tie
Registered by Australia Post - Publication No NBH 8121

Volume 8, No I (Autumn 1988)

behind the headlines
After family's Nullarbor ·encounter· .

THE CARLOS HOAX
THE NULLARBOR UFO
POLICE USE OF PSYCHICS

CONTENTS
4
6
8
11
12
14
16

20
24
27

29
31

34
35

The Carlos Hoax
News
News Report: The Nu!larbor UFO
News Report: The Inventor
News Report: Wisdom of Ramtha!
Can Irrational Beliefs be Rational?
Do My Eyes Deceive Me?
Sensational News and Students
The de la Warrs
Hopalong Cassidy & Creationism
The Great Santa Competition
Police Use of Psychics
Paranormal World
Letters

From the President
The Carlos Hoax - a personal view
It is not my intention to canvas the ethical
implications of the 60 Minutes Carlos hoax, nor particularly
to take sides in the media furore that resulted from it. My
concern, as president of Australian Skeptics, is how it
affects our endeavours to encourage the media to take a
more sceptical approach to all paranormal claims.
To me, it is regrettable that the very TV current
affairs programs that were largely the victims of the hoax
were those programs that have, in recent times, displayed
more scepticism to paranormal claims than had hitherto
been the case.
These programs have often sought the views of
Australian Skeptics on stories, and we, as an organisation,
have developed a good working relationship with them.
This is largely because we believe in fair dealing and are
prepared to present our case in a reasonable and nondogmatic manner.
Certainly, 60 Minutes proved its point that a
charlatan can gain free media publicity by the perpetration
of stunts. I am however dubious of the truth of the old
axiom "Any publicity is good publicity, as long as they spell
your name right". The media may well have a duty to
protect the public from false claims, and I believe that the
great majority of the reasonable public would have been
protected by the clearly sceptical manner in which most of
the media {see cover story) covered Carlos.
Those sections of the public who are terminally
gullible , and who are prepared to believe everything, are
surely immune to protection, regardless of how the media

treat any such story. There is an interesting philosophical
point here as to whether we should even try to protect
such people, or whether we should present fair and
reasonable comment that allows reasonable people to
draw reasonable conclusions, and in the end invoke the
legal concept of "caveat emptor" - let the buyer beware.
In this particular case, I was approached by a number
of people with the question, "Is this a Skeptics set-up?". It
is a view I probably would have taken myself, except that I
knew it was not.
I do not decry hoaxes on principal, believing that
they do have their place in the exposure of psychic fraud .
In this instance, I believe that, in its own terms, this hoax
was not particularly successful, but that the ensuing media
furore may have produced the useful result of focusing
media attention more clearly on the ease with which
'genuine· charlatans can manipulate our uncritical media.
My primary concern is that those current affairs
program with which we have developed a good
relationship, having been bitten by the hoax, will now
vacate the field all together and leave reporting paranormal
claims to the entirely credulous sections of the media. For
this to happen would be a disaster.
This personal view may be coloured by my proximity
to the story. We would be most interested to hear the
views of you, our readers.

- Barry Williams
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The Carlos Hoax
During February, Sydney was
visited by a fraudulent channeler. But
far from being like all the other
fraudulent channelers who have
visited Australia, this one was
different - he was a fraudlent
fraudulent channeler, an elaborate
hoax organised by Richard Carleton
of the Channel 9 "60 Minutes"
program and US arch-skeptic James
Randi.
Preceded by a sophisticated
promotional campaign including a
press-kit with totally spurious
newspaper clippings, reviews and
tapes of radio interviews and theatre
performances, and a stunningly inane
little volume called "The Thoughts of
Carlos", 'channeler' Jose Alvarez was
interviewed on three Sydney TV
programs- Terry Willesee Tonight (eh
7), the Today Show (ch9) and A
Current Affair (eh 9). There were also
minor references to him on the John
Tingle radio program (2GB) and the
Stay in Touch column of the Sydney
Morning Herald. The Today Show
appearance achieved notoriety (and a
front page story in the afternoon Daily
Mirror) because Alvarez' manager,
upset at continued sceptical
questioning by host George Negus,
threw a glass of water at him before
storming off the set with his charge in
tow.
The culmination of the visit was an
appearance at the Drama Theatre of
the Sydney Opera House on the
afternoon of Sunday, February 21 - a
free seminar at which the spirit
channeled by Alvarez, a 170-times
incarnated ex-Atlantean named
Carlos, would share his wisdom. This
proved to be the usual facile
predictions for the future, typically
New Age "be nice" pronouncements,
and a selection of crystals for sale
(ranging from $5 to $20,000 for the
rare Atlantean crystal). The seminar
was further covered on Channel 9
news that night and the Today Show
next morning.
The whole point of the exercise
was revealed on the 60 Minutes
program of the following Sunday,

February 28, when Richard Carleton
exposed the hoax, which he said was
designed to show how the Australian
media were inadequate in their
background research. The programs
could have exposed Carlos/Alvarez
very simply, he said, by phoning the
US to check on his credentials, all of
which were total fakes created by
Randi. They failed to do this, and
thus allowed Alvarez a free run with
the full benefits of potentially
expensive promotion in Sydney's
media.
At this point in the retelling it
should be pointed out that Australian
Skeptics had nothing to do with the
hoax in any way - the national
committee was only informed that it
was a set-up a matter of hours before
the 60 Minutes program went to air.
It should also be stated that to a
certain extent the whole hoax
backfired. As an exercise to prove
that the local media were somewhat
lax in doing research and effective
checking of claims, it proved its point,
but on the other hand the media were
extremely cynical (if not sceptical) of
Alvarez' claims, and he received no
sympathetic coverage at all.
The Today program's hosts,
Negus and Elizabeth Hayes, were
particularly scathing. Terry Willesee,
after screening Alvarez' first
appearance on Sydney TV with a
satellite interview, followed this up
with an interview with Skeptics
national committee member, Harry
Edwards, who explained how Alvarez'
number one trick, stopping his pulse
while being 'possessed', was
achieved. And the Current Affair
program consisted of a confrontation
between Alvarez and Negus, at which
Negus said it was the first time that
audience phone reaction had
favoured him. John Tingle's radio
coverage consisted solely of an
interview with Skeptics president,
Barry Williams - he even refused to
say where Alvarez would be
performing - and the Daily Mirror story
simply factually reported the waterthrowing incident. Still, the point
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remains that none of the programs
checked out Alvarez' background ,
which would have proved
conclusively that he was a fake .
Ironically, the TWT program did check
with one authority in the US for a view
on the channeler - that authority was
James Randi.
On the 60 Minutes program, it was
claimed that Alvarez would not have
had the audience he did at the Opera
House (and the potential sales
therefrom) had the media coverage
been more aggressive (and factual) .
"The hall was packed" the program
said, screening interviews with the
credulous and deluded who had
come because ''they saw it on TV".
Australian Skeptics came, as we
had seen it on TV too. The hall was
by no means full. Our estimate put
the audience at about 250-300, as
opposed to the 60 Minutes' 400-500;
the Drama Theatre holds a maximum
of 550. A large percentage of the
audience were sceptical (if not
Skeptical), with an even larger
proportion thus unconvonvinced
after the session was over. We
subsequently learned of many who,
having intended to attend, had been
turned off by the poor perfom1ance
Alvarez had given on TV.
This result compares poorly with
that achieved by J.Z.Knight/Ramtha
late last year (see stories this and the
previous issues of the Skeptic) . She
had had very little pre-publicity - her
local representative gave a number of
interviews on Peter Shield's "World of
Unexplained Mysteries" program on
radio 2UE late on Sunday nights and
the afternoon tabloid The Sun ran a
highly credulous story just prior to the
weekend seminar. Otherwise all
promotion for the visit had been
through the New Age press and on
the 'grapevine'. J.Z. herself refused
to give any interviews at all while she
was in Australia. Approximately 600
people turned up for her
pontifications (twice the number
achieved by Carlos) and they paid
$395 each (Carlos was free)!

Reaction
Following the revelation on 60
Minutes that the whole affair had
been a huge (and expensive -

Carlos In operation at the
estimates ranged from $50,000 to
$200,000) set-up, there was an
immediate response from the media.
In fact, there was probably greater
coverage for the hoax than for poor
old Carlos.
Mike Carlton, 2GB morning
commentator, said he had never
been fooled - he had put his press-kit
in the 'round filing tray'. Kevin Sadlier
in The Sun said he did the same.
Peter Robinson in The Australian
Financial Review said" ... it is really a
very thin argument for such an
elaboratedeception. Who cares
about such a ridiculously
unbelievable thing?". Other TV
programs replayed interviews with
those at the seminar who had not
been convinced by Alvarez/Carlos
(including the author of this report).
This was in response to the 60
Minutes coverage, which only
showed believers and failed to
interview any of the known Skeptics.
One of the more interesting
comments came from The Age's Paul
Speelman, who reviewed the
program the next day in the paper's
television column. He said
"Carleton's elaborate hoax paid off
spectacularly and provided a valuable
lesson for everybody in the media:
check yourfacts." This is ironic, as
earlier in the column he referred to
the hoa~ "created by Carleton and an
American cynic called Randy [sic]".
The most dramatic turn of events,
however, concerned Mike Willesee
and the Channel 9 head of current
affairs, Peter Meakin, who was also

Sydney Opera House
employed by Willesee's Transmedia
production company until being
sacked from the latter company.
Apparently Meakin was in on the
scam, but did not inform Willesee who
was thus led to make statements later
found to be untrue, such as saying
that Carlos was 'big' in the US.
Willesee was in the US at the time the
program went to air, and was hosting
only because normal host Jana
Wendt was ill. Therefore he was
being fed his infom1ation from
Sydney, which was then transmitted
back to Australia.
In what became a regular section
in the Today's People column of the
Sydney Morning Herald (sarcastically
titled "Feud, Glorious Feud") it was
reported that the Today program had
been forced by Meakin to have
Alvarez/Carlos as a guest, against the
wishes of the show's hosts. At time
of going to press, this was still
unconfim1ed, but if true would
indicate a certain amount of media
pushing by those in the know to
achieve their ends.
The implications of the Carlos
hoax are yet to be fully realised, but if
nothing else was achieved it will have
taught a lot of people how the media
work. If it didn't show that they can be
fooled as easily as the public
(remember - none of the media
coverage was credulous; all
disbelieved that Alvarez was
genuine) it at least showed that they
could benefit by being a touch more
sceptical - and perhaps Skeptical.
-TM
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Skeptlcs'
me,dla
coverage
Nullarbor UFO
Daily Telegraph (Sydney)
2HD (Jeff Jay)
Terry Willesee Tonight (Ch 7)
Today (Ch 9)
Carroll at Seven (BTQ-7)
2GB (Steven O'Dogherty)
3AW (Neil Mitchell)
Daily News (Perth)
The Reporter (Perth)
Vancouver, Can., radio
Ch7, Perth

Astrology
Sun (Melbourne)
2UE (Peter Shields)

Joumallsm award
2BL (Andrew Olle)

Predictions
2BL (Tony Delroy)

Santa competition
Sydney Morning Herald
Canberra Times

Channellng (Csrlos)
Terry Willesee Tonight (Ch 7)
2GB (John Tingle)
Today (Ch9)
2CA (Julie Brodsky)

Misc phenomena
2UE (Peter Shields)
Klrllan photography
Newsworld (Ch 7)
Skeptlcs general
2BL (Ray Taylor)
2UE (Peter Shields)
2UE (Phillip Adams)

Scientific
tests of Turin
Shroud in
doubt
Controversy has again broken out
about the Shroud of Turin following
the announcement that the number
of laboratories to be used for carbon
dating the relic has been cut from
seven to three, seriously jeopardising
the scientific validity of the result.
The Cardinal Archbishop of Turin
first announced in October 1986 that
"Recently wishes were expressed
from church and scientific circles
about radiocarbon dating of the Holy
Shroud; the issue was put to the
his
gave
who
Father
Holy
authorisation to it, following the
advice of the Pontifical Academy of
Sciences".
The seven laboratories approved
for testing are thought to be:
University of Rochester, University of
Arizona and the Brookhaven National
Laboratory, NY (all United States);
the Radiocarbon Accelerator Unit at
Oxford University, and the UK Atomic
Energy Authority's Harwell Laboratory
(both United Kingdom); the CNRSand ETH, Zurich
CEA (France);
(Switzerland).
The Harwell and Brookhaven
laboratories were to have used the
beta-decay counting method (from
CO2 introduced into miniature gas
proportional counters) and the other
five were to use ion counting
techniques employing an accelerator
as a mass spectrometer, to determine
the ratio of C-14 to C-12 ions. It was
considered valuble that two different
methods be used, thus adding to the
possibility of an accurate dating. Six
of the labs had previously been
'blindfold'
with
evaluated
of
samples
on
measurements
Egyptian linen and Peruvian cotton
supplied by the British Museum.
Their findings were generally in
agreement with the BM's own datings
1200
AD
and
c.2500BC
of
respectively.
Prof Luigi Gonella, science advisor
Turin,
of
Archbishop
the
to

announced late last year that the
agreement had been abrogated and
that only three laboratories (Oxford,
Zurich and the University of Arizona)
Therefore the
would be used.
laboratories using the beta-decay
technique were dropped, as were the
laboratories of the pioneers of carbon14 testing (Dr Harry Gove at
Rochester and Dr Garman Harbottle at
Brookhaven) who had also originally
suggested the radiocarbon dating.
Prof Gonella has refused to give a
reason for the reduction in the
number of laboratories.
Ors Gove and Harbottle rejected
claims that the use of seven
laboratories would have damaged an
excessive amount of the shroud.
They estimated that an area
equivalent to two-and-a-half postage
stamps would be required, which
continued opposite

National medical
research council to
test acupuncture
claims
At its 104th session in Canberra,
the National Health and Medical
Research Council (NHMRC) created
several new investigative working
sessions. The Council is responsible
for administration and co-ordination of
much of Australia's medical reasearch
activities.
The Health Care committee of the
NHMRC has established a working
party to investigate the level of
training of people currently practising
acupuncture in Australia and advise
on the need for the establishment
and maintenance of standards of
practice.
The group will also prepare a
report on the value of acupuncture
for the alleviation of pain, the
treatment of disease and disability
and its uses in anaesthesia.
One of the members of the
working party, Dr Nik Bogduk of
Newcastle University, will speak on
acupuncture at the Fourth Australian
Skeptics Convention in Sydney, April
2-3.
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More Fallible
Futures
Though he never wins points for
accuracy, self-professed clairvoyant,
Tom Wards, should win points for
perseverance. Never to be dismayed
by a few failures, Tom is back, telling
us what we can expect for the coming
year.
In the January 30, 1988 issue of
Australasian Post under the heading
"EyeSee - State by State in '88"
(pretty catchy, huh!) Tom Wards has
made a number of predictions for
each state and territory.
As readers of the article "Fallible
Futures" in Vol 7, No 2 of the Skeptic
will know, Tom claims to be 60-70%
accurate. But as the article shows,
he's rarely even near the truth in any
of his predictions, except those
which are so vague they could apply
to nearly anything.
Normally, the Post publishes

Turin Shroud

from previous page

could be taken from around scorched
areas currently covered with patches.
They were also concerned that
the use of only one testing technique
by only three laboratories could lead
to anomalous results which would
therefore leave the results open to
interpretation.
During the earlier blindfoild tests
of six of the seven laboratories, five of
them had come within a standard
deviation of the correct date for the
Egyptian material, while the one at
Zurich came up with "a wild anomaly
1000 years off" because the sample
was prepared improperly.
"With the Shroud of Turin," Dr
Harbottle said, "suppose you have
three labs doing it and this happens.
What are you going to do now? Are
you going back to the archbishop and
say 'Sorry, we did it wrong. How
about some more pieces of the
shroud so we can do it over again'?"
Concerns
have
also
been
expressed about the security of
samples to be analysed during all
stages of the tests, including
collection and transmittal, to ensure
there are no doubts about the result.
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Tom's predictions in a special section ,
like "Post's Prophecies" (87) or "Just
for Fun" (86) . This year though he
doesn't rate such dignity. It's just slapbang, go for it, Tom . Hardly even an
introduction, either: "Here is my stateby-state
round-up
for
the
Bicentennial year. My Third Eye sees
belt-tightening times, and plenty of
political turbulence, but Australians
will still be better off than people living
on the other side of the world."
- Where? China? Ethiopia? Do the
Eskimoes know about this?
Anyway, although it's a little early
to do a proper precis of Tom's
predictions, he has made a few which
can be assessed at this stage of the
year.
For instance, "Australia could win
the Sydney Bicentennial Test by a
large margin." Oh, if only it was true .
All the pundits were picking it that
way, but in fact Australia just managed
to stave off a dismal defeat by playing
for a draw.
For Western Australia, he says "In
an election, the Premier would be
returned on a reduced majority."
Cleverly, he doesn't say which
premier - as a matter of fact, Tom
failed to predict Brian Bourke's
resignation as premier at all.
He also failed to predict the
Nullarbor UFO (surely that must have
made headlines in the astral plane) or
the Carlos hoax.
He did say the NSW state
government "will be in turmoil in the
early part of the year. I see a new
leader displacing Mr Unsworth. I feel
that the Liberals could be reunited to
win power." At time of writing, the first
half was true, but we have to wait to
find out the truth of the second half.
But it should be pointed out that
NSW had to go to the polls in the first
half of this year, so turmoil was not
unexpected. Notice Tom doesn't say
who will replace Mr Unsworth.
For the ACT, he predicts "The
Minister for Immigration, Mr Mick
Young, must be careful of his health.
He could receive an award overseas."
His health was the last thing on Mick
Young's mind when he resigned,
which Tom also failed to spot.
He is back to favouring Andrew
Peacock over John Howard: "another

challenge to John Howard could be
successful,
making
Peacock
Oprosition learler and eventually PM.
This looks a strong possibility."
Knowing Tom's success rate, that last
comment
must
have
Andrew
Peacock worried . He also predicts (or
"feels") that "former PM Gough
Whitlam will be offered the post of
Governor-General when Sir Ninian
Stephen retires". Not the sort of
prediction to win the hearts of
staunch Labor supporters.

Skeptlc's success!
Just to prove that anything they
can do, we can do better, readers of
the "Fallible Futures" article will recall
that Canberra Skeptic, William Grey,
made a series of predictions which he
said quite properly "no-one should
take at all seriously".
We can happily report that out of
sixteen predictions, William got a
remarkable eight correct (that is, if we
can presume that Paul Keating filed
his tax return on time - otherwise it's
only seven).
He predicted the demise of Joh,
the successes of Bob Hawke,
Margaret Thatcher, Dennis Connor,
Pat Cash and a New Zealand horse in
the Melbourne Cup (yeh, we know,
it's always a New Zealand horse).
He missed on the resumption of
space shuttle flights, peace between
Iran and Iraq, a nuclear accident in the
northern hemisphere, swings against
Labor in NSW (these last two were in
the wrong year), an IRA terrorist
campaign, bushfires in NSW in
February, floods in Victoria in August
and Ron Reagan retiring sick.
And for those of you who can
count,
yes,
there
is another
prediction . William predicted that "It
will be an indifferent year for psychic
predictions". And you know what?
He was right!

We wlll publish more
Investigations of 'clairvoyant'
predictions next Issue.
We would also appreciate
receiving copies of any
predictions made by selfproclaimed clairvoyants for
future reference.

8
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News Report: The Nullarbor UFO
We'll probably never know exactly
what happened to the Knowles family
on January 20, 1988 in the middle of
the Nullarbor Plain - presuming that
something, in fact , did happen.
There is very little independent
to
evidence
corroborative
substantiate the claims made.
However, it seems to be the
concensus that they experienced
some sort of phenomenon with which
they were totally unfamiliar, so for the
purposes of this report we will look at
what is claimed to have happened
step by step to see what conclusions
can be reached.
On January 19, 1988, Mrs Faye
Knowles (aged in her forties) and
three sons, Patrick (24), Sean (21)
and Wayne (18) and two dogs set out
from their Perth, WA, home to travel
across most of the width of Australia
to Melbourne for a holiday (some
reports said to find work) . They were
driving in a 1984 blue Ford Telstar
sedan, with luggage, again according
to some reports, on a roof rack. They
decided to take it in turns at the
wheel, driving non-stop in order to
reach their destination as soon as
possible.
At about 5am (WA time) on
January 20, they were driving east
through an area of the Nullarbor
called The Basin, between Eucla and
Madura, still in Western Australia.
Sean Knowles was driving, but
apparently all of the family were
awake. Sean saw lights approaching
from ahead, which he thought at first
were those of a truck. Suddenly the
light seemed to "jump about a bit",
then it disappeared, and then
reappeared.
[Earlier reports had said that Mrs
Knowles was driving, that the light
had stopped in the road in front of
them, Mrs Knowles swerved to avoid
it, and "Sean later told police : 'It was a
weird looking thing and we stopped
to go back and have a look'." This
does not tally at all with later reports.]
The driver of a truck, thought to be
about 10-15km ahead and heading in
the same direction, later reported that

he had seen a bright light hovering
over the car's headlights in his rear
vision mirror. This is the only eyewitness, independent corroboration
of the Knowles' claim.
Sean said later the light "looked
like a spaceship". It was described as
being bright and light with a yellow
centre, shaped like an egg in an egg
cup and about a metre wide.
The light grew larger and larger,
disappeared once more, then turned
up again behind them. It disappeared
once more, only to apear in front.
Sean then pulled a U-turn and
headed back west for a while until
pulling another U-tum to return to his
It is unclear
original direction.
whether this was done to evade the
light or to follow it.
At one stage he swerved to avoid
the light, almost hitting an oncoming
car and caravan. The occupant(s) of
this second vehicle have not been
found, which is unfortunate as they
too must have been able to see the
light, had it been as described by the
Knowles.
What happened next is difficult to
put in order or even to establish with
any certainty, as the Knowles'
retelling has been confused and
contradictory. The following events
are claimed to have occurred, in no
particular order:
* Sean accelerated to about
200km/h.
* The light landed on top of the
car. When questioned later, they said
they did not see anything approach
and land on the roof, nor did they see
anything protruding front, rear or over
the sides of the roof.
* A tyre blew out while they were
travelling at speed ; Sean braked the
car to a halt.
* Mrs Knowles was sitting behind
the driver. She wound down her
window and placed her right hand on
the roof. She felt something 'spongy'
(some reports saing the actual hood
felt spongy.) . Her hand felt warm for a
few seconds, then the sensation of
heat faded (this whole incident was
only reported later to TV interviewers;

it was not reported to the police) .
Sean is reported later to have said:
"She told me it felt like a rubber
suction pad."
* Members of the family wound
down the windows and a "greyishblack mist" came into the car.
* The sound of their voices
changed pitch and appeared to slow
down.
* A humming sound was heard.
* Sean blacked out for a period.
* They all became hysterical,
shouting and crying. "The dogs went
crazy."
* They believed the car was lifted
However, when
off the ground.
asked by investigators if they had
looked out the windows and saw the
car off the ground, they said they had
not done so.
* The vehicle was dropped to the
ground and the tyre burst.
When describing these events
later, colourful and curious turns of
phrase were used, which were made
much of by newspaper headline
Mrs Knowles said she
writers.
thought they were going to die. One
other member of the family said it felt
like being in a 'time warp'. The ash,
dust or smoke that entered the car
when the windows had been opened
"smelt like death". If the quotes are
accurate, they either imply a breadth
of experience quite out of the norm,
or a preference for the type of lurid
description found in pulp science
fiction.
After a period of time, Sean
stopped the car and the family got out
and hid in adjacent scrub (earlier
reports quoting Mrs Knowles had said
they hid behind a tree, leading to
much sarcastic comment in the media
about a family of four adults and two
dogs all hiding behind a tree). The
light/object remained in the vicinity of
the car and then departed. "It was still
there, waiting for us, loking for us. It
was up the road a bit further from us,"
Mrs Knowles was quoted.
Fifteen minutes after stopping
they returned to the car and changed
the tyre . Some reports suggested
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that the light then returned, scaring
the family into driving off in a hurry,
leaving the tyre jack behind . In any
case, they drove the 40km to
Mundrabilla, near the border with
South Australia, where they stopped
at the Mundrabilla Motor Hotel.
The Knowles estimated that the
whole event took some time,
although investigators from the
Adelaide-based
UFO
Research
Australia have estimated that it was
actually much shorter - merely a
matter of a few minutes. This would
be consistent with other traumatic
events, where witnesses often
overestimate the length of time
involved.

The media rounds
At the hotel, they met Graham
Henley, the driver of the truck ahead
of them who had reported seeing
lights above their car in his rear view
He later said the family
mirror.
appeared to be in a state of shock.
" .. .even their dogs were cowering in
the front seat of the car ... The whole
car smelt like bakelite or just like as if
they'd blown a fuse ... A soot was all
over the car and there were four
dents as though the car had been
picked up by a magnet."
The family then, strangely, drove
600km non-stop to report the
incident to the police at Ceduna, SA.
This meant they passed the police
station at Eucla, WA, about 100km
from Mundrabilla. Sgt Dennis Sutton
of the Eucla police station was
reported as saying: "We didn't and
still haven't heard from them."
At Ceduna, Sgt Jim Furnell took
their statement. The family was still
distraught. He spoke with them for
an hour and a half, he said. "They
were physically upset as if someone
close had died.
They were
convinced it was a UFO. I got the
impression it was a meteorite. But
you couldn't suggest it, they would
have laughed at that." Mrs Knowles
did not report about putting her hand
out the window and touching
something.
Forensic samples were taken from
the Knowles' car by a Port Lincoln
investigator who happened to be in
town that day on other business . He
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did not impound the car. Sgt Furnell
suggested the family contact UFO
Research Australia , and
made
appointments for the meeting in
Adelaide.
However, the story had leaked to
the media, and the family were
intercepted on their way to Adelaide.
At the town of Wudinna, the Knowles
met
Frank
Pangallo
(or
his
7,
representative)
of
Channel
Adelaide, who was acting on behalf of
TV program Hinch at Seven.
He
reportedly offered the family $5000
for an interview, on condition they not
discuss the story with any other
media group for three months. Mr
Pangallo was later reported to have
claimed that the Mike Willesee
program was not far behind him, and
the Knowles might have collected

$20,000 had they been more patient.
Mr Pangallo organised a hire car
for them, and arranged for tests on
their own car. The car thus became
unavailable for tests by the group
from UFO Research Australia. After
negotiations with the 7 network,
Keith Basterfield and Ray Brooke of
UFORA managed to spend three
hours at the Channel 7 studios in
Adelaide
while
the
Knowles
underwent
extensive
interviews.
"Between inteviews we managed to
talk informally to all members of the
family. No formal indepth interview
was possible in the circumstances.
The family was distressed and tired at
this stage and told us they wanted a
finish to all the television interviews,"
they said. "Following the end of the
interviews at the station we sought
our own formal indepth interviews.
However, the family declined and
then left for an undisclosed location."
This turned out to be the home of
friends/relatives near Melbourne .
Judith Magee and other members of
the Victorian UFO Research Society
(one of several quite distinct UFO
in
Australia)
research
groups
interviewed the family in Melbourne.
Suzanne McDonnell, writing in the
Melbourne Sun, said Frank Pangallo
claimed to be in daily contact with the
family. He said they had seen a
doctor for stress and were distraught.
They had to be sedated twice in the
preceding week.

"He said they would still be far too
traumatised to speak about the
incident ," she wrote . "However, I had
rung the family 30 minutes earlier.
Faye Knowles was in bed, resting ,
but Sean said he would be happy to
talk about the incident if I was willing
to pay for the privilege ." The amount
asked is said to be $5000 . The Sun
declined the offer.
Reports that the family had flown
back to Perth, unwilling to drive for
fear of a repetition of the events of
January 20, were untrue.
Scientific tests
On Friday, January 22, the
afternoon tabloids ran headings
"UFO DUST 'UNKNOWN SUBSTANCE' - Police test results". The
stories said that forensic police had
described dust left on the family car
(still in the possession of Channel 7)
was an unknown substance. "An
Adelaide police spokesman said
extensive tests at their laboratories
yesterday had failed to identify it.
They have now sent the grey-black
substance to Adelaide University for
further examination by scientists
specialising in geology and biology,"
the Sydney Daily Mirror reported, the
last statements obviously implying
the matter may be organic in nature.
"That's all bulldust," said Supt
Schulz of the SA forensic police
(referring to the stories, not the
material under analysis). Quoted in
the Melbourne Sun, he said "There
were no volumes of substance at all
on the vehicle . For interest's sake,
we did take what we call a tape lifting
and that's only a case of pressing
tape on to the vehicle, lifting specks
of dust and grime. I have the sample
here and I've looked at it and read the
report.
"All I have is two little slides with a
miniscule amount of grime or
substance on it. It's probably road
grime anyway . ... There has been no
examination, there will be no
examination."
Therefore, the SA
police had never tested the ash/dust,
and had not discovered an 'unknown
substance'.
In fact, the tests were done by
Monty Luke of the Australian Mineral
Development Laboratories (AMDEL),
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one of the country's foremost
analytical laboratories, with a world
reputation in its field. His report was
that the dust was consistent with
material from burning shredding
rubber (the burst tyre) and brake
linings, created by Sean's heavy
braking at high speed. He said the
dents on the car, where the object
allegedly gripped the roof, had been
there for some time and were
consistent with wear and tear.

Theories
Various scenarious were put
forward, both by pro-UFO bodies and
sceptical groups, to explain what
might have happened.
The UFORA was non-committal,
stressing that "the physical evidence
is not as strong as the media have
reported and caution is urged until
technical reports are in. At this date
we are of the opinion that the entire
incident is still open to a number of
interpretations."
The VUFORS compared the
encounter with a similar claim in
Launceston late last year.
Colin Norris of the Australian
International Information Centre for
UFOs was convinced the Knowles
had had an ecounter with a research
vehicle from an extra-terrestrial
mother ship. "They were probably
doing scientific tests. I believe their
experience is very authentic."
Frank Wilks of the Sydney-based
Australian Institute of UFO Research
wanted to hypnotise the family to find
"important details ... buried in the
family's subconscious".
Hopping
onto a current bandwagon, he said
"I'm sure they could tell us a lot more
about the encounter. We need to
account for every minute of the
incident. If there is a lapse in time that
cannot be explained, the family may
have been abducted and returned."
And if the plethora of local UFO
research groups was not enough, the
Texas-based Mutual UFO Network
(MUFON) pipped in with "This is a
very impressive case - one of the
most important cases we've had in a
long, long time. What makes it so
important is the other independent
witnesses.
And the UFO did
something physical to the car and

then there is this residue that was left
behind."
On the non-UFO researcher side
of the coin, a variety of explanations
were given.
The obvious first reaction was that
the Knowles had seen the sun rising
in the east, and through some sort of
optical
illusion
(or
simple
misunderstanding) thought it was
something else.
Alternatively, St
Elmo's
Fire and temperature
inversions were suggested as the
source of the light.
Other more exotic theories were
put forward. Glen Moore, lecturer in
physics
at the
University of
Wollongong,
suggested
a
carbonaceous meteorite landing in
the vicinity, accounting for the glow
and the smell (although that can more
simply be accounted for by the
burning tyre and brakes) and would
be suprising enough to cause great
trauma in the family.
Prof Peter Schwerdtfergger,
head of meteorology at Flinders
University,
suggested
a
dry
thunderstorm in which charged dust
particles create a pall of lightning.
The fine ash covering the car could
be a product of the lightning (again,
this explanation is no longer
necessary) and the violent shaking of
the vehicle the result of the storm.
"No doubt if you are in the middle of a
fairly intense electric field, you're
going to feel very strange," he said.
Other suggestions included willywillies lifting the car off the road and
undulations on the Eyre Highway
which can cause a car to 'take-off' at
high speed.
None
of
these
non-UFO
explanations can explain all the
supposed events of the encounter,
however a combination of them
would easily account for all claims.
While this might be considered too
much of a coincidence, one should
keep in mind that the Nullarbor UFO is
extremely unusual, even in UFO
circles - "one of the most important
cases we've had in a long, long time".

Witnesses
Apart from the truck driver
mentioned P,arlier, no-one has come
forward to say that they too were in

the vicinity of the Knowles and had
also seen the UFO. Several people
have also claimed (or conveniently
remembered) seeing unidentified
lights in various locations through the
country recently, one even on the
same stretch of road, though not at
the same time as the Knowles. Very
little has come of these claims.
The claim made by crews of a tunafishing boat in the Great Australian
Bight that they too had seen a bright
light and that their voices "slowed and
distorted" was
also used to
substantiate the Knowles' claim. That
the crew's encounter took place half
an
hour
after
the
Knowles'
experience is irrelevant - there is no
way of establishing the exact time of
the events with any great accuracy. It
could also be said that the two
independent sightings are consistent
with the meteorite hypothesis.
It
might also be that the two sightings
are of entirely different phenomena,
and that their only relevance to each
other is in their timing.

Conclusion
The only facts that we know of are:
* The Knowles' car blew a tyre and
there is evidence of heavy braking.
*
The four members of the
Knowles family (and apparently their
dogs) were deeply distressed by
some event.
* A truck driver, 10-1 Skm in front
of the Knowles' car, saw a bright light
hovering over the Knowles' car's
headlights in his rear vision mirror.
It should also be kept in mind that
the family had been driving all the
previous day and night, and this must
have had some effect on their ability
to report an event clearly and without
misunderstandings.
There also
exists the problem of what happened
to the luggage on the roof of the car,
whether or not there was a roof rack
involved as well (which some have
used to explain the dents in the four
corners of the roof).
All of the rest is the unsubstantiated claims of the Knowles,
conjecture and misunderstanding (or,
in some cases, fabrication) . That this
constitutes one of the most important

Continued page 13
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News Report: Pseudoscience
December 1987 saw the first
appearance of a new specialist
magazine entitled The Inventor,
which may well prove to be a
collector's item. This has nothing to
do with the fact that the magazine
featured letters of commendation
from the Prime Minister, the Minister
for Industry Technology & Commerce
and the Premier of NSW, nor for its
proclaimed
policy
of
"pursuing
excellence", nor yet for its promotion
of inventiveness. It will be because it
may prove to be the only issue.
The
Inventor
contained
considerable
information
of
undoubted interest to inventors.
However, the feature that brought it
to the attention of Australian Skeptics
was its boldly advertised promotion of
pseudo-science. Banner headlines
emblazoned
across
the
cover
proclaimed "Dr Reich's Orgone
Theory Proven" and "Metric System
Exposed".
The
Reich
article,
written
apparently by the editor, Mr Larry F.
Hains, offered no evidence whatever
to substantiate the extraordinary claim
made in the headline, consisting
largely of a tirade of unsubstantiated
allegations about Reich's critics, non
sequitur arguments, von Danikenesque rhetorical questions and
lengthy,
incomprehensible
quotations
from
an
otherwise
unidentified
Professor
Charles
Kelley.
The author's contribution can be
encapsulated in one typical quotation
"Is it possible that Dr Reich, in dealing
with the origins of life, fell foul of
those who want us for whatever
reason to believe in the theory of
evolution? Sounds silly, doesn't it?"
Well, yes it does, but then so does
the rest of the article.
The quotations from Prof Kelley,
who is alleged to be a scientist, are
equally unrevealing. They purport to
be from a validation of Reich's
theories on weather control and
contain such statements as "Highly
significant . .. in understanding the
weather control techniques of Reich
is the wide prevalence in the

and the Inventors

atmosphere of the abnormal form of
Orgone energy Reich called 'dor'. In
a 'dor' infested atmosphere, orgone
energy
is
immobilised.
The
atmosphere stagnates, convective
and lateral mixing slows down greatly,
pollution
increases,
and
cloud
formation is limited or absent.
Persistent dor infestation results in
drought." Kelley also claims to have
made and tested a weather control
device, based on these principles.
The conclusion reached by the
author
contains
the
following
interesting statement: "If even one
professional
scientist
such
as
Professor Kelley (who was not in any
way associated with Dr Reich) is
capable of proving Dr Reich correct".
The parenthetical aside is the matter
of most interest.
We sought to
discover just who is Prof Kelley, our
only clue being that the research
quoted in the article was published in
''Technical Report 60-1, The Radix
Institute".
Correspondence with the editor of
The Inventor
elicited no futher
information on the mysterious Prof,
but did contain the following
observation: "If you were as well
informed as you are patronising, then
your
library
would
have
the
professional details of Professor
Kelley and you would not be writing
to me casting doubt on the
Professor's existence and credibility."
The remainder of the letter was no
more fothcoming on matters of
pertinence to the topic of Reich's
theory of weather control, but it did
contain Mr Hains' observations that
critics of Reich were "vandals",
"baying hounds" and "not out of
place in the black robed Inquisition".
As it happens, the Australian
Skeptics has a fair selection of works
of pseudo-science, but in the matter
of Prof Kelley it is singularly deficient.
A visit to the United States
Information Service Library revealed
no reference to the Radix Institute in
various directories of US tertiary
institutions, nor in a directory of
Research Institutes.
The answer
came
from
a
book
entitled

"Encyclopaedia
of
Associations"
which lists all American associations,
societies and similar bodies. The
entry for the Radix Institute reads as
follows:
"Founded: 1960. Members: 96. Dr
Charles R. Kelley, Dir. Educational and
scientific organization dedicated to
studying the creative process in nature as
described by Wilhelm Reich. Reich, a
psychoanalyst who began his work with
Sigmund Freud, discovered and described
the existence of the 'muscular armor', or
how blocked emotion is held in the
chronic patterns of tension in the body.
His second major discovery was the
concept of 'orgone energy', the tangible
life force also known as the radix, the
source of both energy and feeling. ...
Formerly:
Interscience
Research
Institute."

Thus we find that Prof Kelley is the
director of an institution whose sole
purpose is to validate Reich's
theories. We may be excused for
thinking that this is hardly an
independent or a disinterested body,
and the answer certainly gives the lie
to
the
previously
mentioned
parenthetical aside.
The article quoted in no way
supports the claims made for proof of
Dr Reich's theories - it merely
validates Lincoln's dictum ihat you
can fool some of the people all of the
time".
The second article mentioned
delves further into the realm of
pseudo-science with its attack on the
metric system. Some of this article is
factual, but it then seeks to rely on
the
supposedly
secret
internal
measurements of the Great Pyramid
of Khufu to prove some of its points.
It quotes, with approval, the work
of C. Piazzi Smythe, a 19th century
Astronomer Royal of Scotland.
Smythe is a well known figure to
those with an interest in archaeology.
He certainly did propound some
peculiar
theories
about
the
measurements of the pyramids and

Continued page 13
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News Report: The Wisdom of Ramtha!
On the weekend of November
7/8, 1987, between 500 and 700
people (reports say) paid some $395
each to hear the wisdom of the
universe propounded by a Ms J.Z.
Knight, who claims that this wisdom is
channeled from an entity named
Ramtha.
Ramtha, as was revealed in our last
issue, supposedly existed, on the
temporal plane, in the fictional
civilizations of Lemuria and Atlantis.
He also was alleged to have "learned
all there is to know and moved on".
Despite efforts by Australian
Skeptics and various media outlets,
Ms Knight refused all invitations to be
interviewed. Australian Skeptics had
compiled some interesting questions
to pose to someone who had learned
everything,
but
we
had
no
opportunity to find the answers to
these vital questions.
In fact, we would not have been
successful even if a meeting had
been arranged. The proponents of
channeling are not dumb.
They
have, presumably with the thought of
sceptical interrogation in mind,
developed a perfect, no lose set of
rules.
Ramtha, and his disembodied
colleagues, do not answer questions;
they tell the faithful what they want to
tell them. The channels, of course,
cannot answer questions as they are
not in control of their bodies during
the performance.
Ramtha won't
answer questions and JZ can't. You
do not have to be too sceptical to
have doubts about this arrangement.
You also do not need to work out
that if 500 people paid $395 each,
the total income from the enterprise
approaches $200,000. A generous
estimate of the costs of this venture
would be hard pressed to exceed
15% of the total, which leaves a very
nice profit for one weekend's work.
Ramtha's visit appears to have
been organised by Ms Gita Bellin, the
principal of Gita Bellin & Associates
Pty Ltd, trading as Ramtha Dialogues.
Should any sceptic be regretting
the decision not to attend Ramtha's

talk, we can reveal the following
pearls of wisdom from Ms Bellin's
follow up letter to Ramtha's Australian
visit.
In this letter, Gita "paraphrases
Ramtha, using his own words". The
following is a fair sampling of Ramtha's
wisdom:
"CAN YOU PROVE TOMORROW
IS NOT COMING?"

There's a challenge for all you
physicists. Why would anyone want
to prove that anyway?
"We must have the courage to choose
our manifested destiny within 2 weeks
from 14th November. Choice is very
precious. [Gita's underlining - not ours.]
After the 14th Nov. everything will
become very erratic. There are choices
we must make in the next 2 weeks if we
are to survive. It only takes a moment to
wake up. Your future is as strong as this
moment to wake up. You have the
power to make a difference but it takes
The
courage to make a difference.
greatest courage comes from the God
within and not the altered ego [sic]. The
only dignity is to be a human being that
is free."

Ramtha obviously has trouble with
the English language. It probably
makes more sense in the original
Lemurian.
"Save and store your water. Put up
food stores immediately. You .m.ust get
your food stores immediately.
Take
advantage of what is now. Now could
change at any moment."

Ramtha goes on a lot about
storing food - we suspect he works
for Coles or Woolworths.
"The earth is in the throes of great
change. Volcanoes are going off to clean
the sea.
The power will be more
awesome than we have ever known.
Ancient volcanoes at this moment are the
slumbering tigers. They are not to get
rid of us but to heal what we have done.

Where there is dense population Nature
will become very active. There will be a
radical increase in activity. Strong and
wondrous things will awaken us."

The bit about volcanoes cleaning
the water is disturbing. Does the
Water Board know about this
alternative to water treatment plants?
"There will be a warming up of the
whole earth. Crops will fail. Deserts
will be inundated with rainfall. The
recent weather changes are only a
beginning. There is much more to come.
In the next 4 years everything will
happen much quicker. There will be a
melting of the ice caps in the next 4
years. A glacier has broken off which
has enough fresh water to supply the
whole of U.S.A. for 30 years. The sea
will rise 200' in 4 years."

Ramtha has heard about the
greenhouse effect! Raising the sea
level by 200 feet in four years seems
a bit drastic. With the increase in
temperature required, it's doubtful if
anyone would be around to worry
about the water level, no matter how
much food they had stored.
"Finances. The market will rally.
Gold will not always be available.
Purchase your gold as soon as you can
whatever the cost. The financial crash is
programmed for May '88 but could come
in February '88."

With the sea level rising 200 feet,
we should worry about the stock
market! Still, February was OK, so it
must be May.
"GO TO A SAFE PLACE. BE
SAFE. BUY LAND. BUY GOLD.
STORE WATER.
STORE FOOD.
STORE CLOTHING. Take advantage of
NOW. GO FOR IT!" [Gita's capitals
and underlining.]

If any reader has land for sale, west
of the Great Dividing Range, they can
expect a good offer within the next
four
years
(official
Skeptics
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prediction).
I promise that I did not edit this
letter just to pick out the particularly
ratbag bits. It is all in the same vein.
Why anyone would pay to listen to
this sort of nonsense is one of the
great unexplained mysteries of all
time.
More accurate information
would be contained in a party political
broadcast.
We were a bit concerned about
copyright in quoting such large slices
of the letter, but our legal advisers
assure us that the words of someone
who has been dead for 35,000 years
are in the public domain.
But on a more serious note,
perhaps we can explain why people
would pay money to listen to
Ramtha's wisdom. After all, Ramtha
has made predictions in the past, and
they have come true! Or so Ms Bellin
tells us.
In an interview in the Sydney Sun
of November 3, 1987 - just prior to
Ramtha's weekend visit - Ms Bellin is
quoted as claiming of Ramtha "He
predicted the eruption of Mt Helena,
the Chernobyl disaster and the crash
of the space shuttle".
Apart from the fact that no atlas I
have consulted shows a Mt Helena
(perhaps the eruption literally "blew it
off the map" - presumably she means
Mt St Helens, even though Ramtha
knows all there is to know), this claim
aroused the interest of James Randi,
who has written to Ms Bellin, offering
her his award of US$10,000 upon
receipt of evidence that establishes
the truth of these claims. This offer
would be increased by Australian
Skeptics own offer of A$20,000,
upon receipt of similar evidence.
We would also very much like to
hear from anyone who attended
Ramtha's weekend based on the
veracity of his predictions, as claimed
by Ms Bellin.
There is a very
interesting situation if it can be
proved that anyone attended the
Ramtha seminars because of Ms
Gellin's
claims
regarding
the
predictions,
and
that
those
predictions cannot be proved to have
been made before the events
predicted took place

-BW

The Inventor ... from p11

Nullarbor UFO ... from p9

their relationship to the universe. In
fact, he has an important place in the
history of archaeology, not for his
work, but that it inspired a young man
called Flinders Petrie to visit Egypt to
validate those theories. Petrie soon
found that Smythe's theories were
nonsense, however he continued
working in the field and is now
generally regarded as the father of
scientific archaeology.
Publishers are entitled to print
what they wish, but the promotion of
pseudo-science in a magazine
designed for those intensely practical
people, inventors, is as incongruous
as having a page 3 girl in the Sydney
or an astrology
Morning Herald
column in Scientific American .
While we in Australian Skeptics
may well have been agog to discover
if the next edition would sing paens
of praise to the celestial mechanics of
Immanuel Velikovsky, the benefits of
perpetual motion or of the N-rays of
Rene Blondlot, we cannot help but
be pleased that this magazine may
not appear again under its current
management, as the Inventor's
Association, which contracted the
publishers to produce the magazine,
has withdrawn the contract.

encounters with a UFO as claimed by
some UFO researchers says more
about the proponents of UFOs than
of the possible existence of such
phenomena.
That a US film producer is
apparently interested in making a film
of the event adds nothing to the
claim, although nothing more has
been heard of this.
Nothing has been said in this
report about the possibility of a hoax .
Most of those concerned, both proUFO and sceptical, have felt that the
Knowles are not faking their claim,
and that something did happen to
them, although not necessarily an
encounter with a UFO. However, with
such
little
independent factual
support for their claim, a hoax cannot
be ruled out, however unlikely it may
seem.
As we said at the start, we shall
probably never know precisely what
happened in the Nullarbor Plain on
the morning of January 20 . With the
little evidence available to us, this is
an entirely proper conclusion to
reach, and though it may not be the
most satisfactory, it is th6 only
conclusion that should be reached.
- TM, with input from Keith
Basterfield, UFO Research Australia,
and Ben Harris, Old

-BW

You are Welcome!
Yes, you are welcome to submit
items for publication in "the
Skeptic". These can be any of
the following:

Articles
Covering investigations of
particular paranormal
phenomena or pseudo-science.
Length - up to about 2000
words although longer items can
be accommodated.
Letters
Stating your view on either
letters or articles in previous
issues of "the Skeptic" or giving

your views on outside matters.
These should be about 500-800
words long maximum. Shorter
letters will be given preference if
space is at a premium. We
reserve the right to edit letters for
legal or space reasons.

News
We are also keen to receive
clippings from newspapers and
magazines (they should include
the title and date of publication).
All submissions should be sent to
The Editor, Australian Skeptics,
PO Box 575, Manly 2095.
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Is it Logical to
Believe in the Irrational?
BARRY WILLIAMS
This will not be a deeply philosophical
piece, full of semantics and semiotics (whatever
they might be). It will consider why, when faced
with the inexplicable, human beings will
frequently accept an irrational explanation, and
why it is logical for them to do so. This will be
done within the context of the Nullarbor UFO
incident, which serves to illustrate the point very
well.
The story of the UFO incident is covered
elsewhere in this issue, but to briefly describe
the one basic fact - a family travelling across the
Nullarbor on January 20 experienced an
All other "facts" are
unusual phenomenon.
open to speculation, but this "fact" appears to be
a fact. The alternative explanation is that the
The
family organised a deliberate hoax.
verifiable evidence, while it cannot totally
discount this explanation, makes it an extremely
unlikely alternative.
When the basic fact became generally
known, a number of competing hypotheses
were advanced to account for the reported
events and none of them provided a completely
satisfactory answer. The published scientific
speculations involved such phenomena as
atmospheric refraction, dry thunderstorm and
meteorite entry, all of which can be covered by
The alternative, or
the term "natural".
was the UFO
explanation
paranormal,
hypothesis.
While the term UFO correctly refers to any
unidentified object that is flying, and which may
well be a suitable subject for investigation, the
common public perception of UFO is of an
artifact or craft, controlled by an intelligent entity,
It is this common
of extraterrestrial origin.
perception that I will address.
At the time of going to press, we do not
know what happened to the Knowles family on
the Nullarbor Plain on January 20. Perhaps we
will never have sufficient evidence to know the

truth. The natural speculations offered could
certainly account for some of the reported
events, but not for all of them. This may, at least
partially, be explained by the notorious
unreliability of eye-witness accounts, a point I
will develop later.
The paranormal or UFO theory can
account for all of the reported events, but this
does not give us a reason to suppose that the
UFO explanation is the best one of the
competing hypotheses. It is precisely because
there are no irrefutable facts known about
UFOs, and no reliable evidence to their actual
existence, that this paranormal explanation can
fit the facts better than any other answer. If we
have no facts about UFOs, then we cannot
delimit their abilities. For this reason, the UFO,
or any other paranormal hypotheses, can
explain any conceivable set of events, however
This does not make the UFO
unlikely.
hypothesis the best answer - it makes it a work
of imagination or fantasy.
Does this then mean that UFOs, in the
sense of intelligently controlled extraterrestrial
artifacts, are impossible? Not at all, it merely
means that, in the absence of any evidence for
their existence, there is no reason to believe
that they explain any event. It is an irrational
belief.
Why is it then that in cases such as the
Nullarbor incident, It is quite logical that the
conclusion reached by those experiencing the
incident, and those reporting it, will be totally
illogical?
All of the natural explanations offered rely
on phenomena which may be familiar to those
proposing them, but might be unfamiliar to
those who report a supposedly paranormal
This is self evident, as people are
event.
unlikely to be concerned by, or report as an
unknown, something with which they are
familiar. For instance, while most reported UFO
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sightings turn out to be planets or stars, these
reports are not made by amateur or
Equally, the lay
professional astronomers.
public would not be expected to be familiar with
unusual atmospheric phenomena or the effects
of a meteorite landing in the vicinity.
In contrast, for a person never to have
heard of a UFO they would need to be blind and
deaf or to have lived in a cave for the past 40
years. Not only has the general public heard of
UFOs, but they would be familiar with the
such
on
placed
interpretation
common
sightings, ie that they were of extraterrestrial
origins.
It is perfectly natural for the human mind,
when confronted with an occurrence which lies
outside its normal range of experience, to seek
to rationalise the unknown by placing it within a
familiar frame of reference. It is equally normal
for the human mind to elaborate upon factual
information with speculation or embellishments
to increase the veracity or the interest of the
story.
This factor is noticeable in irreconcilable
eye-witness
various
between
differences
accounts of such mundane occurrences as car
accidents. It is very well documented in many of
the explained UFO sightings where, for
example, Venus is the actual object sighted,
many eye-witnesses ascribe movements to the
planet that owe nothing to celestial mechanics
and everything to imagination.
We can now begin to see why it is that
none of the natural explanations offered, purely
as speculation, can account for all of the
reported phenomena in the Nullarbor incident.
It is quite likely that some of the reported
phenomena did not, in fact, occur.
Those who reported the incident would
have endeavoured to fit their unusual
experience within their known frame of
reference. This frame of reference would have
been preconditioned by an enormous amount
of informational "static" generated by wide
of
exposure to quite irrational explanations
the
that
suggests
way
no
in
This
sightings.
UFO
people who experienced the events are
deliberately seeking to obscure the facts. It
merely suggests that they accepted what, to
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them, was the logical conclusion to draw from
their experience. They would be as unaware as
most people of the unconscious preconditioning
of accepting the common UFO hypothesis as an
established fact.
This may also account for the fact that
many reported UFO sightings are by people
who were previously "sceptical" of the
They may be
extraterrestrial explanation.
sceptical on a conscious level, but most people
would have read dozens of newspaper and
magazine articles on the topic, and have been
subjected to "documentary" and fictional
treatments of the topic on radio, TV and films.
They would most likely have an unconscious
disposition to believe, whatever their conscious
feelings might be.
This factor poses problems for the serious
researcher into UFO phenomena in that it may
be very difficult to determine the facts in the
case. The responsible researcher can only rely
on the facts that can be verified by independent
sources. It is also important that the researcher
does not allow his own predisposition to believe
to bias his findings. Equally, the sceptic must
not allow his predisposition to disbelieve to bias
his views in the other direction and become
dogmatic in his rejection of the extraterrestrial
The sceptic should, however,
explanation.
always heed the good advice to err on the side
of caution when dealing with something totally
unknown.
The fact that a large proportion of books
and articles written about the UFO phenomenon
do not heed this advice and draw unwarranted
conclusions from the available evidence only
serves to increase the amount of "static" that
infests the subject. It is quite natural for people,
who are already predisposed to believe, to be
convinced that the amount of evidence that
exists proves their case, when what they should
consider is the quality of the evidence. In UFO
studies, as in everything else, one piece of
good evidence outweighs a thousand pieces of
bad evidence.
It is interesting to speculate about what
bearing cultural influences have on the reports
What would be the
of such incidents.
who have never been
people
of
predisposition
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PERCEPTION

Do My Eyes Deceive Me?
TONY WHEELER
"I saw it, so it must be true!" must be one of
the most difficult claims for the skeptic to counter
when faced with the honest witness of a UFO,
Bigfoot or ghost. Yet our senses can lie, and in
some respects the eyewitness account is the
To
poorest evidence of what happened.
appreciate such deception, we need to
understand the physiology of our senses.
Out there is the real world; a solid, warm,
moving, noisy, smelly, light world. But is what
we perceive reality, or just a synthesised,
To better
altered approximation of it?
understand perceptual errors, and a few
paranormal phenomena, I would like (very
briefly) to discuss the physiology of perception.
Our perceptions are based on sensory
information, energy received, transformed and
transmitted by sensory cells (transducers). This
information is carried and processed by the
networks of nerve cells appropriate to that
sense, and our consciousness is presented with
a simulation of reality. It is this simulation that

Rational belief - from previous page
intelligent extraterrestrial
the
exposed to
In medieval Europe, such
proposition?
incidents have been ascribed to angelic,
Satanic influences or witchcraft. They had no
popular exposition of ET but were certainly
predisposed to believe the supernatural
hypothesis.
My own view of the matter is that if this
were to be a genuine extraterrestrial visitation,
then the evidence would be incontrovertible. I
do not subscribe to the conspiracy theory that is
endemic in this field (and in many others) that
governments are covering up the evidence.
Thus, while it may be illogical to believe in
the irrational, it is perfectly logical to expect
people to believe in it.
Barry Williams is president of Australian Skeptics, as
well as being an amateur astronomer.

we know, and it is the reception, transduction,
and
processing
central
and
peripheral
presentation that makes up perception. The
closer the simulation approximates to reality,
the more truthful and honest our perception of
our environment will be.

Hearing
To give you an example, our sense of
hearing is good in that it filters out repetitive
background noise so that while you still hear
the noise you are not continually conscious of it
unless you choose to be so. At the same time,
missed small sections of conversation can be
reconstructed from the meaning of the
preceding and succeeding words and phrases
so that you are aware of a complete, sensible
message. These two processes are the means
by which you can enjoy a single conversation in
the midst of a noisy cocktail party (Broadbent,
1962).
This processing of the speech heard is
performed in segments and takes time. This
time lag between hearing and perceiving is
noticeable when you are aware of hearing
someone speak unexpectedly to you but fail to
understand the words, and you respond with a
prompt "Pardon?" just as the processed
perception of the speech is presented to your
consciousness leaving you listening to a
repetition of what you have just 'heard'.
Sometimes the system goes wrong, as
when an otherwise unimportant repetitive
sound that you would not normally be aware of
is annoyingly heard in an otherwise quiet
In such circumstances your
environment.
perception of a dripping tap can be amplified
until it painfully dominates your consciousness.

Touch
The sense of touch is generally more
reliable, except that some parts of the body are
suprisingly far less sensitive than others. While

autumn 88
you can localise a light point stimulus to within
one millimetre when applied to your lips or
fingertips, the same stimulus applied to your
thighs or body can only be located to within 50
or 60mm. Similarly, you cannot differentiate
between single or paired stimuli when their
separation is the same as, or less than, these
distances. (Both of these phenomena are the
basis of clinical tests for the normality of the
sensory nervous system.)
Sight
We are accustomed to considering vision
to be the most important sense, and usually it
probably is. Nevertheless, vision certainly isn't
the most reliable of senses, and indeed many
books have been published on the rich array of
visual illusions known (eg Robinson, 1982).
When we 'see' we can only perceive that which
we recognise; if a totally unfamiliar image, or a
familiar image in a very strange and
unexpected environment, is presented our
visual system is momentarily confused and our
consciousness will be presented with the
nearest familiar approximation to what we have
seen.
This is probably the origin of most
'sightings' of ghosts and paranormal 'fauna'
(Czechura, 1984). A classic recent example is
Easdown's (1985) account of a brief sight of a
large animal by a truck driver being perceived
as a familiar, albeit 14 foot tall, kangaroo, when
in reality it was a normal-sized (but unexpected)
camel.
Irregular outlines with varying colour and
lighting are difficult to recognise, and in these
situations the poorly understood image is left
out and the consciousness is presented with the
uninterrupted background (Luckiesh, 1965).
This explains the effectiveness of camouflage
and the surprisingly large number of collisions
where a driver giving way and/or stationary at a
junction has moved forward into the path of a
camouflaged oncoming vehicle. In fact he had
seen it, but had failed to perceive it. A forward
view of an approaching vehicle, especially a
motorcycle, is an irregular outline full of varying
shapes, colours, illumination and shadows, and
on a straight road is stationary against its
background with only its size increasing relative
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to its background to alert you to its presence. It
is because this perceptual error is so common
and so hazardous that the use. of dipped
headlights by motorcyclists is now quite a
common practice in many countries and
'running lights' are becoming available on
safety-oriented production vehicles (eg Volvo).
Another easily demonstratable difficulty of
visual perception is our severe lack of
appreciation of what we cannot see. Clinically
this is apparent when a patient presents himself
with a reduced visual field due to degenerated
retinal photoreccptors, the surprising aspect
being the great extent of the damage and loss
in the visual field before the patient is aware of
the problem. In other words, he hadn't been
aware of what he could not see.
Another
(normal)
aspect
can
be
demonstrated here and now. Close your left
eye and look into the room; can you identify
any area within your visual field that you cannot
see? Now, with your left eye still closed, focus
your right eye on the dotted circle below and
slowly bring this page closer to you from your
furthest reach; between about 360 and 250mm
away the cross will no longer be perceivl~d - it
will disappear!

0

X

The explanation for this is that within this
distance range the image of the cross falls on
your retina where the nerve axons pass through
the retinal layer as the optic nerve, and where
there are no photoreceptors. Although you are
blind to image falling here you are normally
unaware of this disability because you are
unaware of your lack of visual ability outside
your visual field.
A purely physiological apect of vision in
dim light is that while the class of retinal
photoreceptors known as 'cones' are good for
bright colour vision, and the 'rods' are better for
dim black and white vision, there are only cones
and no rods at the retinal fovea where the
image which we are focussing at falls on the
retina. For this reason, we cannot see very dim
images well when looking directly at them.
To demonstrate this, the next cloud-free
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night traverse your gaze across the night sky
and as your gaze approaches a very dim star
(at a distance about equal to that of the
diameter of the moon), you will 'see' that star
fade toward invisibility and then return to its
former brightness. An associated aspect is that
in dim light, when you are relying on your rod
cells, you cannot 'see' colours, a property of the
less-sensitive cone cells. Consequently moonlit
scenes are seen in black and white.
In dim light, paradoxically, many things
are 'seen'; just look at the increases in the
incidence of sightings of UFOs and thylacines at
dusk presented by Molnar (1984), and the
positive after-image 'seen' after a flash of light
in a dim environment known as Bidwell's ghost
was recognised as early as 1894 (Walker,
1985).

Other sensations
Temperature has a few quirks too, mainly
because it is a purely comparative sense. As
any mother running her baby's bathwater can
tell you it is very difficult to judge the
temperature of the water with the hand, and
even the traditional elbow is only marginally
better. (Similarly, you cannot reliably perceive
in absolute terms how much light there is; if
photographers could they wouldn't need to be
lumbered with light meters.) To demonstrate
this, place each hand in a bowl of water, one at
152C and one at 40 2C. After three minutes,
transfer both hands together to a third bowl of
water at 25 2C. Of the sensations that you
perceive which is 'correct'?
In the same way, our perception of ourself
is often slightly different from reality. How often
does the unexpected image of yourself (a
reflection in a shop mirror) startle you as being
someori e that you feel you should recognise ,
but can't quite place?
The most familiar discrepancy between
our self-perception and reality occurs when
pathology produces pain in one of our visceral
organs; because we cannot perceive as such
these parts of ourselves, the pain is referred to
the periphery supplied with sensory nerves by
the same spinal segment. This is peripheral
pain, and is the reason that the famous pain of a

heart attack is perceived in the left shoulder and
arm, not in the heart itself.
Less familiar, but more dramatic, are the
sensations projected to the perceived ends of
irritated sensory nerves. This is particularly
characteristic of amputations when, immediately
following surgery, the sensations projected to
where the ends of the sensory nerves used to
be are so real that the amputee has difficulty
believing and remembering that that part of the
limb has been amputated. It is because of
these phantom sensations that the recovering
patient awakening from the anaesthetic is so
often disbelieiving when informed that some
part of a limb had to be amputated. So vivid
and convincing are these sensations that it is
not unusual for a patient to convince an
inexperienced nurse that the only way to relieve
an itch is for her to retrieve the lost limb from the
cold store so that it can be scratched!
It is a severe and tragic discrepancy
between one's perceived obesity and reality
that is part of the cause of anorexia nervosa, the
condition typified by the young . girl starving
herself to death so as to lose a few imagined
superfluous inches.
The perception of others, as opposed to
their actual qualities or abilities, can be
deliberately manipulated, and this is indeed a
large part of a physician's 'bed-side manner'. It
isn't the physician's abilities as demonstratetd
by any objective evidence that inspires
confidence in the patient, but his perceived
abilities.

Recollection
As we have seen when studied
separately, we can so easily demonstrate the
sophistry of our individual senses, and this
unreliability is just as prevalent when examining
the recollection of incidents that have just been
perceived.
The eyewitness testimony of a criminal
incident is commonly thought to be the most
reliable form of evidence. However, numerous
experiments have repeatedly shown that being
present at the scene of an incident, or even
actually watching an incident, does not
necessarily qualify one as a good witness to
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what actually happened, who did what, and the
later recognition of the participants (Buckhout,
1974).
Indeed, erroneous eyewitness testimony
is remarkably frequent, the errors being due to
subconscious elaboration and the filling in of
any gaps in the perception, the movement of the
scene of the incident closer to the observer's
position, and the rearrangement of events and
roles according to preconceived ideas. The
facts fitting the most obvious interpretation are
those believed, regardless of the reality. The
extent of such revision of one's recollection
increases with the time elapsed since the
incident. And this is even without taking into
account
the
psychological
influences
encouraging the subconscious revision of one's
recollection so as to agree with the evidence of
other witnesses, the authorities, etc, let alone
the effects of one's racial, sexual, etc,
prejudices.
The
commonest
situation
where
eyewitness testimony is called for is following
road traffic collisions.
Unfortunately, such
testimony is just as unreliable, even when
obtained from experienced motorists; it is not
uncommon for witnesses to be wrong about the
numbers and colours of the vehicles involved
and the geometry of the junction, let alone what
actually happened (Carr, 1974).
Indeed, in
tests it is usual to find that very few observers
have perceived every aspect of an incident
correctly. It seems that our recollection of what
we perceived, whether after witnessing a crime
or a road traffic collision , unhappily bears little
resemblance to what actually happened.

Character assessment
Everyone is aware of how far our
perception of people's character can deviate
from reality, as indicated by the commonest of
the fictional, poorly dressed, inconsequential
man who later is revealed to be both extremely
welathy and extraordinarily influential (see
Shute, 1938 for an example). Nevertheless,
how many of us have been surprised to find that
a colleague whom we had long regarded as
aloof, snobbish and unfriendly is in reality just
unusually shy.
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More important is that our perception of a
politician's ability to govern is more often based
on their physiognomy, mannerisms and the
style of their speech rather than on any real
evidence pertaining to their ability to govern.
Indeed, most people can probably think of at
least one politician who talks impressively while
actually saying very little that is sensible. This
deception is so important that even supposedly
rational scientists will be irrationally concerned
with the style of an applicant or candidate at
employment, grant or other interview, rather
than the content of what is actually said.

Conclusion
An understanding of the physiology of our
senses
enforces
the
view
that
our
consciousness
is
presented
with
an
approximate simulation of reality.
In most
instances, this simulation is good enough , and
can even be an improvement. However, in
certain environments erroneous simulations
lead to sincere belief in the sighting of a UFO, a
mythological animal, or the absence of
approaching traffic.
Further than this, we can often be led
seriously astray by subtle misperceptions when
recalling an incident or interviewing an
applicant. As skeptics, we will do well to bear
these limitations in mind when assessing the
evidence of others, and ourselves.
Tony Wheeler teaches in the Dept of Physiology &
Pharmacology, University of Queensland, as well as being
secretary of the Queensland Skeptics.
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EDUCATION

How Can Science Educators Compete
with Sensationalist Journalism
JOHN C. HAPPS
Many scientific organisations such as
government observatories, the CSIRO and
university laboratories, continue to receive
inquiries from the public with requests for
specific information about paranormal claims or
pseudoscience.
Science teachers at the
primary, secondary and tertiary levels are
constantly asked for their opinions concerning
these same areas which receive unwarranted
attention by the media.
The
terms
'pseudoscience'
and
'paranormal' are not used here in reference to
sloppy 'scientific' statements by the media, eg
"Astronomers See Black Hole Eat Star" (The
Weekend Australian, November 29, 1986).
Neither are the · terms used to denote a
reporter's lack of understanding about scientific
information.
One notable example of this
occurred when journalists made fun of an
incident in which an aircraft's engine "fell off
during a flight from Dallas" (Boulder Daily
Camera, April 17, 1985). In fact, a large piece
of ice struck one of the Boeing 727's three
engines. The engine bolts are designed to
shear off in such an event where a sudden
engine seizure would create a tremendous
torque or wrenching effect on the fuselage.
Bartlett (1986) pointed out that, if the bolts did
not have this ability to break, then this type of
engine failure could severely damage the
fuselage and endanger the aircraft.
and
The
terms
'pseudoscience'
'paranormal' are used in this article with
reference to those deliberately published
accounts of 'scientific' nonsense for which there
is no supportive evidence.
Specific examples of pseudoscience or
paranormal claims are likely to be well known to
anyone who cares to read a Sunday
newspaper, or 'family' magazine. Indeed, this
kind of misinformation is now widely available

in paperback form and tends to sell very large
numbers when compared to the more rational
publications which debunk pseudoscience.
Claims that ancient astronauts visited the
Earth and helped shape our civilisation have
been made by Erich von Daniken and
challenged by Story (1976); Uri Geller, a clever
Israeli stage 'magician', fooled the media in his
demonstrations of 'psychic' feats but failed to
impress James Randi (1978); Charles Berlitz
has generated some anxiety for travellers
passing through the Bermuda Triangle although
the United States Coastguard and Kusche
(1975) have attempted to be a little more
sensible and reassuring on the matter; Gribbin
and Plagemann (1974) were kind enough to
warn us of a major alignment of the planets in
our solar system that would occur in 1982. The
so-called Jupiter Effect was to result in major
earthquakes and widespread destruction.
Upton (1975) and Meeus (1975) soundly
refuted such claims.
Many writers have
discussed UFOs, 'close encounters' and
government
'cover-ups',
while
more
dispassionate analyses of UFO claims have
been forthcoming from Sagan and Page (1972)
and Klass (1978).
Readers can more than likely add to this
list by recalling media articles on astrology
(Kruglak and O'Bryan, 1977); cold readings
(Hyman, 1977); Velikovsky's claims (Sagan,
1979); the Tunguska event (Ridpath, 1978);
the Amityville horror (Morris, 1978); and the
Loch Ness monster (Snyder, 1977).
One disturbing aspect that stems from
media stories about such pseudoscience is that
they tend to be believed by many members of
our 'well-educated' communities, yet, should
any person provide evidence of having
paranormal abilities, a standing $20,000 award
awaits them in Sydney.
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A case study of irresponsible
journalism

"The class ... came to the conclusion the
discovery of the face and pyramids is a message for
earthlings."

An article in the Perth Sunday Times
(August 17, 1986, pp59-60) displayed the
banner headline "Haunting Riddle of the Face
on Mars". The report, attributed to "Our Bureau",
included a 'photograph' with the caption:

Comments from Year 6 and 7 children
were reported in this article and included:

"The latest computer techniques produced the
pair [sic - only one photo was shown] of stereo
pictures, which clearly show the human-like features
of the Face in relief when seen through a stereo
viewer."

Statements within the article included:
"NASA scientists have been haunted by
photographs of Mars that show a human-like face
staring into space."
"NASA photographs revealed clusters of
pyramids - some more than a kilometre high; some
half-finished and hollow ... "
"Two computer scientists began working on
image-enhancing by computer of pictures of the Face
of Cydonia and its attendant pyramids. The scientists,
Vincent Di Pietro and Greg Molenaar, had been
contracted to NASA at Goddard Space Hight Centre in
Grennbelt, Maryland."
"Their contribution has provided some of the
most conclusive evidence to suppon the theory that the
pyramid's face and other features of the dead planet's
landscape may well be the relics of a long lost
civilisation that was destroyed by some dreadful
holocaust or through some freak of nature."
"The official NASA file photograph confirmed
the authenticity of his find."
"They (Di Pietro and Molenaar) obtained
permission to utilise the NASA equipment during offshift hours usually after midnight."

Now this kind of newspaper article could
easily be dismissed with a shrug of the
shoulders and a knowing smile, my immediate
response being that of recognition of media
fabrication.
The following week saw my attitude
towards this particular report change when a
further article in the Perth Sunday Times
(August 24, 1986, p27) revealed how several
classes of primary school children had u~ed the
report, "Haunting Riddle of the Face on Mars", to
"work out their own theories on the revelation".
The Sunday Times reported that:

"Maybe we inhabited Mars until the conditions
became unsuitable." (Natasha, Year 7)
"Earth and Mars were joined thousands of years
ago, which explains why the pyramids are similar to
those in Egypt." (Michael, Year 7)

Here was a clear case of children being
influenced by a newspaper article, with a
subsequent article doing nothing to dispel the
misconceptions that had been generated by the
first report.
Competing

with

pseudosclentlflc

reports

I decided, in light of the obvious influence
exerted by the first Sunday Times article, that at
least I might visit one primary school (the one
mentioned in the second article) and talk to the
three classes involved in the discussion of the
newspaper article. I initially considered visiting
the school to teach the children about aspects
of the night sky while discussing topics such as
space travel and related pseudoscience such
as astrology and UFOs.
What I really needed however was a piece
of conclusive evidence to show that the Sunday
Times article was sheer nonsense and, to this
end, I forwarded the article to NASA for
comment. Within the space of two weeks, Dr
Paul Butterworth, acquisition scientist at NASA,
and Dr James Green, head of the National
Space Science Data Centre, forwarded a joint
reply (see box next page).
Feeling better equipped to convince
children that sensational newspaper accounts,
although exciting, often do not equate with the
truth, I arranged through the good offices of the
school principal to talk to the children
On arriving at the school I
concerned.
commenced my three sessions (one with each
class) with a brief (20 minute) discussion about
the night sky, using a portable planetarium. I
then asked the children to tell me about their
prevailing views concerning the Sunday Times
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article, and it soon became evident that there
were many (not all) who fully believed in the
presence of pyramids and past civilizations on
Mars. Viewpoints expressed included:
"I thought it was true because it was written in a
newspaper." (Andrea, Year 6)
"The people in the newspaper reports were
scientists." (Kim, Year 6) ·
"There are pyramids on Mars and pyramids on
Earth. There must be a connection." (Chris, Year 7)
"There are rumours around that Mars has
aliens." (Justin, Year 6)

A (relatively small) number of children
clearly didn't believe the article:
"The picture didn't look real." (Steven, Year 7)
"It sounded unreal - faces on Mars." (Warren,
Year6)

The majority of children from the three
classes were unsure and probably not too keen
to commit themselves in front of a visitor to their
school and this seemed like an excellent time to
show them the letter from NASA, while directing
their attention to the following points made in
that letter:
"There is no basis to the article. It contains
many false and groundless statements."
"Mr Di Pietro and Mr Molenar are not NASA
employees and are not professional planetary
scientists."
"I spoke with Mr Di Pietro on 12th September
and he was very upset by the gross distortion of his
work by the Sunday Times article."
"I know of no professional planetary scientist
who believes that the features publicised by Mr Di
Pietro and his colleagues cannot have been produced
by the natural forces which have produced all the other
landforms of Mars."

The impact of my opinion and (especially)
that of the letter from NASA was profound, with
obvious surprise and some dismay being
expressed over the falsity of the newspaper
article.

Summary
I forwarded a letter to the chief of staff at
the Sunday Times inviting him to send a
reporter along to my astronomy session at the
primary school concerned. In this way, it was
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pointed out, the reporter would have objective
information made available about "the Face on
Mars", such that a subsequent newspaper
article might address some of the sensationalist
misconceptions that had probably been
generated in the minds of many children and
adolescents whom I would not be able to visit in
their schools. My invitation was ignored.
To combat pseudoscience as it arises in
its many forms (some of which were mentioned
at the beginning of this article) is a difficult task,
made harder by the fact that many student
teachers and practising teachers firmly believe
in a number of paranormal claims (Happs,
1986, 1987). As science educators we hope to
show students examples of sound evidence for
scientific understanding, and ridiculous reports
such as that published by the Perth Sunday
Times make our task that much harder.
Perhaps the last word should come from
the NASA letter:
"Extraordinary hypotheses require extraordinary
evidence. The Perth Sunday Times article is quite
different. Distortions, false statements and nonsense
should be fought wherever they appear."

All science educators should join in this
fight.
Dr Happs is with the Department of Science
Education at the Western Australian College of Advanced
Education. This article is reprinted with permission from
The Australian Science Teachers Journal, March 1987, Vol
32, No 4.
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'PSYCHICS' OF THE PAST

The de la Warrs - c'est la guerre!
CLIVE COOGAN
When Perth barrister Paul Nicholls, as a
throwaway at the Second Skeptics Convention
held in Melbourne some time ago, intoned the
name "de la Warr" in the course of his paper on
the legal aspects of alternative medicine fraud,
he electrified me - a flood of memories washed
over me.
I had returned from the UK in 1951, having
worked for a PhD there in Bristol, and in 1953
became a tutor in physics, and later vicemaster, at Queen's College in Melbourne
University. Nightly, at the High Table, I sat next
to the master of that time, Dr Raynor C. (Sam)
Johnson. He had earned his nickname when
he, a physicist, had arrived at Queen's and
found that the physics tutor of the time was
named Boswell.
Johnson chattered on every night about
psychical research, in which field he was
regarded as something of an expert, having
written several books which eventually funded
an early retirement.
Like many with an
attachment to that field, he always talked about
experiments which should be done, but in the
four or so years I was in Queen's nothing ever
eventuated. I had heard of one experiment,
centred around "ectoplasm" in earlier years
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which had gone wrong so hilariously that I don't
blame him for never again screwing his
courage to the sticking post! I am informed that
in retirement in Ferny Creek, he was the centrepiece of the cult called The Family, of which Mrs
Hamilton-Byrne is the Mother Superior, and that
he was then convinced that he was the
reincarnation of John the Baptist.
In my first year, the dinner table
conversation was about psychical research,
"automatic" writing, via which Sam had frequent
messages (much to the envy of Telecom) and
such like. Johnson had hardly another topic.
Then he went to England on sabbatical
leave. On return he was full of the de la Warrs,
whom he had been to see in Oxford, at their
request. He was engorged with it! I had 24hourly doses of the "business-like" laboratory at
Oxford, of the vibrations of an oak leaf looking
for its parent tree, of the interesting "research"
the de la Warrs had under way; and diagnosing
and telediagnosis all kinds of medical
conditions via a little black box which had been
thrown together (a not altogether inapt phrase
in light of subsequent events) by a physics PhD
they employed. When Johnson viewed their setup, they claimed to have diagnosed the illness
(terminal cancer) of King George VI and
claimed to be capable of curing him. When
Johnson queried why not, they tut-tutted and
said it would be quite unethical to do so without
invitation! Then they turned to serious matters.
They could "materialise" any element you
wished. They gave Sam a glass microscope
slide and a diamond marker and then exhorted
him to mark it with a secret sign, and to tell them
of the element of his choice. Lead must have
weighed heavily on Sam at the time, and thus
he decreed, and the slip was consigned to the
entrance of an impressive machine. Twenty
minutes later, the glass slip emerged covered
with a dull grey film - it had the authentic marker
on it. Sealed in a security envelope, it went off
to a public analyst and several hours later the
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report came back, in non-automatic writing, "20
milligrams of lead".
Johnson was a spectroscopist, in the days
when he did research, and had produced a potboiler
Methuen
mini-monograph
"Atomic
Spectra".
He was unacquainted with the
standard technique of vacuum evaporation of
metals, which was almost certainly the
technique used to "materialise" the dull grey film
of lead. He was completely taken in - in so far
as he had to be convinced of anything.
Then the hard-sell started.
This
sensational research must be continued, but
finances are low. Where will we get funds, etc?
With risible ingenuousness, Johnson suggested
setting the dials to platinum but again this was
decreed to be unethical as it would glut the
world markets for platinum!
I left Queen's in 1957 and in 1959, having
forgotten the forgettable de la Warrs. I went off
to the University of Illinois at ChampaignUrbana to spend a year (it became two) as a
visiting professor.
Like MacArthur (or bad
oysters), the de la Warrs would return.
' We of the Commonwealth contingent at
Champaign-Urbana used to avidly read the
airmail version of the London Times to get
news of the outside world.
We became
students of the legal reports columns in
particular. They specialised in full reports of the
best legal "bon mots"*. Suddenly the de la
Warrs rematerialised. There they were in the
Times legal column, day after day (Philips v de
la Warr)!
It appears (or more properly, it was
alleged) that they had sold one of their black
boxes to two dear and sincere old ladies who
wished to cure all their neighbours, and most of
the peoples of the Southern Mediterranean to
boot, of their ills. After twisting knobs, pushing
buttons, poring over manuals, and setting
pointers, in dead earnest and with great
persistence, the results were null.
Old ladies can be persistent and almost
monomanic, the de la Warrs were to find. The
old ladies sued, via Miss Olivia Philips. · In the
ensuing court case, various interesting facts
emerged.
For example, the de la Warrs had
stumbled on for years with the name Warr, until
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Woolcott-Forbes like, they had twigged that the
sine qua non of conmanship was an illustrious
name - what better than a deed-poll change
during the war, to "de la Warr"?
The "PhD" physicist had his moment of
glory too.
The wretched man's name was
Leonardo Pierre Corte, of Kings Road, Thame,
Oxfordshire. He agreed in evidence that he had
taken unto himself degrees he did not have,
such as PhD, MSc and BSc. In extenuation, he
claimed never to have claimed a medical
degree! In this he was unlike Mrs (de la) Warr,
who had used the degree "DO", commonly
identified with Diploma of Ophthalmology, but
she admitted that it actually stood for a
certificate of Diploma of Osteopathy, which she
had obtained after a short course given in his
own home in Southwark by a man whose name
she had forgotten. There was no exam. In
short, like Sam Goldwyn's oral contract, it was
not worth the paper it was written on. Using this
"degree", she had an income of £6000 - not
insignificant in England of the '50s.
It appeared that Mr (for want of a better
title) Corte threw together the "black box" and
"radionic cameras".
Later evidence from
witnesses with electrical expertise claimed the
components were wired together haphazardly,
that they could see no rational function for the
boxes, and that although they could be
comfortably made for £11 O (singly - less in
quantity) they were sold for £800 or more.
Warr's witnesses enlightened the court as
to how these strange devices worked. Corte
himself said they worked by "telekinetic
thought". Other learned witnesses knew better.
A certain Mr Vernon Wethered BSc said they
must split the atom and release cosmic energy.
Mr Griffith lvor Evans, MD FRCS LRCP, knew
even better. They worked on Einstein's unified
field theory and Eddington's fundamental theory
(for good luck). Why did this conflict with the
evidence of the previous witness? The man did
not know enough about wave-mechanics to
know you could not advocate healing through
force fields. Never was there a medico more
learned in physics!
Other witnesses said that everything gave
out lines of force (a wee bit dated by '60 - the
infamous Dr Mesmer had put out his discredited
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theory of animal magnetism a century before).
Warr himself said that everything had its own
vibration, and for that reason it was necessary
to have a drop of blood or a lock of hair of the
patient to submit to the black box or to the
camera.
Some very entertaining evidence was
given by a witness from Dudley Zoo , on
difficulties inherent in obtaining a pinch of hair
from a sick, and very cross, tiger. The keepers
succeeded in first catching their hair. The box
was used. The tiger died.
When told that in one case the box had
diagnosed an allergy, and then in following
tests, exhaustive conventional tests, it was
found the patient was allergic to something (as
99% of us are), Davies J said "I thought the box
would have done that". When told that an extoymaker practitioner of "radionics", using the
box, made £4000 pa (I got £220 pa as a
research student in the UK in 1951 ), Davies J
said "That's better than making toys".
Warr admitted, after first denying it, that he
had claimed to be able to cure cancer. He had
rejected all offers to submit his techniques to
thorough-going tests. Maybe this was because
minor tests by a Dr Epstein, a medical physicist
of the National Medical Council, were dismal
failures, due, Warr asserted, to "Epstein's
negative thoughts".
Another Warr witness, Mr Lionel Ogden
MA, was startled to be asked in crossexamination why he was listed as a medical
doctor in the membership list of the Medical
Society for the Study of Radionics. He went
dumb.
The parade of witnesses was marvellous.
It included Dr Leslie Wetherhead, a well-known
Methodist cleric-mystic and author, of London, a
close friend of 'Sam' Johnson, a name
embroidered across many a rat-bag cause of
that time.
Mr Justice Davies enjoyed himself
immensely.
He asked a witness with a
Cambridge degree, why he went to Oxford to be
cured of cystitis?
"It was a last resort, My Lord".
When told sometimes many visits to the
black box were necessary - "You can't get the
whole answer in one go, My Lord" - Davies J
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replied "I find that sometimes in the courts, too".
One witness posed the question, when
asked if the box and camera were fraudulent,
"Why take thousands of photographs if it is
fraudulent?" to which the answer was "to collect
thousands of fraudulent guineas".
In his final address, Miss Philips' counsel
said that, like all successful frauds, this one had
been planned and had particular appeal to
neurotics,
hypochondriacs
and
religious
people. Warr was a high-pressure salesman.
He had persuaded a well-known oil company to
give him £13,000 and Lord Rank to give him
£800.
He did no
experiments in his
"laboratory".
Mr Justice Davies had wise-cracked his
way through the trial (shades of the Scientology
case) and now was the time to demonstrate his
lack of bias by leaning over backwards
regarding the decision. Thus the de la Warrs
escaped the full wrath of the law, but they had
been adequately exposed.
Expenses were
awarded against the de la Warrs, with Miss
Philips paying nothing. Those with eyes to see
saw.
I religiously cut out the de la Warr reports
day by day and sent them back to Sam. I had
no acknowledgement. He must have been very
busy. On return I went to dinner at Queen's and
raised the subject with him. He had lost all
interest in the de la Warrs! They were now
irrelevant.
This type of utter intellectual
dishonesty is endemic among the psychic folk.
A colleague in CSIRO of the same ilk used to
pin his all on the "verifiable facts" of Barley
Rectory. When the perpetrator of the hoax
confessed on his death-bed, Barley Rectory had
suddenly become irrelevant. One must learn
that the intention is to believe, despite the facts.
Again the de la Warrs went into oblivion,
no doubt transported on banks of ectoplasm, if
not on burgeoning bank deposits.
In 1970, I went to work for a year in the
Cavendish Laboratory in Cambridge under my
old British professor, Sir Nevil Mott, Nobel
Prizeman, the doyen of solid state physicists. I
took with me a black sheep skin to give to Mott,
as a symbol of the land of the Black Sheep.
When I presented it with suitable words, Mott
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SKEPTICS OF THE PAST

Hopalong Cassidy
and the Age of the Universe
J.W. 'SLIM' LAIRRABY
It could be the first signs of approaching
senility, but I was recently moved to read, for the
first time in 30 years, a Western. I came across
a book, "Tex of the Bar 20" by Clarence E.
Mulford,
in
a
second-hand
bookshop.
Remembering my teenage addiction to the
genre, and to the works of Mulford in particular, I
The de la Warrs ... from previous page
flipped into a soliloquy about his black sheep.
The blackest was Klaus Fuchs, the atom
spy, whom Bristol University had rescued from
Germany in the '30s. But the second favourite
had been the "de la Warr'' physics PhD. PhDs
were then less prevalent than rabbits - vice
versa now seems to be the case - and the de la
Warrs brought him to decorate their mumbojumbo to give it a veneer of respectability. This
meretricious syndrome is still alive and well - if
you can grab a renegade scientist to decorate
your case, do so - hang the expense. From the
prevalent usage of false degrees, titles, etc, one
surmises that such still carry weight. Graduates,
cheer up!
Corte had been a physics student under
Mott at Bristol - here endeth the story! No PhD,
no MSc, no BSc.
The de la Warrs were confolk, the true
antecedents of the Age of Aquarius entrepreneurs. Are the present crop reincarnations
of the de la Warrs? Unfortunately it is too late to
ask Sam, as he recently went to that great
psychical research laboratory in the sky.
Or Coogan is an executive scientist with the
Commonwealth
Scientific
&
Industrial
Research
Organisation (CSIRO).
*Footnote: One of the best of this genre occurred during
the Royal Commission on Scientology, in Melbourne. The
Commissioner wanted a clear vision of the Thetan (pronounced
Thayton), a kind of alter ego. "Is the Thetan independent of the
body?" "Yes." ·can you direct your Thetan?" "Yes." "So you
can say, 'Get thee behind me Thetan'!"

acquired and re-read the book. Other readers,
who had similar juvenile passions, may recall
Mulford as the creator of the character
Hopalong Cassidy (the real one, not the wishywashy hero of the Saturday matinees).
This is not a confession of a misspent
youth; there is no point. Mulford was no
Shakespeare, he was the author of popular
fiction and his works reflected the popular
prejudices of his time (his books were written
between 1906 and 1940). There were certainly
no good live lnjuns in Mulford's books. He did,
however, use the medium to propagate some
factual, historical, geographical and climatic
information about the time and the place about
which he wrote.
In the book under review,
was
astonished to read the following passages. To
set the scene, Tex, the eponymous hero and a
colleague of Cassidy, was seeking to distract
the attention of the chief villain, Henry Williams
(no relation to the president of Australian
Skeptics), while certain plans were maturing.
Now read on ...
"Don't you try to fool me!" warned Tex. "Don't
pretend you don't know! An' let me tell you this.
You are wrong, like th' ministers an' all th' rest of th'
theologians. That's th' truest hypothesis man ever
postulated. It proves itself, I tell you! From th'
diffused, homogeneous, gaseous state, whirlin',
because of molecular attraction, into a constantly more
compact, matter state, constantly becomin' more
heterogeneous as pressure varies an' causes a variable
temperature of th' mass. Integration an' heterogeneity!
From th' cold of th' diffused gases to th' terrific heat
generated by their pressure toward th' common centre
of attraction. Can't you see it, man?"
Henry's mouth remained open and inarticulate.
"You won't answer, like all th' rest!" accused
Tex. "An' what heat! One huge molten ball, changing
th' force of th' planets nearest, shifting th' universal
balance to new adjustments. 'Equilibrium!' demands
Nature. An' so th' struggle goes on, ever tryin' to
gain it, and' allus makin' new equilbriums necessary,
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like a dog chasin' a flea on th' end of his spine. Six
days an' a breathin' space!" he jeered. "Six trillion
years, more likely, an' no time for breathin' spaces!
What you got to say to that, hey? Answer me this:
What form of force does th' integration postulate?
Centrifugal? Hahl" he cried. "You thought you had
me there, didn't you? No, sir; not centrifugal centripetal! Integration - centripetal! Gravity proves
it. Centrifugal is th' destroyer, th' maker of satellites not th' builder! Bah!" he grunted. "You can't
disprove a word of it! Try it - just try it!"
Henry shook his head slowly, drew a deep
breath, and sought a more comfortable position.
"These here chairs are hard, ain't they?" he remarked,
feeling that he had to say something. Surely it was
safe to say that.
Tex leaped to his feet and scowled down at him.
"Evadin', are you?" he demanded. Then his voice
changed and he placed a kindly hand on his
companion's shoulder. "There ain't no use tryin' to
refute it, Hennery," he said. "It can't be done - no, sir it can't be done. Don't you ever argue with me again
about this, Hennery - it only leads us nowhere. Was it
Archimedes who said he could move th' earth if he
only had some place to stand? He wasn't goin' to try
to lift himself by his boot straps, was he, th' old fox?
That's th' trouble, Hennery: after all is said, we still
got to find some place to stand." He glanced over
Henry's head to see Doctor Horn smiling at him, and
he wondered how much of his heavy lecture the
physician had heard. Had he expected an educated
man to be an auditor he would have been more careful.
"That was th' greatest hypothesis of all - the
hypothesis of Laplace - it answered th' supposedly
Science was no longer on th'
unanswerable.
defensive, Hennery," he summed up for the
newcomer's benefit.
"Truly said!" beamed the doctor, getting a little
excited. "In proof of its mechanical possibility Doctor
Plateau demonstrated, with whirling water, that it was
not a possibility, but a fact. The nebular hypothesis is
more and more accepted as time goes by, by all
thinking men who have no personal reasons strong
enough to make them oppose it." He clapped the
stunned Henry on the back. "Trot out your refutations
and the marshal and I will knock them off their pins!
Bring on your theologians, your special-creation
adherents, and we'll pulverize them under the pestle of
cold reason in the mortar of truth! But I never thought
you were interested in such beautiful abstractions,
Henry; I never dreamed that inductive and deductive
reasoning, confined to purely scientific questions,
appealed to you. What needless loneliness I have
suffered; what opportunities I have missed; what a
dearth of intellectual exercise, and all because I took
for granted that no one in this town was competent to
discuss either side of such subjects. But he's got you
with Laplace, Henry; got you hard and fast, if you
hold to the tenets of special creation. Now that there
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are two of us against you, I'll warrant you a rough
passage, my friend. 'Come, let's e'en at it!' We'll
give you the floor, Henry - and here's where I really
enjoy myself for the first time in three weary, dreary
years. We'll rout your generalities with specific facts;
we'll refute your ambiguities with precisions; we'll
destroy your mythological conceptions with rational
conceptions; your symbolical conceptions with actual
conceptions; your foundation of faith by showing the
genesis of that faith - couch your lance, but look to
yourself, for you see before your ill-sorted array a
Roman legion - short swords and a flexible line. Its
centurions are geology, physics, chemistry, biology,
astronomy, and mathematics. Nothing taken for
granted there! No pious hopes, but solid facts, proved
and re-proved. Come on, Henry - proceed to your
Waterloo! Special creation indeed! Comparative
anatomy, single-handed, will prove it false!"
"My G--d!" muttered Henry, forgetting his
mission entirely.

If you can decypher the prose, Mulford
was using the popular fiction medium to support
the concept of evolution. The science may be a
bit dodgy, looked at from our knowledge base,
65 years on. If we remember that the book was
published in 1922, during what was then
considered to be the last gasp of the
fundamentalists, and only a couple of years
prior to the famous Scopes trial, it seems to me
that Mulford was a very useful Skeptic indeed.
I suspect that, if Ole Happy and his
pardners had stumbled upon a bunch of ornery
creationist polecats, the town would not have
been big enough for both of them.
J.W. "Slim" Lairraby, marshal! of Dodge City, was
killed (chewed up) in the gumfight at the PK Corral. He is
channelled by Sir Jim R. Wallaby.

Correction
Curse of the Fair-Goes
Astute readers may have noticed in the
last issue that the Curse of the
Pharaohs may have finally found its
first true victim - ie. the editor's sense
of correct spelling. So we would just
like to point out that the correct version
is 'Pharaoh' (or is that Pharoah).
Anyway, you should have seen how a
lot of newspapers spelt 'Nullarbor'.
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The Great Santa Competition
We received many entries in our Great
Skeptlcs Santa Claus Competition; so many in
fact that we would have had an irrefutable
argument for Santa's existence If only all the
entries didn't disagree with each other. But
then, that's what makes being a Skeptlc so
much fun. The judging panel was so confused,
they couldn't decide which was the best entry,
so they awarded two prizes, who each received
$40 gift vouchers from Abbey's Bookshops,
Sydney, distributor of Prometheus sceptical
books. Printed below are the two winning
entries:

The literal interpretation of the
Santa Claus story has had such overwhelming
success in the past hundred years that it has
become well established in the community.
Claus Literalists, particularly those of the
fundamentalist Claus Science Foundation
(CSF) are using a scientific aproach to 'prove'
their case. In this discussion, the author will
demonstrate that the 'literalist' approach is
scientifically invalid and explanation for 'Santa'
phenomena lies within the current scientific
paradigm.
Abstract:

Claus literalists base their interpretation of
the Santa story on the Golden Books
Authorised Version (1951 ), translated into the
American by Disney. Their current research
program attempts to validate scientifically just
one phenomena - the disappearance of carrots
and lemonade and the appearance of plastic
toys in living rooms throughout the western
world on or about December 25th each year.
The literalist model requires the existence of a
non-aging bearded male like a bowl full of jelly,
a chimney and flying reindeer named Rudolph*,
Dasher, Dancer, Prancer, Vixen, Comet, Cupid,
Dender and Blitzen. It has to thus provide
mechanisms within this model which are
scientifically law-abiding to explain the 5800
home visits per second, the ingestion of 100
megalitres of softdrink, the excretion of 100

thousand tonnes of urine, a delivery load of 1
megatonne.
A Relativistic solution has
appeared to account for the 5.8kHz delivery
time but the mass increase will lead to a
scientific dead-end.
Within the current scientific paradigm,
there exists a plausible explanation to the oneand-only confirmed observation - that is, the
disappearance of lemonade and carrot and the
appearance of presents.
The
Copenhagen
Interpretation
of
Quantum Mechanics allows for the lemonade
and the gifts to co-exist in the same space and
time prior to Christmas.
The probability
wavefunction of the lemonade is at a maximum
and that of the gift, zero. On Christmas Eve, the
lemonade wavefunction collapses to zero while
the gift wavefunction rises to a maximum and
the gift actualises. It is false to say that the
carrot and lemonade no longer exist - they exist
in a parallel universe in the same way as
Schrodinger's dead cat at one time co-existed
with the same cat alive but went to a parallel
universe on the opening of the cat box.
Non-Abelian gauge symmetry calls for an
invariance with respect to local transformations
conserved).
of mass
(mass must be
Statistically, this conservation must occur, not
within each household, but within every thirty or
more households. Particle physicists believe
such transitions occur via 'Rishons', particles
more elementary than quarks (Scientific
American, Jan 1980, p.26).
Transformations are brought about by a
field which scientists have theorised but are yet
unable to detect. The N-rays, first predicted by
Blondlot at Nancy University, are able to trigger
such transformations but whose detection
remains ambiguous (Scientific American, May
1980, p.122). Peter Brock has been able to put
these rays to good thermodynamic use.
Hence, the problem is solved within the
current scientific paradigm.
- Richard Walding, Old
• Rudolph is a bit of a ring-in for the literalists, but the
judging panel decided to let that one through.
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II
It surprises me to see just how far a bunch
of closed minded cynics have sunk in an effort
to disseminate their propaganda - spoiling the
anticipation and joy of the little children by
insinuating that Santa claus does not have the
means with which to fulfil his annual deliveries.
To reject a time honoured empirical
happening simply because the Australian
Skeptics' committee are unable to reconcile it
with scientific formulae, only demonstrates their
inability to come to terms with the reality of
paranormal phenomena.
C-0ming ~ from 'NOri< lat~ o~ ~v~ning, 1

~~ed_a par ot black boots disappearing up the
chmney mmy loungeroom~ suspicious, I qoostioned
my wre who astred me that it was Santa Claus. As a
holder of a Creation. Science deg"~, any suggestion
that she "M:>Uld deliberat&ly misr&pr&sent the facts

~s lnco_~elvab~; r ~ e , she had no din'iculty
m explammg quite specfically that which you are
unable to C001>fe~nd.
Edwards obviously knew the answer
when he referred to "energies unknown to
science"; the following should suffice to explain
the feasibility of a good CRAP (Claus Rapid
Access Present] system.
Satterfield has shown that the speed of
light is decreasing; Dr Ken Smith (a sceptic)
acknowledges this in his book "Creationism" in
which he devotes two whole pages to
Setterfield's work.
Claus and his reindeer, being from
another age, have not been subjected to the
same de-acceleration; thus their ability to travel
faster than the speed of light which precludes
us from perceiving them in motion.
The conclusion of these two premises is
evident in the fact that Claus can be seen
simultaneously at all Grace Bras stores
throughout Australia during Xmas week.
Bryce and Garrett's calculations leave
much to be desired; levitation, telekinesis and
dematerialisation
were
not
taken
into
consideration.
Levitation is taught by gurus, Professor
Mccusker has witnessed it, and the former

Australian Skeptics national president has been
photographed doing it (levitating, that is!).
Uri Geller moves objects using his psychic
powers, his greatest feat being the moving of
$350,000 from the Zanex Corp to his own bank
account while flying high over Bougainville.
Contrary to Bryce's assertion, that the
aporting of solid objects is hampered by nonaerodynamic configuration, it should hardly be
necessary to point out that an iceberg will
dematerialise in hot weather, then reappear in
solid form elsewhere when the temperature
drops to freezing.
The reindeer, according to Gordon, are a
non-avian species, and therefore cannot fly.
Using the same logic, neither can the Piscis
Volans - but it does, as many a sober seafarer
will testify.
Dancer, Prancer, Donner* and Blitzen,
Cupid, Comet, Dasher and Vixen, as that great
intellectual Shirley MacLaine will tell you, are
the reincarnated spirits of the Norse gods; their
horns according to Von Daniken are, in fact,
complex protein antennae used to receive extraterrestrial signals transmitted by orgone energy
from Alpha Centauri, Claus' real homeland.
Now that you have the facts, it should be
fairly obvious that to comprehend paranormal
phenomena one must not, be restricted by the
constraints imposed by scientific disciplines.
Incidentally, the black boots fitted my
neighbour perfectly. He explained that he had
lent them to Santa Claus who had cut his own
to shreds trying to get out of Sir Jim's Claus
trap.
- Leon Morgan, NSW
• Donner is also a recent ring-in, but as the panel allowed
Rudolph they couldn't cavil at Donner.

We are not clairvoyant!
Therefore we cannot know if you have
changed address
UNLESS YOU LET US KNOW!
If you move home or will be doing so
in the near future, please let us know
so that you will continue to receive
"the Skeptic"
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CURRENT INVESTIGATIONS

Police Use of a "Psychic" in Tasmania
MICHAEL WHITE
On the morning of Sunday, October 6,
1985, Dr Nancy Gumprecht, head of the School
of Social Work at the Tasmanian State Institute
of Technology (TSIT), drove from her home in
Legana, a small township 15km north-west of
Launceston, to go bushwalking.
She was a regular Sunday walker.
Although she preferred to walk with friends, she
was quite prepared to go on her own when her
friends were busy. On this occassion, she went
on her own.
Although she sometimes went for walks
along unmarked bush tracks, she preferred to
use the conventional marked tracks listed in
walkers' guides. On this occasion, she chose
Mount Maurice - one of the 15 or so suitable
listed sites within about an hour's drive from
Launceston. What Nancy did not know was that
the Mount Maurice track was deceptive - the
track markers were difficult to see, and old
logging tracks, leading off into the wilderness,
could easily be confused with the walking track.
Other walkers had been lost in this area before,
and had only found their way out after many
days.
Nancy was not dressed warmly and, if the
weather turned cold, she would not be able to
survive for long. As she left, she made a fateful
mistake - she did not tell her husband or son
where she was going.
Nancy did not return that night. Her car
was located on the evening of Thursday,
October 10, parked next to the large sign at the
foot of the Mount Maurice track. Despite an
extensive search in the vicinity of Mount
Maurice, she was never found. It is presumed
that she died of exposure - for the weather at
Mount Maurice had turned cold and wet a day
or so after she arrived there.
There are many reasons why it took the
police, assisted by scores of volunteer
searchers, such a long time to find her car in
such a plausible location. However, it is not the
purpose of this paper to explore all of those

reasons. Only one arguably contributing factor,
the police use of a "psychic", will be considered.
Two members of the TSIT staff, John Dent
from Nancy's School of Social Work, and the
author, from the Division of Education, wrote to
the Minister of Police (and some time Acting
Premier) of Tasmania, Mr Geoff Pearsall, to
express our concern about some aspects of the
search for the car, and to ask him to consider
directing his officers henceforth not to use
"information" obtained in seances when
searching for missing people.
We had hoped to settle the matter through
correspondence with Mr Pearsall, without
involving the media, or any other channel.
However, our correspondence with the Minister
proved unsatisfactory; especially with respect
to the police use of the "psychic". We would
now like to open the matter to a wider audience.
What follows are the texts of our letters to Mr
Pearsall, and his replies to us, as they pertain to
the use of the "psychic".
In our two letters to Mr Pearsall, we drew
attention to the questions we wanted him to
answer by enclosing them in "boxes". [Editor's
note: in the case of this article, the sections
referred to have been printed in bold face.] Our
first letter to Mr Pearsall May 9, 1986) was 11
pages long. The two pages dealing with the
police use of the "psychic" are given below:
"The Police use of information from a woman
claiming to have psychic powers.
On the day after Nancy disappeared Mr
Gumprecht was searching for her in the vicinity of the
home of an acquaintance of Nancy's. He dropped in
to inform this acquaintance that Nancy would be
unable to keep an appointment. The acquaintance,
who believed herself to have psychic powers, asked
permission to "contact" Nancy.
Mr Gumprecht
agreed. A seance was held early on the Tuesday
afternoon. The woman claiming to have psychic
powers, another woman claiming to be a medium, and
two other people were present at the seance.
Mr Gumprecht was very sceptical about the
usefulness of this type of information, and had no
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further personal involvement with the woman.
It is our understanding that the police were not
involved up to this point, but that they soon became
very interested in the information supplied by the
woman, and that the search for Nancy's car was
significantly influenced by that information.
Immediately after the seance, one of the
woman's acquaintances rang the Launceston Police
Station and requested that two (particular) senior police
officers (at least one of whom we believe was an
inspector) drive the 20km to the woman's house where
they would be given important information. The two
officers left immediately, and the information that they
were given had an immediate impact on the search; a
plane was sent to the area specified by the woman, and
a number of the cars involved in the ground search
were re-deployed to that area. The excerpt below,
from the Examiner of the following day, indicates that
the woman's information was considered to be a "new
lead". It should be noted that the woman had never
been for a walk with Nancy.
'But late yesterday [Tuesday] afternoon, police
following a new lead searched an area near Sassafras,
on the North-West coast. A spotter plane searched the
pine plantations but the search was abandoned as light
faded.
Police will continue searching the area
tomorrow.'
(Examiner, Wednesday October 9, 1985)
Although the car was not located in the area first
specified by the woman, the police continued to pursue
what they described as a "lead". Early on Wednesday
morning, the co-ordinator of the search provided maps
for an off-duty policeman and a civilian to take (in the
Superintendant's car) to the woman, to see if more
precise information could be obtained. Again, the new
information had some impact on the choice of areas to
be searched. But again, the car was not found in these
newly specified areas.
The police involvement did not end there. On
the Wednesday evening, two police offcers (at least
one of whom we believe was an inspector) drove to
the woman's house to listen to the tape of the seance.
One of the officers took 6 pages of notes. Thirty-six
copies of this set of notes were made at the Launceston
Police Station for distribution to the searchers at the
briefing session on the following Thursday morning.
Despite the fact that all the areas specified by these
notes had been searched and re-searched, the very
distribution of the notes indicated that those areas
deserved even more attention.
The car was eventually located on Thursday
evening, in an area that was as far away, and as
geographically different as it could possibly be, from
the area described by the woman.
This example is consistent with what we
understand to be wide police experience: large scale
surveys of police departments in Holland and the
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United States indicated that there have been NO reports
of substantial help by psychics, but that, on the
contrary, "investigators were side-tracked because
wrong leads provided by the psychic diverted the
police from concentrating on more established methods
of investigation" (Guarino, R., 1975, 'Police and
Psychics', Psychic, 6, 9-16). The above quotation
seems particularly applicable to the search for Nancy's
car. A number of searchers have indicated that they
would have spent more of their time searching to the
east of the Tamar if they had not been influenced by
information provided by the woman.
After the initial failure of her prediction, do you not consider it excessive of the
police to have sought further information (on
at least two additional occasions) from the
woman claiming to have psychic powers?
The seriousness with which the information
from this woman was taken was presumably, at least
partly, based on the claim that she has:
'in the past, assisted police in finding missing
people with her psychic powers.'
(Examiner, Thursday October 10, 1985)
In the light of her complete failure on this
occasion, the accuracy of this claim seems doubtful,
yet we presume that the Launceston Police made the
appropriate checks.
Exactly what was the nature of her
previous successes?
Who supplied this
information to the Launceston Police?"

Mr Pearsall chose to ignore the second of
our two questions (the one dealing with how the
police substantiated the "psychic's" claim of
previous successes). His response to the first
question (August 1, 1986) is given below:
"Concern:
Use by Police of persons claiming to have
psychic powers.
Response:
. Police have a responsiblity to check out all
information provided to them during the course of an
enquiry no matter what personal views or scepticisms
they may hold about the weighting which should be
applied to such information.
. The dependence upon psychics by Police is
not great, but neither is it ignored.
. In the incident under review, Police gave no
more attention to the information reported by the
psychic than was considered appropriate."

As we were not satisfied with Mr Pearsall's
apparent inability to distinguish between the
"information" obtained in a seance and
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obtained
through
more
conventional means, and as we still wanted to
know how the police substantiated the
"psychic's" claims of previous successes , we
repeated our two questions in a second letter
(September 5, 1986):
"Police use of information from a woman
claiming to have psychic powers (Part one)
We are extremely dissatisfied with the extent to
which Police relied on "information" from a selfproclai1?-1ed "psychic". We urge you to reconsider
your attltude towards the use of such "information".
.
W~ could cite many instances of the scepticism
wi~h which the _great m~jority of Psychologists and
Philosophers view chums of psychic abilities.
However, we assume that you would probably
consider studies with Police Departments to be more
rele~ant. V[e have been abl~ to trace only three such
studies (Brink, 1960; Guanno, 1975; and Reiser et
al, 1979). These studies are unanimous in their
?oncl~sio~ that . the use of "Psychics" in Police
mvesugauons is a complete waste of time.
Furthermore, investigations into the claims of the
world's most famous "Psychic Sleuth" Gerard Croiset
have shown them to be baseless (Hoebens, 1981 and
1~81-19?2). W~ would_ be_ very happy to supply you
with copies of this matenal if you requested them.
We can appreciate that Police should "check out
all information provided". But we also believe that it
is necessary to evaluate the source of the information.
y,te can ~ot believe ~at Police indiscriminately treat all
information as bemg equally plausible. We still
consider the persistent use of the "Psychic" (who had
~ever be~n for a walk with Nancy) to be quite
mappropnate.
We can fully sympathise with your desire to
support the l?revious _action taken by your officers,
under very difficult c1rcumstances, in an area where
we presume there to have been no clearly defined
ministerial policy.
From lowest to highest ranks, Police we have
spoke~ to consistently report a fear of ignoring
assertions from people claiming psychic connections
lest the assertions are at some future time found to be
accu~te. We acknowledge that people claiming
psychic powers may sometimes have information
which could have been gained from other sources and
thus their reports should not be totally ignored.
~owever we firmly are of the opinion that police are
influenced by the fear of pressure from sections of the
community if they fail to exhaustively investigate
psychic claims. We see a need for a statement from
the highest level of the Police Deaprtment on the extent
to which such "information" should be considered, so
as to give police the protection they need to make
objective decisions.
As you would be fully aware, your response to
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this letter will be considered to be a clarification of
Dep_artm~ntal poli_cy on this issue. We urge you to
clarify this policy Ill such a way that the "information"
gai~ed from self-deluded people in seances will never
a~am . be able to have a significant effect on the
direction taken by a Police investigation.
V[e ~eel that the pub_lic would have a right to
know if, m the future, important and expensive
Departmental decisions were likely to be influenced by
"information" gained in seances.

What are your current views on the use
of "Psychics" by Police?
Brink, F., Jan 1960, Parapsychology and criminal
investigation, lnJernational Criminal Police Review~ Volume
134, pages 3-9.
Guarino, R., 1975, Police and Psychics, Psychics,
Volume 6, pages 9-16.
Hoebens, P.H., Fall 1981, Gerard Croiset: Investigation
of the Mouut of "Psychic Sleuths" - Part 1, The Skeptical
Inquirer, Volume 6, Number 1, pages 17-28.
Hoebens, P.H., Winter 1981-1982, Croiset and Profeswr
Tenhaeff: Dmepancies in the claims of clairvoyance, The
Skeptical Inquirer, Volume 6, Number 2, pages 32-40.
Reiser, M., Ludwig, L., Saxe, S., and Wagner, C.,
1979, _An e~aluation of the use of Psychics in the investigation
of maJOf cnmes, Journal of Police Science and Administration
Volume 7, Number 1, pages 18-25."
'

"Police _use of information for a woman claimin~
to have psychic powers {Part two}.
We rep~t our previ~us un~swered question:
The senousness With which the mfonnation
from the "Psychic" wa~ taken was presumably, at least
partly, based on the drum that she has:

'in the past, assisted police in finding missing
people with her psychic powers.'
(Examiner, Thursday October 10, 1985)
In the light of her complete failure on this
occassion the accuracy of this claim seems doubtful.

Exactly what was the nature of her
previous. successes?
Who supplied this
mformatmn to the Launceston Police?

If this information was no more than her own
unsubstantiated claims, we would like to be informed
of that fact. If, on the other hand, this information
was of specific cases where she had been of
assistance, we would like to know the exact cases
involved so that we could check her claims in detail."

Mr Pearsall's reply to our second letter
(December 23, 1986) was even more
disconcerting than his reply to our first. Again,
there was a reluctance to distinguish between
different types of "information"; and, again,

Concluded next page
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Show must go Wrong
"Indonesia's first paranormal festival,
which was to be held in the city of
Semarang last Thursday,
was
cancelled at the last minute because
the performers claimed to have been
incapacitated by 'harmful waves'.
According to Agence France Presse,
42 people claiming paranormal
powers had gathered for the festival,
which was sponsored by a local
cigarette company. The performers
had promised to levitate, turn into
tigers, enter small bottles and display
telekinesis.
But not everything went as planned.
Just before the festival was due to
begin, Amien Budiman, one of the
organisers, went on stage to tell the
large crowd the bad news. 'Sorry, but
the festival is cancelled because most
of the participants have withdrawn
claiming that harmful, disturbing
forces have made them unable to
perform,' he said.
In an effort to appease the

Police use of psychics
... from previous page
there was no attempt made to
answer our second question.
His answer to the first question
follows:

"Concern

Police use of information
from a woman claiming to have
psychic powers.
Response
It is the policy of the Police
Department to accept information
from any source. The decision as
to how that information is to be
used, if at all, rests with the Officer
in Charge of the particular
operation who will take whatever
action he considers appropriate."
Dr White, having left Tasmania,
works at the South Australian
Department of Transport's Road
Sat ety Division. The subject of police
use of psychics will be a major project
for Australian Skeptics this year.
Comments from readers will be
welcomed.

Paranormal
World
increasingly
rowdy
crowd,
Mr
Budiman introduced a number of
'support acts', including a man who
drank water and then regurgitated it
into small glasses, and a man who
baffled everyone by crying and
shouting at the same time."

babies in the past year and the fourth
is pregnant , after they all sat on the
same office 'fertility chair'.
One of the chair's 'victims', Anya
Tinsley, 29, now three months
pregnant said : 'I thought nothing of
the chair when I started work, then
found myself pregnant almost straight
away.
'Our male colleague, Peter Bradshaw,
will be allowed to keep the seat from
now on - it can't do him any harm.'"
-The Sun (Sydney), 15/1/88

-Sydney Morning Herald, 25/1/88
[Probably better value for money
anyway.)

H20h Oh
"That popular dog dropping deterrent the plastic water bottle - does work,
according to Queensland veterinarian
Vincent Burke.
Dr Burke said he had carried out
extensive experiments with his dingobull terrier cross, Garfield, on his
Cawdor property west of Brisbane to
prove it.
'You have to enclose the full territory
with bottles,' he said. 'Just putting a
few out won't work.'
The water in the bottles ideally
needed to be changed within three
weeks because the practice didn't
work when the water was stale, he
said.
'You should also do a weekly circuit
and shake the bottles up because it is
the energy of the water acting as a
territorial vibration that puts the dog
off,' Dr Burke said.
'People who have found it doesn't
work may not be passing on the right
sort of aggressive energy to the
water.'"
- Sydney Morning Herald, 13/2/88
[Worthy of experimentation?
ments from readers welcome.)

Com-

Clear Vision?
"Athena Starwoman.
Astrological
Star Charts. For centuries astrology
has provided valuable guidance in
aiding people to plan their future ....
Special Christmas Offer: A free copy
of Athena's 'How to be Lucky'
astrology book will be included with
every Star Chart order received from
now until the end of December
1987."
- Daily Mirror (Sydney), 27/1/88

The Last Word
"Channel
10's
Good
Morning
Australia is besieged daily by people
whom executive producer John
Barton calls the snake oil merchants.
'We get them by the truckload; mind
power experts, astral travellers,
general madmen peddling mumbojumbo ,' Barton laments. 'A load of old
crap. You must be careful to check
that what people say on television is
predicated on truth.'
Barton reminds us all to remember
the late Doris Stokes, who some
years ago was medium to the rich and
famous for at least five minutes and
who is now regarded by many as
having been a fake. 'She was on
every curent affairs and talk show in
Australia, bar Four Corners.
A
stunning example of how the media
get swept up by people."'

The Hot Seat
"Four Welsh schoolgirls became
pregnant within weeks of sitting in an
innocent-looking office chair.
Three of the women working at
Cardiff Arts Marketing have had

- Good Weekend, 23/10/87
[Hear, hear! But where does this
leave Karen Morgold, GMA's resident
astrologer?!)
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Letters
UFO Sighting
Dear Sir,
From increasingly sceptical
readership of UFO industry
publications, the repetitive discovery
of their rather endearing reliance on
the bafflement of 'authorities' and the
ubiquitous 'scientists' who cannot
explain (ie there aren't enough facts
available to make a guess) as a long
hand for "It was a real space ship from
the stars without any doubt but 'they'
can't really admit it", I had thought that
'expertness' or at least a familiarity
with what is available to be seen in the
skies would negate the possibility of
seeing 'unidentifieds'. However, a
recent personal experience has
dispelled this belief.
A bit before 8am on the first foggy
morning of approaching winter
(ApriVMay), I was walking down the hill
into the Wolli Valley to Bexley North
station [Sydney] to go to tech. The
last 500 metres is an uninterrupted
footpath and with a wooded bum on
one side and woodlands to the other
visibility did not seem to be a problem
as you could see off into the sea haze
rising off Botany Bay in the distance.
Flying soundlessly and perilously low
over the station towards me I saw a
foreshortened view of a smallish
passenger jet with company logo lost
in the mist. Looking again, the shape
was shorter and fatter, a safer
distance away and quite obviously a
silver white sided Bond airship gliding
with its engines off. If I had tripped at
this time or looked away I would have
been prepared to swear on a stack of
Bibles that an airship it was, and even
make a good guess at the number of
portholes on its sides.
However, I did not trip, the object
again changed shape into a ball, rose
almost vertically and then totally
reversed its direction of flight.
Now compare my sighting with one
observed over Russia in 1942: "Out
of a cloudy sky appeared a huge cigar
shaped object, something like a
Zeppelin, but much bulkier and
rounder at the front. It was of a dull

silvery colour. It remained stationary
for at least a minute ... What made it
so amazing was the total absence of
engine noise. It shot off at an
upwards angle at terrific speed and
within seconds was out of sight, again
with no noise and no vapour trail ...
the clouds were not disturbed by its
passage through them" - 2pm
weather warm, misty and light high
level cloud cover. From Flying
Saucer Review, Volume 24, number
3 (1978), page 5, titled "1942
sighting on the Russian Front".
For those who are still reading, I
continued on to the station where it
became clear what I had been seeing a large and compact flock of birds
circling in the early morning sun.
Walking near the bottom of the Wolli
Valley and looking up the rise, by
perspective the size/distance of the
flock was such that it could seem to
be a small airliner at 200m, an airship
at a few kilometres or a flock of birds at
750m.
I own some shares in the Bond
airship, and a main flight path is visi:>le
walking down into the valley. I leave it
up to the reader to assuage the
degree that familiarity played in
ascribing 'explanations' to what I saw;
clearly a small amount of knowledge
taketh away true objectivity.
- Garry P. Dalrymple

Astrology
Dear Sir,
I do hate to disappoint David
Widdowson. If only he had been
born in a better age, like around 100
BC, then he might indeed have been
born when the Sun was in the sign of
Ophiuchus. However, time marches
on and takes its toll, especially of
astrologers who forget about
precession. The constellation of
Ophiuchas represents a man
encoilecf by a serpent; Scorpius
should be a much better sign to be
born under- it even actually
resembles what it is supposed to
depict (have a look at the eastern

horizon on an April evening) .
Imagine, though, to have been born
when the Sun is partly in the
constellation of Cetus - it only just
scrapes across one corner of Cetus
with only a fraction of the Sun's disk
ever being in the constellation at all.
This happens for a few hours on
March 28th each year, exactly when
depending of course upon what year
it is, since the calendar slips around
by a day every four years and has to
be put right, and also depending
upon where you are on the Earth,
since the Sun appears in a slightly
different part of the sky if you move
across the Earth's surface. (Thus, if
Cetus were a luckier sign than Pisces
to be born under, at a given time on
March 28th one year it might be
luckier to be born in, say, Switzerland
than in, say, Ethiopia.)
Of course, there are a great many
more corrections to worry about, in
order to accurately locate the Sun in
front of the distant stars.
Nevertheless, some people bom on
March 28th can truthfully and
approximately say that they were
born, at least partly, under the sign of
Catus (partly under the sign, of
course, not partly born). Such
people should hold in high esteem
the committee of men which in 1930
decreed that the constellation Catus
did in actual reality have the shape
and location as shown on star charts,
and should be grateful not to have
been born in Egypt or China or in any
of a great number of places where the
constellations are different anway, in
spite of the decrees of the 1930 IAU
committee. Cetus represents a seamonster, and people having anything
in common with this constellation
would be large but faint and would
contain several features of interest
which can be seen with a telescope.
It is quite clear that some people are
born at luckier times than others. For
example, my own daughter who was
born on April 7th, since April 5th of
that year was an unlucky day to be
born (because it was Easter Tuesday
and the man who did Caesarian
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sections was on holiday and his standin was reputed to be clumsy) . When I
myself was born the doctor held me
upside down and hit me until I
screamed; clearly this was a
particularly unlucky day.
It would be interesting to have been
born on February 24th 1987, when
on a unique occassion everything
and everybody was shot through by a
large dose of neutrinos from a
supernova. Mere planetary
influences are far too trivial; I have
invented a whole new
pseudoscience of macho-astrology,
and hope to make a large amount of
money from it. Send your
contributions to:
- Steve Roberts
Canberra Skeptics

Santy
Dear Sir,
I refertothe informal discussion held
at a singular residence yclept Wallaby
Manor re the nocturnal activities of
MrS. Claus.
It seems that there are divers souls
within your circle who take leave to
doubt the beneficent activities of Mr
Claus.
The reason for the success of Mr
Claus is quite obvious to all right
thinking people, eg me. What do you
think Mr and Mrs Claus do in the off
season? Eh? Not to put too fine a
point on it, they indulge in the
ultimate form of Creation Science.
Now cocky, this means that after
about 1.73 x 102 lunar months, there
are approximately 1.73 x 1o2 + 12 red
robed, chin fuzzed people of varying
sizes speeding about the galaxy
delivering largesse (this is
pronounced large S, and is not to be
confused with the Big A) .
These little members of the family
Claus are ref erred to as Subordinate
Clauses.
Here is the answer ... all these jokers
have territories which they service.
Each has a conveyance hauled by
eight reindeer, the names of which
are Border, Lendl, Hawke, Carleton,
Khomeini, Fosters, USS Missouri and
Lurgi the Wonder Dog.

Lurgi is the official drinker of the
lemonade left by the expectant
children, hence the exceptional
growth of the celestial trees.
I hope that this treatise has cleared up
the mystery. Don't clap .. . just throw
money.
- Cosmo Plinge
Editor's note: This entry to our Santa
Claus competition did not win
because it incorrectly stated the
name of one of the reindeer, and
because we sincerely believe that
'Cosmo Plinge' is a pseudonym.

Creationism and
Energy
Dear Sir,
The last issue of The Skeptic
(Summer 1987) quoted the Catholic
Education Office booklet ''The
Bumbling, Stumbling, Crumbling
Theory of Creation Science" where it
makes the statement that the
creationist claim that the speed of
light was 200,000 million times faster
at creation than today implies "The
energy from lighting a match would
be

40,000,000,000,000,000,000,000
times greater, since the energy
depends on the speed of light
squared". Presumably this comes
from the Einstein mass-energy
relationship. This statement is
impressive, but I would rather see the
Skeptic challenge it rather than
uncritically report it, because in fact it
is a classic example of using a
physical relationship out of context
which Henry Morris himself would be
proud of. While the creationist
contention that the speed of light c
has changed radically during even
recorded history is indefensible, it
should not be attacked by
indefensible statements of our own,
because exposing the weaknesses
of our argument (though probably
beyond creationists) seems to
strengthen their case .
This can be remedied by using valid
physical arguments, or at least less
invalid ones. For example, unless
they also fiddle with the elementary

masses of electrons, protons and
neutrons, the Plank constant and the
strong nuclear force, then the energy
emitted by the Sun must increase by
a factor of 4 x 1022 (as the energy is
derived from conversion of nuclei
which is independent of c) so the
Earth would have to be 2 x 1o11
times further away (to keep the
temperature the same), increasing
the length of the year by a factor of 9
x 1O16 (by Kepler's laws) and this
quickly leads to the conclusion that
the universe must be even older than
cosmologists think.
The problem with creationist style
thinking is that they treat the speed of
light c as an independent
phenomenon which can be fiddled to
suit their theological convenience. In
fact, electromagnetic phenomena
such as light are well understood and
are part of physicists' integrated view
of the universe. To examine the
effect of striking a match, c is the
inverse square root of the product of
free space, governing the strength of
electrostatic and magnetic
phenomena respectively. Although
the creationist '1heory" does not
permit us to tell how these might
change independently, if their ratio is
kept constant (thus preserving
another physical constant called the
impedance of free space), then
electrostatic phenomena (which
includes the strength of chemical
bonds and hence the energy emitted
during chemical reactions) will be
increased by a factor of only 200,000
million. The mass energy relation,
which was incorrectly applied above,
then tells us that the mass of
products is reduced to account for
the energy emitted, by an amount
smaller by the above factor than the
amount observed today. Mind you,
the smaller increase in emitted
energy is still enough so that striking
a match would create an explosion in
the megaton range - the larger factor
quoted at the start of this letter would
imply a global catastrophe.
Unfortunately, the creationists still
have an out : no doubt they will claim
that Adam and Eve did not use
matches. More reasonably, they may
note as the activation energy for
chemical reactions would be
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increased by the same factor,
matches would not work anyway. Of
course, the same problems applies to
other chemical reactions, such as
those which make life possible.
One can point out an infinite number
of such absurdities to demonstrate
that if the speed of light has changed
significantly, that the universe would
also change in a way which people
would have noticed (even though
they could not measure c ). I doubt
that one could convince a creationist
of that fact, however. I feel sorry for
them: in their rapt contemplation of
their childish, vindictive, irrational
god, they render themselves
incapable of understanding the
universe; and if a Creator exists - a
subject on which I am open-minded,
as physics has its limitations - they will
never comprehend how well He has
wrought.
- Andrew Parle
PS. Re article on astrology by Sir Jim
R. Wallaby in the spring 87 issue: the
constellation Cetus is the Whale Cygnus is a Swan (and one of the
few constellation names which looks
plausible) .
PPS. Re Santa poblem: the answer
is obvious - he is (are?) twins.
PPPS. If Ramtha is from Lemuria,
does it not follow that he is (was) a
lemur? If so, then his channel, Ms
J.Z. Knight, could be arrested, for it is
surely illegal to import dead lemurs,
and Ramtha is obviously very dead.
By the way, what does the initial Z
stand for?
Editor's note: We're not sure what
the 'Z' stands for, although zoophyte,
zoril and zygoma (the last
metaphorically, of course) would be
good starting places.

Brock's Polarizer
Dear Sir,
I have just read Anthony Garrett's
review about Brock (Vol 7, No 4). Oh
boy, do you need to be straightened
out!
I'm the person who wrote the letter
about the Polarizer which you

misguidedly refer to as "tongue in
cheek". But more of that later.
In your review of the book (foul and
bile ridden it is too) you came very
close to answering the questions
about the Polarizer. You mentioned
the part where Brock intimates that
there hasn~ been a machine built yet
to physically measure its claimed
effects. I know what this machine
looks like. It's 6 feet tall, has two arms,
two legs and a bum to sit on. It has a
pair of eyes with which to peer out the
windscreen. It has appendages on
the extremities of its arms and legs
which are just brilliant for feeling how
a vehicle is travelling. It's called a
person who knows how to drive a car
to the max.
Let me throw a theory at you. This is
what I want you to do:
1. Get some old car magazines, or
videos that have pictures of Brock
racing in his pre-Polarizer days.
2. Get some pix of this year's races.
3. Look at Brock's driving style in 1,
and compare it to other drivers in both
1 and 2.
4. Look at Brock in 2.
What you'll see is that in the old days,
Brock had the same style of driving as
his peers, and indeed his
contemporaries now. (Is that one of
my favourite tautologies? I can't tell.)
BUT, see his style now! Even when
he's setting an ultra-fast qualifying
time in practice, his arm (right arm)
rests casually on the window sill! The
car is so much smoother and
balanced than anyone else it is hard
to just say "Oh well, he's got better
tyres (he hasn't), a stronger engine
(ditto), etc".
Listen, I was in the pits during
qualifying for the Dulux Dozen on the
day before the Castrol Sandown 500
(September 87) and it was so obvious
that the car was so much easier to
drive than anyone else's that all the
racing drivers watching reached a
consensus of opinion that he must
have had a cardboard cutout of an
arm taped to the door! They were all
amazed that on a wet track, with only
one flying lap to be recorded, he was
cruising round with his bloody arm
hanging out!
I don~ know whether I'm banging my
head up against a brick wall here. It

has been my experience that a
person either has a feel for driving or
they don't.
My poir 1i is this. I believe that some
credence must be given to the view
that there isn~ a machine or
measuring device yet built that can
really attest to the claimed benefits of
the Polarizer. After all, how did one
know if one had enough air in the
tyres (when pneumatic - sp?) tyres
first became available before cheap
pressure gauges were invented?
You can~ see the tyres from the
driver's seat, so you had to FEEL it. If
you weren't any good at noticing
subtle changes in a car's behaviour,
you don't find out till you're running
on the rim.
I thought it was always the brief of the
Skeptics to only debunk something if
it was property measured.
And another thing, did you know that
some of the major players in Tuckey's
book have come right out and
DENIED some of the stuff they were
quoted as saying or having done? So
the matter remains unresolved. Hthe
Skeptics can get someone li<e
Ayrton Senna or Glenn Seton to do a
back to back test on cars with/without
the Polarizer (real drivers, test drivers,
not motoring journalists with vested
interests or stuff like that), publish
their findings, that will put the matter
to rest as far as people like me are
concerned.
- Simon Kellar
Editor's note: This letter was
originally addressed to Dr Garrett, and
is reprinted here with the permission
of Mr Kellar and Dr Garrett. Following
is Dr Garrett's reply:
As stated in my review, the Polarizer
is not fitted to racing vehicles.
Therefore it makes no sense to
attribute any improvement in Brock's
results to it. Claimed improvements
of 30% with Polarizer fitted are not
marginal, but easily detected by
almost any driver or test-bed.
Australian Skeptics supports field
tests of the Polarizer, but notes the
revised instruction set, stating the
Polarizer takes time to run-in and is
useless if ever removed, makes blind
testing impossible. Further,
Australian Skeptics wonders why has
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Peter Brock refused to discuss the
Polarize, if it is such a breakthrough?
Effects of the magnitude he claims for
a magnet-and-crystal device would
have been part of scientific lore long
ago if they really existed. I am, of
course, interested in your statement
that several persons have denied
their quotes in Tuckey's book. I
would be grateful for details.

Skeptics and
Religion Ill
Dear Sir,
We seem to be contemplating taking
on Religion. Before we do, let's note
that we haven't been entirely
successful with con games that were
simple uncomplicated rip-offs. A lot
of people out there cherish their
gullibility and don't want it interfered
with.
It seems to me that religions occupy a
certain social niche and that to
condemn them out of hand is to
takeup a quasi-religious position
oneself. Scepticism, as a religion,
isn't any better than Chrstianity or
Buddhism. Most people are
disposed to be sceptical about the
paranormal claims of religion, and are
only really much influenced by it
either when it makes strong moral
points which strike some chord, or
when it has strong political power.
Now I have no cause to war with an
organisation that uses words to
propogate charity and kindness and
decency. For some reason, that has
been the preserve of the religious
organisations ; the rationalists and
humanists don't organise care for the
poor and the helpless. It has been a
long time since bigots could burn me
at the stake for arguing with them , so
again, I have no quarrel with the
established churches as at present
organised, except that I do not accept
their superstitious substructure. The
superstitious element is only one
component, and the longer the
religion survives, the less the
irrational part of it really matters.
The enemy is not 'religion' as such,
for that means lots of things - a
commitment to decency and charity
and kindness , for example , as well as
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a harnessing of superstitious awe into
respect for life and a wonder at the
Universe ; a respect for truth and
justice, a number of ideals that the
most sceptical can admire. I would
prefer to work with organisations
dedicated to human good than try to
tear them down, because it is contrary
to experience that the mass of
humanity will replace the relatively
harmless superstitions of organised
religions with anything better - all the
evidence is that they go to things
which are far worse .
So by all means let us condemn lies
and trickery and point them out to all
who will listen, let us attack hypocrisy
and deception wherever we find it.
But it is foolish to tear down a
mythology which gives point to
peoples' lives, unless we can replace
it with something better: you leave
them as victims for the next charlatan
who comes along and who may well
have fewer scruples than the present
lot.
What is crucial (!) is that we distinguish
clearly the proper domain of religion.
It has nothing to do with what the
world is actually like, that is the
domain of Science. It has everything
to do with what is important , with how
people ought to behave, with values
and ideals. Science says nothing
about such matters, quite properly,
but that does not mean we can leave
a moral vacuum by disposing of a
great deal of wisdom at the same time
as we throw out the superstitions. I
would like to be able to tell people to
think for themselves, but the awful
truth is that most people aren't very
good at doing that - else there'd be
no need for religions, bureaucracies
or government.
We really have a hard problem here: if
people need a crutch, it's cruel to kick
it out from under them, and if people
are brought up with crutches they
come to depend upon them. But
how do you train children to be
honest and truthful? "Tell the truth or
I won't love you : tell the truth or
nobody will love; tell the truth or god
won't love you . Tell the truth or you
won't love yourself." Which of these
is 'true'? The preservation of an
orderly society depends on threats of
one sort or another, and the

individual has to pay a price in
freedom of action to gain the sort of
order which gives him more freedom
in the long run. I don't see a society
based upon pure rationality as having
much of a future . The Soviet Union is
a society based on everybody
working for the common good, and it
needs a police state to keep it in
operation. A society based upon the
proposition that most people are
selfish and stupid and ignorant may
not flatter us so much, but it has more
chance of functioning. So until
somebody has a plan to replace the
existing religions with something
better, I'd prefer not to try to pull them
down.
Having said that, I agree entirely with
John Fitzgerald (Letters, Vol 7, No 4]
that the existence of a supreme
being or a soul, or survival after death,
are all paranormal claims lacking in any
support, and with Henry Johnson
who remarks that the idea that a
formless spirit created the Universe
out of nothing is absurd. (On the
other hand, the theories of the
physicists and cosmologists are also
pretty unlikely, the difference is that
you can argue with them and examine
the evidence and they don't mind. In
fact, they seem to enjoy it, while the
other lot are pretty shocked if you ask
for evidence.)
I don't think we need to attack
religions, and I doubt if it would do us
any good to try. We should, of
course, encourage doubt and
questioning. It seems to make for a
healthier ltte and more tolerance, on
the evidence of history. Let's laugh
at credulity, and let's oppose with all
vigour the idea that Faith is desirable only the conman benefits from
unquestioning acceptance. Let's do
everything to make sure the man of
religion sticks to his proper sphere
and doesn't start telling us how the
world works when he manifestly
doesn't know, but let's at the same
time support him when he spreads
ideals we can admire. That way,
religions might evolve into something
less silly and unbelievable. They
have, after all, come quite a long way
already.
- Mike Alder

The Fourth Annual
Australian Skeptics
Convention
APRIL 2-3, 1988
MANL Y-WARRINGAH RUGBY LEAGUE CLUB
563 PITTWATER RD, BROOKVALE, SYDNEY
PROGRAM:

Saturday, April 2

2.00pm - 5.00pm

Announcements of the winners of the $1000 Sceptical Journalism Award and the Bent Spoon Award
for the most outrageous paranormal act.
Plus latest news on the Skeptics' challenge to psychics, and the results of the first survey on
Australian belief in the paranormal.
Plus the Skeptical view on :
Astrology, creationism , UFOs and the Nullarbor UFO, unknown animals, the Colossus of Rhodes, the
philosophy of belief, and more.
Price: $5 (students and pensioners $3)

Sunday, April 3

9.30am - 12.30pm

Session 1: New Age phenomena
Spirttualism, channeling , crystals and crystal healing, re incarnation, pyramid power - what are the facts
behind these beliefs, do they have any scientific validity, how did they start?
Peter Vels - Aust Skeptics national committee member
Harry Edwards - Aust Skeptics national committee member
Dr David Wheeler- physicist/lecturer
Session 2 - Alternative medicine & quackery
Homeopathy, acupuncture , iridology, chiropractic, etc - what is it, what is the legal standing of patients
and what is the scientific view.
Richard Gordon - Aust Skeptics national committee member, family doctor
Nik Bogduk - lecturer in anatomy, Uni of Newcastle, & NHMRC c'tee
Nick Cowdrey, QC - lawyer
Sunday April 3
2.00pm - 5.00pm
Session 3 - Psychic techniques and magicians
Spoonbending, mind-reading, illusion and sleight of hand - lecture and demonstration of what the
psychics do by those who do it best.
Magicians Steve Walker, Peter Rodgers, Kent Blackmore , Dave Kaplan and Ben Harris

Session 4 - The Great Debate betwen the Skeptics and the Mystics
"That the New Age is Old Superstition Clothed in Modern Jargon"
Affirmative :
Barry Williams, Aust Skeptics national president
Harry Edwards, Aust Skeptics national committee
John Esam, editor, New Age News
Negative :
+ one other
Price: Whole day (Sessions 1-4) $7 (pensioners & students $5)
Afternoon only (Sessions 3 & 4) $5 (pensioners & students $3)

