will cool
– this has occurred many times in the
past.
The highly significant certainty is

that we are still in the Quaternary
Glaciation phase of the Late Cenozoic
Ice Age but humanity is currently
enjoying the Holocene interglacial
warm period which will eventually
end. The precautionary principle
concerns our energy supply without
which civilisation, as we know it, will
cease. In the meantime, we must curb
our throw-away society, reduce plastic
contamination of the waterways and
oceans, destruction of forests and
wildlife habitats, overfishing and the
list goes on, but remembering that
carbon dioxide is essential for life on
this planet and it is not a pollutant.
Without carbon dioxide there would
be no life as we know it on this
Earth – below 150ppm effective
photosynthesis would cease.
The ASI purports to be an
organisation of sceptics, but without
the discussion on the theory of
anthropogenic global warming, it fails
in its purpose. However, ad hominem
attacks are not part of the process.
Terry Coupland
Middle Ridge QLD

Editor’s response ...

I

will leave any detailed scientific
responses to those with more expertise
in their specific areas than I possess. But
a few points can be made here.
By referring to “NASA reported back
in 2016 that the increased greening of
the planet is due to rising CO2 levels”,
I assume Mr Coupland is referring to
a paper published in Nature Climate
Change on April 25, 2016 titled
“Greening of the Earth and its drivers”
(nature.com/articles/nclimate3004).
The “NASA” research is often cited
by opponents of AGW policy, but it
should be pointed out that it is not a
NASA paper. Rather it is written by
an international team of 32 authors
from 24 institutions in eight countries,
led by researchers from China, which
involved using satellite data from
NASA’s moderate resolution imaging
spectrometer and the National Oceanic
and Atmospheric Administration’s
advanced very high resolution
radiometer instruments. None of the
authors are from NASA.
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The paper does claim that a quarter
to half of the Earth’s vegetated lands has
shown significant greening over the last
35 years, largely due to rising levels of
atmospheric carbon dioxide.
A short commentary on the paper
on NASA’s site (tinyurl.com/hnuj7pe)
says “While rising carbon dioxide
concentrations in the air can be
beneficial for plants, it is also the chief
culprit of climate change. The gas, which
traps heat in Earth’s atmosphere, has
been increasing since the industrial age
due to the burning of oil, gas, coal and
wood for energy and is continuing to
reach concentrations not seen in at least
500,000 years. The impacts of climate
change include global warming, rising
sea levels, melting glaciers and sea ice as
well as more severe weather events.”
The commentary continues: “The
beneficial impacts of carbon dioxide
on plants may also be limited, said
co-author Dr Philippe Ciais, associate
director of the Laboratory of Climate
and Environmental Sciences, Gif-suvYvette, France. ‘Studies have shown that
plants acclimatise, or adjust, to rising
carbon dioxide concentration and the
fertilisation effect diminishes over time.’”
On another point, Mr Coupland
rightly says that climates change and
always have. However, he refers to
change over periods of thousands of
years. The issue with AGW is surely the
speed of change – decades rather than
millennia – and its extent and severity.
Pieter Tans, lead scientist of NOAA’s
Global Greenhouse Gas Reference
Network, has said that “The rate of
CO2 growth over the last decade is
100 to 200 times faster than what the
Earth experienced during the transition
from the last Ice Age.” As far as global
CO2 levels are concerned, NOAA
describes atmospheric carbon dioxide
concentrations in parts per million
(ppm) for the past 800,000 years, based
on EPICA (ice core) data. The peaks and
valleys in carbon dioxide levels track the
coming and going of ice ages (low carbon
dioxide) and warmer interglacials
(higher levels). Throughout these cycles,
atmospheric carbon dioxide was never
higher than 300 ppm; in 2018, it
reached 407.4 ppm (NOAA Climate.

gov, based on EPICA Dome C data).
It is also my understanding that
this is not the coldest point in Earth’s
history. NASA has stated that “As the
Earth moved out of ice ages over the past
million years, the global temperature
rose a total of 4 to 7 degrees Celsius over
about 5000 years. In the past century
alone, the temperature has climbed 0.7
degrees Celsius, roughly ten times faster
than the average rate of ice-age-recovery
warming.” (tinyurl.com/w28tfvy) Note
that that was published in 2010 – more
recent temperature records indicate a
more rapid increase. For a graphical
representation of temperature change,
one might find interesting “A timeline
of Earth’s average temperature: in comic
form” from the Climate Council of
Australia (tinyurl.com/r5k4w7n). While
this might not be published in typical
scientific format, it indicates that the
Earth is warmer than it’s been since
20,000 BCE, at least.
As for discussion of AGW, as
mentioned in the response to Mr Hart
we have given considerable coverage to
AGW in this journal. In fact, it been
covered in depth since at least 1992,
with passing references before that.
We would not consider that serious
discussion of a subject for 27 years
constitutes a failure of skepticism.
The term “skepticism” is often
used against Skeptics organisations,
suggesting that those who accept climate
change are not being skeptical. But it is
important to note that skepticism is not
the opposite of agreement. Skepticism
(as in scientific skepticism) is a process
of assessing and reassessing evidence.
Eventually, the weight of evidence may
lead one to accept a proposal (as far as
that can be done in science) for at least
the time being, as it has with evolution
and vaccination, despite a selection of
naysayers, even among the scientificallytrained. Skepticism does not mean
to always doubt, which is classical
Pyrrhonist skepticism. To delay policy
making on the basis of deadlines based
on doubt is to never make a decision.
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Social science

S

adly the September 2019 edition of
The Skeptic is mostly quack stuff.
Psychology is not science or logic.
The article on teaching kids critical
thinking was gibberish.
There is no such thing as social
science. They have adopted the name
science to seem more plausible. It’s like
quack medicine saying our views are
scientific.
I love the skeptics but this issue is sad.
Dr Robert Richardson
Highgate Hill QLD
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QUOTES

Christopher
Hitchens

What they said ...
“ That which can be asserted without evidence, can be dismissed
without evidence.” - “Hitchen’s Razor” in “God is Not Great”, translation of
a Latin law code precept, “Quod gratis asseritur, gratis negatur”

“ Our belief is not a belief. Our principles are not a faith.

... We may differ on many things, but what we respect is free inquiry,
openmindedness, and the pursuit of ideas for their own sake.

”

- God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything

“ The essence of the independent mind lies not in what it thinks,
but in how it thinks.” - Letters to a Young Contrarian
“ Beware the irrational, however seductive. Shun the ‘transcendent’ and
all who invite you to subordinate or annihilate yourself. … Seek out
argument and disputation for their own sake; the grave will supply
plenty of time for silence. Suspect your own motives, and all excuse.

”

- Letters to a Young Contrarian
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DR BOB’S QUIZ SOLUTIONS
1. The brothers of Jesus Christ (Mark 6:3, Matthew 13:55). He
also possibly had two sisters. Some sects, like the Catholics and
Orthodox, suggest they might have been Joseph’s children by a
previous marriage.

2. The Gospel of James, also known as the Protoevangelium of James,
and the Infancy Gospel of James, is an apocryphal gospel probably
written around the year AD 145. Ironically, it is the oldest source to
assert the virginity of Mary not only prior to, but during (and after)
the birth of Jesus.

3. Juda is traditionally identified as the author of the Epistle of Jude, a
short epistle which is reckoned among the seven general epistles of
the New Testament, placed after Paul’s epistles and before the Book
of Revelation.

4. As a conventional carpenter Jesus wasn’t much cop, so little Jimmy
Christ did the joinery and built-in cupboards.

5. The Bethlehem Star.
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Loc a l S kep t i ca l G ro u p s
QLD

Queensland Skeptics Association Inc
www.qskeptics.org.au
Email: info@qskeptics.org.au
Mobile: 0429 143 955

Join us for dinner on the last Monday of February - November,
Junction Hotel, cnr Ipswich & Annerley Rds, Annerley, from
6pm, guest speaker at 7.30pm

Brisbane Skeptics in the Pub

www.brisbaneskeptics.org
Twitter: @BrisbaneSitP
Facebook: search “Brisbane Skeptics”
Brisbane Skeptics hold regular social evenings, SkeptiCamp and
other events. Join our Facebook group or sign up to the email
list on our website for event updates.

Gold Coast Skeptics – Dr Paulie

www.gcskeptics.com
Email: gcskeptics@gmail.com
Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/gcskeptics
Twitter: @gcskeptics Instagram: @gcskeptics
GC Skeptics in the Pub meet every third Monday at the Angler’s
Arms Hotel, 50 Queen Street, Southport. See website and
Facebook for details.
SA

Skeptics SA – Laurie Eddie

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

Thinking and Drinking - Skeptics in the Pub

Contact: nigel.dobsonkeeffe@gmail.com
www.meetup.com/Thinking-and-Drinking-Skeptics-in-the-Pub/
calendar/10205558
or http://tinyurl.com/loqdrt

TAS

Hobart Skeptics – Leyon Parker

PO Box 84, Battery Point TAS 7004
Tel: 03 6225 3988 BH, 0418 128713 parkerL3948@gmail.com
Skeptics in the Pub - 2nd Monday each month,
6.30pm, Ball & Chain restaurant, Salamanca Place

Launceston Skeptics – Jin-oh Choi

0408 271 800 info@launcestonskeptics.com
www.launcestonskeptics.com
Launceston: Skeptics in the Pub third Thursday of each month
5.30pm @ The Royal Oak Hotel
Launceston: Skeptical Sunday, 2nd Sunday of each month
2.00pm @ Cube Cafe
WA

WA Skeptics – Dr Geoffrey Dean
PO Box 466, Subiaco, WA 6904
www.undeceivingourselves.org

Details of all our meetings and speakers are on our website.

Perth Skeptics – Tanya Marwood

https://perthskeptics.com.au
www.meetup.com/Perth_Skeptics
Meetings on third Wednesday of every month 7-9pm,
at the Vic Hotel, 226 Hay Street, Subiaco
NT

Darwin Skeptics – Michelle Franklin

PO Box2027 Humpty Doo NT 0836
Tel: 0408 783 145; www.facebook.com/group/darwinskeptics/
DarwinSkeptics@gmail.com
Meetings to be announced - see Facebook page for details

Meets on the third Friday of every month at The Benjamin on
Franklin pub, 233 Franklin St, Adelaide.

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.
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