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From the President
The Shroud and the Hydra
So the Shroud of Turin is a medieval fake. That
won't come as a surprise to sceptics; there have been
more than strong indications for some years that such was
the case. But to believers in the shroud's links with Christ
the revelation must be quite a shock.
The question to be considered is "What now?". If
the past record of debunked paranormalities is anything to
go by, what was once the most important holy relic in the
world and a major example of the reality of the paranormal
will quickly become totally irrelevant. When used as an
example by sceptics of how easily fooled believers can be,
it will be shrugged off as unimportant and not to be
bothered with, as if that were always the case.
Those who put faith in the paranormal , and this is
especially true of New Age adherents, are amazingly
resilient when it comes to passing off past failures . Hydralike , the paranormal raises new heads in other areas, letting
those subjects that have let them down in the past wither
and disappear.
Whether paranormalists ever learn a lesson is
doubtful. It seems that it doesn't matter what they believe
in, as long as they believe in something, The past is
littered with discarded theories - Bermuda Triangle, von
Daniken, Velikovsky, etc . Tomorrow they will probably be

joined by Uri Geller, Doris Stokes and pyramid power.
Some time in the future will be added crystals, channelers
and UFO abductions.
It is not the job of Australian Skeptics to reform the
world; it will never be a totally rational and sensible place in
which to live. Rather we should concentrate on the
potential believers, those with still enough common sense
not to fall for the next two-card trick that comes along.
They are the ones who will learn from the experience of
the shroud's fall from grace .
So if you ever feel like it is an uphill battle, remember
that if just one person is stopped from making a fool (or
worse) of himself by the efforts of sceptics, then that
makes the whole sceptical approach worthwhile .

- Barry Williams
PS. In case you were wondering, I am still president,
despite a rather surprising promotion given to William Grey
in an article credit last issue. William should have been
listed as president of Canberra Skeptics, although he is no
longer there. I hope that's clear. I know one of the edttors
is very confused, but that goes wtthout saying.
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Queensland
•
•
winners
10
student essay
competition
Queenslanders have scooped the
pools in the first Australian Skeptics
Student Essay competition, winning
four of the five prizes awarded,
including the first three places.
. While the number of entries for
the competition was not huge, the
standard
was
extremely
high,
especially considering in some cases
the ages of the entrants. So difficult
was the choice, in fact, to choose a
winner, that the judging panel actually
doubled the prize pool from the
originally announced $500 to $1000.
First prize went to Simon Tobin,
20, of the University of Queensland
where he is currently enrolled in a
postgraduate Diploma of Psychology
course, hav,ng completed a Bachelor
of Arts degree. His essay on out-ofbody
experiences
(OBEs)
is
reprinted in this issue.
Second prize of $200 went to
third year Queensland University
science student Adrian Kelly, 20,
whose article, an excellent discourse
on the validity of the paranormal, will
also be reprinted. Third prize (also
$200) was awarded to Liliana Caycho,
22, who is enrolled in the same
course as Simon Tobin, whose essay
was on acupuncture.
A special encouragement and
fourth prize of $100 went to 16-year
old Sarah Preuhs of St Mary's
College, Wollongong, who wrote a
pertinent and timely essay on the
Shroud of Turin.
An honourable mention was given
to Peter Melville, also enrolled in the
postgraduate Diploma of Psychology
course, for an essay on the Loch
Ness monster.
It was obvious from the entries
received that a concerted effort had
been
made
by
Skeptics
in
Queensland
and
especially
at
Queensland University (and even
more so
in
the
psychology
department) as all the Queensland

entries came from that institution.
The student essay competition will
be repeated next year, and all
Skeptics are encouraged to spark the
student mind towards some good
sceptical thinking - the prizes are real
and the money certainly comes in
handy for students.
One point that was of interest to
the judges was that all entries were
based on assessments of the
appropriate literature. While these
assessments were generally well
carried out, it was disappointing that
none of the entries involved any
original research, which, while not
having to be extensive, would have
brought many of the conclusions
home more forcefully .

1989 Skeptics
Conference
Canberra will be hosting the 1989
At present,
Skeptics Conference.
the Canberra Skeptics anticipate a
two-day conference to be held over
the 1989 Easter break on the
Saturday and Sunday, with a dinner
on the Saturday night.
Reservations for the conference and
the dinner will be taken closer to the
date.
The theme and speakers are yet to
be finalised, but will be advertised as
soon as possible.

Attention
Victorian Skeptics
How about joining one of the sub-committees
set up by the Victorian committee of the
Australian Skeptics.
In order to broaden the range of activities and
involve interested, enthusiasticSkeptics, the
following sub-committees have been formed :
alternative medicine; astrology; creation
science; education; ghosts, poltergeists and
hauntings; ESP and clairvoyancy.
Each group meets monthly and is headed by a
committee member. The Victorian committee
would also like to start two more subcommittees covering UFOs and New Age
phenomena .
If you have any interest in these groups and
would like to participate, please contact Graeme
Watt (Victorian president) on (03) 268 7840 (w)
or Anne Tuohy (secretary), (03) 529 8455 (w) .
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The Shroud of Turin a fake!
Although most readers of this
magazine are probably already aware
of it, it is worth stating for the record
that the Shroud of Turin has been
officially pronounced a forgery,
although not without dissent.
Cardinal Anastassio Ballastrero of
Turin has confirmed that scientific
carbon-14 tests at three laboratories
in England, Switzerland and the US
have dated the cloth that bears the
image supposedly of Christ to
between 1260 and 1390 AD, with
95% certainty, thereby showing it to
be a medieval artifact rather than
dating from the first century AD
Palestine.
The fact that the three laboratories
agreed on the dating was a major
blow to supporters of the shroud's
authenticity, although some have
refused to be swayed.
Father Peter Little, director of the
Holy Shroud Information Centre in
Sydney's Surry Hills, told the Sydney
Morning Herald : "What the scientists
have said and done doesn't make the
slightest difference. The shroud has
tested the validity of the measuring
devices, and found them wanting,
rather than the reverse."
The shroud, supposedly the burial
cloth of Christ after his crucifixion, has
been a contentious issue in the
Catholic Church and in scientific
circles for some time, but especially
so since an investigative body called
the Shroud of Turin Research Project
(STURP) seemed to validate the
shroud with a number of tests,
although not carbon dating.
The latter technique would have
used too much of the shroud,
according to church officials, for them
to sanction its use.
However,
intervening years have reduced the
sample size required, thus making
the
church's
intransigence
increasingly untenable.
Originally it was agreed that seven
laboratories would be involved in
tests, using two different techniques.
This was later changed by Turin to
only three labs and all using the same
method. This was seen by some as
leaving an "escape clause" for the

followers of the shroud should one of
the three labs show an anomalous
result, which would have cast greater
doubt on the results than if only one
out of seven labs was out of kilter.
Unofficial results were released
before the official announcement by
the Turin Cardinal, causing much
anxiety and angry comments from the
church.
Many scientists have come out
against the shroud's authenticity over
the years, but a greater publicity
campaign in favour of the shroud has
convinced many people, Catholic or
otherwise, that the shroud was
genuine. The present result would
have come as no surprise to sceptics,

Survey on belief
in the paranormal
A Saulwick Poll of Australians' belief
in a number of pseudo-scientific and
paranormal
phenomena
makes
interesting comparison with surveys
published in recent issues of this
magazine.
Published by the Sydney Morning
Herald and The Age during July, the
survey looked at the level of belief in
a range of issues: mental telepathy,
life after death, UFOs, astrology, faith
healing, reincarnation, palm reading
and tarot cards.
The question asked of 1000
respondents across Australia on the
27th and 28th of June, 1988, was the
very straightforward "Could you tell
me whether you believe in it or not"
followed by a list of the above claims.
The Saulwick Poll found that an
average of 51 % of those surveyed
believed in mental telepathy, 48% in
life after death, 42% in UFOs, 32% in
astrology, 29% in faith healing, 24%
in reincarnation, 14% in palm reading,
and 8% in tarot cards. Women rated
consistently higher than men, with
16% more women (40% to 24%)
beleiving in astrology than men.
Christians generally rated higher in
belief than the average in most
categories (except palm reading) and
those who described themselves as
non-Christian rated generally higher

and while it is true to say that the
Vatican has never endorsed the
shroud, many Catholics will obviously
be facing a test of their faith. It is
interesting to note that the shroud will
still be regarded as an important holy
item by many, according to the
Cardinal of Turin, even though it has
no real link with Christ.
Readers wishing to know more
about the background of the shroud
and earlier scientific tests are advised
to seek out "Inquest on the Shroud
of Turin" by Joe Nickell, as it may be
your last chance.
The recent
announcement has most likely put
paid to an active and potentially
lucrative market in books, articles,
lectures, exhibitions, movies and TV
programs on the shroud.

-TM
still, with a massive 56% believing in
astrology.
One of the most interesting
results was that 22% of those who
said they had no religion said they
believed in life after death, 21%
believed in faith healing and 17%
believed in reincarnation.
Other surveys carried out recently
and published in this magazine .make
interesting, if difficult to justify,
comparisons.
In the Skeptic Vol 8 No 2, the
results of a survey carried out by the
National Social Science Survey of the
Australian National University were
published. The only category shared
between that and the Saulwick Poll
was astrology, with the former
indicating 16% acceptance as against
the Saulwick's 32%.
A survey by John Happs of WA
science teacher trainees (Skeptic,
Vol 7 No 2) had 21 % belief in
astrology, 46% in UFOs and a
massive 61% belief in ESP. The
figures for science teacher trainees
were normally lower than those for
teacher trainees generally.
The NSSS and Saulwick Poll
figures on astrology show a significant variation, while those from
Happs indicate that the apparently
high levels of belief in the Saulwick
Poll are by no means the upper limt
The Saulwick Poll is conducted by Irving
Saulwick & Associates.
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News Report: "UFO. Cover- up" is TV tripe
Anyone who was seduced (or, for
that matter, reduced) by the TV
promotions into watching a program
titled "UFO Cover-Up Live" (7
Network, October 15, 8.30pm) would
have been left pondering why so
much money should have been
spent for so little result.
The show, which purported to be
beamed live from the USA (which
meant that they were watching it on
the West Coast of the US at three in
the morning), consisted of a rehash
of quite a few old UFO chestnuts
interspersed with clips from a number
of execrable 1950s "science fiction"
movies. It did not appear to concern
the producers that many of the claims
made
had
been
thoroughly
investigated
by
such
serious
researchers as Philip Klass and
Robert Sheaffer.
The central theme of the show
was the supposed cover-up by the
US government of the finding of alien
bodies in a crashed space ship in
New Mexico in 1947. This theory has
long been propounded by William
Moore and Jaime Shandera, and has
been thoroughly exposed by Philip
Klass as being based on forged
documents (see recent editions of
the Skeptical Inquirer and Vol 8 No 2
of this magazine).
Moore and Shandera sought to
boost the credibility of their case by
producing two US "intelligence
officials", code named Falcon and
Condor, who attested to the validity
of the claims.
These two individuals were filmed
in shadows with their voices
electronically altered to "protect their
identities".
Some probably unintentional verisimilitude is added to
their claims by the fact that one of the
"agents" sounded a lot like Darth
Vader.
The legitimacy of these two avian
"officials" appears to depend on the
testimony of Moore and Shandera
while the legitimacy of Moore and
Shandera's claims depends on the
bird men - a nice little circular
arrangement.
The testimony of these agents
would shame a primary school

student attempting to write his first
science fiction story. Not only were
dead aliens found but there have
been three (or two, or many, it is a
little difficult to tell) aliens living in the
US, as "guests of the government".
One is still living there, in a
reservation in Nevada. They have
signed a treaty with the US
government who "won't reveal their
existence providing the aliens agree
not to interfere in our society". Not
only this, but we are astonished to
learn that the aliens eat vegetables,
like strawberry ice cream, have sex
organs and believe that the universe
is a supreme being. It is difficult to
convey in a summary just how much
of this "startling" evidence came out
exactly like puerile drivel.
A further witness was the man
who, as a 12 year old, helped his
father, the Air Force officer in charge
of investigating the 1947 crash, to
sort out material from the crash "in the
kitchen at hume". He claimed to have
felt the material and to have known
that "it was not from this universe".
The thought of a US Air Force
investigating officer taking home
crash material from a mysterious
object to be sorted in his kitchen by
his wife and son, in 1947, during the
Cold War, makes the idea of a 12 year
old knowing that a material was not of
this universe seem almost plausible.

Sceptical view
In all the two hours of this
nonsensical and intelligence insulting
program, sceptics had less than five
minutes to present their rebuttal. So
poor was the evidence presented for
the thesis that the US government is
covering up the presence of aliens,
five minutes was probably sufficient
time.
In one case, an expert photographic interpreter explained in great
detail why a UFO photo was a fake .
His argument was denied, with no
details, by a believer. The presenter
seemed to think that this resulted in a
draw.
It was noticeable that, in a program
that purported to be seeking the
truth, neither Klass nor Sheaffer were

interviewed.
The only prominent
UFO sceptic that appeared was
James Oberg . It is difficult to believe
that the producers would be unaware
of these prominent UFO sceptics,
and the fact that they were not
included speaks volumes for the
integrity of the program's producers.
It may, of course, be that Messrs
Klass and Sheaffer refused to appear
in such an absurd media event, which
certainly would attest to their good
taste.
As the result of a phone-in, we
were informed that 83% of an
unstated number of callers asked for
a congressional investigation of the
"cover up". This is about the only part
of the proceedings with which I could
agree . I cannot wait to see the
proponents of weird extraterrestrial
hypotheses subjected to serious
scrutiny in a proper investigation
rather than having their views taken
seriously in an uncritical program like
this one.
This program can probably be best
summarised by the phrase 'unmitigated tripe'.
- BW

In Brief
Scientology was raised in the coroner's
court recently over the Melbourne Queen
Street massacre. Dr Alan Bartholomew, a
forensic psychologist, said the sect had carried
out a personality test on Frank Vitkovic, the man
who killed eight people in the shootings last
year before dieing himself by falling from a high
level window. The personality test was carried
out two months before the killings.
Ms Eleanor Simpson , a former Church of
Scientology volunteer who carried out the
personality test on Vitkovic, told the court that
he appeared to be in a very bad
shape mentally. The results of the test, which
were found in Vitkovic's bedroom after the
shootings, said he had hit rock bottom .
After studying Vitkovic's diaries , Dr
Bartholomew said he [Vitkovic) was a paranoid
schizophren ic, and that there was no doubt the
personality test had worsened his depression,
and might have contributed to the decline in his
mental state.
Dr Bartholomew said Vitkovic would have
been eligible at the time of the shootings to be
certified insane under the Mental Health Act.
Ms Simpson told the coroner that she had not
referred Vitkovic to a psychiatrist, but advised
him to enrol in a course run by her church .
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News Report: Evidence for homeopathy fails
The controversy surrounding a
recent claim of proof for the validity of
homeopathy centres as much on the
presentation of that proof and the
attitude of science as it does on the
proof itself.
Dr Jacques Benveniste, of the
French Institute of Health & Medical
Research (INSERM) at the South
Paris
University,
put
forward
experimental results which apparently
supported the homeopathic notion
that smaller and smaller dilutions of a
substance (down to levels where the
substance should supposedly
no
longer exist) would still have an
effect.
Dr Benveniste found that human
white blood cells respond to a
solution of antibodies, even when
the solution is so dilute that it can no
longer contain a single molecule of
the antibody.
White blood cells called basophils,
that form part of the immune system,
carry certain antibodies (of the lgE
type) on their surface. When these
cells are exposed to antibodies
directed against the lgE molecules,
they release the chemical histamine
stored in granules within the cells and
become "degranulated".
Benveniste and his colleagues
diluted the solutions containing the
anti-lgE antibodies over and over
again in a serial fashion, exactly as
homeopathy recommends.
They
exposed these increasingly dilute
solutions to the basophils and
recorded the proportion that became
degranulated. They continued this
procedure until the dilution reached 1
x 10120_ They estimate that less
than one molecule of antibody
remains present when the solution is
diluted to 1 x 10 14 , so at the greater
dilution there should be none of the
antibody left, but still there was an
apparent effect.
Even more curiously, the effect
was periodic - it increased and then
decreased with subsequent dilutions. And to add further curiosity to
the claim, the dilutions lost their
impact unless they were shaken
vigorously for at least ten seconds.
The claim was immediately taken

up as proof of homeopathy and its
"law of infinitesimals" principle. The
scientific community responded with
surprise and incredulity; Nobel Prize
winner Dr Jean-Marie Lahn said
"These results are very disturbing. If
these results are confirmed - it's not
impossible but the probability is very
weak - they would question the entire
basis upon which molecular scientists
work."
Nature & Randi
However, others questioned the
motives of Nature magazine, which
decided to publish the French team's
results, but with an "editorial reserve"
statement saying the work was highly
controversial. This was similar to the
slant taken when it published results
of Targ and
Puthoff's "mind
experiments".
Nature also instigated an investigation of Benveniste's work with
sceptical investigator James Randi,
Walter Stewart of the US National
lnsitutes of Health and John Maddox,
editor of Nature . There is some
confusion about this investigation,
with one report suggesting. it was a
condition
of
publication
of
Benveniste's results, and another
saying the doctor was unhappy about
publishing when the causes of the
chemical reaction were still unknown.
Two weeks after publishing the
original paper, Nature published the
results of its investigations, saying
that the experiments were "a
delusion". The investigating team
suggested that the apparently prohomeopathy results were due more
to wishful thinking than any real
effect. Researchers at Benveniste's
laboratory had assessed the effect by
counting the · number of intact
basophils (non-degranulated, dyed
red for convenience) under a
miscroscope
to
calculate
the
proportion of reacting, degranulated
cells.
·
In a test largely under the direction
of Randi, dilutions were codenumbered, so that the researchers
did not know what sample was what
level of dilution, and then counted as
before. This time there was no

amazing sustained effect, no periodic
fluctuation and no evidence for
homeopathy. The implication is that
the researchers were keen to
endorse their. expectations through
the counting process. Stewart also
checked the laboratory's results
books, and found that "repeat results
were better than allowed by
mathematical theory. It is a wellknown phenomenon in counting; we
are seeing subjective effects on
recounts."
Benveniste called the investigation a witch hunt, and others have
criticised Nature for its "publish then
villify" actions.
Suggestions have
been made for independent bodies
to be established to assess scientific
discoveries, with inspectors dropping
in on laboratories for spot-checking,
rather than relying on the often
emotional trial by media and its
concomitant
emphasis on the
individual rather than the system.
Even the scientific media, it has
been suggested, can become overly
excited when faced with anomalous
results, and the result is often
acrimonious, leading to less cooperation between the proponents
of unusual phenomena and their
critics.
-TM

In Brief
During a recent shooting afray between two
"bikie" gangs in Sydney's Kings Cross. one of
the innocent bystanders hit by shot-9un pellets
was standing at a Tarot card reader's table. It is
not recorded whether the reader warned the
bystander t> duck, before the shot was fired.
Zanex, the company which hired Uri Geller
to pin-point gold deposits · tor them, has
decided to quit its troubled Kavahambe gold
operations in the Solomon Islands, blaming
disappointing
exploration
results
and
government policy. The gold discovered was
of a lower grade than expected. Apparently
Geller made no predictions about the grade of
the gold he claimed t> have found.
The Sydney Sun reported on March 9,
1988, that "Hundreds of Italians who stared at
the sun expecting to receive a signal from the
Virgin Mary are now being treated for eye
damage, health officials say. The mass vigil
occurred on a hill at Montesilvano on February
28 but there were no miraa.ilous visions.•
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THE NEW AGE

The New Age of Superstition
TIMMENDHAM
Defining the New Age - a hodge podge of
beliefs, philosophies, theories, superstitions
and artifacts - is like trying to catch jelly, but one
thing the New Age is not, is new. Most of the
aspects of it are old, half-baked beliefs that
have been discarded and "re-discovered" many
times, without adding an ounce of .evidence to
support them.
What the New Age purports to be is a
change of attitude to the world, a new era of
"one with the cosmos", an intimacy and
appreciation of the natural world that extends
beyond our understanding of how the world
works - an approaching age of new spirituality.
As such, the New Age would be a positive
attitude, if it had something positive to say.
Instead it is a retrogressive step into
shamariistic
mumbo-jumbo,
superstitious
incantations and totemic idols.
What this article will attempt to do to is to
summarise a range of New Age beliefs. It will
be impossible to cover all of them, for new ideas
(or new variants of old ones) are surfacing
every day, often wherever there is a dollar to be
made, leaving the New Age adherent with little
alternative but to accept everything in ignorant
blind faith.
New Age as Religion
Basically the New Age is a religion,
although that word has connotations which the
Perhaps
New Agers would rather deny.
"philosophy" would be more pleasing, but a
religion it is, drawing on Christian, Buddhist,
Hindu, Taoist, Zen, atavism and whatever other
religions seem appropriate at the time.
Overall, it is inward-looking , trying to find
the answers to life's dilemmas (dilemmas which
are as much a product of media paranoia as
anything real) through personal development.
Coming to terms with oneself, and eventually
with one's environment, is the basic aim of New
Age faith, thus leading to the often espoused
view that god (or God) is within each person.

Not an omnipotent, omnipresent god, but an
individual god - one of each individual's making
which can be used to justify each individual's
actions and attitudes. "If it feels right, it must be
okay".
It is axiomatic that the New Age is a
yuppie version of the 1960s hippie culture.
During the 60s, the social radicals of the
"student democratic movements" were feared
by conservative elements as threatening to
overthrow society. The hippies, on the other
hand, innocuous flower children who went
around preaching love, peace ·and eastern
mysticism, were regarded as harmless if slightly
smelly eccentrics. The hippies were too far "out
of it" on a. variety of chemical and natural
substances, "tuned in, turned on and dropped
out", to pose any real threat to society, unless
you were in fear of your children being lead off
the straight and narrow by a devil in blue jeans
and love beads.
But this attitude did not allow for the
1970s, the "me generation" that was marked
more by oil crises, rising inflation and growing
unemployment than for any overriding concern
for social reform . The 70s were, as the cliche
goes, a period when everyone had to look out
for Number One, to make sure oneself and the
family were looked after rather than the rest of
the world. And so the hippies' introspection and
"self discovery" was the real winner of the 60sturned-70s.
As crystal shop proprietor Sally McBride
put it in an article on the New Age in the Sydney
Morning Herald (May 14, 1988): "I think the
whole thing about the New Age movement is
that it teaches you to be honest to yourself. It's
okay to think what you think and feel what you
feel. In society we play a lot of games. It
teaches people to get in touch with their basic
self. People are very isolated from each other."
The New Age endorses
Too true!
selfishness, clothed in an attitude that "I'm too
busy discovering my own basic self to worry
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about anyone else". This is particularly true of
much of the "human potential", consciousnessraising
courses
and
their
associated
organisations. The Hunger Project, an off-shoot
of est/The Forum, claims that it is helping to
conquer world hunger by alerting people to the
problem - not by giving money or aid to famine
victims, but by alerting those back in wealthier
societies that famine exists, as if they needed
any prodding. Its volunteers collect signatures
as if that is going to solve anything.
Which brings in the concept of "karma" or
fate. Because New Agers believe that god is
within each, that each is responsible (or really
to blame) for whatever happens to them,
including being born in a famine-ridden area,
they feel little obligation to intercede to try and
solve other's problems. In any case, those
problems are probably the result of misdeeds in
a past life (another favourite New Age belief)
and will most likely be rectified in the next.
Greed, a la Gordon Gecko of the film "Wall
Street", is therefore acceptable, as it is a way of
coming to terms with one's basic self, and, of
course, it's okay to be what you are and feel
what you feel (which makes one wonder what
there is to come to terms with if everything is
okay).
New Age as Marketing

And greed is very much a part of New
Age. Never, not even in the best relic selling
era of the Catholic church, has there been a
philosophy so devoted to selling itself. New
Age T-shirts, New Age clothes, New Age books,
New Age music, New Age posters, New Age
food, New Age magazines, New Age seminars,
New Age motivational tapes, New Age stores you name it, it's marketed. The New Age ability
to sell a range of goods around itself is very
much an aspect of its times, which is one of the
few sides to the New Age which is new.
New Agers proudly say that there is big
money to be made from the philosophy; crystal
shops spring up every week in the wealthier
suburbs to satisfy the whims of a largely middle
class audience.
Of course, crystals themselves are big
business, from tiny chips to large specimens
costing many hundreds of dollars, in all colours

9
and
formations
with
different
mystical
properties. Pyramids also abound, from small
models to place on top of your head to larger
versions to sit or even live inside.
New Age images normally revolve around
beautiful ladies in diaphanous gowns and
muscular gentlemen more suited to scenes of
chivalrous knights and fighting dragons than
coming to terms with the latter part of the
twentieth century.
And of course there are the ubiquitous
rainbow and dolphin, symbols respectively of
rebirth (very much a Christian image) and the
friendly side of nature (one doubts if New Agers
would ever pin up a poster of a wart hog).
Nature is sold by New Agers as untainted,
non-man-made, anti-technology (and this from
people who celebrate pyramids). they preach
a return to earlier, more primitive and natural
times, when mankind lived in harmony with
nature (and this from people who take courses
in ancient warrior "wisdom"). They listen to
natural, ambient music (played on synthesiser),
attend courses on getting in touch with oneself
(taught by people who used to sell
encyclopaedias),
undergo
acupuncture
treatment (with laser needles) and wonder at
energies unknown to science (as if science
were suddenly a standard).
Overall, the New Age is marketed as
being non-moralising (how can you judge if
everything is okay); it is a safe harbour from
current rigours, it is nice.
It is almost
purposefully vague. Do not look for profundities
from the New Age. Statements like "I am me,
and you are you" are about the most earthshatte ring you will get. In fact, the New Age
specialises in philosophical argument of such
breathless inanity that sitting through a New
Age lecture is like listening to a reading of
birthday cards.
New Age as Superstition

Most of the above would be harmless
nonsense, if it wasn't so wrapped up in a sense .
of antagonism to the current world and an
attempt to withdraw from it. Like many sects
before it, New Agers have taken up a whole
swag of pseudo-sciences and paranormal
claims to escape to, many, as said before, that
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have long ago been thoroughly debunked and
discarded.
Astrology, spiritualism, reincarnation, firewalking, aroma therapy, alchemy, divining, UFO
abductions, telepathic links with dolphins - an
endless list of "what ifs", many of which are held
fervently and concurrently by the same people.
In the areas of medicine and psychology,
there are as many fads and fallacies.
Particularly dangerous (in terms of ignoring
tested remedies in preference for the untested)
are miracle cures involving coloured thread,
iridology, psychic healing, crystal therapy, and
Anything is
all-round positive thinking.
it or not)
(believe
including
say,
they
possible,
growing new limbs.
movement
potential
human
The
mentioned earlier is particularly insidious, as it
relies on amateur pop psychology, trauma
therapy, rebirthing, confrontation sessions, and
a host of potentially dangerous techniques to
scare its clients back to their "basic self", often
leaving them distraught, and in the worst cases
emotionally and possibly mentally damaged.
An amazing ignorance of the real world
around them is the result of this following of an
imaginary world. Many of those convinced the
an
world was coming to an end through
alignment of planets called the Jupiter Effect
were also convinced that a new age was
dawning through another alignment called the
Harmonic Convergence (in neither of which
cases were the planets aligned as they were
claimed to be).
Of course, the Jupiter Effect was supposed
to have had a virtually instantaneous effect.
We'll have to wait another twenty, thirty or more
years for the Harmonic Convergence to make
itself felt (why, we're not told), giving its
proponents the · chance to live high on the
reputation, putting off, as soothsayers and
Nostradamites always do, the fateful day when
everything ends with a whimper.
The coming new age, which gives the
movement its name, is closely linked with older
apocalyptic or millenarian movements, which
had an amazing resiliency when the world
failed to end or change on a certain day as
foretold. New Agers are cleverer than that; they
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don't pick a particular time, preferring a gradual
transformation (unless you happen to be a
follower of channeler J.Z. Knight and her giant
Noah-like, to correct us).
wave sent,
Nevertheless, the year 2000 does crop up fairly
regularly, which is an interesting use of a purely
Christian concept by a supposedly nonChristian movement, although New Agers are
nothing if not eclectic and economical.

Conclusion
Overall, it is the New Agers' lack of
discernment and its inherent selfishness which
are the most worrying aspects of the movement.
It is democracy and fair-mindedness gone
berserk. I'm okay, you're okay, everything we
do is okay, even everything we don't do is okay.
Be true to yourself, whatever that is, and leave
the rest of the world to fend for itself.
Victims of countless financial and
emotional rip-offs, New Agers face life with an
innocence and naivety that would be charming
in children, but is downright terrifying in adults,
especially those with responsible positions in
the community (if you think astrology-believing
about
what
frightening,
are
presidents
Australian politicians who think you can stop
war by thinking about it).
We are often told we cannot protect
people from themselves, and that in most cases
what New Agers are doing is pretty harmless.
Both of these views are true.
But the New Age movement breeds a lack
of rational thinking, not just of how the world
works (which is often the case with religion), but
of how they should make their day to day
choices. If you can't eat your morning cereal
without passing a crystal over the top of it, or
decide what clothes to wear without consulting
your horoscope or I-Ching, you are not likely to
act dependably when called upon in a crisis. In
fact, the New Age is positively and actively antirational, regarding rationality as part of the
it
which
world
technological
modern
inconsistently uses and rejects.
New Agers would say this is all part of the
change, part of the cosmic consciousness that
will prove all our previously held beliefs as
and unnecessarily aggressive
unfounded
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THE NEW AGE

Crystal Clear
RICHARD CHIRGWIN
There is no doubt about it, crystallised quartz is
a marvellous substance. Since the early days
of crystal wireless, the stuff has been close to
centre stage in the increasingly technological
world in which we live.
And, in recent years, it has held centre
stage in our increasingly superstitious world.
As well as being prized by engineers in
everything from radios to computers, crystals
have suddenly become the source of everything
from mental health to faith healing.
Proponents of "crystal energy" claim uses
for the material in such areas as assisting
meditation,
focussing
"healing
powers"
(different types of crystals having different
application), focussing magical energies (as on
the ends of wands), assisting telepathy, aiding
levitation, for alchemical uses, and of course in
crystal balls.
Why this growth in interest by the mystical
set?
One of the easiest answers is to say that
the
known,
documented,
provable
and
repeatable scientific properties of crystals - their

NEW AGE OF SUPERSTITION
(although giant destructive waves, Californiarazing earthquakes and lack of concern for
starving people is hardly an indication of a
loving philosophy).
Whether anything of worth comes out of
the New Age, we will have to wait and see.
Certainly there are some aspects, such as a halfformulated environmental awareness, which
are valuable, although this is hardly the private
domain of New Age proponents.
But as long as the movement is wrapped
up in a miasma of nonsense and a clutter of halfbaked concepts, and is limited by a nonjudgmental philosophy which will not allow it to
say "this is nonsense", it is doubtful that even
the New Agers themselves could salvage
anything worth keeping.
·

behaviour in the presence of heat, mechanical
force or electricity - have been seized upon by
those
with
more
imagination
than
understanding as evidence of crystal's unique
place in the scheme of things. If something has
so many invisible physical properties, it is
argued, then surely it can have unseen
psychical properties as well.
This argument is, on the surface, the
foundation for most of the more outrageous
claims made concerning crystals, and has for
the most part been refuted many times (not that
the ads or newspaper articles ever stopped
appearing). However, a simple rebuttal of this
extravagant extrapolation does not, I suspect,
attack the core of the problem.
Love of Icons
What it all boils down to is this: people
love, and have always loved, icons.
From the earliest artifacts of- human
history, through reliquaries holding pieces of
the True Cross, right up to the Madonna with
brake light halo for the rear windscreen, man
has always sought something physical,
something which he can see and touch, on
which to focus his faith or his superstition.
The recent history of the New Age sees
the same condition in the psyche; once it was
mantras, then who can forget the teievision
programs in the late seventies and early
eighties demonstrating how pyramids could
sharpen razors; and now, the crystal becomes
the centre of worship.
The crystal's ascendancy has paralleled a
movement in thinking among New Agers that
perhaps arose out of the disillusionment when
the seventies falied to produce the wonderful
"peace, love and good vibes" promised for the
Age of Aquarius. As it became clear that the
stars were not going to save us from war,
. famine, murder and greed, and as the
communes began one by one to fail under

spring 88

12
internal tensions, superstition began to turn
inward and the mystics began to reject as far as
possible the idea that "the answer is in man",
turning instead to "answers in nature".
As mankind was rejected, so were his
icons; a new idol had to be found, something
worthy of admiration, but not made by people,
like pyramids and mantras.
And so the crystal was rediscovered. I say
unusual
of
claims
since
rediscovered,
properties about crystals - about nearly
everything - are not a modern phenomenon,
although not necessarily as ancient as the
proponents would have us believe.
(No 22, 1987)
Australian Wei/being
reports a nineteenth century study that claimed
auras could be seen around crystals defining
their polarity, sex (you read it right), and
application (whether in healing, nervous
disorders, telepathy, divining or energy
radiation).
To the crystal, the mystic was almost a gift
from heaven: the crystal is not an artifact, it
occurs naturally, so "obviously" it is "in tcuch
with the universe". Not only that, the crystal in
its technological uses is something which
exhibits properties only fully understood by
those with appropriate training. This, to the
New Ager, .makes the psychic claims for crystal
look very much like the scientific claims: the
explanation is too difficult for the uninitiated to
It also allows crystal users to
understand.
behave in much the same way as a radio
hobbyist - "I don't understand why, but I know it
works".
One difference is that if a radio hobbyist
wants to find out why his crystal radio works, he
can look it up in a book, and find out that
quantum mechanics predicts certain behaviour
in electrons of . regular molecules. A crystal
oscillator, for example, has a predictable
electrical resonant frequency which is a function
of its size, structure and purity.
Two particular uses of crystals in
electronics are favourites with the New Age
philosophers as examples of crystals being
somehow "attuned" to the universe: crystal
radios and quartz watches. (It should be noted
here that crystals are composed of silicon
dioxide, and are not the same as the silicon of a

silicon chip.) The association between crystals
and frequencies (and hence tuning) is quoted
as demonstrating that crystals can be used to
"tune you in" to energy, like a radio.
Crystal radios

For a start, the idea of tuning is based on a
misunderstanding of the function of crystal in an
old crystal radio set; it has, in fact, nothing to do
with tuning. A crystal radio set is tuned by a
or coil/resistance
simple coil/capacitance
combination at the base of the antenna. The
crystal itself in this application is not a tuning
device, but a detector.
It acts as a rudimentary semiconductor
diode, only passing electrical current in one
direction (if fact, if the valve had not been
invented, it is interesting to wonder whether
crystal
passive
a
how
into
research
demodulated a radio signal may have led to an
earlier invention of the transistor). Because the
crystal is a compound of silicon, places can be
found on the surface of the crystal which have
this electrical property. In this way, the radio
signal from the antenna is converted into
something which is intelligible when listened to
through headphones; in radio parlance, the
crystal in a crystal set is the demodulator.
The confusion that arises when the New
Ager talks about crystals in crystal radios is that
they
crystal sets do not have batteries;
conclude that the crystal is providing the power.
This is completely wrong. The hobbyist's crystal
The
set is powered by the radio signal itself.
aerial
the
by
up
picked
voltage
small
very
(usually in the order of microvolts, or millionths
of a volt) is the signal which is passed on to the
headphones. For this reason, crystal sets only
provide a very small audio output (less than the
signal picked up at the antenna) which can only
be heard through headphones in fairly quiet
surroundings.
Crystal in watches

Today, the major application for crystals in
electronics is as an oscillating signal source; it
is in this function that they are used in quartz
watches. The crystal, when excited by a small
electrical current, gives off an AC voltage of its
own of a stable frequency. The signal thus
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derived can then be amplified and used to drive
a variety of circuits.
Although quartz watches are a recent
innovation, the behaviour and function of the
crystal in the watch is nothing new. Crystals
have been used as stable frequency sources for
many years in radios, televisions, computers
(they provide the source of the computer's
timing signals), electronic test equipment, and
so on. The idea that a crystal watch is based on
some recently discovered property of crystals is
a complete fallacy. What made crystal watches
possible was not some esoteric property of
crystals, but the minituarisation of electronics
that made it possible to fit all the other things
(counters, memories and displays) into such a
small space.
Crystal oscillators are products of the
piezo-electric effect, something which is also
seized upon as evidence of crystalline
"strangeness". It is a predictable and explicable
phenomenon: when "excited" with sudden
pressure, electrons are disturbed from their
orbits, and observed as a voltage appearing
across the surface of the crystal. This is used in
such things as touch buttons and impact
detectors, since changes in pressure only affect
the voltage given off. Another point about piezoelectricity is that the effect only occurs while the
crystal is changing shape.
For a crystal to give off energy - in the form
of electricity - two conditions have to be met.
Firstly, the pressure applied must be sufficient to
change the shape of the crystal enough to give
off a charge. For applications where only small
pressure is applied, such as touch buttons , the
crystal is made extremely thin so that a small
pressure distorts the crystal enough to give off a
charge.
Larger crystals require a larger
pressure to give off a charge, so stroking a large
crystal is inadequate - banging it with a hammer
is probably more in line, but that's hardly the
image the New Agers like to portray.
Secondly, to produce a larger output, the
pressure must be applied very rapidly and
repeatedly. It is not just that small distortions
will go on giving off smaller charges ad
infinitum;
quantum mechanics demonstrates
that there is a minimum level bejow which no .
charge will be emitted. The smallest possible
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charge is a single electron. So neither can you
accumulate energy by stroking a large crystal.
In all scientific applications, crystals are
passive devices - they have no inherent energy
of their own, and only exhibit electrical
properties when acted upon by an active
outside force (eg. pressure or electrical current).
In fact, quartz crystals are not the best crystal
source of energy under these conditions in any
case - they are used because they are not
temperature dependent.
Better piezo-electric
properties can be found in lead zirconate or
barium titanate; unfortunately for New Agers,
these produce ceramics which are black and
unlovely. Still better properties can be found
from certain plastics, but once again these
hardly fit the natural image of crystals.
Back to the extravagant extrapolation - the
fans of crystal say that "there is no reason to
assume that we have discovered all of the
unusual and useful properties associated with
crystals occurring in nature" (Wei/being ).
Embedded in this statement is a semantic trick
designed to disguise a logical flaw, that since A
equals B, C also equals B, even when there is
no connection between A and C.
To reduce the statement down to its
meaning:
invisible
scientific
properties
automatically
suggest
invisible
psychic
properties. This argument is only selectively
applied, or we could see a famous actress
arguing in favour of mass exposure to high level
radiation to cleanse the body from impurities!
Here, then, are some simple tests which I
require of a user of crystal for anything:
1) Can the psychic properties be consistently predicted
from the kind and structure of the crystal, sight unseen, as
the electrical properties can be?
2) Are these properties repeatable - ie . will the same
crystal always act in the same way in the same environment
without active intervention or external influence in the
test?
3) Can the crystals stand up to any numerical test of
properties - eg. would a group of crystal-sensitive psychics
be able to pick out a crystal among pieces of cut glass
while blindfolded with any more accuracy than any random
person off the street?

I'd believe it if I saw it.
Richard Chirgwin is a trained technician and a journalist
specialising in the field of electronics. Some information from a talk
delivered at the Fourth Australian Skeptics Convention by Dr David
Wheeler has been incorporated in this article .
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Pyramids, pyramyths &
pyramidiots
BARRY WILLIAMS
What is a pyramid? Is it a polyhedron whose
base is a polygon and whose sides are
triangles having a common vortex? Well, yes it
is, but it is far more than that. The pyramid,
which in its megalithic manifestatio·n played a
very important role in the histories of two early
civilisations, has excited more speculation and
fantasy than has any other solid geometrical
shape. Cubes and dodecahedrons have never
had the press of the pyramid.
Before we investigate some of the more
fantastic myths that have attached themselves
to pyramids, we should review some of the facts
which, to the inquiring mind, are far more
fascinating than the fantasies.
The Pyramids of Egypt
The heading of this section is the title of
the book widely regarded as the definitive work
on the topic. Written by 1.E.S. Edwards, keeper
of Egyptian antiquities at the British Museum
from 1955-72, this book presents the facts in a
most readable form and is the reference for the
archaeological information in this article.
The
history
of
Dynastic
Egyptian
civilisation covers more than 3000 years, of
which the Pyramid Age accounts for fewer than
500, although this form of construction
continued, in a much debased form, for a further
500. There are more than 80 known pyramids
in Egypt, some of which are so ruined as to
appear only as heaps of rubble.
It is not surprising that many people have
exercised their imaginations to speculate on the
purpose of these massive stone structures and
on the methods used in their construction.
Although there is much that is unknown about
the Egyptian pyramids there can be little doubt
that they were built according to the funerary
rites of the Egyptian religion and that the
construction methods used were quite possible

within the limits of the technology of the time.
The Egyptian religion was firmly based on
the existence of an afterlife, which depended for
its continuance on the protection of the mortal
remains of the former citizen. In pre-dynastic
times, important people were buried under a
mound of sand the shape of which seems to
have gained some religious significance.
During the First and Second Dynasties this
mound was made more elaborate and became
a rectangular, decorated mud brick structure,
called a mastaba.
Naturally enough, the
mastaba of the Pharaoh was the most imposing ,
although many fine examples have been found
of those of nobles and officials.
In the Third Dynasty, circa 2680 BC, the
Pharaoh of the time, Zoser, was fortunate in
having as his Chancellor, one lmhotep, who is
credited with the building of the first pyramid
(and, incidentally, the world's first large stone
building).
lmhotep was deified by later
Egyptians, possibly the first recorded instance
of someone "coming up through the ranks".
It is tempting to speculate that lmhotep
thought to himself one day "If I put another
mastaba on top of the first one and then another
on top of that, until I reach six, then my Pharaoh
will be much more important than his old Dad",
but excavations of loser's Step Pyramid reveal
that many changes in design occurred during its
construction.
First, an unusual square mastaba was built
in the unusual material of stone. Then it was
added to, in various stages, until it became
rectangular, then built upwards to become a
four step pyramid, then extended on two sides
and upwards to become a six step pyramid,
which was its final form. All of this indicates that
there was no sudden infusion of new ideas from
"somewhere else" that suddenly changed
"primitive" Egyptians into brilliant engineers and
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stonemasons, a theory beloved of the more
irrational speculators on matters Egyptian. It is
clear that lmhotep was an unusually intelligent
man but it is equally clear that his ideas did not
spring from mysterious sources. His learning
curve is inscribed in stone.
From the first step pyramid, we can trace
the development of this form of architecture
through the first true pyramid, to the apogee of
pyramid building, the Great Pyramid of Khufu at
Giza. This is the one about which all of the
fantasies have been constructed and it certainly
is a remarkable piece of engineering. The first
notable fact about the Great Pyramid is that the
time which elapsed between the invention of
pyramid architecture by lmhotep and the
construction of this, the largest and best of them
all, was only a little over a century.
The Great Pyramid is unique in many
ways. When it was built, it was the heaviest
building (at around 6 million tonnes) ever built.
It still is. It consists of approximately 2.3 million
blocks of stone, with an average weight of 2.5
tonnes. Its base is 227 metres square, accurate
to within 20cm on each side. Its original height
was 150m, although the top 15m have
disappeared. It is accurately aligned to the four
cardinal points, with its least accurate side, the
east, diverging by only 5' 30" from true northsouth, which, for a civilisation that had no
compass, was not bad. Its base covers 13.1
acres, its sides make an angle to the ground of
51 2 52' and it was built using technology no
more sophisticated than the lever, the roller, the
inclined plane, stone and copper tools,
intelligent minds and hard work.
We should clear up a few popular
misconceptions at this stage, misconceptions
largely propagated by the works of wilfully
ignorant authors such as Erich van Daniken,
who surely must hold the distinction of being
more wrong about more things than any other
person on Earth.
The Egyptians were not primitive people at
all. They were every bit as intelligent and
sophisticated as we are today, and, although
their technology was simple, it was adequate for
the task and they were expert in its application.
The Egyptians did not use slaves to build
the pyramids but citizens who were paid in food
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for their work (their is even evidence that the
Egyptians invented the strike for better wages).
We know that the expert work on the pyramids
was carried out by a full time team of craftsmen,
and we can assume that much of the heavy
labour was carried out by unskilled "casual
labour", probably the local farmers who had
nothing to do while their land was inundated by
the annual Nile flood.
The Egyptians moved large blocks of
stone on wooden sleds, pulled by teams of men
with ropes.
Von Daniken would have us
believe that the Egyptians had no rope and that
wood was in short supply because "trees did
not grow in abundance along the Nile". Both
statements are lies. Many ropes have been
found in Egyptian tombs, and the Egyptians
used a lot of wood, much of which they acquired
on trade with neighbouring countries, and many
examples of which have been found.
The Egyptians did not carry out human
sacrifice in dynastic times (although there is
some evidence that pre-dynastic Egyptians did)
and there is no evidence that live humans were
sealed in pyramids with their dead Pharaoh.
This latter is almost certainly a Hollywood
invention.
Mummification was carried out for the
purpose of preserving the remains of Egyptians
for the afterlife and not, as von Daniken would
have it, for resurrection by returning astronauts.
The techniques of mummification are available
to us in some considerable detail, from existing
texts. The internal organs were removed and
stored separately from the body, and the body
was treated with various salts and resins and
wrapped in linen.
All of this may have been counter
productive, as some older mummies of earlier
Egyptians, merely buried without treatment,
have survived better than those of Pharaohs.
The evidence suggests that dessication caused
by interment in dry sand is a far better
preservative than any of the treatments given to
pharonic corpses.
What really gives the lie to van Daniken,
however, is the fact that the brain was removed
in pieces, through the nose, ar;d not preserved .
The Egyptians believed that the heart was the
seat of the soul, and that the brain was not of
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particular importance.
In the case of van
Daniken, this may well be true.

Motivation
We will look further at some of the
fantasies that have been built around the Great
Pyramid later, but first let us consider "why build
a pyramid in the first place?".
The answer to that is that we do not know.
There are many logical hypotheses (and many
more illogical ones) but there is no doubt that
the purpose was of a religious nature. It may be
that the pyramid was seen as a "stairway to the
heavens" for the dead Pharaoh to ascend to his
rightful place alongside the sun god.
There is no direct evidence that the
pyramids were the actual burial site of the kings,
as no pharonic remains have ever been found
inside or under a pyramid. The pyramids may
have been built as a memorial and not as a
tomb, although, in the absence of direct
evidence, the latter purpose seems to be more
likely.
One
hypothesis,
proposed
by
German/British physicist Kurt Mendelssohn,
postulates that the existence of the pyramids
was secondary to the fact of their construction.
Mendelssohn proposes that the rulers of the
recently L!nified Egyptian kingdom needed
some work of national importance to weld
together the various regional groups into a
cohesive and centralised state. Mendelssohn's
theory, propounded in his book "The Riddle of
the Pyramids", argues this case very well and,
whether true or not, it is certainly logical and it
does explain some of the mysteries that
surround these giant structures.
This
hypothesis falls within the parameters of
reasonable speculation, as do many others
associated with a period of history which, while
better documented than many other ancient
eras, is far from comprehensively understood.
What surviving texts tell us about the
ancient Egyptians is at considerable variance
with the popular mythology that surrounds them.
They were practical and intelligent people, not
given to excessive mysticism which is an error
generated by the fact that the majority of
surviving literature is concerned with death,
which in turn is explained by the fact that their
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tombs survived the millennia in far better shape
than did their mundane dwellings.
Although there is clear evidence that the
Egyptians
had
sufficient
knowledge
of
astronomy to enable them to devise an accurate
~alendar, and thus to be able to predict their
most important annual event, the flooding of the
Nile, there is no suggestion that they developed
astrology, a fact that should endear them to all
sceptics.
In general, the Egyptians come down to us
as remarkably likeable people, with little of the
cruelty and brutality that characterises so many
ancient civilisations, and not a few modern
ones.
We do not know why the pyramid became
such an important structure to the Egyptians, but
there may be a clue in the sheer pragmatism of
the shape. Once the decision is made to build
on a monumental scale, the pyramid makes the
most sense to people who had not devised
arches or free standing columns. Once you
build a pyramid, assuming you do it properly, it
tends to stay put. Staying up is far simpler than
falling down for a well built pyramid. (This is not
the case for all shapes, as some well built
Skeptics who attended the annual convention
dinner will attest.)
We should also address the claim
commonly made by those who know nothing of
Egyptian history and culture and who seek to
achieve wealth and fame by writing books
which are firmly rooted in that ignorance. This
claim is that "it would be impossible for us today
to build the Great Pyramid".
This claim is both arrant nonsense and
likely to be true - nonsense because the
reasons cited for the claim lie in techniques the
Egyptians were alleged to have and that are no
longer available to modern people, and true for
an entirely different reason in that it would be
hard to conceive of a politician or company
director convincing the electorate or the board
of the desirability of expending so much wealth
on an intrinsically useless structure. (Cynics
should not use the new Parliament House as a
rebuttal of this argument.) This question is
addressed in Ronald Story's book "Guardians
of the Universe?". A Japanese construction
company estimated in 1980 that the cost of

spring 88
erecting a replica of the Great Pyramid, using
modern techniques, would be US$563 million.
If the labour intensive methods employed by the
Egyptians were used, then the cost would
approach US$18 billion. It would be a brave
government indeed that would suggest pyramid
building as a cure for unemployment.
As for the "lost" techniques, there is plenty
of physical evidence of how the Egyptians
chiselled the stones, carried them to the site,
used ramps to get them to the necessary
elevation and moved them around when there.
What techniques have been lost?
Yet another mystery which bedevils the
proponents of paranormal explanations is how
the concept of pyramid building sprang up in
two widely separated cultures as those of Egypt
and Central America. The suggestion is that
Egyptians colonised Central America and
taught the Indians how to do it.
This suggestion is difficult to sustain when
we consider a few facts.
The Central American pyramids were
designed for an entirely different purpose to
those of Egypt - ceremonial rather than
funerary. All Central American pyramids are at
a far lower angle than the Egyptian and were
designed to be climbed after construction to the
temples located on top of them. In the case of
the Aztecs, human sacrifice seems to have
been the major activity carried out on the
pyramids, although this probably was not the
case with the Maya.
Methods of construction differed greatly
from those used by the Egyptians and,
generally, the Central American pyramids were
not used for monuments or burial, although one
has been found to contain a body of some
important person.
The crucial fact that makes any cross
cultural exchange seem to be unlikely is that the
earliest pyramids of Mexico are the so called
Temples of the Sun and the Moon at
Teotihuacan, about the builders of which little is
known, but who have been identified by some
mystics as the Lost Tribes of Israel (who else!).
These pyramids are comparable in size to those
of Egypt, and are dated at just before the
beginning of the Christian era. It would seem to
be highly implausible that Egyptians, at the final
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stages of their long history, would venture halfway around the globe and then teach the
natives a technology that they themselves had
abandoned nearly two millennia earlier. It is far
more likely that the practical significance of the
pyramid shape for large construction appealed
to two different cultures, neither of whom had
developed the arch, quite independently.
We can dispose of the absurd pseudoscientific claims of ancient astronauts, time
travellers and remnants of pre-existing hightech civilisations as espoused by the likes of
von Daniken by a simple examination of the
facts which have been discovered by genuine
archaeologists and other scientists.
Such
claims can be put down to wilful ignorance on
the part of their proponents. Of more interest
are some of the weird cults that read mystical
significance into the measurements of the
pyramids, particularly those of the Great
Pyramid of Khufu.
Pyramyths and Pyramidiots
It would appear that the driving force
behind the desire to mix measurement with
Biblical prophecy, that drove many 19th century
British
authors
to
ascribe
unwarranted
significance to the Great Pyramid, was a
distaste for the metric system of measurement,
introduced after the French Revolution. No self~
respecting and God-fearing Briton was going to
take this example of atheistic Frog perfidy lying
down. (Readers of middle years or older may
have some sympathy with this view.)
Among the first to address this problem
was a retired publisher, John Taylor, who
believed that the pyramid had been built by
Noah, to God's specifications, and who decided
that 25 inches was the size of the Biblical cubit.
Taylor was the first to realise that the
dimensions of the Great Pyramid suggested that
the Egyptians had knowledge of the ratio pi (rr;
the ratio of the circumference of the pyramid to
its height gives a fairly accurate ratio of 1/2rr).
As it was known that the Egyptians had not
developed mathematics on a theoretical level to
that extent, this convinced Taylor that the Great
Pyramid was divinely inspired and presented a
genuine problem to more scientifically inclined
scholars.
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One possible explanation that has been
advanced is that, if the Egyptians used a rolling
drum to measure long distances, then pi would
have become part of the computation quite
fortuitously
and
Egyptians
would
have
discovered the ratio without being conscious of
the fact.
Whatever the truth of the matter, Taylor,
who was an adherent of the proposition that the
British were descended from the Lost Tribes of
Israel, was convinced that the Pyramid had
been built by these proto-Britons. Obviously the
Egyptians could not have done it, as they were
worse than the French.
Taylor's ideas were taken up by no less a
personage than the Astronomer Royal for
Scotland, Charles Piazzi Smyth.
(The real
mystery in this story is how someone with such
a foreign sounding middle name got to be
Astronomer Royal.) Smyth had been a pupil of
Sir John Herschell and, like Herschell and
Taylor, he objected to the use of the metric
measurement system, which may help to
account for some of the extraordinary theories
he later propounded.
Finding that one of the casing stones of the
Great Pyramid was approximately 25 inches,
equal to Taylor's cubit, Smyth decided that the
inch (one twenty-fifth of a cubit and
approximately one 1O millionth part of the
Earth's polar radius) must have been the divine
unit of length. When it was discovered that the
original casing stone was a bit over 25 inches
(25.025 in fact), Smyth proposed that the
"Pyramid inch" of 1.001 was the actual divine
unit (the British unit presumably got worn down
a bit in the pocket of one of the Lost Tribesmen).
Of course it did serve to prove that the
British measurement system was divinely
inspired, which was one in the eye for those
nasty French. Smyth used the pyramid inch
and various other measurements made at the
Great Pyramid to calculate the density of the
Earth, its population and, for all we know, the
winner of the third at Ascot.
It is obvious that, given the number of
measurements one could make in a huge
structure like the Great Pyramid, and with
suitably preconceived ideas, one can come up
with any answers one likes. This Smyth did.

spring 88
His book, "Our Inheritance in the Great
Pyramid", contains over 600 pages of these
calculations and predictions. The big problem
was that all of this was theory - no actual
dimension of one pyramid inch had been found.
This was put right when Smyth, on a visit to
Egypt, found a mason's boss on a slab of stone
and declared it to be the Divine Standard. The
"science" of Pyramidology was now firmly
established. It survived the revelation that one
of Smyth's followers had been caught trying to
file down the boss to make it more accurate and
the discovery that surviving Great Pyramid
casing stones were all of different sizes.
With the bit firmly between his teeth, Smyth
and his many followers, who included the
founders of the Jehovah Witnesses, using his
Pyramid Inch decided that various internal
structures of the Great Pyramid were a record of
the past history of the world (naturally beginning
in 4004 BC), and that was . not all. Further
measurements showed that the future history of
the world was also contained in the stones. The
end of the world was variously predicted as
happening in 1874, 1914, 1920 and 1925.
As with all failed predictions, when it does
not happen you revise the data to get a new
date (see Nostradamus). What Smyth and his
followers were doing was bending the data to
achieve their preconceived outcomes, a
practice still followed by many practitioners of
the paranormal.
Smyth could multiply any dimension by a
suitably large number and come up with a
significant measurement, such as the distance
to the sun derived from the height of the
pyramid (481 ft x 1000 million = 90 million
miles). Not very accurate, and certainly not as
accurate as God or a space travelling ET would
know them, but they certainly fooled the
customers.
Unfortunately for Smyth, like an earlier
personage of Egyptian fame, he was nursing a
viper in his bosom.
His theories, largely
because of his position, were treated with a
degree of respect that they obviously did not
deserve. One of his most ardent supporters
was a chemical engineer, who along with his
son, decided that to further refine Smyth's
theories more accurate measurements were
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needed to be made on site. These two set to
work to design more accurate instruments to
make the measurements as exact as possible.
As this took a long time, the engineer finally
decided that he was too old to travel to Egypt
and his son was sent out alone. He conducted
several very accurate triangulations of the site
and succeeded in proving conclusively that
Smyth
was
talking
through
his
hat
(chapeaulallia?).
The young man, William Matthew Flinders
Petrie, stayed on in Egypt to become the
greatest Egyptologist of his time and to be
regarded by many as the father of scientific
archaeology.
He was, incidentally, the
grandson of the explorer of Australia's
coastline, Matthew Flinders.
The fact that Smyth was wrong has done
nothing to dissuade a lot of people from
believing his predictions and his theories
continue to be recycled to this day.
Pyramid Power
or Much Ado About Nothing
All of the foregoing can be explained by
the inability of some people to accept that
ancient civilisations were capable of carrying
out major works of construction or that these
monolithic structures are intrinsically useless.
The next stage in the saga of pyramidiocy
leaves the world of tangible pyramids and
enters the realm of pyramid as shape. More
particularly, we will look at the effect of pyramids
on that shibboleth of the New Age, "energies
unknown to science", or euts as we will refer to
them for typographical reasons.
It was probably inevitable that someone,
sometime, would hit upon the idea that the
pyramid itself had something to do with the
process of mummification. This idea flies in the
face of all the evidence of how mummification
was carried out, including the records left by the
Egyptians themselves, but it is in accord with
the thinking of those who persist in seeing a
problem where none exists.
Martiri Gardner, in his entertaining book
"The Magic Numbers of Dr Matrix", traces the
first' reference to this idea to the early years of
the twentieth century. At that tim~. a "French
occultist", as Gardner describes him, discovered
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that a dead cat became mummified after being
placed in a model pyramid. As there appeared
to be no great call for mummified cats in the
ensuing half century, no more research seems
to have been carried out.
Then, in the late 1950s, a Czech named
Drbal claimed that a razor blade placed under a
cardboard pyramid retained its edge for longer
than would normally be expected.
Next, we find that various film actors (who
may well be the descendants of the Lost Tribes
of Israel) claim to be able to meditate better
while sitting under a pyramid. Others have
claimed that foodstuffs kept in a pyramid retain
all of their freshness, wishes come true when
written on paper and placed in a pyramid,
pyramids kill bacteria. This is all remarkable
stuff, if true, but how true is it?
Let us first consider euts, whether they
obey rules, and how a pyramid might channel
them.
Whenever a pseudo-scientist or a
paranormalist is challenged to explain some
phenomenon that science decrees to be highly
improbable, he responds with euts. While not
wishing to suggest that there are no such things
as euts, we are not very encouraged to believe
in them by the claims made for them.
It appears that they can do anything and
are not governed by any rules at all.
Proponents of pyramid power have claimed that
pyramids can, inter alia, mummify flesh,
preserve food in a natural state and resharpen
razor blades. It would appear, to the casual
observer, that these three acts call for three
different applications of energy.
To mummify flesh presupposes an ability
to remove water molecules; to sharpen razor
blades requires the ability to add molecules;
and to preserve food means preserving the
status qua. As the material from which the
pyramid is constructed does not appear to effect
any of these processes (they are available in
cardboard,
wood,
polystyrene,
copper,
polycarbonate, steel and many other materials)
and as they appear to have no control systems,
how is the required process determined? Can
the euts itself decide that the object in the
pyramid is a razor blade or a dead cat?
If that is so, and that appears to be the only
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logical conclusion that follows from the claims,
then we appear to be dealing with some form of
This is an extraordinary
sentient energy.
concept and would require far more persuasive
evidence for its existence than is offered by its
Imagine the problems Einstein
proponents.
would have faced with relativity if gravity could
think for itself!
Next we ask, "What is inherent in the
pyramid shape that allows it to channel this
energy when other geometrical solids do not?".
We do not hear about Cube Power or Sphere
Power (although this article may generate such
thoughts in some minds - it has happened
before). The answer is that there is nothing
about a pyramid that should give us reason to
suppose that this shape holds a privileged
position in the world of solids. Far more likely
that the proponents of this fallacy are seduced
by the supposed mysteries of the Egyptian
pyramids and that as a result have invested the
shape itself with mystical powers.
There is no reason to believe that
pyramids exert some sort of influence on
energy, be it known or unknown to science.
This, of course, would not matter if there were
examples of tests that "proved" the opposite.
However, while there are many references in
ature to such tests, it is difficult to find
the pro liter_
reference to any properly conducted tests that
give factual results rather than subjective
Those tests that have been
opinions.
conducted using a double blind methodology
give no comfort to the proponents of pyramid
power.
In a test of French wine, as reported in the
Winter 1987-88 edition of The Skeptical
Inquirer, wine kept in pyramids was judged to
be no different in quality from wine not so
stored.
Proponents of pyramid power must fall
back on the only rule that euts are known to
obey. This is the law that states "No paranormal
event will occur in any location that contains a
This law is better known by its
sceptic".
common title of "The Psychic's Cop-Out", which
explains a lot of things other than the failure of
pyramids to perform.
To conclude this section on pyramid
power, we should refer to the influence of
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American author and respected sceptic, Martin
Gardner, on the level of belief in this unlikely
form of energy. In a satirical article in the June
1974 edition of Scientific American , Gardner
made a number of outrageous claims for the
powers of pyramids, which were being
promoted by his character Dr Matrix. Gardner
was astonished at the amount of mail generated
by this article, from people who were seeking
more details of how pyramids could help them.
of Gardner's tongue-in-cheek
Some
claims still form part of the lore of pyramid
power, so do not be surprised if cube or sphere
power become New Age phenomena in the
future.
Although there is nothing particularly
mysterious about pyramids, they certainly have
exerted an influence upon the imagination of
many people for millennia.
Merely reading about how people from
early civilisations set about the tasks of
construction and how modern people have
wrested the secrets from the stones appeals to
our romantic instincts. It makes us realise the
physical
and
mental
remarkable
accomplishments of which the human species
is capable and has been capable since the
beginning of recorded history.
It also makes us realise just how limited
must be the imagination of those who cannot
take pride in the accomplishments of our
species and who must invent super beings to
take credit for what humans have done.
As sceptics, we should not resent such
people as Erich von Daniken, Charles Piazzi
Smyth and the many others. We should pity
them for the narrowness of their vison and the
meanness of their spirit.
Barry Williams is president of Australian Skeptics and
has a long-standing interest in Egyptology.
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THE NEW AGE

Human Potential
Hypothetical
J.X.HYPO
My concern relates to the growing number of
and
"achievement
oriented"
seminars
workshops currently being presented in
Australia by overseas-based groups.
At costs ranging from $300 to $600 plus
two or three days, these mental and emotional
stimulation seminars raise a number of
questions:
1. How much money is being removed from
Australia by these groups.
2. How dangerous is it to the average person
following a mental or emotional massage to
financially involve themselves and often their
family without a shred of business experience
to a commitment based on "I can do anything".
3. What are the short , medium and long term
effects on our society and economy if the
is
allowed
to
continue
phenomenon
uncontrolled at its current growth rate in
Australia.
It is interesting but disturbing to read
media accounts of the now infamous Anne
Hamilton Byrne's group in Victoria, and how so
many intelligent and well-meaning people were
lured by the words and influence of just one
person and a small band of devoted deceivers,
only to admit after all those years that the milk
had turned sour and the honey had become
bitterness.
Few would deny that in the
beginning the path had looked beautiful and full
of promise; what remains today appears to be
shattered lives, broken families and a reference
of where the so-called New Age could lead.
But, they will cry out "Our knowledge is
new ... we are the way, the truth and the light ...
just shut up, pay up, and we will lead the way .. .
you must have an open mind".
. Could it be that an open mind will swallow
anything?
I would propose the following
hypothetical to see if it could work. If what
follows seems far-fetched, you need only turn to

the promotional literature for "consciousness
raising" courses to realise that in fact such
statements as these are common phrases and
assertions.
It's so beautiful being a hypothetical entity:
you can float, fluctuate and fancify through all
levels of consciousness. You are at one with
yourself, both in the past and future, and there
are times when all your existence, energy and
power becomes "now".
You are about to
embark on the most glorious journey of all, to
guide the New Agers into a state of cataclysmic
cohesion. But where do we start?
First, we must have access to a field of
knowledge no other mind has comprehended.
The "micro brain" sounds promising. It lies
somewhere between and behind the eye:,, so
small and yet so powerful that its existence falls
beyond scientific or medical comprehension.
The mind's eye ... it's like the program disk
of a computer that directs all messages of the
senses to the data disk or grey matter of the
brain that you and I and the medical profession
know exists.
"How do you know" asks one enquiring
New Ager and twenty-five Skeptics attending
the preview or introduction for our forthcoming
two-day seminar.
Well may you ask and you may well
ponder, I reply, but others who teach 10%
conscious and 90% subconscious seek only to
find an interaction of the physical and
metaphysical senses, the past and the future.
What we are talking about here is pure energy.
I can promise if you attend the Micro Brain
course you will be in total control. Again what
we are talking about here is pure energy;
power not of the mind but of the universe.
"How did you acquire this knowledge•,
enquires a wise old Skeptic in the audience.
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I continue, lifting up my chin and looking
down at my audience, but keeping up a .cheesy
ring of confidence (most important ... always
look happy). You see how profound pondering
can produce peakperformance (the "P" factor).
Thank-you for the question. You have
asked and are entitled as a living breathing
being to know.
It occurred in the year of 1987 at the VFL
grand final midway during the third quarter ...
80,000 plus people crowded into one stadium
yet I alone was selected. Using my Micro Brain
I will answer the question on everyone's lips
before you have time to ask: Why was I
selected? .
That, folks, is Micro Brain information
which is to be revealed to each and every one
of you on the second day of our Grade 3 ·course.
It's simply ... mind blowing!
·
What you have in the above hypothetical
could well be the embryo of an idea to make a
million dollars, to break up the happiness of
many families and to control the minds and
emotions of friends, neighbours and fellow
citizens. I have little doubt that given time and
effort I could pursue the Micro Brain nonsense
to a point where, supported by the Magnetic BioConducting Generator, Dessicated Water and
Tyres made from Emu Feathers, I could have
hundreds if not thousands contributing to my
wealth and prosperity.
As long as people pay $600 with a nonrefundable deposit of $100, I may not give a
damn. I wouldn't care what their physical or
emotional condition was prior to the seminar; I
care little for my qualifications, but rely entirely
on my ability and ego; I'll find plenty for them to
contemplate and play, to fill up the two or three
days - that's the easy part.
Who cares if only one partner of a
marriage can attend due to financial difficulties;
if the second party is weak enough they will
scrimp and save to catch up at some future
presentation - don't worry, we'll be back. If the
marriage happens to break up in the meantime,
it's a real win situation for us.
Our newly
acquired member will have plenty of funds after
settlement to attend our subsequent courses
and even advance to franchisee status.
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The fear of not attending is our greatest
weapon ... eat it, breath it, and use it, but most of
all quietly convince one and all that the Micro
Brain seminar will overcome ... fear.
If they come to our preview without a fear
in the world, they'll certainly leave with one.
J.X. Hypo is, obviously, the pseudonym of a
researcher in the human potential movement, who wishes
his identity to remain unknown as he is still conducting
investigations of a number of HPM programs. It is
anticipated that we will have a closer look at a number of
these courses in a future issue of the Skeptic.

The
Do-It-Yourself
Pseudoscience
Competition
In two articles in this magazine,
suggestions are made of new
possibilities for pseudosciences
(Micro-Brains and Cube Power).
In the tradition of Pyramid Power,
we therefore present an opportunity
to win a free subscription to
the Skeptic for 1989
simply by suggesting
your very own pseudoscience.
In 1000 words
(that's the same number as there are
years in a millenium)
or less, we would like you to give us
a brief resume of your pseudoscience
including applications, forms of energy
and how the idea came to you
(eg falling out of tree, UFO abduction, etc).
Entries to:
Aust Skeptics, PO Box 575, Manly 2095
by November 30, 1988
Aust Skcptics denies all responsibility for miswc of pscud011Cicnccs derived through this competition.
However, we will happily expose: anyone using them for persona) gain!
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STUDENT ESSAY COMPETITION

The Out-of-Body Experience
It's All in the Mind
SIMON TOBIN
The following article was awarded first prize
($500) In the 1988 Australian Skeptlcs Student
Essay competition. The judges found the
decision of a winner very dlfflcuh, In
consequence of which the prize pool was
doubled, with three further prizes Issued, two
of $200 and one of $100. This entry was
considered best for Its extensive use of
references and especially for Its construction,
demonstrating the attributes the judges were
seeking of considering both sides of the
argument. The author Is twenty years old and
currently enrolled In the postgraduate Diploma

draw conclusions about the actual nature of the
QBE.
Blackmore (1982) asserts that an OBE
occurs when one seems to perceive the world
from a perspective outside the body. She
describes the "typical" OBE as being
experienced only in the modalities of vision and
hearing, and reports sensations of floating or
flying as common. Objects, lights and colours
appear unusually vivid , and often the OBEer
can observe their own body. Occassionally, a
of Psychology at the University of Queensland,
silver cord is seen linking the two bodies.
having already achieved a Bachelor of Arts
Blackmore's definition, while detailed, is
degree In 1987.
inadequate for research purposes. The use of
Abstract
the word "seems" may imply that the experience
The definitions and characteristics of the out-of-body
was acknowledged as being non-real.
A
experience were examined. It was concluded that none of
person may acknowledge that they "seemed" to
the various definitions are specific enough with regard to
be
out of their body but not necessarily believe
the idea of an actual physical split between the
that to be the case. A person who experionces
consciousness and the body. The experimental evidence
was outlined , the weaknesses highlighted and alternative
an OBE but recognises it as an hallucination is
explanations were given. The out-of-body experience
making a distinction between what "seems" to
associated with the near-death experience was
be and what actually "is".
considered, and theories and explanations were reviewed .
Twemlow, Gabbard and Jones (1982)
It was concluded that the best explanations of the
defined the OBE as an experience where a
phenomenon were those that assert that the OBE is an
altered state of consciousness, the elements of which are
person feels that their mind or awareness was
products of the memory and imagination.
separated from their physical body. They asked
subjects if they had had an experience of this
The out-of-body experience (QBE) has been
kind . However, like Blackmore, it appears that
defined in a number of ways, but all definitions
their definition is not strict enough to distinguish
infer some kind of physical separation between
between subjects who believe they were really
the mind and the body. For example , Irwin
out of the body and those who merely
(1985) , reviewed by Shaver (1986) defines
acknowledge a sensation of their mind being
OBEs as experiences in which the centre of
separated from their body.
consciousness temporarily appears to the
These false definitions encourage false
experient to occupy a position spatially remote
positives. That is, people who have had an
from the body. This definition is broad enough
QBE-like experience but recognise it as "nonto cover a variety of experiences like astral
real" could be mis-classified as "genuine"
travel, remote viewing, ESP projection and the
OBEers. People may acknowledge that their
separation of consciousness and body at death.
mind seemed separated from their body but not
· This essay will outline popular definitions
believe that an actual physical split had
of the out-of-body experience, critically evaluate · occurred.
the anecdotal and experimental evidence and
Rogo (1975) cites the work of Dr Robert
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Crookall, a geologist, who studied a large
amount of anecdotal reports of OBEs.
He
claimed that the common ground between them
is difficult to ascribe to chance, so he concluded
that OBEs must be a real phenomenon. This
type of research is plauged with problems. In
any study based on anecdotal evidence,
researchers are motivated to find confirmatory
and ignore disconfirmatory evidence, whether
they are aware of it or not. In the area of OBEs,
the
associated
phenomena
are
well
documented and researchers know what
common threads to expect, so it is hardly
surprising that such a large overlap of evidence
exists.
~n addition, Crookall concludes that
because the experiences are similar, they must
be real. This illogical leap is entirely fallacious.
It is almost like asking two people to describe a
unicorn and concluding that such a creature
must exist because both subjects talked of a
white horse with a single horn on its nose!
Estimates of the incidence of OBEs are
wildly variable.
Researchers report very
different data and the definitions, controls and
sampling techniques are often questionable.
Blackmore (1984) cites some results of
research into the incidence of OBEs. Palmer
(1979) surveyed 1000 persons and found that
25% of students and 14% of the general
population reported having had an OBE.
Haraldsson (1977) found 8% of affirmative
responses from an Icelandic sample;
Irwin
(1980) in Australia found 20%, Blackmore
(1982) obtained 14% in England and Kohr
(1980) sampled members of a group entitled
and
The
Association
for
Research
Enlightenment . and obtained 50% positive
responses! As has been outlined earlier, the
vague definition of the OBE probably accounts
for these discrepancies, not to mention the
biased sample Kohr used.
To illustrate the unreliability of these
findings, Schmeidler (1983) reports a study in
which students were surveyed before and after
an induction procedure that invo!ved a series of
relaxation exercises, visual imagery exercises
and finally attempts to leave the body. Before
the experiment, only 4% of the subjects
reported having had a prior QBE, but after the
induction a striking 98% of the students
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reported the experience. She says these results
imply that differences in exposure to direct
suggestion, or to indirect cultural suggestion,
can account for the differences in the groups'
reports of OBEs.
Macintosh (1980) interviewed members of
three Melanesian cultural groups and found a
body of beliefs about OBEs that he says are
broadly in agreement with one another. Sheils
(1978) conducted another cross-cultural study
in which the extent of belief in OBEs was
assessed in 67 primitive cultures. He found that
95% of these cultures believed in OBEs and
concluded that the specificity and generality of
these beliefs indicate that the OBE is a genuine
event. However, he produces a table (p. 730)
that shows the necessary conditions for an OBE
to occur, and in 79% of the cultures the primary
necessary condition is sleep! It is possible that
the primitive cultures Sheils studied interpret
many, if not all, of their dreams as OBEs. If a
person dreams of wandering around the
countryside, the dream may be explained in
terms of something leaving the physical body
during sleep and acting out the dream.
Similarly, a dream about a dead relative may be
taken as evidence that there is something other
than the body that survives death. Because the
dreamer believes that they met and spoke to a
dead person, they may believe that they
encountered the dead person's spirit in some
other world.
Both Sheils and Macintosh erroneously
conclude that widespread belief implies truth. It
is possible that a similarly high percentage of
the primitive cultures they sampled believe in
some sort of sun or rain god, but few peolpe
would conclude that there must be such deities
from that kind of data!
Laboratory tests
Some researchers believe that an
objective
laboratory
demonstration
of
separation of mind from brain is required to
show evidence for OBEs being an actual
physical phenomenon. One early experiment
involved weighing the bodies of mice as they
died to see if the release of the soul caused a
corresponding weight loss in the mouse. Sadly,
the recent laboratory work is not much better
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than this rather primitive attempt.
Charles Tart performed a series of
experiments on Miss Z, a person who claimed
to be able to induce an QBE state in her sleep.
The idea of the experiment was for Miss Z to go
to sleep in the laboratory, induce an OBE and
"float" up out of her body to read a five-digit
random number that was placed on a small
shelf above her head.
The subject was
connected to a polygraph by wires that were
two feet long, so it was apparently impossible to
move to see the number without disconnecting
the wires. Alcock (1981) points out that it was
probably possible to move the box from the
head of the bed.
For three nights, Miss Z was unable to
read the number, but on the fourth night she
awoke early in the morning and correctly
reported the number; a seemingly remarkable
achievement at odds of better than 100,000:1.
In fact, the experiment was so loosely controlled
that a number of alternative explanations are
likely.
Tart reports that he monitored the
recording equipment throughout the night, and
kept notes of whatever the subject did. As it
turns out, his techniques of observation leave a
lot to be desired, as he goes on to say that in
some instances particular behaviours may have
been missed because he occassionally dozed!
The EEG trace revealed an amount of
sixty-cycle artifact which is consistent with the
subject attempting to position herself to read the
number. Tart acknowledges that she may have
used concealed mirrors and reaching rods and
read the number in this manner, but dismisses
these possibilties as "unlikely".
He also
discovered that the number may have been
reflected in the shiny base of a clock that was
positioned above the shelf, so he changed the
set-up of the room for a fifth night of testing.
However, "personal difficulties" forced the
subject to return home to aonther state, and no
more tests were done. Predictably, as soon as
the controls were tightened, the subject was
unable to repeat the performance.
Despite the high likelihood of fraud and
the extreme flimsiness of the findings, this
experiment is often reported by other
parapsychologists, such as Rago. (1975) and
Blackmore (1987), as a success.
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Another reported "success" is the case of
Blue Harary, again cited as evidence by Hoga.
Harary was placed in a laboratory several miles
from a target area and was supposed to induce
an 008 state and attempt to appear to his pet
cat.
It was claimed that the cat became
"extremely passive" at times that corresponded
to those times that Blue Harary was allegedly
008 and with his pet. However, because we
cannot communicate with the cat, it is
impossible to tell if it actually detected Harary's
prescence or some other variable accounted for
its passivity.
It was also claimed that Harary was
detected by human subjects to whom he was
trying to appear.
These persons reported
shadows and flashes of light at the time Harary
was suposed to be out-of-body. Curiously, the
subjects were told the period of time that Harary
would be trying to appear to them, and they
were probably motivated to search for cues that
would normally be dismissed. If one is waiting
for the appearance of an astral traveller, cues
such as shadows and flickering light will
undoubtedly be detected and reported as
occurring more frequently.
An Amercian artist called Inga Swann was
another person who claimed to be abl-9 to
induce 008 states at will. Osis and Mitchell
(1977) wired him up to an EEG and compared
the records when he reported being out-of-body
with the EEG record for his normal state of
consciousness. They found that the mean EEG
amplitude recorded during the 008 condition
was significantly less than during the non-008
condition.
However,
one
physiological
measure is hardly rigorous proof that the
subject was out-of-body, as a slightly flattened
EEG can be attributed to many causes apart
from astral projection.
In addition, there is no baseline or typical
EEG reading for someone who is 008. Without
such a comparison group, it is impossible to
infer that a certain type of reading implies that
the subject was out-of-body.
Life after Death
OBEs are often taken 2.s evidence that
consciousness survives death and that there is
some kind of "afterlife" or non-physical
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existence.
Ring (1980), in his book "Life After Death",
examines the near-death experience (NDE) in
great detail and outlines a number of stages of
what he terms the "core experience". He found
that more than a third of his respondents
claimed to have had an OBE while close to
death, and he rules out hallucinations,
expectations and pharmacological causes as
He favours the
alternative explanations.
hypothesis that there is a genuine OBE or a
separation of consciousness from the known
body at the moment of death. . All Ring's
evidence is anecdotal and is prone to the same
problems as outlined earlier with reference to
Crookall's work.
Sabom (1982), cited by Heaney (1983),
Studied 100 hospital patients and 61 of these
recalled something from their NDE. He reports
three types of experience: autoscopy (26% of
respondents), which is seeing one's own body
from a position of height; the passage of
consciousness into a foreign region or
dimension (52%); and a combination of the two
(22%). He rules out oxygen deprivation as an
explanation because there were no olfactory
experiences nor sudden feelings of despair
such as those that are associated with anoxia.
In addition, none of the patients were using
drugs. Like Ring, Sabom's beliefs lean in the
direction of a genuine OBE, but like Crookall, it
is mistakenly concluded that similarity of
experience implies the reality of the experience.
Other authors cited in Heaney's review
explain the OBE associated with the NDE in
hallucinations associated with
terms of
depersonalisation or dissociative experiences
which are caused by the stress of being close to
death. Some ·theorists say that the "tunnel"
experience is a flashback of one's birth.
Blackmore (1988) regards the latter explanation
wth some scepticism, and gave a questionnaire
to 254 subjects, 36 of whom were born by
Caesarian section. She hypothesised that the
group born by Casearian section would not
Both groups
report tunnel experiences.
reported the same proportion of OBEs and
"tunnel" experiences, and although Blackmore
acknowledges that the experiences could be
based on the general idea of birth, the theory is

spring 88
drastically weakened.
Heaney concludes that NDEs are
"archetypal and symbolical experiences, deep
experiences of the individual and collective
psyche, combined with some ESP phenomena"
While he argues that NDEs are
(p.125).
symbolical, he believes that they are genuine
transition experiences that point to another life
without disclosing its true nature. He says they
may be a type of "bridge" experience.
The near-death experience seems to have
a positive effect on those who experience it.
People report no longer being afraid of death
and being more "spiritual" (Ring, 1980).
Grayson (1983) reported that NDEs foster a
devaluation of conventional measures of
material and social success and an increased
emphasis on altruistic and spiritual concerns.
Alcock (1979) argues that OBEs are most
likely a kind of psychological reaction to stress
He cites Reed (1972), who
or conflict.
describes a process that he terms ego-splitting:
"As well as feeling unnaturally calm, the subject
feels as though he is actually outside one's
body, at some vantage point from when one can
calmly observe and hear oneself in the third
person" (p.125). This theory accounts for the
OBE associated with the NDE, since being
close to death certainly causes stress and
conflict.
Alcock also cites Palmer (1978), who
asserts that in both Western and Eastern
cultures, death is said to involve the separation
of the soul with the physical body. He says that
no matter what personal views a person may
hold on the subject, they cannot help but think
The stress
of this at the time of death.
associated with the possibility of dying may
bring about such an experience. Palmer is
himself a professor of parapsychology, but
states that "the OBE is neither potentially nor
It is an
actually a psychic phenomenon.
experience or mental state, like a dream or any
other altered state of consciousness" (p.21 ).
Palmer adds that hypnagogic sleep
accounts for the overwhelming majority of
reported OBEs. OBEs are most likley when
going to sleep or waking up, and this is when
hypnagogic sleep and its relative hypnapompic
sleep are most likely to occur. Alcock describes
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this phenomenon as a dreamlike fantasy, mixed
with elements of reality, but unlike a normal
dream. For example, if you have ever been
"half-asleep" and heard the telephone ring and
got up to answer it, only to realise you were
mistaken, you have experienced a typical
hypnagogic phenomenon.
Blackmore (1982) also likens flying
dreams and lucid dreams to QBEs, and even
admits that " ... many lucid dreams fit within the
experimental definition of the QBE" (p.294) .
She also reports three findings that the same
type of people reports QBEs and vivid or lucid
dreams (Palmer, 1979;
Kohr, 1980;
and
Blackmore, 1982a cited in Blackmore, 1982).
This adds support to the theory that the
QBE is an altered state of consciousness or a
special kind of dream in which a certain set of
experiences tend to occur together.
Blackmore concludes that a purely
psychological theory is potentially the best
explanation, and leans toward the view that
QBEs are based on the processes of
imagination and hallucination. She argues that
the QBE is best seen as an altered state of
consciousness, the elements of which are
products of one's own memory and imagination
(Alcock, 1983). This conclusion is particularly
noteworthy
because
Blackmore
became
interested in QBEs after experiencing one
herself, which she claimed lasted about three
hours and was complete with astral travel and a
silver cord (Blackmore, 1987). After many years
trying to find evidence for the QBE, she has
acknowledged that the experience does not
involve an actual mind-body split.

Conclusion
In summary, the QBE is poorly defined
and there are large discrepancies about the
incidence and content of the experience. Some
people may believe a dream in which one's
own body is observed constitutes an QBE.
Some may merely imagine their own body from
a different perspective and say they have had
an QBE. · A strict definition emphasising the
actual physical separation of consciousness
and body needs to be made and used uniformly
when QBEs are reported.
.
The experimental evidence for the QBE is
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loosely controlled and methodologically poor,
and often conclusions are drawn from
inadequate data. The psychological explanations put forward by theorists such as Palmer,
Alcock and Blackmore explain the phenomenon
better than theories which involve a physical
separation of consciousness and body.
Finally, a comparison can be drawn
between the evidence for the QBE and Tart's
experiment on Miss Z. When Tart tightened the
controls, Miss Z was unable to repeat her feat.
When the controls are tightened by enforcing a
strict definition
and
encouraging
better
experimental methodology, the effect that is
thought to be the separation of consciousness
and body will decrease dramatically, if not
disappear altogether.
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SKEPTICS OF THE PAST

The Road to Endor
A letter to the editor published in the last issue
of the Skeptic referred in passing to a book
called "The Road to Endor'' in reference to
experiences of prisoners of war.
This got our curiosity roused, and a little
investigation brought the book to light. "The
Road to Endor", by Welsh army officer Lt E.H.
Jones, was first published in 1919 and is
described in a later publisher's blurb as "the
most famous of the escape books of the First
World War''.
It is the escape technique in the book
which is of particular interest to sceptics, as
what began as a spiritualist game to amuse
himself and confound his fellows in the Turkish
prisoner-of-war camp of Yozgad became a
convoluted and highly dangerous plan to effect
the escape of two prisoners - Jones himself and
Australian Lt C.W. Hill.
The plot centres on the use of a makeshift
ouija-board and the fostering among their fellow
prisoners and their Turkish guards of the belief
that the two men were really in touch with a
spirit guid_
e. The Spook, as they called the
guide (and very cantankerous it is, too) , spelt
out messages using the ouija technique of an
upturned glass moving back and forth between
letters of the alphabet. Jones and Hill were
particularly impressive with the board, as they
were usually blindfolded during seances
(having learnt the position of the letters by
memory and with the aid of some specifically
placed notches - they could even perform with
the board turned upside-down).
The pair succeeded in hoodwinking the
Turks (and many of their comrades) and even
persuaded the camp's Commandant that they
could discover buried treasure for him. Their
subsequent adventures in the camp included
feigned madness, treks in search of Armenian
gold, battles between conflicting spirits, many
patient hours spent spelling out long and often
hilarious "messages from beyond", and near
death as they maintained their cover in the face
of suspicious medical and military minds.

Eric Williams, author of that other famous
book, The Wooden Horse , has said that
"for sheer ingenuity, persistence and skill" The
Road to Endor is second to none among such
books, and that it is "the classic of 'escape by
strategy' as opposed to 'escape by tactics'."
Throughout the book, Jones describes the
increasingly sophisticated ploys used to
convince their victims of the veracity of the spirit
guides, including challenges from unconvinced
colleagues that would do proud a modern day
sceptic. Techniques such as palming, mind
reading, thought transference and possession
are also used. The book is also extremely
interesting for the picture it gives of the
willingness of victims to fall for what is
seemingly the most transparent ruse.
One passage in particular is a classic
example of "cold reading", the practice whereby
the "psychic" feeds back to the victim
information which is received through very nonmystical ways. The passage below falls early in
the book, so as not to spoil the pleasure of
anyone who wishes to follow up on what is a
highly recommended volume of spiritualist
chicanery.

·pow

It was extremely interesting from a
psychological point of view to notice how the basic
idea that they were conversing with some unknown
force seemed to throw men off their balance. Time
and again the "Spook", under one name or another,
pumped the sitter without the latter's knowledge. It
was amazing how many men gave themselves away,
and themselves told the story in their questions , which
they afterwards thought the Spook had told in his
answers. I could quote many instances, but let one
suffice. As it concerns a lady, I shall depart from my
rule, and call the officer concerned "Antony", which is
neither his trtue name or his nickname.
One night we had been spooking for some time.
There was the usual little throng of spectators round
the board, who came and went as the humour seized
them. Our War-news Spook had occupied the stage
for the early part of the evening, and had just
announced his departure. We asked him to send
someone else. [Footnote: "The seance that follows is
incidentally an example of a conversation with a
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person still alive, or, in the technical language of the
seance room, 'still on this side'."]
"Who are you?" said Alec [one of Jones' earlier
collaborators]. As he spoke, the door opened and
Antony came in, and stood close to my side.
"I am Louise," the board spelt out.
I felt Antony give a little start as he read the
message. Without a pause the Spook went on:
"Hello, Tony!"
"This is interesting," said Tony. (That was giveaway No 2.) "Go on, please. Tell us something."
I now knew that somewhere Tony must have
met a Louise. That was a French name. So far as I
knew he had not served in France. But he had served
in Egypt. One night, a month or so before, in talking
of Egyptian scenery, he had mentioned a long straight
road with an avenue of trees on either side that 'looked
spiffing by moonlight,' and ran for miles across the
desert. It had struck me at the time that there was
nothing particularly 'spiffing' about the type of
scenery described; nothing, at any rate, to rouse the
enthusiasm he had shown, and his roseate memory of
it might have been tinged by pleasant companionship.
Remembering this, I ventured to say more about
Louise. Nothing could be lost by risking it.
"You remember me, Tony?" asked the Spook.
"I know two Louises,'' said Tony, cautiously.
"Ah! not the old one, mon vieu.x," said the

Spook.
(Now this looks as if the Spook knew both, but
a little reflection shows that, given two Louises, one
was quite probably older than the other.)
Antony was delighted.
"Go on," he said. "Say something."
"Long straight road," said the Spook; "trees,
moonlight."
"Where was that?" asked Tony. There was a
sharpness about this questioning that showed he was
hooked.
"You know, Tony!"
"France?"
"No, no, stupid! Not France! Ah, you have not
forgotten, mon cher , riding in moonlight, trees and
sand, and a straight road - and you and me and the
n1oon."
"This is most interesting,'' said Antony. Then
to the board: "Yes, I know, Egypt - Cairo."
"Bravo! You know me. Why did you leave
me? I am in trouble."
This was cunning of the Spook. Tony must
have left her, because he had come to Yozgad without
her. But Tony did not notice. He was too interested,
and his memory carried him back to another parting.
"You told me to go,'' said Tony. "I wanted to
help" - which showed he hadn't.
"But you didn't - you didn't - you didn't!" said
the Spook.
Tony ran his hand through his hair. "This is
quite right as far as it goes," he said, "but I want to ask
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a few questions to make sure. May I?"
"Certainly," said Doc and I.
He turned to the board (it was always amusing
to me · to notice how men had to have something
material to question, and how they never turned to the
Doc or me, but always to the board.
Hence, I
suppose, the necessity for 'idols' in the old days) .
"Have you gone ba---". He checked himself
and rubbed his chin. "No", he went on, "I won't ask
that. ... Where are you now?"
He had already, without knowing it, answered
his own question, but he must be given time to forget
it.
"Ah, Tony,'' said Louise, "you were a dear! I
did love so your hair."
This was camouflage, but it pleased Tony.
"Where are you now?" Tony repeated, thinking,
no doubt, of soft hands on his hair.
"Why did you not help me?" said Louise.
"Look here, I want to make sure who you are.
Where are you now?"
"Are you an unbeliever, Tony? C'est moi,
Louise, quite parle!"
"Then tell me where you are," Tony persisted.
"Oh dear, Tony, I told you I was going back. I
went back!"
"By Jove!" said Tony, "that settles it. Back to
Paris?"
"I wish you were here," sighed poor Louise.
"The American is not nice - not nice as you, Tony."
"American?" Tony muttered. "Oh yes. I say,
what's your address?"
The movement of the glass changed from a
smooth glide to the 'slap-bang' style abhorred by all of
us.
"Look here, young feller! You get off the
pavement. I don't want you butting round here!" said
the glass. ''I'm Silas P. Warner ... "
"Go away, Silas!" "Blast you, Silas!" "Get out
of this!" "We don't want to talk to you, we want
Louise!" An angry chorus rose from Matthews, Price
and the rest of the interested spectators. Silas had a
nasty habit of butting in where he was not wanted
(always at crucial and exciting points) and was
unpopular.
But Silas would not go. He asserted Louise
was in his charge. He would not tolerate these
conversations with doubtful characters. Tony could
go to hell for all he cared. He didn't care two whoops
if it was a scientific experiment - and so forth and so
on.
"One more question,'' pleaded poor Tony, "and
if she gets this right I must believe. How does she
pronounce the French word for 'yes'?"
This question, if genuine, again gave a clue to
the answer. For it showed she did not pronounce it in
the ordinary way. And I felt pretty certain the question
was genuine. When a sitter is setting a trap, his voice
usually betrays him. It is either toneless, or the sham
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excitement in it is exaggerated. Tony's voice was just
right. So I decided quickly not to fence, but to risk an
answer. The most probable change would be a V for
the W sound, or the W sound would be entirely
omitted. There was therefore a choice of three sounds,
"Ee", "Vee" and "Evee". The problem was to give the
questioner, without his realising it, a choice of all three
sounds in one answer - he would be sure to choose the
one he was expecting.
The glass wrote "E" and paused. Tony beside
me was breathing heavily. I gave him plenty of time to
say "That's right," but as he didn't the glass went on "V -E-E." He could now choose between Vee
and Evee.
"Evee!" said Tony. "That's it exactly! Ye gods,
she always said it that funny way - evee, evee!" He
began to talk excitedly.
After the seance, Tony took me apart and
declared he had never seen anything so wonderful in
his life. He told me the whole story of Louise. How
they rode together along the long, straight road near
Cairo; how it was full moon, and there was an avenue
of lebbak trees through which the silver light filtered
down; and how at the end of the ride they parted. I
don't think anybody else was privileged to hear the
whole story, but next day he told everybody interested
that as soon as he came into the room the blessed glass
said "Hello, Tony! I'm Louise." If the reader will
tum back a page or two he will see this is another
instance of bad observation. The Spook said, "I'm
Louise," at which Antony started; and only then did
the Spook say, "Hello, Tony!"
Eighteen months later I sat, a free man, in
Ramleh Casino at Alexandria. Opposite me, at the
other side of the small round table, was one of the
Yozgad converts to spiritualism. I had just told him all
our work had been fraudulent, and I had quoted the
Tony-Louise story to show how it was done.
The Convert thought a moment.
"Granted that Tony, by his start, provided the
link between 'Louise' and himself," he said, "there is
still one thing to explain."
"What is that?"
"What made you connect the long, straight road,
and the trees, and the moonlight, with 'Louise'?"
"Well," I said, "That, of course, was a mere
shot in the dark - a guess."
The Convert smiled pityingly at me.
"You call it guessing. Do you know what I
think it was?"
"No," said I.
"Unconscious telepathy - you were influenced
by Antony's thoughts."
Is there any way of converting believers ? What
is a man to say?
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ASTROLOGY

Presidents don't

lie

•••

do they?

HARRY EDWARDS
Invariably, in a last forlorn attempt to avoid the
finely honed blade of rationality descending to
lop off the head of the believer in your basic
Babylonian baloney, an oft heard cry of
desperation arises "We don't know how it
works, but it does" and "What's the harm in
having a bit of fun, anyway?".
In addressing this favourite argumentum
ad ignoratum, knowing the nature of the energy,
force or law fundamental to the process is
surely essential if any claim of astrological
influence is to be taken seriously. Further, after
4000 years, despite the devotion of noteworthy
intellectuals to its study, and notwithstanding
the exponential increase in knowledge in all the
scientific disciplines, astrology, at least to the
rational mind, remains superstitious nonsense.
In the second instance, by relegating the
"science" of astrology to the status of a fun
game, the proponents themselves denigrate the
art, and abrogate any worth as a divinatory
system or a serious character assessment tool.
Using an extreme and perhaps fatuous
analogy, "having a bit of fun" to my mind likens
the adherents of astrology to those who
voluntarily expose themselves to the risk of
AIDS for the same reason.
A review of the historical testimony left us
by the Moonies, the Raj Neeshi, the Rev Jim
Jones and other purveyors of intangibles,
miracles, tha quick fix and "wisdom" from
extraterrestrial sources, dispels any suggestion
that this is ari absurd analogy, for it is a simple
progression
from
having
faith
in
and
dependence on an astrologer, psychic or guru,
to the membership or following of an
organisation
in
which
the
credulous,
unsuspecting and innocent are manipulated to
part with their money, minds, and in extreme
cases, their lives.
The Case of R. Reagan
If superstitious beliefs and their supposed

influence on the destinies of mankind are of
concern to the rational mind, how much more
concerned should we be to learn that one of the
world's most influential men - the President and
commander-in-chief of the USA, in whom is
invested the power to exercise control not only
over the lives of millions, but, in theory at least,
the very survival of our planet - is himself
directly and/or indirectly influenced by the
minds of those trapped in a mythological
timewarp?
This bizarre scenario of a president whose
intellectual fortitude is such that the baseless
prognostications of 20th century shamen
override his capacity for decision making, is
revealed in a new book "For the Record" by
former chief of staff Donald Regan.
In the book, Regan discloses that both
Ronald and Nancy Reagan have been
consulting astrologers for the past 50 years, and
that the timing of many important public events
has been determined by astrological advisers to
them.
Not that this creates a precedent - George
Washington, Thomas Jefferson, Ben Franklin,
Richard Nixon, the Fords and Henry Kissinger
all reputedly consulted astrologers, were
interested in or had recourse to astrology, and
the wives of presidents Lincoln, Harding and
Wilson all consulted clairvoyants.
The entertainment industry too, in which
Reagan made his debut and ultimately used as
a vehicle to public office, is one renowned for
superstitious beliefs, many of which, Regan
reports, were taken by the president into the
political arena.
Although an antagonist of Nancy Reagan,
the former chief of staff's revelations do not
appear to be a partisan attempt at oneupmanship, nor unnecessarily vindictive, as
they are confirmed by other sources.
Press secretary Martin Fitzwater, for
example, admits to Mrs Reagan's interest in
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astrology,
and
in the
president's
own
autobiography published in 1965, Ronald
Reagan refers to Caroll Righter (an astrologer)
as "a good friend of 20 years" and says "every
morning Nancy and I turn to see what he has to
say about people of our respective birthsigns"
and that reading a horoscope written by an
astrologer helped him make major career
decisions in the early 50s.
Astrologer Joan Quigley is also referred to
by Nancy Reagan as "my friend" and, according
to Donald Regan, "the first lady seemed to have
absolute faith in the clairvoyant talents of the
woman in San Francisco".
In a 1987 book, another close friend of the
president, Michael Deaver, says "Ronald
-Reagan is incurably superstitious" and "during a
photo session following a White House
ceremony on May 3, a reporter asked President
Reagan about reports that his schedules were
based on astrological forecasts, to which the
presdient responded that no policy or decision
in my mind has ever been influenced by
astrology".
For what it's worth, a psychological stress
evaluation carried out by Charles R. McQuiston
at the time to analyse the statement showed that
Reagan was under tremendous stress as he
spoke.
McQuinton concluded that "it was
indicative of deception and conflict - the
president was lying to us".
In addition to providing a field day for
cartoonists and sceptics, the revelations have
also provided a bandwagon onto which all
astrologers and psychics of note have hastened
to climb, alleging that they too had personally
advised the Reagans or at least knew of others
who had.
Foremost of these is the perennial crystal
ball gazer, seer and super-psychic Jeane
Dixon, who churns out lamentably innacurate
predictions
and
gives
advice
through
synidcated columns in those prestigious
bastions of journalistic integrity, the Star and
National Enquirer.
·Although the Reagans are said to have
lost faith in Ms Dixon's occult powers some
years ago, she was nevertheless quick to take
advantage of this golden opportunity to
enhance her standinQ with the credulous. and a
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White House aide confirmed that she had been
advising the first lady for decades, ever since
she had predicted that Ronald Reagan would
become president when she first met him, then
a 8-grade actor and before he entered politics.
For the record, Ms Dixon now predicts "a
Democrat president who will be running in a
future election"! .... ... 1988, 1992, 1996, 2000?!
Joan Quigley, a San Francisco heiress
who calls herself a serious "scientific"
astrologer, also alleges that she has been
advising Nancy Reagan since they were first
introduced by TV host Merv Griffin early in the
70s.
After the attempted assassination of
Pre.sident Reagan in 1981, Quigley claims to
have been consulted by the first lady because
"she knew I could protect him [the president]
from further trouble". Who needs a bullet proof
vest and the CIA with an assurance like that?
The Nob Hill socialite made Nancy a
believer by showing her (after the event) how
the astrological charts could have foretold that
the period on or around Mmch 30, 1981 (the
date that John Hinkley Jr attempted to shoot
Reagan) would be extremely dangerous for the
president.
Her most recent forecast was for a major
earthquake to hit San Francisco on May 5,
1988.
She evidently believed in her own
prescience, as she left town that day but
returned after the city felt nary a tremble.
Carrol Righter of the astrology institute in
Los Angeles that bears his name, was
unavailable for comment due to his demise a
few weeks before Regan's revelations hit the
fan . Until Righter's spirit manifests itself through
an enterprising channeler, Edward Helin, an
astrologer employed by the institute acts as
spokesman, advising that the late lamented
prepared astrological charts for Ron Reagan as
far back as 1937. His advice included the best
time for the Jane Wyman-Ronald Reagan split
in 1949; the most auspicious time to re-marry
Nancy Davis in 1952; the Goldwater support
speech in 1964 (the Republicans lost); and the
swearing in of Reagan as governer of California
in 1967. A calendar and a pin would have
saved a lot of unnecessary calculations , I
humbly suggest .
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Bernard Gittleson, while researching his
book
"Intangible
Evidence"
on
psychic
phenomena, interviewed Caroll Righter two
years ago and was told that towards the end of
the Vietnam War, Reagan recommended to
Washington that the astrologer (Righter) be
used to help the war effort, as it had been
reported that the Vietnamese troops were
winning because they used astrologers!
Military historians, political commentators and
the less credulous may have some difficulty in
coming to terms with that particular revelation.
Ronald Reagan also reportedly had
Righter, Californian astrologer Joyce Jillson,
and the late British astrologer Sybil Leek,
prepare charts of eight vice-presidential
candidates. George Bush got the job, because
as a Gemini (an air sign) he was compatible
with Reagan, an Aquarian (also an air sign, or is
that hot air?).
While it would be easy to dismiss the
whole sad scenario, in spite of its disturbing
implications, as a figment of the pulp press'
imagination, perhaps it would be better to settle
for an unqualified objective conclusion that
where there is smoke there's fire.
One wit, writing to the Sunday New York
Times, commented "The report that important
decisions in the White House were based on
astrological advice is most disturbing.
The
results could undermine the faith in astrology!"
A more serious note was struck by Jeremy
Stone, president of the Federation of American
Scientists who, when the astrology question
caused concern in the 1980 presidential
campaign, wrote to Reagan concerning his
(Reagan's) discussion of fortune telling by one
of his friends , Jeane Dixon. Stone asked him if
he wouldn't deny this, since "we didn't feel that
we should have a president whose decison
making might be biased by a belief in these
superstitions".
Reagan replied before the election saying
"I don't take astrology columns ve,y
(my
emphasis) seriously, and don't make decisions
based on them" .
. Disconcerting though it may be to know
that he considers them at all, perhaps we can
take consolation in the knowledge that
presidents don't lie ... do they?
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World War III averted
- skeptics blamed!
We
certainly
receive
some
peculiar
correspondence at the National Secretariat.
Among the more curious was the letter we
received from a correspondent who assured us
that God had warned him of the outbreak of
World War Ill in July 1986.
The correspondent, who lived in an upper
floor home unit, noticed a peculiar pattern of
what appeared to be bird droppings on his
balcony.
Being aware that God moves in
mysterious ways, our correspondent sought to
interpret these motions. Imagine his horror to
discover that the pattern meant that WWIII would
start as a result of the South African navy
sinking several ships in "Zambia's harbour".
Realising that Australian Skeptics did not
have a particularly notable record in averting
nuclear holocaust, our correspondent sent his
warning to the President of the United States,
but doubtless feeling that $20,000 wauld come
in handy in the post-nuclear world, he sent us a
copy, just in case.
One or two inconsistencies in the letter
caused us to doubt the veracity of our
correspondent's divine revelation. The first and
most obvious flaw was that the letter to
President Reagan, warning of the July 1986
hostilities, was dated November of that year.
Our copy was delivered in early 1987. We were
concerned that WWIII had been going on for
more than six months and no-one had noticed!
The second problem was how the South African
navy had reached the only sizeable body of
water that abuts land-locked Zambia, Lake
Tanganyika. Shades of the African Queen.
In any event, we were not too concerned
because we knew that the followers of
Transcendental Meditation were preventing
nuclear war by the power of their thoughts.
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Bare-faced Messiah:
the true story of
L. Ron Hubbard
by Russell Miller
(Michael Joseph, UK)
Dianetics is a form of psychology
Ron
Lafayette
by
developed
Hubbard in 1950.
The central claim of Dianetics is
that we are scarred with traumatic
which
("engrams")
experiences
prevent us from realising our full
Hubbard proposed a
potential.
method of treatment ("auditing") to
eliminate these "engrams".
Dianetics is a garbled Freudian
theory set in an occult framework. It is
a curious blend of pseudo-science
and occult nonsense, replete with
absurd neologisms. Hubbard developed it into a religious cult,
promising salvation to its initiates with
aid of secret knowledge which he
alone was able to reveal - at
considerable expense.
later further
years
Several
innovations were introduced which
spawned the Church of Scientology.
Scientology added even more
ludicrous absurdities to the voodoo
science of Dianetics.
This bizarre amalgam of mysticism,
psychotherapy and pure science
fiction was developed in Hubbard's
book "The History of Man", which he
introduced as "a cold-blooded and
factual account of your last sixty trillion
years". It is described by Miller as
"possibly the most absurd book ever
written". It emerges, for example, that
many "engrarns" can be traced back
to previous incarnations as jelly-fish
and clams, not to mention our even
more extraordinary previous lives on
other planets.
nevertheless
nonsense
This
made Hubbard a millionaire. How did
this sort of gibberish manage to
become such a powerful influence in
millions of lives? The answer to this
question lies in the extraordinary
character of Hubbard.
Miller is fascinated with the
character and career of Hubbard, who
started life as a penniless writer of
pulp science-fiction and went on to
become a fabulously wealthy guru
who was able to convince millions that

Book
Reviews
he alone was able to save them and
the world.
Scientology is a secretive cult, and
Miller had to labour hard to compile
this dossier on the life of its founder.
He juxtaposes extracts from the
organisation's "official" accounts of
Hubbard's life with a very different
from
together
pieced
picture
information he has gleaned from a
large number of sources. These
include identified and anonymous exmembers of the organisation, and
extracts from such US Government
sources as internal revenue, naval
records, the FBI and Veterans
Administration archives.
Hubbard emerges as a man of
great charm, energy and imagination.
He was also a pathological liar, totally
and
ruthless
unscrupulous,
completely untrustworthy. Hubbard
was a charismatic crook.
became
Hubbard
Eventually,
unable to distinguish between fact
and the elaborate web of fantasy
which he constructed about his life.
A number of acquaintances have
reported that Hubbard developed an
early conviction that the most
effective way to amass a fortune was
to start a religious cult.
The effectiveness of exploiting
religious sensibilities in order to dip
into the pockets of the gullible with
repeatedly
impunity has been
confirmed - recently, for example, by
such evangelical movements as
Jimmy Bakker's "Praise the Lord".
A familiar irony, illustrated yet again
in the course of this book, is the way
in which movements ostensibly
committed to the pursuit of freedom
and autonomy so often become
repressive,
and
authoritarian
enslaving · their
psychologically
members.
A tricky social policy question
which emerges from, but is not
addressed in the book, is the extent .
to which the state is justified in
like
organisations
banning

Scientology. There is certainly a case
for treating such movements as social
was
Scientology
nuisances.
outlawed in Victoria in 1965. However a subsequent appeal to the High
Court in 1983 found that the
movement qualified as a religion, at
least for tax purposes, and thereby it
was afforded some measure of
protection.
There are a lot of important issues
which Miller's book does not address.
While the character of Hubbard must
be a central factor in explaining the
success of Scientology, it remains
extraordinary that such nonsense
should have influenced so many
people so deeply.
By concentrating on the character
of Hubbard, Miller deals only incidentally with the structure and nature
of Scientology, and its dangerous but
powerful combination of pseudoscience and pop religion presented
in a highly regimented and authoritarian social structure.
More light is shed on these
aspects of the Church of Scientology
by Stewart Lamont in his book
"Religion Inc: The Church of
Scientology".
However, although Lamont, like
Miller, helps to illuminate Scientology,
our knowledge of this wealthy and
remains
organisation
secretive
Miller's book is an
incomplete.
absorbing tale of an extraordinary
individual. But it's certainly not the
last word.
- WIiiiam Grey

Pseudosclence and the
Paranormal: a critical
evaluation of the
evidence
by Terence Hines
(Prometheus Books, NY)
Although many excellent books have
been published dealing with various
and
pseudoscience
of
areas
paranormal beliefs, there has long
been a need for one comprehensive
book that covers the entire field. This
need has been filled by Terence
the
&
"Pseudoscience
Hines'
Paranormal".
Hines, assistant professor of
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Something rotten ...
"Hamlet's
hometown
[Elsinore,
Denmark] has been temporarily
invaded by hundreds of healers and
their disciples from the world over for
a congress which has run into its fair
share of slings and arrows from the
medical establishment.
The organisers are disappointed by
the lack of comprehension shown by
the medical world, and reject charges
that they are charlatans or magicians
putting on a circus routine to amaze
the punters.
One , Stan Buddig, said 'We held this
gathering at the time when Saturn
and Uranus are in each other's
sphere , which gives us tremendous
opportunities for communication,
dialogue and new ways of thinking."
- Manila Times, Aug 13, 1988

Book reviews ... continued
psychology at Pace University, New
York, wrote the book as the text for a
course in "Parasychology and the
Occult", which he was teaching at the
university.
In so doing, he has
produced a work that belongs in the
library of everyone who has an
interest in the critical analysis of
paranormal beliefs . It is also an
invaluable reference book for those
media organisations which are
tempted to publicise claims of
proponents of the paranormal.
The book is written in an
entertaining and readable style and is
easily accessible to a lay reader. It
covers not only a multitude of
different beliefs but also addresses
the reasons why people are inclined
towards these beliefs.
The book is very well indexed and
contains 32 pages of bibliographical
references.
I would unhesitatingly recommend
"Pseudoscience and the Paranormal"
to anyone who wanted one book of
scepticism in his library.
"Pseudoscience
and
the
Paranormal" is available from Abbey's
Bookshops, 131 York Street, Sydney
2000, (02) 264 3111 , the Australian
distributor of the book's publisher,
Prometheus Books.
- Barry Williams
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Paranormal
World
Ghost takes Pawn
"Viktor Korchnoi, the Soviet emigre
chess star, says he is winning in a
long-running
game
against
a
grandmaster who died 37 years ago.
Mr Korchnoi told the Icelandic
newspaper Timinn that he had been
playing Hungarian Geza Maroczy
through a medium since 1984.
'I was asked to do this and the reason
that I accepted was very simple. I
believe in life after death,' Korchnoi
said.
The paper said the match against
Maroczy, one of the world's strongest
players in the 1920s and 1930s, was
being played through Hungarian
medium Robert Roland, whom
Korchnoi has never met.
'I understand that he doesn't even
play chess,' Korchnoi said, adding
that he and Roland exchanged
moves on the telephone or through
the mail."
- West Australian, Oct 71988

Italian Comedy
"A real Italian conjuror is determined
to prove that his self-professed
magical powers are also real.
Salvo Testa told the real doubters in
the real Sicilian town of Giardini Naxos
at the weekend that he would drive
fast for four kilometres around the
town without hitting anything - while
blindfolded.
But he crashed into a real tree after
really swerving to avoid an imaginary
dog.
Salvo said he lost control only
because he sensed that a dog was
on the road. He promises to try again
on Saturday. (Presumably, he will ask
real people to keep their imaginary
dogs on a leash.)"
- Sydney Morning Herald, May 3,
1988

Healthy Astrology
Astrologers in America may finally
have done something useful, or so
they would apparently have us
believe . A horoscope published in
the Valley News Dispatch (we're not
quite sure which valley) lists the
following star signs: Aries, Taurus,
Gemini, Moon Children, Leo, Virgo ,
Libra, Scorpio, Sagittarius, Capricorn,
Aquarius, Pisces.
Even the least
observant reader will realise that
astrologers have actually wiped out
Cancer, and replaced it with Moon
Children.
Though this apparent
medical breakthrough seems to have
gone unnoticed by the medical
fraternity, Melbourne reader David
Widdowson, who came across this
honourable endeavour to clean up
the horoscope of all things nasty,
feels it doesn't go far enough. For a
be
start,
"horoscope"
should
renamed
"pleasantscope",
and
calling people after scorpions, goats
and bulls is surely unjust.
The
possibilities are endless for making
the stars more acceptable to the faint
of heart.

The Mouths of Babes
"Beware of charlatans masquerading
as clairvoyants. This warning come·s
from one Perth clairvoyant who says it
is very easy to get 'ripped off'.
The clairvoyant, known only as
Madam T, says many practising
psychics are frauds and many of the
general public have been taken for a
ride in the past.
'A lot of people have been ripped off
by paying exorbitant fees for psychic
grabage,' says Madam T.
'I am one of them. I have been to
other clairvoyants for readings and
found they are "artful dodgers".'
'If you are not 100 per cent happy
with the reading, ask for your money
back and report them to the [Psychic
Development] association.
'Clairvoyants have bad days too. But a
true clairvoyant will give you your
money back readily, rather than risk
his or her reputation."'
- Daily News, Perth, Feb 23 , 1988

spring 88

36
Creationism
Dear Sir,
I was somewhat non-plussed at
reading Barry Price's letter in The
Skeptic (Vol 8, No 2) as he seems to
have interpreted my criticism of the
quote from 'The Stumbling,
Bumbling, Crumbling Theory of
Creation Science" as an attack on the
document itself. If so, I apologise:
such was not my intention. I only
desired, in the spirit of scientific
criticism, to point out a physical fallacy
in the fragment of this document
placed before the wider public in the
pages of The Sydney Morning Herald
and The Sl<eptic, and also to supply
some further physical arguments
against Satterfield which illustrate the
seamless nature of modem science.
As Barry surmises, I have not read the
whole document, although I would be
happy to do so if supplied with a
copy.
For the rest of Barry's comments, we
disagree only in tactics, not in aims. I
do not think that creationism is "Bad
Science": I prefer to think of it as "NonScience", usually contracted in
speech to "nonsense". However,
the existence of creationists does
make it necessary to be extra careful
in our own activities, and while I would
not call the quote from Barry's paper
'bad science", it was certainly open to
creationist attack.
The rest of my letter was in the nature

References ... "OBEs"
from page 27
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G.R.
Schmeidler,
out-of-body
of
reports
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Shaver, P. (1986) Consciousness
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without the body.
Psychology, 31 (9), 645-647.
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study of beliefs in out-of-the-body
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Journal of the Society for Psychical
Research, 49(775), 697-741 .
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The out-of-body
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experience:
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Letters
of pontificating on my own views:
well, isn't that the purpose of a letters
page? It wasni relevant to the rest of
his paper because I did not intend it
to be. I am quite conversant with
modem creationism, having read
everything I could find on it from the
reports in the journal of the American
Association for the Advancement of
Science on the Arkansas trial to one
of those little comic books by Jack
whats-his-name one sometimes finds
in public toilets, which is a handy
place to be if you find one. The
subject has the same fascination for
me as that which leads film-makers to
make all those documentaries about
Nazi Germany, and for the same
reason: it is quintessentially evil. I
think Barry would agree with me.
- Andrew Parle

Black Boxes
Dear Sir,
I was interested by Dr Coogan's
contribution "The de la Warrs - c'est la
Guerre!" (Vol 8, No 1) and I am
reminded of an encounter many
years ago with a practitioner
employing the same (or similar) "black
box" as that described by Dr Coogan
following his readings of The Times
law reports.
My father and I visited an
acquaintance in County Tipperary
(Ireland) in the early 60s, who
demonstrated his curative "black
box". As far as I can recall, it was not
large, perhaps a foot high, and
included an impressive-looking dial
and knob. It also had a level portion
incorporating a recessed metal
container.
He claimed that by placing an
absorbent (filter) paper stained with a
drop of the patient's blood into the
container, he could diagnose and
cure his/her condition and that he
could do this at a distance . I do not
recall that he made any claim in regard
to a lock of hair, but my memory is
hazy.
He further claimed that he could cure

animals, and spoke of a sick
racehorse which he had "cured" and
which had thereby recovered
sufficiently to win a recent race at the
Curragh! He had never actually met
the horse, stabled some tens of miles
away, having received only a sample
of the animal's blood.
Would this be the same "black box"
as that of which Dr Coogan writes,
and were there many of them around
at the time?
My father's acquaintance, I might add,
was a retired British Army officer, not a
gullible little old lady, and one would
think that he ought to have known
better!
- Michael Gamble

Daniel Defoe
Dear Sir,
The Winter 88 issue of The Sl<eptic
is an excellent issue, but I cannot let
Don Laycock's appraisal of "The
Journal of the Plague Year" pass
without comment.
An uninformed reader would gain the
impression from Don's review that the
book is eye-witness reportage (an
error made by many people over the
years), whereas it is a sy"l)athetic but
imaginative account of the years
1665-66. But Defoe was born in
1660, and would have only been four
years old at the beginning of the
book, and six during the Great Fire.
I have read this fine book, and yield to
no-one in admiring its accurate
reconstruction of the period. Defoe
records purported actual
conversations, and says "I saw both
these Stars" - the first of which
allegedly appeared when he was four
years old. But there is no historical
evidence that, even at that age, he
was then in London.
Actually, Defoe was a meticulous
researcher, and gathered information
from older men, from newspapers,
Parish and City records, church
registers of deaths, etc. He therefore
is able to record page after page of
weekly numbers of deaths in various
streets and parishes.
A marvellous book, but written when
Defoe was 62, it was rather deceitful
of him to call it "A Journal".
- Ben Bensley
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Secrets of
the Universe
Dear Sir,
Just in case you haven't seen this
one before ...

KAR-TIIESE
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helping things along. But I'm
probably not understanding the
whole universal picture of gravity.
Also I can't help wondering that if soul
travelling is a secret science, why is it
being advertised in a newspaper?
Although I don't understand the
significance of secrecy, it would
definitely be a Science wouldn't it?! I
mean, forget astronomy and
cosmology - they are just "locked into
the physical bonds of the everyday
world".
The last sentence in paragraph two
about the "method to show you the
way to the universe" must be a
misprint because I just looked out the
window and yes, I am definitely
already in the universe.
-Yours soullessly
Ross Bridges
PS. I have been known to do the odd
bushwalking trip. I suppose this
could be considered a sort of "sole
travelling".

Gish/Plimer Debate
I mean, this is really and truly amazing
and might just be the most amazing
thing that I was ever amazed at, and
as I regularly make a habit of being
amazed (after all, I am presently living
in Queensland!), the fact that this is
the most amazing thing is in itself
doubly amazing.
I shall be writing to the US National
Aeronautics and Space
Administration and telling them to
stop messing about with O-rings and
booster rockets and get into this soul
travelling thing. I wonder though if
you can take your camera with you
and if you can bring back rocks and
things - this could be a difficulty. Any
way, it is obvious that plans for a Cape
York Space Port should be scrapped
immediately.
There are a few things that puzzle me
about the enclosed newsprinted
revelations though. The bit about the
"stresses of gravity" worries me, a bit .
I actually find it quite convenient not
to finp myself floating about the
bedroom when I wake up and the
early morning pee could be rather
hazardous without a little bit of gravity

Dear Sir,
Speaking as a one-time religious
believer I suggest that sceptics need
to give more consideration to the way
that our case is presented in public. I
refer to the antics of Professor Plimer,
and the reaction by Peter Burt ( The
Skeptic Vol 8 No 2), which is not
unique. I am not going to be driven
into the arms of the creationists by
the bad manners of sceptics, but I can
understand the feelings of people
who are.
This understanding comes from the
many debates between believers and
non-believers that I have attended.
These debates achieve very little
apart from making each side more
convinced than ever of their moral
and intellectual superiority over the
others.
Some other way is required to win
over people who are confused or
misled by creationists and others who
sometimes manage to appeal to the
authority of science itself (especially
relativity and the uncertainty principle)
to dignify their claims .
- James White

Dear Sir,
The financial statement 1/4/87 to
31/3/88 is noted (Income GislvPlimer
$3818.11 , liabilities GislvPlimer
debate $2309.05).
As it cost Plimer some $300 to hire a
camera and copy tapes, then Mr Burt
(letters p.43-44, The Sk.eptic Vol 8
No 2) can have a copy after
depositing an ounce of gold in one of
my foreign bank accounts.
Schools, Skeptics and scientists
receive gratis copies.
- Ian Plimer
Dear Sir,
I have read with great interest your
article on the GislvPlimer debate in
the last issue. While I cannot
comment on the accuracy of the
report of the debate I can at least
comment on the claim that Ian Plimer
is a "mild-mannered christian". On
the basis of my 40-year sibling
association with him, I can
categorically state that the adjective
used borders on being economical
with the truth and the noun is as
believable as Dr Gish's ridiculous
claims.
-Don Plimer

Skeptics Up-front
Dear Sir,
Can I compliment you on your
wonderful Skeptic's T-shirt?
It's a really spunky design. Indeed it
reminds me of nothing more than a
deformed spermatozoon!
Well done!
- DrW.B. lra-Millsray
Editor's comment: If you too want to
give a brave front to your Skeptical
nature, why not purchase a Skeptic's
T-shirt for just $11 including postage.
Any colour you want as long as it's
white. Please specify size: S, M, L, or
Enormous.

Letters to the editor are always
welcome. Preference is given
to brief letters, aithough we try
to accommodate all lengths
(and views!).
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Acupuncture
Dear Sir,
It is disappointing to find that two
Australian Skeptics writers both
perpetuate the belief in the value of
acupuncture in the relief of pain.1
In an excellent review article on the
use of acupunctuie and the
treatment of pain, it was concluded
that ''there is good evidence from
controlled studies for the short-term
effectiveness of acupuncture in
relieving clinical pain ... [but]
evidence for the longer-term
effectiveness of acupuncture is
weaker ... The commonly occurring
immediate success rate of 50-80% is
greater than might be expected if the
effects of the acupuncture were
mediated entirely by placebo-related
factors ... "2.
The stated justification for this figure
of 50-80% effectiveness being
greater than placebo is a very early
paper (1955) by Beecher3 who
found 30-35% of pain patients
obtained relief by oral placebos or
placebo injections. A later study
(1969)4 found 24-76% of patients
responded to oral placebos. What is
remarkable about a 50-80% relief rate
from acupuncture when it is about the
same as a placebo response?
Further, Skrabanek, quoting a Lancet
articles, claims that "placebo response can range from 0% to 1 00%
depending on circumstances•o6.
Dr Mendelson sums up the situation
concerning acupuncture analgesia
and placebo very neatly when he
says "While it is accepted that
acupuncture, together with other
forms of afferent stimulation, has an
analgesic effect mediated by a
neurophysiological mechanism, the
majority of placebo-controlled studies
of acupuncture have shown that
placebo - sham acupuncture - is just
as effective in the relief of pain" 7.
There seems to be nothing
particularly outstanding about the
short-term relief of pain sometimes
obtained with acupuncture treatment.
The literature suggests that you can
get the same effect by a number of
other placebo procedures. Let us
not ascribe any greater value to

acupuncture than what it really is - a
means of bringing about a placebo
response.
-Graeme M. Watt
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Astrology
Dear Sir,
I found your magazine in the library
and was amused to read a letter from
a man (Peter Hsuing or something)
who actually went to the bizarre
lengths of hiding astrology mags
beneath 'worthier' publications. Of
course! I am planning similar such
raids on my local newsagents to hide
Playboy beneath Organic Gardening
and Post beneath Brides Weekly.
We all have our preferences.
Does he feel we need protecting? Is
he a sort of father figure of superior
knowledge to protect the masses
from themselves? Hasn't he got
anything better to do? Haven't you
got anything better to print in your
magazine?
Has it occurred to you lot that the fact
that astrology and whatever is
rejected by the majority of graduates
is due to their habit of using the
logical side of the brain at the
expense of the intuitive side, on the
whole?

I have been studying Astrology at a
relaxed pace on and off since 1975
and have no doubt of its validity
through empirical evidence and
plenty of ideas about the reasons that
it works. For insight into how
individuals are connected to the
planets try Tom Lethbridge's "The
Power of the Pendulum" (Routledge
& Kegan Pau I), probably one of the
most endearingly written books on
any subject, written by an
archaeologist. You could read this in
the time it takes to rearrange four local
newsagents. One of the first
astrology books I read was by Nancy
Reagan's astrologer Joan Quigley she is fortunately very accurate!
I cannot recommend any particular
book that can prove astrology's
validity to you (except later
Gauquelin) - it is much better to study
the daily positions of the planets and
see for yourself how you, your friends
and the world is reacting to different
placements. For instance, I have
found that when the Moon's in
Pisces, I want to sleep and this seems
common. When the Moon passes
over my Ascendant I am inclined to
cry easily, etc etc. (These both
happen every 28 days or so.)
Such observations can and do build
into a mental library of knowledge
based on empirical evidence that
make your skepticism seem like very
silly ramblings by persons too lazy or
intellectually arrogant to enquire
honestly into astrology.
You remind me of people calling an
elephant a dog and then complaining
that you can't get it into the dog
kennel.
Whilst not pretending to be a
professional astrologer, I say if
anynoe wants to throw me a
challenge ie astrology (that won't cost
me much time or$) I am fighting (but
busy).
- Yours confrontationally
A. Lyndon
PS . The same argument goes for
your infantile reactions to
acupuncture. If only you guys would
listen to your bodies and feel the
world instead of THINKING about
them.

Australian Skeptics
$20,000 Challenge
Australian Skeptics supports the testing of paranormal claims, but are unconvinced by any of
the supposed proofs of psychic and/or paranormal powers that have been presented to date.
We are committed to finding the truth about so-called psychic powers, whatever that truth may
be. To discover the existence of a genuine psychic power, if such an ability exists, would
obviously be exciting and of great social importance. However, experience has shown that the
field of psychic research (parapsychology) is filled with self-delusion, evasion and fraud,
making us doubtful that any genuine psychic/paranormal powers exist.
We thereby issue the following challenge to any and all psychics and psychic researchers in
Australia:
Show us just one psychic occurrence of any kind that can be demonstrated to be genuine under
controlled conditions and which cannot be attributed to any other, non-psychic cause.
Claims of psychic powers are abundant, but supposed proofs of those claims are rare (in our
view, yet to exist indisputably). However, we are sincere in wishing to see and test anyone
who can demonstrate genuine paranormal abilities such as psychic powers, astrological
predictions, clairvoyance, telepathy, telekinesis, psychic surgery, mediumship, levitation,
water and metal divining, or ESP.
There are obvious benefits, both to the claimant and to society generally, for indisputable proof
of a psychic or paranormal power. The claimant would benefit from an enhanced reputation by
convincing the Australian Skeptics of the claimant's ability (and possibly being the first person
to successfully demonstrate such powers under controlled, scientific conditions). Society
would benefit from an acceptance and increased understanding of "miraculous" powers of
healing or attaining knowledge.
It is also to the immediate financial advantage to the claimant to test a claim, as there is a reward
of $20,000 (offered by Australian Skeptics' patrons, Dick Smith and Phillip Adams) for the
first to be proved genuine under controlled tests by Australian Skeptics.

CONDITIONS:
1. .Each claimant must submit a claim in writing to the National Committee of Australian
Skeptics.. The claim must clearly explain what particular power/effect is being claimed. The
claim must also include a letter from an independent person (not directly linked by family or
profession with the claimant) that the power/event has been witnessed.
2. Claims made must be testable under controlled scientific conditions.
3. A preliminary test will be carried out by the State Committee of the Australian Skeptics in
which the claimant resides if feasible. If it is not feasible for the State Committee to carry out
the test, then it will be carried out by the National Committee.
4. If the preliminary test reveals apparent evidence of a psychic and/or paranormal ability, then
a final test will be carried out by the National Committee.
5. The protocol (the detailed procedure for testing) will vary according to the claim, and will
be drawn up and agreed to be fair and reasonable by all parties in advance of testing. The
protocol may be examined independently to check for fairness, applicability and potential for
fraud.
6. All costs of testing are to be borne by the claimant unless other arrangements have been
agreed in advance.
7. A public record will be kept of all enquiries, applications and testings, and may be produced
at a later date if so wished. Australian Skeptics retains the right to publicise the results of any
tests conducted.
Further information (as well as address for submissions) :
Australian Skeptics, PO Box 575, Manly NSW 2095

