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Bent Spoon Award for 1986
goes to Peter Brock and his
Energy Polarizer
In a year that saw the usual run of "psychics" promoting
their usual run of usually wrong predictions, 1986 and the start
of 1987 also saw some rather unusual examples of
"paranormal" events - all potential winners of the Australian
Skeptics' Bent Spoon Award.
The judging committee for the Bent Spoon Award
rejected the visiting American woman who filled venues in
most capitals, claiming to teach the cash paying public how to
"tap the universal force" to enable them to bend cutlery. The
committee considered, not entirely seriously, that this may
have been organised by the Cutlery Manufacturers
Association in an effort to boost flagging sales (why else would
anyone want to mass bend spoons?).
Another strong contender was Zanex Ltd, which paid
Israeli magician and alleged "psychic" Uri Geller US$250,000
to find the location of gold mines. The judges rejected this
story, as Zanex appeared to be more a victim than a
perpetrator of a "psychic" scam.
In the event, it was agreed that the one outstanding
example of pseudo-science of the year was the so-called
"Energy Polarizer" being promoted by top Australian racing
driver, Peter Brock. The story of how Australian Skeptics
became involved in the EP affair reads like the plot of a Le
Carre novel, and is recounted in this issue. Mr Brock joins a
distinguished list of winners of the Bent Spoon Award, which
includes the Findhorn Foundation, the Melbourne Metropolitan
Board of Works and "psychic" Tom Wards.
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From the President ...
One of the more pleasant things in life is to have an
occassional win. As a Skeptic, it is particularly pleasing to
find that what we are doing is having some impact in the
wider world.
This is most evident in our dealings with the news media.
When Australian Skeptics started , it was all too common to
see claims by "psychics" and proponents of crack-pot
theories presented as established fact and without a trace of
critical analysis. Our reaction was, as it had to be, to contact
the media outlet concerned and to voice our objections to the
story, with the result that our views were sometimes treated
seriously, but frequently they were not.
It seems that the times are changing. It is now very common
for journalists to contact Australian Skeptics, before the story
is written or broadcast, to ask for our comments. Our side is
not always presented, but the fact that we exist and that we
have a point of view is usually mentioned. Members of the
Committee are frequently interviewed by TV, radio and print
journalists and our letters to the editor are usually published.
Thus the purveyors of the irrational are not getting things all
their own way and that has to be taken as a turn for the better.
The fact that we are becoming successful in this, one of our
most important roles, is borne out by the quality of the stories
entered for our Skeptical Journalism Award for 1986
(covered elsewhere in this issue). The number of stories was
not great, but the standard was high. We hope to make this
award a continuing thing, with an annual presentation to
encourage the media to be as sceptical of paranormal claims
as they would normally be of political claims.
We will probably never reach the stage that no stories about
paranormal phenomena are presented as established fact,
without scrutiny, but we have certainly passed the stage
where all such stories are.
As I said at the beginning, it is nice to have a win
occassionally.
- Barry Williams
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News,

First Journalism Awards to
Willesee and Beale
The Skeptical
Journalism Award had its
genesis in an idea proposed
by Dick Smith. Dick felt that,
while the presentation of an
annual Bent Spoon Award
served to highlight the
"psychic" charades that were
perpetrated each year and
brought publicity to the work of
Australian Skeptics, it was
important to provide positive
incentive to journalists to
critically scrutinise any
paranormal stories that came
their way. Dick offered a prize
of $1000 for the story, judged
by AS, to be the best sceptical
treatment of a paranormal or
pseudo-scientific topic.
The fact of the institution
of the award was announced
in press releases after the
1986 convention in
Melbourne, and was generally
treated by the media as a nonstory. This changed after an
article in the Sydney Morning
Herald (February 11 , 1987)
mentioned the award and the
fact that there had been no
entries. The story resulted in a
number of media interviews for
committee members and these
were followed by entries from
Robyn Williams (on
creationism) and Norman
Swann (alternative health)
(both ABC radio), television
reports on Channel 7 Perth
(religious cults) and Channel 7
Sydney (yogic "flying"), the
"Willesee" program on the 9

Network (Uri Geller), Bob
Beale of the Sydney Morning
Herald (various stories on
creationism, fringe science, Uri
Geller, Zanex, etc), Robyn
Williams for press coverage in
Omega (fringe science) and
Australian Natural History
(creationism), and an article
from the National Times by
Adrian Furnham on
clairvoyants and fringe
science.
Most of the stories
entered were of a high
standard and showed an
encouraging scepticism about
the topics covered. If there
was any cause for concern
displayed by the entries, it was
that by far the majority of
stories were from specialist
science journalists, who might
reasonably be expected to be
sceptical of paranormal claims
in the normal course of their
work. Those from nonspecialist sources were far
fewer in number, but the fact
that there were any is, in itself,
an improvement over the
attitude previously displayed
by the news media.
The entries were
considered by the annual
meeting of the national
committee which preceded the
1987 annual convention. After
much discussion, it was
decided to award the
"Skeptical Journalism Award"

Continued next page
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Journalism
Awards
from previous page
and $1000 for 1986 to Trans
Media Productions' "Willesee"
program for the story on Uri
Geller, shown on November 6
and 7. A transcript of the
program was contained in the
Skeptic, Val 7 No 1 , and
consisted of a confrontation
between Geller and Ben
Harris, magician and member
of Australian Skeptics.
The judges decided that
one other story was worthy of
special mention and a special
award was voted to Bob
Beale, science writer of the
Sydney Morning Herald. His
story concerned the pressure
being brought to bear on the
sponsors of an Australian
Museum exhibit train to
remove references to
evolution from the exhibit on
human origins. Creationists
sought to apply pressure to the
Commonwealth Bank, a major
sponsor of the exhibition, and
Mr Beale's story was
instrumental in giving publicity
to this unsuccessful threat to
intellectual freedom. Mr Beale
was awarded $500 and a
special Skeptical Journalism
Award for this story.
The Skeptical
Journalism Awards were
presented to the recipients at a
cocktail party held in Sydney
on May 30. It is anticipated
that these awards will be an
annual presentation and
media organisations are
invited to submit entries for
1987 to our postal address.

Third Skeptics convention
in Canberra a success
Australian Skeptics, after two
successful national
conventions in Sydney and
Melbourne, broke new ground
in 1987 by scheduling the
Third Annual Skeptics
Convention for Canberra.
It was, considering the
population and the small
number of Skeptic subscribers
in the ACT, a risk, but in the
event the risk paid off
handsomely.
More than seventy people
attended the Australian
National University on
Saturday, April 17, to hear
talks on tarot cards,
Nostradamus, creationist
anthropology, UFOs and
astrology, and participated in
lively discussions with the
speakers.
On Saturday evening, 26
people attended a dinner at
the university, and were later
thoroughly entertained by four
of our magician members,
Steve Walker, Peter
Rodgers.Kent Blackmore and
David Kaplan. It probably
helps to explain why so many
Magician Steve Walker

•

ID

people are taken in by
"psychics" when one
considers how pleasurable it
is to be fooled by professional
magicians.
The Skeptics received good
media coverage from the
convention, featuring
prominently in The Canberra
Times on three consecutive
days, and on the local
Channel 7 news the evening
of the convention. Specific
mention was made of the Bent
Spoon and the Journalism
awards. These awards were
also picked up by other capital
city media outlets. The
Canberra branch of Australian
Skeptics put in a great deal of
effort to ensure the success of
the convention, and are to be
congratulated for making it
both an informative and
pleasurable event.
The next Skeptics convention
will be held in Sydney over
Easter 1988, and it is
anticipated at this stage that it
will be a major two-day event,
covering a wide range of
sceptical topics.

entertains the guests at the

dinner.
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"Creationism not science"
says Aust Acade1ny of Science
From time to time,
the Australian Academy of
Science publishes
statements on matters it
considers to be of
national interest. The
Academy recently
prepared such a
statement on creationism,
the following being the
text of that statement:
One of the fiercest moral
debates witnessed in Europe
in the second half of the 19th
Century was raised by the
theory of the evolution of
species set out by Charles
Darwin in his Origin of
Species . The theory
challenged most established
views on the place of humans
in the cosmos, on three
fundamental points:
* It is suggested that
Homo sapiens , in common
with all extant species, arose
not by special creation, but by
evolutionary development
from simpler forms of life.
* It is suggested that
evolution was not guided by
some divinity or purpose, but
by rules which govern the
inheritance of physical
characteristics. These rules
were not seen as having any
moral content, and the theory
of evolution did not therefore
acknowledge a moral
component to the pattern of
life.
* The theory of evolution
therefore questioned whether
Homo sapiens hold a

supreme place in nature.
In western countries, the
debate persisted longest in the
United States of America
where the theory of evolution
clashed with widely held
fundamentalist religious views,
and in many centres within the
US the value of the theory has
never been acknowledged.
The explanatory power of the
theory of evolution has been
recognised, however, by all
biologists, and their work has
expanded and developed it.
In Australia, as in all western
countries, the theory of
evolution has for many years
been taught as the most
powerful theory available of
the origins of the diversity of
biology.
Over the last 10-20
years, the fundamentalist
rejection of the theory has
gained momentum in the US,
and the same thrust has been
evident in parts of Australia, in
particular in Queensland. The
anti-evolution thrust argues
two major points:
* That the theory of
evolution is flawed; and
* That a sense of
balance in the teaching of the
scientific basis of life requires
that equal consideration be
given to the creationist view
that sees the origin of the
diversity of life in the specific
intention of the Deity.
The following points
summarise the view of the
Australian Academy of

Science on this issue:
* All scientific ideas are
theories, imperfect and subject
to test. That the theory of
evolution is imperfect, and still
the subject of study and
modification, affirms that the
theory is part of science. Many
attempts to modify and expand
the theory have been
successful, showing (since
Darwin's day) the gene-basis
of inheritance, the basis of
gene-reproduction in the
double helix structure of DNA,
the 'genetic drift' basis of the
origin of breeds, and so on.
Many challenges to the
fundamentals of the theory
have failed empirical test. The
theory has attracted enormous
empirical testing and remains
one of the most powerful of
scientific ideas.
* The creationist accour:t
of the origin of life has been
and remains an important idea
in human culture. However, it
is not a scientific idea. That is,
it is not open to empirical test.
It is an article of religious faith.
* The creationist account
of the origin of life is not
therefore appropriate to a
course in the science of
biology, and the claim that it is
a viable scientific explanation
of the diversity of life does not
warrant support.
* The Academy sees no
objection to the teaching of
creationism in schools as part
of a course in dogmatic or
comparative religion, or in
some other non-scientific
context. There are no
grounds, however, for
requiring that creationism be
taught as part of a science
course.
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BENT SPOON AWARD

Peter Brock's Energy

Polarizer

Barry Williams
The story of Peter Brock, outstanding
motor sport driver, eight times winner at
Bathurst and to many people a folk hero, and
his misadventures since becoming publicly
identified with the so called "Energy Polarizer",
has been well documented in the general and
the specialised motoring media in recent
months.
That Mr Brock, eminent in his chosen field,
should 'muddy' his unquestioned skills as a
driver and as a businessman by delving into the
mystical realm of pseudo-science is, in many
ways, a tragedy.
This article does not seek to interest itself,
in any partisan way, in the commercial
controversies that have involved Mr Brock's
HOT Special Vehicles Pty Ltd and the Holden's
Motor Company, nor does it seek to comment,
except in passing, on the quality of mechanical
and design modifications made to . Holden's
vehicles by the HOT company. The sole intent
of Australian Skeptics in this matter lies with the
claims made for the Energy Polarizer.
Certain words and phrases activate the
sensitive psychic antennae of a Skeptic.
Phrases such as "energies as yet unknown to
science" and "rewrite the laws of physics" are
sure signals someone is trying to blind
someone with non-science. This story abounds
with such signals.
The first reference that we can locate to
Brock's Energy Polarizer occurs in an article by
Phil Scott, motoring editor for the Sydney Sun
Herald in the May 18, 1986 edition. The article,
headlined "Brock's 'Secret Weapon': Will cars
run better?" gives the clearest picture available
of what Mr Brock was claiming for his device.
Readers interested in a fuller history of the
events which led to Brock's break with Holden's
are referred to the April 1987 edition of Wheels
magazine for a comprehensive story, also
written by Phil Scott.
In the Sun Herald article, Brock is quoted

"improves
device
his
that
saying
as
performance handling and ride comfort as well
as producing better economy and less
component wear". A very impressive gadget if
the claims are true.
When asked to describe how the device
achieves these remarkable results, Brock is
quoted as saying "The Energy Polarizer is a
transmitter that emits a signal [that is] neither
electric nor magnetic nor is it a radio wave or Xray." (Mr Brock seems to be unaware that all of
these are forms of electromagnetic energy.) He
further claims "It's a form of energy called
orgone energy" and goes on "British medicos
are using a derivative of it to produce body
scans" (in this he seems to be referring to
Nuclear Magnetic Resonance Imaging, MRI,
which certainly uses electromagnetic energy, a
great deal of it, and not orgone energy which
does not appear to exist - see box).
Mr Brock is also quoted as saying ''We
haven't altered molecular structure but realigned the molecules into an almost crystalline
layout" and "inside my Polarizer, among other
things, you've got magnetic energy acting on a
crystal which causes the transmission of a high
frequency wave which in fact is orgone energy.
When the car is fully charged with orgone
energy, the molecules are all nicely aligned and
you can feel it working better."
When the journalist put it to Brock that his
claims seem to challenge the laws of physics,
Brock admits "physics doesn't recognise that
this energy exists or that it can do these things"
and "the laws of physics are going to have to be
rewritten".
Mr Brock's naive self-assurance here
betrays an ignorance of the history of science. It
is an extremely rare event for the laws of
physics to be "re-written". They can be added to
or amended, but probably the only substantial
"re-writes" were carried out by Newton in the
17th century and by the proponents of relativity
and quantum theory in the early part of this
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The Sun Herald article has been quoted
from at length because it represents the most
comprehensive exposition of Brock's claims for
his Energy Polarizer to appear in the media.
From here on, the story becomes far less clear.
In early February 1987 and subsequently
some weeks later, I was phoned by a person
who told me in considerable detail what was
going on in the HOT organisation. Much of this
information later became public through the
media, and some of it was personal about
people associated with the organisation. It was
apparent that my informant was quite close to
HOT and was very concerned with the potential
results of what was going on. It was suggested
to me that the organisation was split (polarised,
in fact) between the professional engineers,
mechanics and drivers, and the "believers" who
were promoting the Polarizer.
In my informant's view, the believers were
in the ascendant and that this ascendancy was
likely to have a deleterious effect on both the
It was
company and Mr Brock personally.
distinct
a
was
indicated to me that there
probability that many professional staff would
leave the company as they felt that they had no
This
influence on decisions being made.
information was confirmed when many of the
staff, including long time Brock associate driver
John Harvey, together with Allan Moffat, left the
HOT team later in February.
To check the facts that had been given to
me, I contacted Bob Beale, science writer of the
Sydney Morning Herald , and David Robertson,
motoring writer who confirmed many of the
details. Mr Robertson wrote an article in the
SMH of February 19, in which he mentioned
Australian Skeptics' interest in the claims made
for the Energy Polarizer.
Mr Brock appeared on television on the
Terry Willesee Tonight program (Channel 7,
Sydney) and stated that some of the claims that
had been made were "a smokescreen" because
his premises had been burgled and certain
papers taken. Mr Brock has not yet publicly
stated which of his claims formed part of this
smokescreen.
Australian Skeptics held a special
committee meeting on Su nday, February 22 :
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and as a result Dr Anthony Garrett, Australian
Skeptics committee member and theoretical
physicist, was deputised to contact Mr Brock
and Ho!den's to discover what, if any, tests had
been made on vehicles fitted with the Polarizer
and to offer to carry out properly controlled
scientific tests that would test the validity of the
claims.
Dr Garrett sent a telex to Mr Brock on
Monday, February 23, setting out our intent and
our offer to conduct tests. He also wrote to Mr
C.S. Chapman, managing director of Holden's
Motor Company, requesting details of any tests
that had been conducted.
In the telex to Mr Brock, Dr Garrett had
included the background information that the
included
Skeptics
Australian
of
aims
The
investigation of paranormal claims.
response from Mr Brock was prompt and brief.
·
Quoted in full, it was:
"Dear Dr Garrett,
Your recent communications are irrelevant, as I
and my colleagues make no claims what-so-ever of
paranormality.
Yours sincerely,
Peter Brock"

In contrast, the response from Mr
Chapman, while equally prompt, was much
more detailed:
"Dear Dr Garrett:
Thank you for your letter of February 24.
Following many months of acrimony between
Peter Brock and our Organization over the energy
polarizer, I arranged a meeting in late October, 1986,
with Mr. Brock in order to try to resolve the matter.
As a result of the meeting, GM-H tests on the polarizer
were conducted as a concession to Mr. Brock, at the
Lang Lang Proving Grounds in November, 1986.
Neither I nor anyone in our Organization saw
any scientific substance to the device and were
reluctant to spend company funds on it. However, in
order to try to resolve the dispute and resume the
partnership, we agreed on a back-to-back test at our
Lang Lang Proving Grounds and, at the insistence of
Mr. Brock, we agreed that we would not publish the
results. Mr. Brock was not satisfied that our test
allowed significant time for proper preparation to allow
the device to achieve certain harmonious vehicle
effects and objected to the fact that the test was
conducted by our Experimental Test group without his
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presence.
Our Experimental Test group assured me that
our test was conducted in the same 'arms length'
manner as would take place in evaluating any proposal
of our own or from any of our suppliers.
At my meeting with Mr. Brock I stated that he
also was free to submit to us any favourable tests that
might result from his own sub1!1is~ion _of ~he _d evice to
any reputable engineering or scientific mstitutlon.
To date he has not submitted to us results of any
such tests. I have neither seen nor have been made
aware of any such record of any tests or ~est ~esults
from the General Motors Proving Grounds m Milford,
Michigan.
I understand that some evaluations were made
on durability trucks at Milford at the request of Mr.
J.D. Rock, our former Director of Marketing at GMH who is now the Manager, Truck & Coach
Operation. Whatever the results of these prelimiary
evaluations might have been, John Rock has not called
them to our attention. If you would like the results of
these preliminary evaluations, you may contact Mr.
Rock as follows: [address supplied but not quoted
here].
Sincerely,
C.S. Chapman"

These responses were received by
Australian Skeptics some two weeks after the
severance of relations between HOT and
Holden's.
The Willesee program (Channel 9
network) conducted tests on a Brock car that
had travelled 40,000km after a Polarizer had
been personally fitted to it by Brock. Neither the
car owner, motoring journalist Paul Wiezel, nor
another motoring journalist, David Morley, could
detect any difference in performance between
the car when fitted with the Polarizer or a day
later after the Polarizer had been removed.
' This test should have overcome Brock's
objections to some tests in which the Polarizer
was not fitted by authorised people. The car
was also tested using sophisticated engine
testing apparatus, in both conditions, again
without any discernable difference.
On the same program, Anthony Garrett
was interviewed regarding the theoretical basis
for the Polarizer. To quote Dr Garrett, "Nothing
is impossible, but it is very very improbable".
Mrs Beverley Brock also apeared on the
program. She made one interestin~ comment
that drivers feel
that the Polanzer works
(perhaps she has not heard of the placebo
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effect).
She also spoke of "energies that
science knows nothing about" and a "whole
new field of metaphysics that are just beginning
to be recognised", which may well be true, but
what metaphysics has to do with motor car
performance is a little difficult to determine. We
understand that Mrs Brock is a former science
teacher.
There have been various tests carried out
by motoring writers on the Brock vehicles.
Many of these are, in fact, complimentary to the
vehicles, but none appear to be comparisons of
similar cars with and without Polarizers. It is
common knowledge that Brock takes standard,
off-the-assembly line vehicles and then makes
many mechanical modifications to them. It is
quite consistent that the specially rebuilt
vehicles would perform better than those off the
assembly line. Our research reveals no test that
could be even remotely considered as a
scientific test on the claims made for the
Polarizer.
A mysterious figure in this saga is Dr Eric
Dowker, a Melbourne chiripractor described in
various publications as "Brock's guru". Whether
Mr Dowker is responsible for the Energy
Polarizer is difficult to ascertain as media
reports are equivocal on the point. In any event,
Dowker is very difficult to contact and the only
public comments attributable tohim are couched
in 'pop' psychological jargon, and are most
unhelpful as to his level of scientific knowledge
(if any)!
In the Sydney Morning Herald
of
February 25, 1987, an advertisement appeared
offering for sale the Peter Brock Energy
Polarizer for $478.00. The advertisement asked
people to send cheque/money order or
Bankcard authorization to CGM Marketing Pty
Ltd, 138 Mollison Street, Bendigo.
It also
contained quotes from two motoring writers
extolling the virtues of the Polarizer. One of
these quotes, from Mike Kable, The Australian
February 23, 1987, said "The difference ...
amounted to a much smoother ride and less
tendency to skip about on broken bitumen than
the Holden's Commodore without the polarizer."
The article from which this quote was
taken actually said "I am unable to give an

10
opinion one way or the other on the polarizer,
but the difference ... etc". We wrote to the
Advertising Standards Council with this
information seeking a ruling as to whether the
quote, supposedly endorsing the Polarizer, was
out of context and whether it breached
advertising standards.
In a response to Australian Skeptics, the
ASC's determination was as follows: "Council
considered the advertisement which stated the
attributes of the polarizer and quoted two
'experts' on motoring. Council agreed that one
of the experts' comments had been quoted out
of context and on the information before it, was
not satisfied that the claims made in the
advertisement could be substantiated.
The
complaint was upheld."
In a letter that I received from Mrs Beverley
Brock, written on April 2, she stated that the
Polarizer had been "taken off the market". She
also stated that the advertisement had been run
"for one day to test public reaction. No sales
were made as a result of those ads, as we were
not happy with the timing. We no longer have
any business links with CGM Marketing". Mrs
Brock went on to say that independent testing
was being undertaken and that it would take
some time before the results of those tests could
be collected and collated and that when that
was achieved a suitable marketing approach
would be considered.
Since then, nothing
further has been heard from the HOT
organisation.
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This article has considered, at some
length, the controversy that has surrounded the
Brock Energy Polarizer. Australian Skeptics
has offered, as an independent body, to
conduct or supervise tests that will determine
whether the Polarizer will do what is claimed for
it. We have been frustrated by the fact that in
his many statements on the issue, Mr Brock will
not state categorically how the device works,
nor exactly what results one could expect from
it. Without Mr Brock's co-operation, we cannot
test the device as he has objected to such tests
being conducted without his involvement.
The only facts that we can ascertain from
within
the
mass
of
information
and
disinformation that have proliferated throughout
this affair are:
* Any claims made for the Polarizer are
based on unsubstantiated assertions.
* No reliable testing has been carried out
under controlled conditions that would indicate
any of the claims made are valid.
* That, if as originally claimed in the
media, the device relies on orgone energy
(HOT sales literature refers to it as A.B.A.
energy), there is not a trace of any evidence that
such energy exists.
Australian Skeptics therefore believes
that, in light if these facts, there is no reason to
believe that the Brock Energy Polarizer has any
effect whatsoever on the performance of a
motor vehicle.
Australian Skeptics will always be willing
to take part in testing of this or similar devices
and will publish the results of the tests,
whatever they reveal. In the absence of any
properly conducted tests, we would strongly
advise anyone contemplating the purchase of a
device that makes its claims based on "energies
unknown to science" to save their money.
We also believe that there has never been
a more worthy recipient of our Bent Spoon
award.
Barry Williams is president of Australian Skeptics.
He does not currently own or drive a Holden car.
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CREATIONISM

Creationism and the
Encyclopaedia Britannica
Ken Smith
On page 46 of the December 1986 issue
of Creation Ex Nihilo (Vol 9, No 1) there is a
column headed "Old books prove creation was
basis of science".
The column records the
donation to the library of the Creation Science
Foundation of a reproduction of the first edition
of the "Encyclopaedia Britannica". The original
was first published in 1771.
The column goes on:

"The entries on science have a strong creation
emphasis, as this excerpt from the section on
Astronomy will show: 'Whoever imagines they [so
many glorious suns] were created only to give a faint
glimmering of light to the inhabitants of this globe,
must have a very superficial knowledge of astronomy,
and a mean opinion of Divine Wisdom; since, by an
infinitely less exertion of creating power, the Deity
could have given our earth much more light by one
single additional mass."'
The words in square brackets and the
capitals are as given in Creation Ex Nihilo.
Now it is only to be expected that an
article on astronomy written over two hundred
years ago would, at some point, refer to the
Deity as responsible for creating various things.
But this is not the same as modern creationism.
Almost all those who have taken the trouble to
check the originals from which creationists
claim to have quoted have discovered that the
quotation as incorrect, or is so taken out of
context that the original meaning has been
completely distorted (or, commonly, both). Can
they do any better when quoting from their own
library? We shall see.
Before discussing the entries in the
"Encyclopaedia", a general description may be
helpful for anyone who cannot get access to it in
a large library. The information here is taken
from the copy in the Main Library at the
University of Queensland.
The articles in the "Encyclopaedia" are

very uneven in length, and the coverage of
letters of the alphabet is also uneven. Of the
three volumes, Vol 1 covers A and B, Vol 2 from
C to L, and Vol 3 from M to Z. Volume 1 has
697 pages, and the letter A accounts for 511 of
these. Most of the articles are very short, and
consist of only a few lines. But the article
"Anatomy" goes from page 145 to page 310,
and so takes up nearly one-third of the space
allotted to the letter A. The second longest
article under A is "Astronomy", and it covers
pages 434-500. The quotation above is taken
from page 434.
My first action, on getting Volume 1 out of
the library and finding the article, was to idly
turn over the pages, looking at the diagrams.
While doing this I noticed a heading on page
456 which read "Chap.IX The Method of finding
the Longitude by the Eclipses of Jupiter's
Satellites:
The amazing Velocity of Light
demonstrated by these Eclipses".
Aha, I
thought - some more data for Barry Satterfield to
use in his work on the way the speed of light
has been decreasing. On page 457, after some
discussion of the technique, we read:

"... and consequently the particles of light fly
about 164 thousand 494 miles every second, which is
above a million times swifter than the motion of a
cannon-bullet."
This speed is 264, 727km/sec, which is
rather lower than the current value of
299,792km/sec.
Oh dear!
I hope that Mr
Satterfield has been provided with this
information, so that he can revise his work to
show that the speed of light has really been
INCREASING
since
1771,
rather
than
DECREASING.
The quotation which started me off on this
bit of research referred to the stars. The whole
paragraph reads:
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"It is noways probable that the Almighty, who
always acts with infinite wisdom, and does nothing in
vain, should create so many glorious suns, fit for so
many important purposes, and place them at such
distances from one another, without proper objects
near enough to be benefited by their influences.
Whoever imagines they were created only to give a
faint glimmering of light to the inhabitants of this
globe, must have a very superficial knowledge of
astronomy, and a mean opinion of Divine Wisdom;
since, by an infinitely less exertion of creating power,
the Deity could have given our earth much more light
by one single additional moon."

Note that in Creation Ex Nihilo the last
word is given incorrectly, though the quotation,
as far as it goes, is otherwise correct. But note
also that the first sentence of the paragraph has
been omitted. This sentence raises questions: if
the Almighty did not create stars just to give light
to the earth, what were they created for? Just
what are the "proper objects near enough to be
benefited ... "? In fact, the article provides us
with this information, but it conflicts with what
modern-day creationists would have us believe.
The paragraph following the one quoted
begins:
"Instead then of one sun and one world only in
the universe, astronomy discovers to us such an
inconceivable number of suns, systems, and worlds,
dispersed through boundless space, that if our sun,
with all the planets, moons, and comets belonging to
it, were annihilated, they would no more be missed,
by an eye that could take in the whole creation, than a
grain of sand from the sea shore: ... "

Just so - the solar system, with the earth
inhabited by mankind, forms an insignificant
part of the whole cosmos. The article then goes
on to discuss, briefly, the planets and satellites
of the solar system, since these are the only
ones about which we have direct knowledge.
This section of the article concludes with the
paragraph:
"Since the fixed stars are prodigious spheres of
fire like our sun, and at inconceivable distances from
one another as well as from us, it is reasonable to
conclude they are made for the same purposes that the
sun is; each to bestow light, heat, and vegetation, on a
certain number of inhabited planets, kept by gravitation
within the sphere of its activity."

This raises more questions - the stars are
made to bestow light, etc, on "a certain number
But we thought our
of inhabited planets"?
creationist friends insisted that the earth was the
only inhabited planet. Further investigation is
needed. On page 436 of the article, there is a
brief discussion of Mercury, which includes the
sentences:
"The great heat of this planet is no argument
against its being inhabited; since the Almighty could
as easily suit the bodies and constitutions of its
inhabitants to the heat of their dwelling, as he has done
ours to the temperature of our earth. And it is very
probable that the people there have such an opinion of
us, as we have of the inhabitants of Jupiter and Saturn;
namely, that we must be intolerably cold, and have
very little light at so great a distance from the sun."

But this is not all. The following pages
discuss some of the properties of the then
known planets and their satellites. This section
of the article concludes with a long paragraph
(on page 444) which says not only that God
could have made intelligent beings for the other
planets, but that he must have. The paragraph
is too long to quote in full, but the first sentence
is:
"Every person who looks upon, and compares
the systems of moons together, which belong to
Jupiter and Saturn, must be amazed at the vast
magnitude of these two planets, and the noble
attendance they have in respect of our little earth; and
can never bring himself to think, that an infinitely wise
Creator should dispose of all his animals and
vegetables here, leaving the other planets bare and
destitute of rational creatures."

"Rational creatures" indeed? If this is "a
strong creation emphasis", then the right hand
of the creationist movement does not know what
the left hand is doing. In many other creationist
writings the idea that there might be intelligent
beings elsewhere in the universe is condemned
as Evolutionism! One of the widely circulated
creationist books is "Handy Dandy Evolution
Refuter" by Robert E. Kofahl. On page 132 of
this, one paragraph reads:
"It is important to remember, however, that no
scientific evidence whatsoever suggests that any other
planet similar to. our earth exiS t anywhere in the

s

winter 87
universe. The whole idea of life on other planets is
pure speculation without a shred of scientific evidence.
But the notion is popular with both scientists and lay
people who want to believe in evolution in spite of the
evidence that it is impossible. God may, indeed, have
created life on other planets, but He has given us no
evidence of it, either through science or in the Bible."

Henry M. Morris has written the same sort
of thing in various places.
In his "The
Remarkable Birth of Planet Earth" he devotes a
whole chapter to "The Puzzling Role of the
Stars Above". This has more peculiar ideas,
which would need several articles to criticise in
detail. Do creationists believe that there is life
on other planets or not? It seems that here, as
in other places, they are trying to hedge their
bets. If, at some time in the future, life is found
elsewhere in the universe, no doubt Kofahl's
words "God may, indeed, have created life on
other planets, ... " will be dusted off and
produced
as
evidence that creationists
predicted it many years ago.
There is one point concerning which the
editors of the "Encyclopaedia Britannica" might
be described as adhering more closely to
Christian teachings than Kofahl.
On pages 132-135 of his book, Kofahl
goes into all the standard arguments that the
earth was designed specifically for human life
(temperature, atmosphere, gravity, inclination of
axis, etc), and reaches the same conclusion
other creationists -do.
But one of the major
tenets of Christianity is that God is omnipotent,
and not bound by any physical properties
incidental to the earth.
The editors of the
"Encyclopaedia" specifically said this! Who is
more Christian - the ones who say God can
make inhabitants for any planet, or the one who
says that only earth will do?
Enough has been written to show that
there are serious doubts about the claim that
the article 'Astronomy' in the first edition of the
"Encyclopaedia Britannica" has "a strong
creation emphasis", in the sense in which
'creation' is used by modern day creationists.
Some of the other articles will be examined (in
a later article) to see whether or not they could
legitimately be similarly described.
What is the moral of this brief investigation
of yet another creationist quotation? Exactly the

13
same as that reached by nearly everyone who
has checked on other claimed quotations from
standard scientific works. In m;:i,ny cases the
quotations are not correct (though this one is
more accurate than most).
But, almost
invariably, the words, correct or not, have been
so taken out of context that they convey a
misleading impression to the unwary.
Our creationist friends claim that they are
motivated by religious reasons.
The ninth
commandment reads "Thou shalt not bear false
witness against thy neighbour". Do they regard
this as telling lies about people, or does
incomplete citation, which gives a misleading
impression, also count as "false witness"
against the original writer (or writers)? Perhaps
they could meditate on the matter.
Ken Smith is senior lecturer in mathematics at the University of
Queensland, a member of the Queensland committee of the Australian
Skeptics, and co-editor of the Skeptics' publication, "Creationism: An
Australian Perspective".
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PREDICTIONS

Fallible Futures
We've all read them - those predictions for
the year ahead that regularly turn up in the
popular press at the beginning of a new year.
We've read them, sniggered or been impressed
according to our lights, and promptly forgotten
them.
Forgotten them, that is, unless you happen
a
to be Skeptic.
At the beginning of 1986, the national
committee of Australian Skeptics circulated a
copy of an article published in the Australasian
Post (January 9, 1986). It was an entertaining
little piece (to their credit, the Post did give it the
which
in
Fun")
of "Just For
by-line
"internationally famous clairvoyant" Tom Wards
made predictions of events to occur in each
state during 1986.
In this article, we won't be looking at every
state - endless repetition of the same results
can be a little tedious - however, anyone is
welcome to ask for a copy of Mr Wards'
predictions for 1986 so ~hey can check for
themselves how well he did in their region.
Rather, we will look at a number of areas
(Queensland, Western Australia and the ACT)
for his 1986 predictions, and, as an addendum,
we will see how well he has done in his 1987
predictions so far.
But before we launch into our quest for the
accuracy of Mr Wards' 1986 predictions, let's go
back a space. At the beginning of 1985, Mr
Wards made a number of predictions for that
year. These were reviewed in an article which
appeared in the Sunday Press of December
22, 1985. Most of his predictions could have
been made by anyone with a reasonable
awareness of world events, and some were well
off beam - those were the ones detailing a
particular event. For example, he predicted
that James Cagney would die during 1985 - he
didn't! Mr Wards, according to this article, is
dismissive of the criticisms put forward by
groups like the Australian Skeptics. He says "If
we [seers] were 100% right, we would be
inhuman" and maintains he is 60 to 70%

accurate.
Queensland
Anne Wheeler of the Queensland
committee of AS said she "resolved to pick up
I decided to monitor the
the gauntlet.
predictions for my home state of Queensland.
They were given in a fairly hodge-podge way,
so I tabulated them into a better order, and kept
a careful watch on the news media. On the
premise that lots of heads are better than one, I
went through the predictions with the
Queensland committee about half way through
the year to make sure I hadn't missed anything.
Then, on the further premise that even more
heads are better than lots, I went through them
again with other members of the Queensland
Skeptics at a meeting in February 1987.
"So, here are Tom Wards' predictions
together with our comments, and you can judge
Remember, they refer to
for yourselves.
Queensland for 1986 - this is one time when
near enough is not good enough. So a similar
event occurring over the border at Tweed
Heads in February 1987 is not a 'hit'."
Many strikes in Queensland and
1.
the whole state will be brought to a
This could force the Premier
standstill.
bring a change of
and
resign
to
government. There weren't, it wasn't and he
didn't.
2. More oil wil be found near Roma.
There are oilfields at Roma, so finding 'more'
there is a reasonable supposition.
A spate of people disappearing
3.
or going missing. People do go missing all
the time, but there was no report of a spate of
them doing it.
4. A prominent businessman will be
arrested for growing marijuana in north
Perhaps he was so
east Queensland.
prominent that it was all hushed up?!
Masses of overseas money will
5.
start buying up Queensland properties.
Highly likely - it's very nice here in Queensland.
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In any case, this is hardly a new phenomenon.

6.
Chinese
consortium
will
purchase one of Queensland's oldest
hotels. Quite possible, but we haven't heard
about it.
7.

Many changes ahead in this
[1986] year and upsets with federal and
state leaders at loggerheads.
I could
have predicted this.
8. A man thought to be Lord Lucan,
the missing British peer wanted by
Scotland Yard for questioning about the
murder of his children's nanny some 1O
years ago, will be arrested in the
Queensland outback.
At last, a detailed
(well, fairly detailed) prediction.
Unfortunately
for Tom, a "miss"!
9.
Victorian couple lost in a bush
walk near Cairns.
Depends on how you
read "lost" - I can get lost driving around
Brisbane.
There were no reports of any
Victorians being permanently lost in the Cairns
area.
10.
There
will
be
good warm
weather
and
high
temepratures
in
January
and
February
1986.
In
Queensland! In summer! There was, but noone was surprised.
11.
Brisbane will see a large
robbery take place from a major banking
group in April or May.
Hostages taken
but will be freed within a matter of
hours. Another fairly detailed prediction and
... another miss.
12. About four teenage murders will
have the police baffled then in October
or November a major breakthrough and
two people will be arrested.
Missed
again.
13.
Late in December a large opal
will be found also a very large sapphire
at the town of Sapphire.
Define "large".
Nothing of a newsworthy size was reported.
14.
Troops will be brought in to
break strikes and special acts will be
evoked later on in the year. A miss, I'm
afraid - sounds quite exciting.
15.
Bush fires late in 1986. There
always are.
16. A Japanese firm will open a big
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assembly plant for their products late in
1986. A final miss.
Canberra
Canberra Skeptics' secretary, William
Grey, reports that Tom Wards' predictions for
the ACT in 1986 were disappointing.
Mr Wards predicted there would be
speculation that the Prime Minister would offer
the post of Governor-General to Prince Charles.
There wasn't.
He predicted there would be speculation
that the Prince and his Princess would decide to
come here for from three to seven years. Not a
murmur.
Prince Charles and Princess Diana, he
predicted, would come to Australia to live
anyway, as the Prince does seem to have
problems with his father the Duke. They didn't.
Perhaps Mr Wards meant a different prince in a
different year who also didn't come to Australia.
January and February in the ACT, he said,
would be very warm. In fact temperatures were
two degrees below average in January and one
degree below average in February. Mr Wards
should stick to predicting warm weather in
Queensland.
The national capital, he predicted, would
miss out on most of the rain that the other states
would get. Canberra missed out on all the rain
that fell somewhere else. It always does.
Mr Hawke's popularity, he predicted,
would wane in January and February. In fact,
the approval rating of the PM was fairly buoyant
in these months (62 and 55%). The bad months
for Hawke's popularity were September (43),
October (44) and December (42).
In the event of supply being blocked,
Hawke would take the country to the polls, with
a good chance of winning. Being a conditional
prediction with an unsatisfied antecedent, this
was vacuously true.
Overall, five of Wards' seven predictions
were dead wrong, and two (Canberra's rain and
Hawke's election) were vacuously true. Total
score: zero.
Western Australia
The WA committee of Australian Skeptics
contacted the ABC Radio news team for their
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comments. Combined with their own research,
here are the results of Mr Wards' predictions for
WA in 1986:
1.
1986 will see a mixed year for
Perth businessmen Alan Bond and Mr
Holmes a Court.
There will be a
corporate battle for one or the other to
obtain control of a big Australian and
overseas company.
There was 'fighting'
over BHP, and late '86 over News Ltd.
A
judicious reading of the financial papers would
give much the same prediction.
2. There will be a rumour of Mr Alan
Bond standing for parliament or entering
into politics. Not even a hint of news that this
would come to pass. Mr Bond probably has too
much influence already to want to enter
parliament.
3.
There will also be more clashes
between Mr Bourke, the Premier, and Mr
Holmes a Court in '86. There was a minor
clash between Burke and Bond but not between
Burke and Holmes a Court.
4.
Western Australia will go to an
election which will be w_on by the
Liberals with a very small majority and
could quite easily see parliament falling
within a 12 month period and at a new
election Labor being returned. There was
a state election in March '86. For the first time in
living memory, Labor got back for a second
time. The government has not fallen .
5.
There will be more valuable
diamonds (extremely large) found in the
Kimberleys
and
two
new
mining
companies will be formed in the West.
Poseidon shares will take off again,
also, and West Australian gold shares.
Not so - or at least, not publicly.
Mining
companies are coming and going all the time,
so this one could hardly fail. Poseidon shares
did not take off, and gold shares held their own
(presumably Mr Wards meant that gold shares
would 'take off).
6.
A ~ritish pop singer will pay
almost $5 million for a large property.
Not so; at any rate, not publicly.
7.
A gunman will run amok, killing
four people in a supermarket during this
year but will be caught a nd gunned

down by a Perth policeman. Another fairly
detailed prediction, and another miss.
8.
Bomb blasts near Parliament
House and a bomb scare at West
Australian
airport.
Hijack
plane
controlled by terrorists lands in the
West.
Terrorists
questioned
and
charged and sent back to stand before a
world court. Wow! Shame it didn't happen.
No bomb blasts near Parliament House, no
reported bomb scares at airports, and definitely
no terrorist attacks.
9.
Gunman holds police and the
army at bay on top of a Perth building
for close to 2 days.
Stalemate exists
and the man is overcome and shot and
wounded so ends the siege.
A gunman
did stop traffic on the Narrows Bridge for two
hours (he was on the bridge itself) and was then
taken into custody. He was not shot. Details do
not fit, although this is the sort of result that
clairvoyants often claim as successes.
10. In summing up for Perth and the
West in 1986, there will be heavy rains
and floods in April and late May. Perth
will also feel two earth tremors and one
will register as high as 5.6 on the
Richter scale. April was unusually warm and
dry. There were heavy rains in mid May (about
the fifth to the twentieth) but not in late May.
There was one tremor in Meckering (100km
east of Perth), magnitude 4.3, which was only
just felt in the capital, but no others felt in Perth.
There were no tremors in the area as high as
5.6, which would produce appreciable damage.
In the three regions we have looked at, Mr
Wards has not done particularly well. Perhaps
we should concede that some of the predictions
did come to pass, but we haven't heard about
them . On the other hand, bear in mind Mr
Wards' claim of 60 to 70% accuracy.
Predictions for 1987
A short glance at those predictions we
have quoted above will show that Tom Wards
was particularly forthright in his predictions - this
will happen, etc. No doubt about it, he was
confident.
Apparently not so with 1987.
In his
predictions
thiS year. published in th e

for

ever
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faithful Australasian Post of January 8 (only this
time not as "Just for Fun", but in an 8-page liftout
titled "Post's Prophecies - Read what the
experts say about Love, Health, Politics, the
Economy, and the Weather, in the New Year"),
his predictions are full of "we could see" and "I
feel that", as well as far fewer predictions tied to
a particular time. Maybe 1987 was a harder
year to predict than most, or maybe Mr Wards
was a little peeved by the Doubting Thomases
of the previous year.
Of those predictions which can be pinned
down, Mr Wards is still showing his same skill.
For instance, "The Prime Minister could call an
election in March or April" is now proved false,
as is "I feel that there will be a run by Andrew
Peacock as Leader of the Opposition, and he
could easily beat the Hawke Government".
In the same vein, we have "I feel that the
Premier, Sir Joh Bjelke-Petersen, could resign
early in the year, with Canberra in mind".
Maybe Mr Wards was reading minds rather than
events.
Events to look forward to are a "major
accident" at the Adelaide Grand Prix "in which
two people could be killed", an "airport disaster"
in New South Wales (this one is definite - no
"feels" or "could be" about it}, Malcolm Fraser
will sell Nareen, the WA Premier will call in the
army to quell riots, and Tasmania "could do well
by 1997".
Predictions like this really don't hurt
anyone, and perhaps they do make good
newspaper copy (or fillers), even if they are just
for fun. But claims like Tom Wards' 60-70%
accuracy should be checked, as we are sure Mr
Wards would agree that accuracy in all things is
important.
And before we finish, we almost forgot.
Tom did make three predictions for the
America's Cup: "I feel that there will be a
tragedy involving one boat" (miss), "I feel that
the Australian and New Zealand boats will do
well" (no second prizes - miss) and "Terrorists
could be present during the Cup races".
Predictable, isn't it.

ARE YOU MOVING?
Unfortunately, we cannot predict your
movements, nor can we telepathically
know where you are. H you are
changing you address, please let us
know - either tell your state branch or
write direct to the Skeptic.
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CURRENT INVESTIGATIONS

Follow up: The Great

Cancer Chase Widens

Anthony Garrett
The last Skeptic for 1986 (Volume 6, No
4) contained a critical assessment of a radical,
new, and highly dubious theory of cancer
propagation by Ors Bevan Reid and Sergei
Barsamian, then of Sydney University's Queen
Elizabeth II Research Institute for Mothers &
Further information concerning the
Infants.
furore has now come to light.
The "artist", Robert Pope, who had
encouraged Reid and Barsamian in their
speculations during his stint as Artist in
Residence at the QEII hospital, has now
He was the first such at any
departed.
It remains to be seen
Australian hospital.
whether any other hospitals will institute or
accept similar positions.
I have still be unable to gain access to a
paper
Barsami~n•s
Dr
of
preprint
"Electromagnetic Force Fields", which describes
the physics of the theory in full detail. Dr
Barsamian is involved with Sydney University's
new Centre for Human Aspects of Science &
Technology (CHAST), several of whose
evening seminars combined two interests of
mine: statistical physics, and teaching science
to the general public.
Nevertheless, I declined to attend them
because I did not believe their format - 90
minutes of unstructured discussion - would be
Instead I sent CHAST a document
fruitful.
outlining my views.
I regretted not meeting Dr Barsamian in
person in order to request a copy of his preprint;
but until or unless he acceded to this standard
academic courtesy, I did not feel able to discuss
the theory with him. How can you discuss
something you haven't seen?
Dr Barsamian, for his part, was sticking to
his guns in insisting that we discuss the theory
first; his wife even rang me up to try and
arrange a meeting. She also presumed I had
written a satirical article on the theory which
appeared, under the name of its author, Eugene

Seneta, in the journal of the students' Physics
Society. This article suggested playfully that the
unit of the new force should be called the
Garrett or the Moore, after scientists who "have
given the research every bit of support it
(Kevin Moore is a respected
deserves".
colleague of mine, equally sceptical of the ReidBarsamian theory.) I am pleased to say that
Eugene Seneta is alive and well and is no nom
de plume . I do not publish anything I am not
prepared to sign.
Letters concerning the theory continued to
appear in the University of Sydney News .
Below is my own first rejoinder, omitted from the
original article in the Skeptic :
"The Reid-Barsamian theory treads an
increasingly well-worn path. Start with an important
unsolved problem (cancer), denounce orthodoxy and
bring in a radical idea (the energy field) and add a dash
of mysticism (the 'wholeness' of the cell). This
prescription has already bamboozled an alarming
proportion of the general public into believing such
untruths as Atlantis, the Bermuda Triangle and
astrology.
"A priori two competing theories are of equal
worth. But if one of them goes on to explain an
enormous variety of observations with complete
success while acceptance of the second involves
unlearning all the wisdom of the first, that second
theory deserves a thoroughly sceptical reception. The
onus is therefore squarely on Dr Barsamian to propose
an unambiguous test of his aetherial vortex picture of
electromagnetism.
"Cellular currents and fields may indeed play a
hitherto unsuspected role in cancer - if so, a genuine
advance has been made - but there is not a shred of
experimental evidence that they operate according to
anything other than the aetherless theories of Einstein
and Maxwell. These have successfully explained
everything that has been thrown at them for nearly a
century and the desire to appear fair to Reid and
Barsamian's theory is correspondingly (and grossly)
unfair to them.
"What ever happened to objective reporting? It
is of no account that the theory has been submitted to a
A newspaper for
'major international journal'.
academics should not need reminding that anyone can
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submit anything anywhere; it is what happens next
that counts.
"The departmental tea-room, not the University
News, is the appropriate forum for publicising wildly
speculative ideas. The national media have already
picked up the theory as if it were all but fact, and we
are in the damaging position of having devoted our
official standard-bearer to a work which is almost
certainly nonsense.
Dr Anthony Garrett
School of Physics"

Another letter came from Dr Alec Reishel,
It
a CHAST colleague of Dr Barsamian.
of combining
feat
rare
the
achieved
incomprehensibility with pomposity, part of it
concerning the theory and its publicity reading
as follows:
"Perhap's Dr Reid's team is conducting an
experiment with us, sending a slightly
mismatched signal, by medium of print, towards
the 'whole' of which all of us are part, in
expectation of significant feedback. They may
even have expected to induce new growth in
the 'whole'. There is nothing mystical about
that." Well there is plenty mystical about that !
By far the most significant letter, though,
came from members of the physics department
It
at the University of New South Wales.
suggested that Dr Barsamian had failed to take
into account the electrical conductivity of a
sample when measuring a further electrical
property called capacitance. This would alter
the result a great deal. (The same conclusion
had been reached independently by Kevin
Moore.)
Dr Barsamian's reply to this brief but clear
criticism was an evasive "[the matter] is
impossible to discuss without more detailed
information", coupled with a comment that the
UNSW team should have raised their objection
at a conference attended by both sides.
Perhaps their criticism was not then fully
formulated; certainly any unprofessionalism in
this episode stems not from the timing of the
UNSW criticism, but from the implication that
academics are not free to engage in open
discussion at any time.

Jhe 2ci2io 21 s4eptic 2C1i91° has al(eady

covered Dr Barsamian's public distancing from
his colleague ("Regarding the 'grand united
theory' this is Dr Reid's statement and I leave it
to him") and from tho original News article (for
which he does "not take responsibility" as it "did
not refer to my words"). This distancing was
emphasised further by Mrs Barsamian in her
'phone call.
If you thought, however, that there is not
much shabby science left for Dr Barsamian to
disassociate himself from, you are in for a
surprise. He has now left his Fellowship and
was for a time co-director of a Sydney company
called BIOS, together with aeronautical
engineer Hans Rex.
BIOS' products included a "Neutralizer"
which supposedly protects the body from
electromagnetic radiation; a "Water Polarizer"
for attachment to taps; and a "Harmatron"
(derived from 'harmony') for attachment to cars.
BIOS' two directors have since gone their own
ways, and now operate in competition.

Neutralizer
BIOS marketed a basic Neutralizer and a
more expensive gold-plated version. According
to science reporter Bob Beale of the Sydney
(February 21, 1987), BIOS
Morning Herald
has sold 20,000 at up to $40 each over the last
two years. Thar's gold in them thar devices in
more ways than one!
Yet it is impossible for a passive metal
device, covering only a small part of the body, to
shield it from electromagnetic radiation. Wild
claims concerning previously unknown "low
energy force fields" are beside the point here;
the electromagnetic field is well understood,
and its standard properties have been utilised
in research, by Dr Barsamian among others, for
decades.
Even metals are insufficiently good
electrical conductors to shield against radiation
of sufficiently high frequency: it is often possible
to listen to FM stations on personal stereos
inside metal-skinned aircraft. However there is
no need to panic, for the levels of such radiation
experienced in everyday life are known to be
harmless.
Professionals working in certain fields,

such as microwave engineers. are at some risk,
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which is precisely the reason why stringent
safety standards exist in the microwave
industry.
(Microwaves are a form of
electromagnetic radiation.) It would be a great
boon if these people could be protected merely
by wearing a $40 device;
we invite Dr
Barsamian to test one by wearing it and placing
his head in a microwave oven for a few minutes.
We also invite him to state whether the
Neutralizer outdates sun creams, sunglasses
and welding goggles, since light is also
electromagnetic radiation.
With
a
little
marketing
ingenuity,
particularly from a physicist rehearsed in
technical terms, a device which fails to protect
against electromagnetic radiation could easily
be adapted to fail to protect against
radioactivity. Public concern over radioactivity
far exceeds that over electromagnetic radiation,
and a far larger market world-wide could be
tapped.
Water Polarizer

The Water Polarizer is a passive device,
containing no battery, which whe!1 attached to a
tap is supposed to change the structure of water
passing through it.
But water, being a liquid, has no large
scale structure!
The device is claimed to align the
molecules of water using "low energy fields"
(sound familiar?). Certainly the electromagnetic
field could not do this in the vicinity of such a
device - even if it were a powerful permanent
magnet - other than weakly, and then only
extremely close to the field. And, once again,
these "low energy fields" have yet to manifest
themselves anywhere other than in the
laboratory or the claims of Dr Barsamian and
his colleagues.
Most absurdly, the Water Polarizer is
supposed to . render chlorine in water
undetectable, by chelating it.
(A chelated
molecule is one whose reactive parts are
physically surrounded, preventing it from
reacting with anything else.)
Tests on the
similar devices marketed by Hans Rex after the
BIOS split are currently underway, and the
results will be reported in the Skeptic.

Harmatron

The BIOS Harmatron, for improving car
performance, retailed at $80, and over 3000
were reportedly sold.
It involves magnets,
quartz crystals, . and specially tuned electrical
circuits. It sounds very much like Peter Brock's
notorious "Energy Polarizer'' [see story this
issue], and in fact the marketing manager of
BIOS' marketing company, Bernard Walker, has
agreed that the two devices are similar - though
it is never difficult to magnify small differences
should it become expedient.
We restrict
ourselves here to quoting General MotorsHoldens' comment that the Energy Polarizer
has "no technical merit".
One may speculate as to why writs
alleging patent infringements are not flying
between Brock, the BIOS duo, and the Hornsby,
Sydney, based inventor of yet another related
device, the "Dipole" (these names are invariably
borrowed and distorted from the realm of
physics, in the hope of befuddling the public).
Of course, the lodging and contesting of patents
involves close scrutiny of the claims made
therein.
Conclusion

The fact that none of BIOS' devices
operates within the current scientific framework
does not, of course, prove their invalidity. To
adopt that stance would be to deny the
possibility of scientific progress.
Nevertheless it constitutes first rate
corroborative evidence against them. Orthodox
science, for all its detractors love presenting it
as authoritarian, is founded on a solid mass of
painstaking observations which are confirmed
at every moment in everyday life and in
laboratories around the world.
Scientific revolutions do happen, but
rather less frequently than some would like to
think. There is no evidence that Dr Barsamian's
will follow in the line of succession after
Einstein.
We inhabit an age of gullibility which, in
the long term, only education can eradicate.
For Dr Barsamian, a trained physicist in
possession of that education, voluntarily to
espouse these causes is a great cause for
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BELIEF SYSTEMS

Conceptual Conflict

Over Pseudoscience

A Case Study Involving Teacher Trainees & Their
Belief in Water Divining
John C. Happs
It is apparent that, within relatively "welleducated" Western communities, many people
exhibit a readiness to believe almost any
pseudo-scientific claim that is made through the
media.
This problem appears to be compounded
by the public's general acceptance as a truism
almost any article that appears in print since few
members of society are likely to have the ability
to recognise what constitutes acceptable
scientific evidence. The result of this being that
well-established theories which have greatly
increased our understanding of evolution,
planetary formation, plate tectonics, radiometric
dating, etc, can be readily dismissed by
uninformed individuals if such theories are used
as counter-arguments against their belief in
aspects of pseudo-science.
Children and adolescents represent
groups which may be particularly vulnerable to
media claims about alleged "mysteries" such as
UFOs (Bainbridge, 1978), the creation of the
world (Godfrey, 1983), the Bermuda Triangle
(Kusche, 1975) and the presence of mysterious
monsters (Guenette and Guenette, 1975;
Snyder, 1977).
Many other paranormal claims, although
totally unsubstantiated, are equally likely to be
believed by primary and secondary students.
Such claims are those involving ESP (Marks
and Kammann, 1980), metal bending by
psychic power (Gardner, 1981 ), astrology
(Jerome, 1977), psychic archaeology (Jones,
1979) and water-divining (the focus of this
article).
If we make the supposition that it is our
primary and secondary students who are
seeking clarification
on pseudo-scientific
issues, then the burden of responsibility for
providing objective information rests upon

classroom teachers. After all, they are the ones
likely to be confronted with questions from
curious students with an interest in widely
publicised claims about the paranormal.
The investigation reported here initially
considered the views on selected aspects of the
paranormal, as held by primary and secondary
teacher trainees at a tertiary institution in
Western Australia.
These views, once
identified, were compared with views held by
tertiary students taking introductory science
courses in two North American universities.
The central aim of this investigation was
to introduce a teaching strategy which might
challenge the prevalent views held by Western
Australian teacher trainees about general areas
of the paranormal and, more specifically, waterdivining.
Additionally, students' long term
perspectives, concerning such views, were
monitored.

The Investigation
A survey was designed to rapidly assess
teacher-trainees' views concerning nine areas
of pseudo-science, these being: fortune telling;
contacting the dead; horoscopes; miracles;
creation; UFOs; the Loch Ness monster; ESP;
and water divining (see appendix A for the
questionnaire used).
Water divining was deliberaiely selected
for inclusion in the survey since there are many
individuals in Australia claiming to have the
ability to detect underground water supplies
using psychic powers.
A number of such
claimants readily acknowledge that they make a
living out of their "abilities".
The opportunity came to hand for a
video 1 to be shown to the teacher trainees and
it was hoped that this would challenge any
prevailing beliefs they might have concerning
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Table 2: Survey results for 2nd year teacher
trainees (primary) N:45

water divining.
Survey results 1 st year trainees
A co-educational group of first year
students who had completed one semester of a
six semester Diploma in Teaching (primary)
program was given the survey [N = 93] on
pseudo-scientific beliefs, with the option of
omitting their names from the survey if they
preferred anonymity.
Two additional questions were appended
to the survey in order to probe the students'
problem-solving skills.
The outcomes from
these latter questions will not be discussed
within the scope of this brief article.
Questionnaire responses to "Definitely
Yes" and "Yes" were combined on summation,
as were responses to "Definitely No" and "No".
The overall results for this first year group of
teacher trainees are shown in Table 1.
Survey results 2nd year students
A smaller co-educational grol!p of second
year teacher trainees (primary) from the same
tertiary institution was also given the survey [N =
45] on pseudo-scientific beliefs. The results are
shown in Table 2.
What is apparent from these two data
tables is the similarity of response patterns.
Two notable differences emerge however with
more second year students expressing their
uncertainty about miracle-performers and the
Table 1: Survey results for 1st year teacher
trainees (primary) N:93
a1: Fortune telling

Yes
53%

Unsure
27%

No
20%

a2: Contactdead

44%

1S%

3S%

a3: Horoscopes

24%

13%

63%

a4: Miracles

75%

19%

6%

as: Creation

49%

30%

21%

a6: UFOs

S4%

30%

16%

a7: Loch Ness

31%

39%

30%

as: Water divining

54%

32%

14%

a9:ESP

69%

21%

10%

Yes
a1 : Fortune telling
a2: Contact dead
03: Horoscopes

SS%
40%

Unsure
1S%

24%

22%

29%

7%

a4: Miracles

SS%

33%

as: Creation

47%

24%

06:UFOs
a1: Loch Ness
as: Water divining

09:ESP

67%
29%
51%
71%

No

22%
27%
33%
20%

3S%
64%
9%
29%
11%
44%
16%
9%

Loch Ness monster, compared to first year
believers in these areas.
In terms of their belief in water divining,
both groups of teacher trainees contained a
majority of students which accepted the claims
that some people possessed a special ability
that enabled them to find underground water.
Survey results science background
It may be argued that primary teacher
trainees have generally been exposed to little
formal science education beyond year 1O at the
secondary school level. Consequently, this lack
of science background might result in
paranormal beliefs being more prevalent
among these groups.
Conversely, it might be suggested that
secondary teacher trainees, possessing a more
solid background in the physical and/or
biological sciences, would tend to be more
sceptical when considering pseudo-scientific
claims since they may be more likely to
recognise and better assess available evidence
for such claims.
A co-educational group [N = 33] of
secondary teacher trainees was selected from
the same tertiary institution in Western Australia.
It was established that 18 of these students held
degrees in the physical or biological sciences
and were completing a one-year Diploma in
Teaching program.
The remaining 15 non-
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Table 3: Survey results for science teacher
trainees (secondary) N:33
Yes

Q1 : Fortune telling

52%

Unsure
18%

No
30%

Q2: Contact dead

24%

31%

45%

Q3: Horoscopes

21%

9%

70%

04: Miracles

49%

18%

33%

QS: Creation

33%

9%

58%

27%

27%

Q6:UFOs
Q7: Loch Ness
08: Water divining
Q9: ESP

46%
27%
43%
61%

27"k
27%
21%

46%
30%
18%

graduate students had completed two years of
formal science courses as part of their three
year science-major program for secondary
teacher trainees.
The results from this survey are shown in
Table 3.
There appeared to be a general decrease
in the tendency for secondary teacher trainees
to believe in pseudo-scientific claims surveyed
when results were compared with those
previously obtained from the 138 first and
second year primary teacher trainees.
More than 50% of the science teacher
trainees rejected the notion of creation,
although it still remains somewhat disturbing to
find that over half of the students, from each of
the three groups, were not willing to reject
beliefs in fortune telling, communicating with the
dead, miracles, UFOs, the Loch Ness monster,
water divining and ESP; ie all of the pseudoscientific beliefs itemised in the survey with the
exceptions of horoscopes and (in the case of
science students) creation.
Comparison with North American
findings
A comprehensive survey into tertiary
students'
pseudo-scientific
beliefs
was
conducted by Feder (1985).
This survey,
distributed at the Central Connecticut State
University, probed the views of 186 students,
described as: "A random and respresentative

subset of our student body, since students enrol
in introductory courses to fulfil the basic
requirements
of
our general
education
program" [Feder, 1985, p182].
It was further pointed out that these
students attended introductory courses in
archaeology,
anthropology,
biology
and
sociology at CCSU.
Fifty items appeared on Fader's survey
although for the purpose of approximate
comparison, only those statements which
considered the belief domains shown in
Appendix A will be discussed here.
Statements
from
Fader's
(1985)
questionnaire, relevant to this investigation, are
shown with the response distribution in Table 4.
Statements from Fader's survey were
selected where they approximated statements
shown in Appendix A, eg statement number 1
from Fader's survey is similar to the question
"many people claim the ability to predict the
future, eg fortune tellers. Do you consider that
any people have this ability?"
(Question
number 1 from the survey shown in Appendix
A).
Table 1 illustrates how the Western
Australian data parallel Fader's data in that the
majority of both tertiary groups expressed a
belief or uncertainty about fortune telling,
Table 4: Selected data from Feder, K.L. (1985)
pp. 182-183 (N:186)
Believe

Unsure

Disbelieve

1. Some people have the ability to predict future events
by psychic power.
56.9
15.1
28.0
2. Some people can read other people's thoughts by
psychic power.
53.2
16.7
30.1
4. The Loch Ness monster really exists.
28.5

42.5

29.0

6. UFOs are actual spacecraft from other planets.
37.6
38.2
7. There Is a God.

76.4

14.5

24.2
9.1

12. Astrology Is an accurate prediction of people's
personalities.
24.2
22.0
53.8
15. It Is possible to cmmunlcate with the dead.
17.8
33.3

49.0

28. God created the universe.
62.3

21.0

16.7
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communicating
with the dead,
miracles,
creation by supernatural forces, UFOs, the Loch
Ness monster and ESP.
Another recent North American survey
into tertiary students' paranormal beliefs was
initiated by Gray (1984) at Concordia University,
Montreal.
Students
attending
introductory
psychology courses during 1981, 1982 and
1983 [N = 125] were assessed on their beliefs
concerning ten paranormal phenomena: ESP
(including
telepathy,
clairvoyance
and
psychokinesis);
UFOs (as extraterrestrial
spacecraft);
astrology;
ghosts;
Bermuda
Von Daniken's claims;
psychic
Triangle;
and
healing;
miracles;
biorhythms;
reincarnation.
The percentage of students saying "yes",
ie they believed in such pseudo-scientific
claims, is shown in Table 5.
Again it will be noted that a significant
number of tertiary students readily accepted as
true many paranormal claims, especially those
related to ESP, UFOs and reincarnation.
Student beliefs in the claims related to
water divining were not investigated by Feder or
Gray. This article will now specifically attend to
this topic since the main focus of the
investigation involved attempts to challenge the
widely-held belief that certain individuals have
special powers which enable them to detect
underground water sources.
Individual conceptual conflict about
water divining
Twelve months following the survey of 45
primary teacher trainees (see Table 2), a group
[N = 60] of similar second year students were
Table 5: Percentage of tertiary students
bellevlng In paranormal claims N:125
[After Gray, 1984, p.249]
85

ESP
Astrology

55

Bermuda Triangle

55

Psychic healing

49

Biorhythms

46

69

UFOs

43

Ghosts
Von Daniken
Miracles
Reincarnation

46
43
69

given the same questionnaire on pseudoscientific claims. This second group was similar
in that they were undetaking the same Diploma
course as was the first group. The results are
shown in Table 6.
Some clear similarities are evident
between both second year teacher trainee
groups (see Tables 2 and 6) in terms of their
response to questions dealing with fortune
telling, horoscopes, creation, UFOs, ESP and
water divining.
The latter group of second year students
was to be exposed to a deliberately planned
teaching strategy, designed to challenge their
general views about pseudo-scientific claims
and, more specifically, their views concerning
water divining. This "treatment" group tended to
be more unsure about claims concerning
communication with the dead and the Loch
Ness monster, although the same group
appeared to be more convinced that miracles
had been or could be performed by some
individuals.
Across both
groups of second year
teacher trainees [N = 105] approximately 61 %
believed in claims of water divining ability.
Individual interviews with randomly selected
"believers" produced anecdotes about relatives
and/or friends who had "successfully" directed
farmers to places where they should drill for
water. Hearsay "evidence" was also offered as
proof of some people having water divining
powers.
Only 16% of students, from both second
year groups, rejected claims of water divining
powers.
Following the survey of the 60 second
year teacher trainees, this group was given a
two hour lecture which dealt with the notion of
"evidence" and what sets real evidence apart
from
hearsay
and
so-called
anecdotal
"evidence".
Examples of erroneous and
misleading newspaper articles were provided,
eg the Perth Sunday Times
article on the
Mysterious Face on Mars (August 17, 1986,
pp59-60). Additionally, discussion was initiated
over fabricated accounts of pseudo-scientific
claims, eg Chariots of the Gods (Story, 1976)
and the Bermuda Triangle (Kusche, 1975).
The main thrusts of this teaching session
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was to demonstrate to the teacher trainees the
inability of professional water diviners to locate
underground water under controlled conditions
which the "diviners" themselves helped to
formulate.
A video was shown to the group of
teacher trainees with the theme being that of
testing water diviners under the scrutiny of
professional _ magician
James
Randi.
Strategically inserted in the film were
demonstrations by Randi which showed the
kinds of trickery employed by "psychics" such as
Uri Geller and psychic "surgeons" similar to
those practising in the Philippines.
The "cream" of Australia's water diviners
were assembled and given this unique
opportunity to demonstrate conclusively their
abilities and a $40,000 prize was available to
any one of them who might be successful. The
"diviners" assisted with every stage of the
experimental design and were present for the
laying down, covering and test-running of the
1O large plastic irrigation pipes which they later
had to identify as carrying water or otherwise.
The irrigation pipes were laid down in
parallel forms and, when covered over with soil ,
were then selected at random by independent
judges so that water could be passed through
them. The "diviners" individually (and out of
sight of their colleagues) selected the pipes
through which they believed they could detect
the flow of water2.
None of the "diviners" was successful in
detecting water at better than 10% accuracy,
which was the selection success that any
person would have attained by chance alone.
As predicted by Randi, the "diviners", having
been provided with the test results, proceeded
to rationalise their failures with reference to
sunspot activity, residual effects in the pipes,
etc.
Post-video
discussion
and
resurvey
Discussion with the second year teacher
trainees followed the video on water divining
and many from the group clearly indicated their
surprise at the diviners' inability to detect
underground water under test conditions. One
spin-off from this video was the obvious impact
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Table 6: Survey results for 2nd year teacher
trainees (primary) N:60
Yes
Q1 : Fortune telling

60%

Q2: Contact dead

28%

Q3: Horoscopes

28%

Unsure
12%

No
28%

32%

40%

12%

60%

Q4: Miracles

75%

12%

13%

QS: Creation

52%

28%

20%

Q6:UFOs
Q7: Loch Ness
QS: Water divining
Q9: ESP

58%
32%
67%
72%

24%
40%
16%
16%

18%
28%

17%
12%

made by James Randi's demonstration of
spoon-bending and "psychic surgery".
The
students' initial perceptions of such pseudoscientific claims were clearly challenged and
beliefs changed in a number of cases.
It was likely that, for some of the students,
any changes in their belief about the
paranormal might be of a short term nature only
and therefore it was suspected that some
regression might occur over longer periods of
time.
Consequently, the survey (see Appendix
A) was administered following a wait-time of
three months in order to probe longer term
retention of belief systems about the
paranormal. Results of this post-video survey
are shown in Table 7.
Summary
The majority of second year teacher
trainees, monitored over a three month period,
clearly demonstrated a rejection of beliefs in
water divining.
A further outcome was a
general decline in their accceptance of all
pseudo-scientific claims itemised in the survey.
Comments
from
several
students,
interviewed after the three month survey,
indicated that the conflict strategy had a very
real impact on their prior belief.
Such promising results, which may have
experienced some reversal over more extended
periods of time (Gray, 1984; Happs, 1985),
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should still be viewed in light of the fact that
almost half of the teacher trainees involved in
this investigation retained their beliefs in
miracles and ESP. Additionally, more than 40%
of the group retained their belief that UFOs
represent visitors from outer space and that the
Earth and solar system were created by a
supernatural force.
If the beliefs identified in this investigation
are representative of those held by teacher
trainees throughout Australia, then a situation
exists whereby many of our future teachers ,
when asked for their professional opinions on
paranormal matters, ar.e likely to promote
misconceptions in these areas. The spread of
pseudo-scientific beliefs, in this way, may prove
difficult to resist.
Notes
1. The author duly acknowledges the Dick Smith
Organisation which kindly provided a copy of the video
"James Randi in Australia" which unequivocably
demonstrated how professional water diviners failed in
their combined attempts to demonstrate their powers .
2. It is interesting to note that all "diviners" were
able to select the correct pipe by use of divining rods when
they were shown which pipe the water was running
through. The opportunity to "tune-in" their rods was
provided before the randomised testing commenced.

APPENDIX A

Name: ........................................... .
Group: ............................................
Table 7: Post-video survey results for 2nd
year teacher trainees (primary) N::63
Yes

Unsure

No

Q1 : Fortune telling

35%

11%

Q2: Contact dead

13%

20%

67%

Q3: Horoscopes

13%

14%

73%

54%

Q4: Miracles

46%

24%

30%

QS: Creation

43%

17%

40%

06: UFOs

40%

33%

27%

Q7: Loch Ness

16%

22%

62%

QS: Water divining

22%

19%

59%

Q9: ESP

46%

13%

41%

. This is NOT a test.
. This is a survey to establish general viewpoints
about claims of special powers and phenomena.
. There is no time limit on answering the following
questions.
. Ask if you are unsure about the meaning of any
questions.
. Information that you provide will be treated as
confidential.
. Place a tick in the box which best suits your
answer. [Editor's note: for the sake of space, the boxes
which followed questions 1-9 have been deleted from this
appendix , however the format was identical for each set of
boxes - five horizontally joined boxes marked with
"Definitely Yes" to the left of the left-most box, "Unsure"
beneath the middle (third) box and "Definitely No" to the
right of the right-most box.)
01 . Many people claim the ability to predict the
future, eg fortune tellers. Do you consider that any
people have this ability?
02 . Some people have appeared on television,
claiming that they can communicate with the dead. Do you
consider that any people have this abiltty?
03. Horoscopes appear in most newspapers and
popular magazines. Are you likely to believe what your
horoscope says?
04. We frequently hear about people who have
performed or witnessed miracles in the past. Do you
consider that any miracles have ever taken place?
05. Many people believe that the Universe, Solar
System and Earth were created by a supernatural power,
or God. Do you consider this to be likely?
06. There have been numerous reports of UFO
sightings all around the world. Do you believe that other
life-forms, from outer space, have ever vistted the Earth?
07 . A popular tourist attraction in Scotland is Loch
Ness where regular sightings of a Loch Ness monster have
been reported. Do you consider that such an animal
exists?
08 . In Australia, several people are earning a living
by claiming an ability to detect (divine) underground water
by using pieces of wood or metal. Do you feel that any
people have such an ability?
09 . Some individuals are said to have powers of
extra-sensory perception (ESP) . Such people claim to be
able to read minds and transmit thoughts to others. Do
you consider that any people have such power?
010.
A manufacturer claims that their new
detergent, called "Generator'', will remove stubborn stains
better than any other brand of detergent. Explain how you
would test this claim.
011. A person claims the ability to bend metal
objects by using mental powers only. How would you set
up an experiment to test such claims?
References
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SPIRITUALISM

The Nascence of a

Nugatory Nutter

Harry Edwards
It would seem that the sole criterion
necessary to qualify as a psychic is selfnomination.
An unabashed scpetic, with the tendency
towards the maverick, my inclination to prove
the point that anyone who aspired to the
revered and exalted position of "acclaimed"
psychic could do so was precipitated by the
National Committee of Australian Skeptics.
On two occassions my name had been
omitted from the minutes of committee meetings
at which I had been present. The minutes
recorded some profound (or inane) comments
against my name, and committee members
present recall hearing my voice.
With evidence such as this, corroborated
by the least credulous group in Australia, I
concluded that (a) I am capable of invisibility,
(b) astral travel is a reality, (c) telepathy up to
30km is possible, and (d) that my dormant
paranormal powers have awakened.
Elated by this miraculous metamorphosis,
and eager to establish myself in the world of the
occult, I checked my natal horoscope, consulted
the tarot cards, scotch taped an amethyst over
my third eye and breathed heavily on my crystal
ball.
As the aromatic gray cloud of tobacco
smoke dispelled, a copy of The Sun (Sydney)
February 24, 1987, materialised
dated
disclosing a full page devoted to one Rosemary
Brown, an English psychic who claimed that
she had been receiving dictation from the spirit
of John Lennon over the past two years, and
had written seven songs at his behest. She
further claimed to have been in touch with most
famous and long dead composers, as well as
Einstein and George Bernard Shaw.
The concluding paragraph, however,
blurred red before my eyes - "no-one has
proved me wrong"!
Here was a golden challenge for my
psycho-sceptic-schizophrenia to elevate me in
the eyes of the credulous and at the same time

strike a blow in the name of rationality.
Cognizant of the defamation laws which
preclude one from calling a liar a liar, I
concocted a letter to the editor of The Sun over
the name "psychic" Harry Edwards, in an
endeavour to discredit the outlandish claims
with an equally absurd albeit more plausible
postulation:
"Dear Sir,
I refer to the article on London psychic
Rosemary Brown, and her claim to have written songs
dictated to her by the spirit of John Lennon.
Specifically, she claims that contact with him
has been in the last two years; that a conversation with
Lennon took place in the presence of your
correspondent; and that nobody has yet proved her
wrong.
That is just about to change.
I too am psychic, but do not advertise my
powers.
John Lennon first contacted me at lam on
February 1, 1981.
Almost translucent, thin, dishevelled and badly
in need of a shave, he appeared before me and
explained that he was waiting to be picked up by a
UFO spirit transport to be taken to Octavia, a small
planet on the far side of Pluto where the spirits of
departed musicians dwell.
Octavia's orbit is such that it is only visible
from Earth between February 21 to 23 once every
three years, and only then is communication possible
subject to ionospheric conditions.
In view of this and Rosemary Brown's claim
that the dictation took place in the last two years, it
could not possibly have been with John Lennon.
Further, conversation as we know it is not
possible due to the time lapse; it takes approximately
six hours for thoughts to reach Octavia and six more to
get a response. A series of questions must be put,
therefore, and the answers, usually grossly distorted,
come back twelve hours later.
Conditions being exceptionally favourable last
night, I addressed a series of questions to John
Lennon and read him the article. His response came
through at 5am this morning.
He said "I do not know, nor have I contacted a
Rosemary Brown. I no longer compose music or write
lyrics". He also added that he was learning to play the
harp, and had teamed up with Elvis Presley, now an

winter 87

28
accomplished flautist, and both hoped to be chosen for
an angels choir in the process of being formed to
herald the second coming of the Messiah.
The coming, by the way, is still in the
committee planning stage.
There's your proof - now try and prove me
wrong!"

The letter was not published; but instead,
an interview with a Sun reporter ensued in
which I embellished my story with concomitant
flights of fancy: my ability to communicate with
the spirit world had manifested itself after I had
received a heavy radio frequency discharge
between the eyes;
a convoluted pseudoscientific explanation of how my brain had been
"re-arranged"; and further claims of contact with
Einstein, Locke, Hume, Plato, Betrand Russell
and other departed luminaries, now resident on
Zetetica, Philos, Thestos, Dioxas and Dirunas
far out in space. My vivid description of the
invisible UFO transport hovering over my patio
into which John Lennon had levitated would
have made Von Daniken blush with envy!
The reporter demurely recorded all this
nonsense, part of which appeared with a
photograph of "psychic" Harry Edwards in the
March 11 edition of The Sun .
Further publicity was in the offing, when
the Willesee program, eager to outdo Rosemary
Brown's claims, contacted me to appear in a TV
interview at which I would communicate with
selected spirits.
Sensing that this section of the media was
becoming more inclined to view claims of the
paranormal more objectively, I declined,
confessing that the whole thing was a
fabrication, and that had my original letter been
published, any thinking person would have
perceived its intent - to discredit an outlandish
claim with satire.
People magazine, however, was another
matter.
Fed on a diet of John Pinkney's
unperceptive pabulum, its readers have been
conditioned to accept anything written on the
paranormal as inviolable, no matter how
ludicrous, inane or far fetched.
Prior to an interview arranged for April 1
(significant?), I was asked to contact the spirits

of some well known film stars and pop idols.
This assignment was dutifully carried out
by the simple expedient of jotting down a few
comments under each of the nominees' names,
expressing some pragmatic opinions of a
retrospective and recriminative nature.
Thus, Rock Hudson for example was
ashamed of himself, regretted the legacy he
had left behind, and advised youth against
homosexuality, this being typical of the
messages passed on by mediums supposedly
in contact with the spirits of the dead.
On May 18, the hoax appeared as a three
page spread in People
under the heading
"Harry's Spirited Chats".
Credit where credit is due, however. The
young female reporter who covered the story
was astute, observant and perceptive, and
although unable to determine whether or not
she was having one of her legs pulled, was
reticent (or too polite) to call my bluff.
Conscious of the old journo's maxim,
"Never let the facts spoil a good story", perhaps
she didn't really care, and therein lays the
sceptic's lament. While the mystical may make
good entertaining reading, it does nothing to
encourage a rational view of the world; a
lamentable situation of concern to all thinking
people, and an indictment of some sections of
the print media with a propensity to propagate
uncritical accounts of the paranormal.
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