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H I TS & MISSES 

EDITORIAL BOARD FORMS 

We are in the proc ess of forming The 
British & Irish Skeptic Editorial Board . 
Interim members are; Karl S abbagh, free-lance 
writer and TV produc er; Toby Howard , of the 
Manchester University Com puter Graphics 
Unit, and Peter O 'Hara, a clinical psychiatrist, 
and Wendy M. Grossman, folksinger, writer, 
and editor of The British & Irish Skeptic . 

RESEARCHERS WANTED 

We would like volunteers to 
to research the following topics 
topic of their choice),  with 
publication of the results 

come forward 
(or any other 

an eye to 
of their 

investigation in The British & Irish Skeptic: 
• the claims of Doris Collins 
• the claims of Doris S tokes 
• seasonal patterns of paranormal 

reporting (for example , readers Alan Remfry 
and A. Bloomfield have already point ed out a 
connection between the reporting of 
paranormal claims and the journalists' "silly 
season") 

• Liberal and Labour proposals to 
include alternative therapies 
National Health S ervice 

under the 

• the faith healing experiment at Leeds 
General Hospital, and other faith healing 
experiments in progress around the UK 

• British and Irish psychics' recorded 
predictions compared with what actually 
happens 

• celebrity beliefs 

TELEVISED SKEPTICISM 

Karl Sabbagh' s production company, InCA, 
are in the final stages of production on their 
90-minute documentary on why people believe 
in the paranormal, to be broadc ast on 
Halloween on Channel 4 at 8:30 PM. Written 
and presented by psychologist Nicholas 
H u m p h r e y ,  t h e  d o c u m e n t a r y i n c l u d e s  
interviews with Carl Sagan, James (the 
Amazing) Randi, Uri Geller, James Alcock,  Ray 
Hyman, Kathleen Raine, and Rupert Sheldrake 
(of morphic resonanc e fame) .  S tories to be 
covered include: the Enfield Poltergeist, 
Ireland's  Knock apparition, the Ballinspittle 
moving statues, the Rendlesham Forest UFO, 
and medium Tarum Krive. Don't miss it! 

The Britishe&lrish S�ptic 

BBC SCOTLAND 

Edinburgh reader Stephen Moreton reports 
that BBC Scotland are planning a series "on 
Scottish television this winter on various 
topics which will include programmes on faith 
healing, religious experiences , and life after 
death. "  The B BC has approached the Scottish 
Humanist Council about finding representatives 
of the skeptical viewpoints in each case. 

TELEVISED SUPERSTITION 

The following letter appeared in the Irish 
Sunday Tribune on 23 August: 

"I am currently involved in research for a 
forthcoming television documentary on Irish 
superstition . 

"The subjec t  matter for the film will 
range from the banshee and fairies to holy 
wells and haunted houses, through the broad 
spectrum of superstitious practices and beliefs 
relating to birth , death, nature healing,  etc .  

"I  would be greatly assisted in  my 
research by personal accounts of superstitious 
happenings or beliefs . "  

The letter i s  signed Aisling Byrne,  58 
Pembroke Road, Ballsbridge, Dublin 4. 

WEEPING STATUES 

Our thanks to reader A. Bloomfield, who 
sent in a clipping from the "Daily Telegraph" 
explaining Ireland's weeping statues. An 
informed reader wrote to the reporter to 
explain that plaster statues naturally retain a 
lot of water . Therefore, they are sealed with 
a plastic coating.  However, if you poke a 
hole in the plastic coating, water will seep 
out. If the hole or holes are in the eyes, the 
statue will appear to weep. The 39-inch 
statues weep more than the 18-inch ones 
because they are larger, and therefore retain 
more water. 

The article does not try to explain the 
ancillary claim that these statues have turned 
rosaries to gold . 

MONEY VANISHES 

The "News of the World" reported on 23 
August that Doris Stokes' fortune is missing, 
and that private detectives have been called 
in to investigate. The "Sun" reported on 4 
August that medium Lee Lacey claimed to 
have been contacted by Doris Stokes . . .  
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SPEC IAL REPORT: 

Geller in Reading 

Having heard on a London radio 
l:>!oadcast that Uri Geller was due to give a 
charity performance in Reading. British 
Committee member Lewis Jones ana I 
decided that it was too good an opportunity 
to miss. 

I telephoned the local newspaper on the 
morning of the show. asking if they were 
interested in doing an expose of Geller. 
They said they would be interested. ir. 
talking with me and an appointment was set 
up. 

We met with two of the Readjng 
Evening News journalists. Tim Boone haci 
met Geller at his home. Having been unable 
to explain the fork-bending he had 
witnessed. he was convinced Geller was 
''genuine". Jackie May was due to cover 
Geller's evening performance and. with 
Boone. would interview Geller afterwards. 

Lewis Jones ana I explained to Tim and 
Jackie the previous dubious claims of Gelle:­
ana put forwara our point of view that he 
did not possess psychic powers. I tried to 
explain how Geller could have bent the fork 
for Tim. but found it difficult to do so 
without a fork. I asked him if he could get 
one for me from the canteen where he had 
obtained the Geller fork. He returned with 
two forks. handing me one which he said 
was identical to that given to Geller. 

I then proceeded to demonstrate the 
Geller fork bend. subsequently breaking the 
fork into two pieces. Commenting on the 
bend. Tim said that it looked exactly the 
same as Geller's had done. 

Both Tim ana Jackie were very 
sympathetic to our views. We agreed to 
meet after Geller's performance to explain 
what he had done. 

As a magician, Geller leaves a lot to be 
desired. At the end of the performance. he 

by Michael Hutchinson 

said that he left it to the audience to 
decide whether he was genuine or whether 
he was the "world's greatest magkian". 
Well, he is neither. I have seen better 
magicians at children's parties. 

Geller started his performance by naming 
colours and capital cities which were 
written by members of the audience on a 
blackboard behind him. He failed to get the 
first one, either because "pink" is not a 
colour which could be signalled to him or 
because he wanted to get the audience's 
sympathy. His excuse was that pink isn't a 
proper colour. 

Geller then did all of the tricks for 
which he has become famous: identifying a 
cat drawn on the board: levitating a hefty 

man from a chair with tnree heipers: 
moving a compass neecile: bencing keys and 
spoons; moving the hands of a spectator's 
watch. 

After the show. Lewis ana I met Jackie 
and Tim. who had not been impressed by 
Geller's act. They thought that the 
levitation--which is an old pariour trick--was 
an insult to the intelligence. 

The following day. an articie headiinea 

"Uri branded fake at show" ao:)eared in the 

Evening Post. In a separate. short articie. 

Tim Boone wrote: 
"When I met Uri Geller at his BerKshire 

home a few weeks ago I was convinceci he 
was genuine. Now I'm not so sure. I 
personally worked out how Geller ma 

·roughly half his stage feats. and the other 
half were explained to me afterwards." 

Considering that the Evening Post had 
promoted Ge1ler's performance as it was in 
aid of a local charity. it is to be 
congratulated on its subsequent critical 
attitude. A rare case of a newspaper with 
morals. perhaps. • 

Michael Hutchinson has been the secretary of the British Comnittee ever since its founding. anc :� 
�he UK distributor for Promet;,eus Books. 
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EDINBURGH SCIENCE FESTIVAL 

As if the Internationai Festival and all 
its offspring (the Fringe, the Film Festival,  
and the Book Festival) and the Folk Festival 
weren't enough, the spring of 1989 will see 
the inauguration of a new Edinburgh Festival: 
the Edinburgh International Festival of 
Science and Technology. The city fathers 
hope that the Science Festival will attract its 
own version of the Fringe, and they are 
exploring suggestions for widening the popular · 
appeal of the Festival (one of these is to run 
a scienc e  fiction film festival concurrently). 

The 1989 theme will be "Intelligent 
Communications" and one of the exhibits 
already announced is one of animatronics--that 
is , mechanical movement of animal and 
extraterrestrial characters in film. Individuals 
and groups will be encouraged to promote 
their own shows, and we would be interested 
in hearing from volunteers .to look into the 
possibility of representing skepticism. The 
theme for the 1990 Festival has been 
announced as the science of food (which is 
described by "The Scotsman" as including "the 
technology of food processing and advances in 
biotechnology and nutritional medicine).  

JINXES AND FOLKLORE 

Robert Morris , Arthur Koestler Professor 
of Parapsychology at Edinburgh University, is 
pursuing several lines of research, according 
to the (Scottish) " Evening News" on 5 and 6 
August. Morris' ac tivities were written up in 
the Scottish press during the Parapsychology 
Association Conference held in Edinburgh at 
the end of July. 

Morris and his team are collecting stories 
of odd events, even of events that have been 
explained. Morris is quoted: " I ' m  convinced 
there is a problem in this whole area, but I 
am not convinced that there is psychic 
activity involved . "  

Morris and his new team , who "are to 
specialise in the application of computers to 
psychic research",  are looking for common 
themes in mail from the public and stories in 
the files of the School of Scottish Studies 
that might be promising lines of inquiry. 

On 4 August,  the "Scotsman" described 
Morris' point of view: "He thought that [the 
study of odd phenomena] could soon become 
the province of mainstream science . . .  even if 
there was no cohesive theory to explain why 
the strange phenomena happened . "  

The British� Irish Skeptic 

MORE UFO CONSPIRACIES 

Following _ ___ the publication of Jenny 
Randles ' rec ent The UFO Conspiracy, Timothy 
Good's new book Above Top Secret (Sidgwick 
& Jackson,  £14.95) was reviewed in the Star 
on 18 July. Th e Star points out that "[the 
word claims] has to be used a lot about his 
book because much of the evid ence is 
hearsay. " 

According to the article,  Good makes a 
number of allegations in his book, among them 
that: 

astronauts Armstrong and Aldrin saw 
UFO's  on the Moon during the 1969 
Apollo mission, and that these revelations 
were transmitted live, but censored, and 
'diverted r_to another chann el, where th ey were 
picked up by radio hams , 

a number of flying saucers and their 
occupants have been taken away for 
examination after landing in the United 
States . 

form er President Jimmy Carter was 
thwarted in his promise to open all UFO 
information to the pu blic and to scientists , 

not only lights were seen in Rendlesham 
Forest (see Ian Ridpath's write-up of this 
case in The Skeptical Inquirer , Winter, 1986), 
but American and British researchers saw "a 
triangular object on legs and had the 
impression it was occupied by robot-like 
creatures , "  and 

there has been , in the words of the 
Star, "a global cover-up by leading nations to 
prevent the undoubted shock and the moral 
and social collapse that would follow proof 
we are not alone in the universe . "  

T h e  S tar adds , "Or perhaps the reaction 
would be rather different. When people in 
Detroit were asked how they would react to 
visitors from space one man said: ' I'd teach 
them to stay on their own planet. We've got 
enough p eople on welfare without supporting 
a bunch of Martians . "' 

CSICOP forwarded us a copy of another, 
scathing review from The Spectator. Reviewer 
Adrian Berry said,  "It  is an evil book. Little 
of it is original, much of it is false. The 
implications seem to recommend a witch 
hunt ... I have called this book ' evil '  and I 
mean it .  Mr Good's  ideas are those of a 
maniac ... " 

And The Guardian's review, "Little Green 
Menuhin" (Good is a professional violinist) 
concluded, referring to Good's claim that 
thousands of aliens visit Earth regularly, 
"Perhaps the ali ens want to serve man , but 
find the taste needs further improvement." 



September/October 1987 

NO GHOST IN S H E FFI ELD 

The "Sheffield News" reoorted in July 

that design student Caroline Bell discovered a 

ghostly face in a panelled wooden door she 

had photographed at Sheffield Manor. During 

her return visit, she verified that the ghostly 

face was not a trick of the light: by wedging 

the door at a specific angle to the window 

the face was indeed visible. 

The ''Sheffield News'' investigated, and 

found that the face was a coincidence 

caused by light falling on blobs of varnish 

and polish which have built up on the door 

over the years." 

"But," the article goes on, "the face, 

which several observers say resembles Charles 

Dickens, will become a point of great interest 

to visitors to the Manor." 

Probably. We congratulate the "Sheffield 

News" for taking the trouble to check out the 

story, and we thank reader Chris Wright for 

sending in the article. 

THE COLOSSUS O F  RHODES 

July saw a genuine test of a psychic's 

predictions: Mrs Ann Dankbaar, a Dutch 
psychic performer now living in Australia, 

claimed to have located the first of the 

Colossus of Rhodes during a 1985 holiday. 

The giant stone raised from the Aegean 

sea bed turned out, however, to be. in the 

Guardian's phrase, "an unassuming stone." 

The Guardian, whose preliminary reports 

were favorable to Mrs Dankbaar's claims. 

pointed out in their last article on the 

subject, "Psychic hand of destiny" (7 July). 

that Mrs Dankbaar had nowhere near the 

recognition in Australia that she had claimed 

for herself. 

In "The Colossal Mrs Dank baar." in their 

autumn, 1987. issue, the Australian Skeotic 

reports that following Mrs Dankbaar's claims 

that her psychic powers had been 

acknowledged by the University of Adelaide, 

the South Australia brank of the Australian 

Skeptics issued an A$20,000 challenge to her 

to prove her psychic powers under strict 

scientific conditions. Local Australian media 

soon discovered (and reported to The 
Guardian) t h a t  Mr s D a n k b a a r's 

"acknowledgement" took the form of a 

personal letter from a senior lecturer in 

electrical engineering, Mr George Karolie. But 

Department of Psychology lecturer Dr Peter 

Delin is quoted as saying the results of his 

work with her were ''without great interest." 

1 

UFO-LINE 

Science writer Steuart Campbell has been 

following up the transcription we published 

from Derek C. Sampson 's UFO-Line (B&I S  1.3), 
and reports as follows: 

"On Jun e 26 I wrote to British Telecom 

complaining about the service and in the 

middle of July I received a reply from Geoff 

Dare of their Network Information Services 

(2-12 Gresham St., London). 

"Dare pointed out that UFO-Line is 

provided not by BT but by Audio Text PLC 

of Pembroke House, Campsbourne Rd., London 

N8. Incidentally it is one of what BT call 

their 'Premium Services' and is charged to 

callers at the 'm' rat e (cheap rate is 12 

seconds for 4.4p exclusive of VAT). 

"As a result of the Telecommunications 

Act 1984, BT operates under a licence which 

obliges them, on request, to provide 

telecommunications service to anyone, without 

discrimination, on normal published terms and 

conditions, provided that they keep within the 

law. It is an offence under section 43 of the 

Act for anyone to send a message over the 

system which is grossly offensive or of an 

indecent, obsecene, or menacing nature. Any 

person can institute proceedings under Section 

43, but it is difficult to determine what is 

'offensive'. BT does not consider that it is 

appropriate for it to act as an arbiter of 

public taste and so drew up a Code of 

Practice in association with the Association 

of Telephone Information and Entertainment 

Providers (ATIEP), the service providers' 

association, to guide service providers on the 

advertising, pro�otion, and content of 

information and entertainment services. An 

independent Committee chaired by Louis 

Blom-Cooper, QC, was established to oversee 

the application of the Code. Dare sent me a 

copy of this Code and invited me to contact 

Blom-Cooper if I felt that I had any specific 

complaint. 

"The Code contains 8 pages, most of 

which are uninteresting. Only two sections 

seem relevant. One. under 'Child Protection' 

-states that messages specifically designed for 

or targetted at children should not (among 

other things) I alarm, frighten or encourage 

children to act in a violent, careless or 

dangerous way'. Another, under I Adult 

Services' states that messages should not 

offend against the good taste and decency of 

reasonable people and should not be offensive 

to public feeling. 

"In view of the general nature of these 

clauses I did not see how I could complain 
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clauses I did not see how I could complain 
about UFO-Line. In any . case, according to 
Ray Hyman, we should not try to c ensor. 

"I did write to Audiotext PLC 
complaining. I received a letter dated 23 July 
informing me that the contents of my letter 
had been referred to Mr Derek C. Sampson. 
H e  has not contacted me." 

We would like to thank Steuart Campbell 
for taking the trouble to collect and write up 
this information for us. 

GBLLER'S HOT-AIR BALWON 

The Guardian commented on Uri G eller's 
Sun escapade of 27 August in "Flying psychic 
bends to will of the winds" .  "There was no 
immediate and detectable effect at Ilkley 
police station, where a duty officer was 
eating his lunch of ham and eggs at 3 PM 
precisely. 'Nothing happened, '  he said. 'But 
then I wasn't thinking about it.'" 

Reporter Andrew Moncur went on to draw 
parallels between the Sun "bender" and the 
1978 Daily Mirror stunt: "The major victims 
on that occasion were a pair of cows in 
Arbroath ,  which dropped dead." Moncur 
further noted that the Sun news desk was 
reluctant to give out information a bout the 
story of the boy who had miraculously begun 
to talk. 'You '11 only take the piss, '  the Sun 
news desk is reported to have told him. 

See our "Reviews" section in this issue 
for Lewis Jones' critical summary of the 
event. 

FAITH HEALING 

According to the (Scottish) Sunday 
Express, faith healers are "treating sick 
horses in an experiment to try to prove their 
value in animal medicine. " And, according to 
The Independent, the Western world's first 
research c entre for fringe medicines has been 
opened at Exeter University. Plans include 
the teaching and research of acupuncture, 
herbalism, homeopathy, naturopathy, and yoga 
and meditation. 

BEASTS 

BBC Wildlife reported in their September 
issue that their Yeti hair had been identified 
as that of a Himalayan brown bear. However, 
the Wool Industry Research Association, 
which identified the hair, told BBC Wildlife 
they had Yeti hairs of their own, which are 
so far unidentified. The New Scientist, 27 
August, ran an article suggesting scientists 
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should be more open-minded about the possible 
existence of such creatures as the Yeti. The 
Observer reported on 26 July that a new type 
of large cat may have been found in eastern 
Scotland. And The Guardian reported on 24 
August that an electronic search of Loch 
Ness, Operation Deepscan, is scheduled for 
October 9- 19. 

BBRLITZ'S ARCHAEOLOGY 

Charles Berlitz's book, Atlantis: the Lost 
Continent Revealed has been published by 
Fontana (£2.95), and was reviewed by Trevor 
Palmer in Archaelogy Today in July. Palmer 
dissects Berlitz' s  claims and examines his 
reasoning ,  and concludes that "there is simply 
no evidence at present for an advanced 
civilisation in the late Pleistocene." 

OBE BXPBRIMBNT 

An article in She magazine, August 1987, 
on Out of Body Experiences (OBE's) discussed 
p ersonal experiences and the research of Dr 
S usan Blackmore and others. The article also 
announc ed that Dr Charles McCreery is 
conducting research on OBE's at the Institute 
of Psychophysical Research. McCreery is 
quoted: "My position is that anything that 
exists is part of the material universe and 
can be explained in a normal, material way, 
as part of the physical world. Paranormal is 
not a term I care for. My aim is serious and 
the OBE project is purely scientific and aims 
to bring OBE's into science. For far too long 
the study of these phenomena has been 
regarded as beyond the pale because of 
associations with spiritualism." 

McCreery wants to hear from people who 
have had or think they have had OBE's, or 
people willing to fill out a personality quiz 
for purposes of comparison. She magazine 
listed McCreery's  address for those interested 
in participating: Charles McCreery, The 
Institute of Psychophysical Research ,  118 
Banbury Road, Oxford, OX26JU. 

PRESS CLIPPINGS WANT BD 

Both "Hits & Misses" and "The Press 
Gallery "  rely h eavily on your sending us 
newspaper and magazine clippings. Please 
mark all clippings with the name of the 
publication and the date the article appeared. 
Thanks! 
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Things seem to have been pretty quiet 
over the summer, however we do have 
information from a couple of places. 

AUSTRIA 

Professor Wolfgang Gombocz, the Austrian 
Convenor, writes from Graz that three 
regional groups are in the process of 
formation, one in Vienna. for Lower Acstria 
and Burgenland, one in Linz, for West and 
U p p e r  A u s t r i a ,  S a l z b u r g ,  T y r o l .  a nd 
Vorarlberg, and one in Graz for South 
Austria, Styria, Carinthia, East Tyrol, and 
parts of Burgenland. 

Professor Gombocz also sent a German 
article about Uri Geller's comeback and his 
claims to have successfully dowsed for gold 
and oil and to have worked for the CIA. 

SPAIN 

Luis Alfonso Gamez Dominguez. editor of 
"La Alternativa Racional". the Spanish 
newsletter, sent two batches of clippings 
which there was no space to summarize in our 
last issue. The first. anci much smaller batch, 
was of skeptical articles, including a press 
report of the UFO story we ran in our last 
issue (B&IS I .4) about the Soviet rockets that 
had been taken for a UFO. Tne other 
skeptical articles included a story from "El 

Correo Espanol--El Pueblo Vasco" that the 
earth may have been hit by a comet in 
Siberia in 1908 and that there were plans to 
test this theory by comparing particles from 
Halley's Comet with the meteorite, and two 
long pieces about the search for signs of 
intelligent extraterrestrial life. 

The "credulous" articles (so described by 
Luis Alfonso) were as follows: 

"In favor of natural medicines", a short 
piece from the same newspaper as the 
above-mentioned articles. 

"A lemon in the shape of a clog's paw 
revolutionizes Basque parapsychologists": this 
deserves a bit of explanation. The dog had 
been buried under the lemon tree with great 
sadness. and then the lemon grew and was 
said to look exactly like the buried dog's 
paw. The owners are quoted (our translation) 
as saying, "the sentiments wmcn were 
produced by Mori's death were such that his 
energy was able to change the genetic code 
of the tree.·· 

"Homeopathy, an aiternative to so-called 
"orthodox" medicine. 

"Practical workshop of parapsychology," 
an announcement of a May 1-3 workshop. 

EUROPEAN RE PORT 9 

"The USSR receives signals from a 
highly intelligent extraterrestrial civilization" 
explains that although T ASS affirmed nothing. 
the reporters were given to understand "that 
the discovery was a serious one and that it 
opens a new road in the investigation of 
space." 

"Palmyra L. Mora: 'The hands faithfully 
reflect the human being as if they were 
pictures of the brain,'" from Deia. 2 May, 
with another short article announcing the 
parapsychology workshops. 

"Man needs depression in order- to 
benefit from euphoria and happiness". another 
story from Deia in connection with the 
parapsychology workshops, a bout Pedro 
Carrasco's techniques for using mental control 
to combat all illnesses. 

"Fooled by clairvoyance." the story of 
an attempt at lynching a psychic. 

"Confirmed speech with extraterrestrials" 
"10,000 people waitbg for 'mjracle', a 

story about a child, Alba Navarro, who had 
announced the Virgin would appear. 

"A 'UFO aiert' wili watch the skies over 
Alava and Vizcaya Saturday night" 

"Parapsychoiogy course to teach ending 
fear and insomnia., 

"The United States investigated the 
bodies of four extraterrestrials in New 
Mexico", from "El Correo Espanol--El Pueblo 
Vasco, 2 June. with a London datelfne, 
referring to the Majestic-12 case, apparen�tly 
taken from the Observer review of Timolhy 
Good's Above ToP Secret. discussed in "Hits 
& Misses" in this issue. The article does not 
mention Good's book, but is written as though 
the information came from a news story from 
the Observer. 

"UFOlogists watch the sky over Pradejon 
tonight." 

"A group from the Colegio de San Viator 
will use parapsychology on Saturciay to 
regress to infancy'' from Deia, 9 June. The 
group was to be led by an Augustine priest, 
Miguel Lucas, who, the capUon under his 
picture said, "can read a person's life with 
the help of his pendulum." Lucas was to 
teach a course on "Total equilibrium through 
parapsychology" and planned to regress \is 
students "to life in the womb." 

"Null result with weekend 'UFO alert.· 
And. finally. a short piece from El Pais 

(one of Spain's most important national daily 
newspapers) about the Napoles company's 
decision to replace Diego Maradona 's picture 
on their football equipment with that of San 
Genaro, following the miraculous liquification 
of San Genaro's b'ood the previous Saturday. 
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STATE of the ART 

by Frank Chambers 

HOW TO BUILD A LIE DETECTOR, B RAIN WAVE MONITOR & OTHER SECRET 
PARAPSYCHOLOGICAL ELECTRONIC PROJECTS ... 

A book with this name is published 
by T{B Books, Inc., an otherwise 
reputable American publishing firm 
specializing in instruction in simple 

electronics and related hobby subjects. 

The UK publisher is W. Foulsham & 
Co., Ltd., Slough. and this and other 
TAB books are offered here by Maplin 
and other UK electronics supply houses. 

The �other Secret Parapsycho­
logical Projects" include (but I c annot 
list them all): 

• how to build a simple telepathic 
message receiver 

•how to imprint a message for 
telepathic transfer 

•constructing a lie detector for your 
philodendron 

•a m a c h i n e t h a t r u n  s o n  
psychokinetic energy 

•viewing the human aura:  four 
experiments 

• t h e  b i o-me t e r f o r  l o c a t i n g 
acu-points 

•dowsing devices and techniques 
• Kirlian photography 
•how to build a UFO detector/ 

communicator 
· • stalking ghostly voices in radio 

noise. 

Now some of us have trained 
ourselves not to believe everything we 
rea d in the papers or see on TV. but 
when we see a book with "How To" in 
the title, we are likely to have an 

insidious reaction to the effect that 
the author must know what he is 
talking a bout. Besides, the two gadgets 
specified in the title of this book are 
known to exist, so why shouldn't the 
others as well? 

Are suc h  books dangerous? They 
are read more often than not by people 

with young, impressionable minds eager 
to joust with the secrets of the 

universe. They clothe themselves with 

an aura of respectability (usually in the 
introdu ction if not sooner} by mouthing 
OK names such as, in this case, the 
M e n n i n g e r  Fo und ati on, S t anf o r d  
Re s earch I n sti t u t e .  P r i n c e t o n  
University, the Newark College of 
Engineering, the University of London, 
Sir William Crookes, Maxwell, Faraday, 

Ampere, Einstein, and The Journal of 
The Ins titute of Electrical a;-d 
Electronic Engineers. 

By printing parts lists and 
schematics and giving tip on soldering 
and reading the colour c ode on 
resistors, the authors imply that al l  the 
devices described will not only work. 
but have been tested and approved by 
scientists.  

I would like to construct a lie 
detector for my philodendron, but 
u n f o r t u n a t e l y  I d o n ' t  h a v e  a 
philodendron.  Would some other reader 
like to try? • 

Frank Chambers is a magician and retired engineer living 1"n C M o. ayo . 
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ABDUCTIONS 
• 

1n 

Abduction reports are the most dramatic 
manifestation of the UFO phenomenon. If they 
are valid--if abductions are really taking place 
as reported--we need look no further for an 
explanation of the UFOs and their visits to 
our planet. They would be clearly seen to be 
part of a larger scenario of extraterrestrial 
contact. 

What is more, they would be, quite simp­
ly, the most important event in the history of 

mankind. So there's a lot depending on the 
answer to the question: are abductions taking 
place as reported? 

There can be no doubt that something is 
taking place. That the abductees are having 
an experience of some sort is something we 
need not question; but we may question their 
interpretation of their experience. In one 
sense or another, abduction reports are real: 
what is in doubt is whether that reality is 
the everyday reality of the physical world, or 
the private reality of the witness's mind. 

Like many other anomalous phenomena, 
abduction reports have a compelling plausi­
bility. Reading an account such as Hopkins' 
Intruders[8b], we find a bewildering 
assortment of elements which, at first sight, 
seem, like the pieces of a jigsaw puzzle, to 
fit together in only one way. It is only when 
we stand back, and view the puzzle in a 
wider perspective, that we start to wonder 
whether there may be an alternative picture? 

Abductions in the UFO Perspective 

If we are to accept that abductions 
occur, the problems raised by their associa­
tion with UFOs must be resolved. 

Abductions are by definition related to 
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PERSPECTIVE 

by Hilary Evans 

the UFO phenomenon, for it is in UFOs that 
the abductors travel to our planet, and onto 
UFOs that most abductees are abducted. 
Every abduction case, therefore, involves a 
UFO, whether or not one is actually reported. 

But the moment we recognize that 
accepting the abduction story involves accept­
ing the UFO without which the story cannot 
take place, we are faced by the UFO paradox 
in all its horror. For if physical human beings 
are being abducted onto UFOs, unless we are 
prepared to premise some temporary meta­
morphosis of the material substance of the 
abductee's physical body, those UFOs must be 
physical flying machines and the abduction 
act must be a physical act involving a flesh­
-and-blood human body being carried/beamed 
up/teleported through the air. 

Yet though abductions are alleged to 

have occurred on hundreds if not thousands 
of such occasions[8a], not one abduction­
related UFO has· been conclusively detected 
by an independent witness, nor has anyone 
seen an abductee in the act of being taken 
on board or returning from a UFO. 

Nor have the abductees themselves been 
more successful in obtaining material proof of 
of .their experience. Every attempt to procure 
mementos and souvenirs has unfortunately 
been prevented. 

Abductions in the Contactee Perspective-

If we are to accept that abductions 
occur, it must be shown that they are differ­
ent in kind from contactee experiences, which 
are ostensibly similar in many respects but 
almost certainly do not really occur. 

Hilary Evans is author of a number of books on the paranormal and eo-founder of the 
Mary Evans Picture Library. 
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The UFO phenomenon in its current form 
was only a few years old when it was 
"enriched" by the claims of the contac tees to 
have met th eir occupants, who were for the 
most part benevolent S pace Brothers or 
Cosmic Guardians. Concerned for the well­
-being of our planet, these beings s elected 
from the entire human rac e  a George 
Adamski, a George King, or an Orfeo 
Angelucci ,  and entrusted him with a mission 
to save the world. The world, for the most 
part, found these claims unconvincing. 

· 

But then came the abduc tees , who have a 
more plausible story to tell . We are not asked 
to believe that abductees like Barney and 
Betty Hill[4 ] or Kathie Davis[8b] were chosen 
because they were remarkable people, only 
because they were suitable--for phsyical exam­
ination or for genetic experimentation. 

This c ertainly makes their stories easy to 
believe . We can--and many of us do--devise 
plausible sc enarios, in which the visiting ETs 
reach a point in their study of Earthpeople 
where they find it necessary to conduct 
physical examinations and breeding experi­
ments with specimen humans. 

But it is not enough to show that the 
abductees are more believable than the 
contactees, it must also be shown that they 
are different in kind. If the abduction stories 
are true, why were they preceded by a spate 
of contact stories, likewise offered as true 
but manifestly spurious? 

Until such time as these questions are 
answered, the susp1c10n will remain that 
today's abductees are simply yesterday's 
contac tees in an updated, more sophisticated 
form. And if we are inclined to explain the 
contactee wave on psychosocial grounds, the 
possibility will remain that the abductee wave 
can be explained in the same way. 

Abductions in the Perspective of 
Imaginary Abductions 

If we are to accept that abductions 
occur, it must be shown that they are dis­
tinct from other, similar "experienc es" which 
are known to be imaginary. 

Alvin Lawson's  "imaginary abductee" 
experiment[9} showed that subjects in a suit­
able state of mind are capable of concocting 
a n  e l a b o r a t e ,  d e t a i l e d  a n d  d r a m a t i c  
"encounter" story--yet which is entirely 
fiction. Moreover, these stories are strikingly 
similar , not only in outline but in specific 
detail, to the stories told by the "true" 
abductees . 
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Because neither Lawson nor anyone else 
has replicated or developed these experiments , 
we should not draw more than preliminary 
conclusions from them. But the central finding 
is unequivocal: while the experiments do not 
prove that the "true" abduc tees are 
fabricating their accounts. they do suggest 
that anyone who subconsciously wishes tp do 
so can find within himself the necessary 
resources to fabricate a detailed and coherent 
abduction story. 

The Lawson experiments did indicate one 
major area of differenc e between the 
"imaginary" and the "true" abductees: the 
emotional effect, and sometimes the physio­
logical effect, on the witness. The volunteers 
were not in a strongly emotive state , they 
had no psychological aftereffects such as 
amnesia, dreams, nightmares, or psychic 
experiences ; "true" abductees are liable to 
have all these things , including physiological 
effects. 

This is often interpreted by critics of the 
experiment as a demonstration of the reality 
of the "true" experiences.  But it demonstrates 
nothing of the kind. True,  it demonstrates 
that the "true" abductees are in a truly 
emotional state; but it is just as likel,y that 
the abduction experience occurs as a result 
of the emotional state as that the emotional 
state is the consequence of an abduction 
experience.  

Nobody will question that the abduction 
witness has a genuinely emotional experience; 
no one who sees the videotapes of Yorkshire 
policeman Alan Godfrey's  recall of his alleged 
abduction experience under hypnosis could be 
in any doubt of that[lO]. But while this shows 
that he had something to be emotional about, 
we must not jump to the conclusion that the 
abduction experience was the cause; it may 
have been part of the cure. The abduction 
experience may be a means whereby the 
individual externalizes an internal psycho­
logical problem[2b]. 

Abductions in the Perspective 
of Psychological States 

If we are to accept that abductions 
oc cur. it must be shown that they are dis­
tinct from the imaginary experiences char­
acteristic of persons in altered states of 
consciousness. 

The storytelling capability to which the 
Lawson experiments drew attention is just one 
of the astonishing range of "abnormal" 
abilities manifested by people in exc eptional 



September/October 1981 

circumstances. Hallucinations of various 
k i n d s , e n h a n c e d " p s y c h i c "  a w a r e n e s s ,  
roleplaying as in "possession" and "dissociated -
personality" scenarios--these are just some of 
the manifestations triggered in people who 
are, for whatever reason, in the appropriate 
state[2].  

Jerome Clark wrote recently in 
International UFO Reporter[l]: "Every profes­
sional who has participated in this kind of 
direct investigation asserts that there is no 
known psychological explanation for these 
experiences. But any behavioral scientist 
knows that there are many forms of human 
behavior for which no formal explanatory 
model is available: amnesia, precognition, the 
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seeing of "crisis apparitions " ,  
d i s s o c i a t i o n  o f  
p e r s o n a l i t y - - m a n y 
e x p l a n a t i o n s  h a v e  b e e n 
o f f e r e d  f o r  t h e s e 
experiences , but there is  
certainly no consensus . The 
fact that there is no 
c o n s e n s u s  m o d e l  f o r 
abduction experiences is 
merely an indication that it 
is another of the many 
facets of human experience 
of which our understanding 
is incomplete. 

T h e  l i t e r a t u r e  o f  
psychology--the case reports 
o f  P i e r r e  J a n e t  f o r 
example--not to mention the 
literature of parapsychology, 
are full of experienc es 
comparable in many ways to 
the abduction experience .  
Before we are ready to  
a c c e p t  t h a t  a b d u c t i o n  
experiences are different in 
k i n d  f r o m ,  s a y ,  t h e  
h y s t e r i c a l  i l l u s i o n o f  
diabolical possession. we 
need a lot more evidence 
than we have . 

Abductions in the 
Perspective of Traditional 

Belief 

If we are to accept that 
abductions occur, it must be 
shown that they are dif­
ferent from similar events 
which have been claimed or 
reported throughout human 
history. 

The existence of a folklore tradition of 
kidnapping by fairies and other otherworldly 
entities[3] shows that the. idea of abduction is 
widespread and deeply rooted. While this s s 
is not an objection to the abduction claims 

- per se, it reminds us that it is  a mistake to 
think of the abduction experience as a novel 
phenomenon born of the S pace Age. 
Abduction has served as the basis for fantasy 
experiences in the past , and it may be doing 
so again. 

UFO abductions are not the only kinds of 
experience in which an apparent internal 
plausibility is balanced by an external implau­
sibility. Other examples include "possession" ,  
believed by fundamentalist Christians t o  
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involve molestation by the Devil, but inter­
preted otherwise by others :  "poltergeist" 
experiences . once thought to be the work of 
"noisy spirits" but currently attributed to sub­
consciously manifesting psychokinetic powers ; 
and witchcraft. once believed to be the 
devil ' s  work. but today regarded as a manifes­
tation of induced hysteria. 

It is noteworthy that the traditional ex­
planations for all these phenomena gain their 
force from a specific bel ief system. We must 
consi der the possibility that the same things 
may be happening with the abduction experi­
ence. If  so, we should consider some such 
alternative scenario as this: 

At any given time there are a number of 
individuals who are, as it were, shopping 
around for a suitable framework into which to 
project a private psychological hang-up. Such 
a framework would not only have to meet 
their personal need but also conform to cur­
rent socially acceptable beliefs . In former 
days diabolical "possession", witchcraft,  lycan­
thropy and the like offered a suitable frame­
work; later came communications with spirits 
of the dead; today the "authorized myth" is 
one of extraterrestrial visi tation, derived from 
science fiction. space-age thinking,  and a 
millenarist "Cosmic Guardian" alternative to 
traditional religious belief. 

S ince the myth is shared by the commun­
ity, not only do the abductees find it easy to 
"believe themselves into" the story, but others 
find it easy to believe them. 

For and Against the Abduction Experience 

Abduction experiences , then, offer us only 
stories--told in good faith, no doubt, but none 
the less subjective and unsubstantiated, and 
with much in common with other categories of 
s tory which are known to have no basis in 
external reality. And as every psychologist 
and every schoolteacher knows , and as 
Lawson has shown to be no less true in this 
specific context, everyone can tell a story. 

Nevertheless .  those who . like Hopkins , 
feel that the weight of the evidence is in 
favor of real experience have persuasive 
grounds for their belief that in this case the 
stories are true: 

The abduction scenario ,  in its most 
elaborate form--for example, in the Kathie 
Davis[8b] or Whitley Strieber [ 1 3 ]  cases- -offers 
an internal plausibili ty which gives us the 
best explanation yet for the UFO phenomenon. 

Abduction experiences are spontaneously 
reported by witnesses who are not ostensibly 
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seeking material advantage. 
They involve a genuine emo t ional res -

ponse. Lie-detector tests confirm that the 
stress is real enough . 

In m u ltiple abductions the accounts tally 
closely enough to persuade us that the wit­
nesses participated in the same experience. 

Recurrent features . reported by . .wi t ­
nesses who could not be aware of others ' tes­
t imony. suggest that the same external 
process is happen ing to many people. The dis­
covery of scars , related to childhood 
incidents--often traumatic--is .iust one recurring 
example. 

Independent tests[4 l have shown that 
abduction witnesses have no obvious patholog­
ical background or discernible predisposition 
to paranormal experience. 

Abductees often report a change in life­
s tyle and outlook. The Gansbergs , who carried 
out follow-up investigation of several 
American abduction witnesses , reported that 
in almost every case the witness felt his life 
had benefitted [ 6 ] :  the same was true of the 
Aveley case in England[ 1 2 } .  Such real benefits 
suggest a real event . 

Th is is a formidable challenge; however, 
the objections are hardly less forceful: 

The s tories of ET /UFO visits are impro­
bable in themselves--it defies reason that so 
many spacecraft should successfully avoid 
detec tion whi le vis i t ing our planet , particular­
ly since no two ET crews seem to be the 
same, i mplying a vast number of points of 
origin. 

The behavior of the abductors towards 
the witness is in many respects illogical,  des­
pite an overall plausibility.  Clearly, we must 
allow for the possibility that ET logic may be 
different from ours . But how, for example, 
can we reconcile such contradictions as their 
frequently stated intention that the witnesses 
will not recall their experiences. with their 
a pparent ignorance of recall under hypnosis? 
Or their detailed telepathic monitoring of wit­
nesses with their ignorance of such basic 
facts that a witness dest ined for genetic 
experiments has n ndergone a vasectomy?[8b} 

There is a total lack of hard evidence. 
When witnesses try to retain souvenirs,  they 
are always prevented. There are no convinc ­
ing photographs of spaceships, not to mention 
the enti ties . 

No abduction has ever been independent­
ly witnessed. The closest we come to it is 
the 1975 Travis Walton case. but no one saw 
Wal ton actually go aboard the craft. The 
investigation of this case has in any case 
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been criticized and the findings remain 
am biguous[ l 2 ) .  

Though psychological tests suggest that 
abduc tion witnesses are normal people who 
are telling the truth as they know it, they 
also indicate that they suffer from "a mild 
paranoia "--hypersensit ivity, wari n ess etc . "[5 ) 
Hardly enough to build a case on,  admittedly,  
but a reminder that we rarely have psycholo­
gical  data on witnesses before their exper­
ience.  We do often have anecdotal t estimony, 
however, and this often points to some kind 
of predisposition . Both Betty Hill[4]  and 
Charles Hickson[ 7 ]  have testified to anomalous 
experien ces previous to t heir abduction . 

Not only do we know little a bout wit­
nesses'  psychological sta te,  we are often n ot 
well informed about the outward circum­
stances of their lives,  though these could well 
have a bearing on their attitudes and 
behavior.  John Rimm er[ l l )  noted that out of 
eleven abduction witnesses whose personal 
circumstances are known , eight were widowed, 
divorced, or having sexual or marital diffic ul­
ties at the time. He suggests that this would 
make them particularly vulnerable to 
suggestion. 

A part from psychological factors relating 
to abduction witnesses as individuals, there is 
little indication that those who write about 
these experiences are familiar with the enor­
mous range of behavior whic h  c an occur to 
anyone who ,  through whatever circ umstances,  
is  in an altered state of consciousness. 

The discovery of scars , and other such 
recurrent features, is  at first sight a formi­
dable challenge. Psyc hologist Aphrodite Clamar 
says: "The question persists : is the UFO 
experience genuine, or are those who c laim to 
have been abducted the victims of hysteria or 
their own delusions? Mter spending more than 
fifty hours with a dozen subjects under 
hypnosis , I still cannot answer that 
question . .  . It is the curious similarity of their 
experiences that gives pause . "[8a,5)  

The fac t  that one witness after another,  
who could not be aware of one another's  
experienc es ,  come up wit h  similar stories con­
taining similar bizarre details , is probably the 
most impressive feature of the abduction 
experienc e.  It  is  this whic h seems to h ave 
convinc ed Budd Hopkins that abductions are 
physical and literal fact :  "For me, the conclu­
sion is inesca pable: They ( th e  ETs) are al­
ready here . . .  Though I do not want to believe 
this ,  and feel decidedly unnerved by it , I 
believe it is true: extraterrestrials have been 
observing us in our innocence for many 
years . "[8a] 
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A pa rt from the similarity of the stories ,  
he finds that a great many of h i s  su bjects 
have in conspicuous scars,  usual ly on their 
legs , and that these are often associated with 
some rather mysterious i n c i dent in chi ldhood . 
The implication is that they relate to some 
kind of surveil lance,  and may i ndicate the 
implant of a monito ring device ,  or be the 
result of a blood test or some su c h .  

Hopkins has more than once been able to 
successfully predict that a witness wi l l  find a 
scar on his body that he didn ' t  know h e  had ,  
a n d  this certainly points to t h e  reality o f  the 
phenomenon . But difficulties remain.  I f  ETs 
are putting implants in substantial numbers of 
c hildren, sure ly by now some doc tor 
som ewh ere,  examm1ng a child ,  would have 
come ac ross one? Again, our ear thly surgeons 
can make incisions whi ch leave virtually no 
scar:  surely we could expect these advanced 
beings to have found a way of carrying out 
their tests without leaving tell-tale traces? 

What alternative explanations are on 
offer? Coincidenc e ;  have you ever examined 
your body to check whether you , too ,  have 
such a scar you have forgotten or  never even 
noti c ed you had? A form of sti gmata . sub­
consciously created by the witness himself to 
back up his story ?  Or could it be that we 
have it back-to-front:  was it the discovery of 
such a scar that prompted the witness to 
fantasize an abduction story? Admittedly,  
these suggestions are only specula tive,  but 
they show that it would be premature to 
a b a n d o n t h e  s e a r c h  f o r  a l t e r n a t i v e  
explanations . 

Sociologist Ron Westrum has noted a 
"contagion effect"  where by a ras h of abduc­
tion reports occu rs immediately after the pub­
licizing of a story like that of Barney and 
Betty Hill[5) .  This is a complex sociological  
phenomenon whic h  can be interpreted in  
different ways; but one of the p ossi bilities is  
that the abduction experience has become as 
much part of Americ an folklore as the phan­
tom hitchhiker . That virtually every abduction 
encount er occurs in the Ameri cas may simply 
relate to the social acc eptability of being an 
a bductee ,  but there could be a deeper 
exp I ana tion.  

Setting these two sets of fa c tors side by 
side,  it is evident that neither adds up to a 
c lear case for or against the reality of the 
a bduction experience.  Nor are they likely to 
until more satisfactory evidence is offered us.  

Meanwhile, though, there is one simple 
consideration which may outweigh all others. 
Here we have accounts which,  if they really 

( cont.  on p 26) 
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SCIENCE vs. PSEUDOSCIENCE 

PART ONE: THE NATURE OF SCIENCE 

Because the Committee for the Scientific 
Investigation of the Paranormal (CSICOP) and 
similar local groups are dedicated to exposing 
pseudoscience, it is important to be able to 
distinguish pseudoscience from "real" science. 
In this article, I hope to explain the nature 
of genuine science. 

My first contact with science in 
childhood was with the end results of 
scientific investigation, such as "everything is 
made of atoms", and "electricity really 
consists of the flow of electrons. " This is the 
usual introduction to science :  nobody could 
keep up an interest in a history of all the 
experiments that finally led to these theories 
about atoms and electricity. However, 
although the experiments and their history are 
usually given later on in the same book or 
magazine, these escape most people's  notice, 
and they are left with the lasting impression 
that science is about atoms, forces, and 
similar ideas. 

Since then, things have changed, so that 
nowadays science is most commonly brought 
to people's attention when new technology is 
introduced. The pace of technological advance 
is becoming faster, and the science on which 
the new technology is based is becoming more 
complex. People see the technology changing 
their home or their work, but there is no 
system for bringing them up to date on new 
scientific knowledge. They know how to push 
the buttons on the machine, but they don't 
know how it does what it does. So, many 
people think technology is science. A popular 
magazine-turned-encyclopedia in the early 
1980's added to this confusion: it was entitled 
"Science Now", but it was almost entirely 
about technology. 

by Peter O'Hara 

You may gather that I don't define 
science either as being about a particular 
range of subjects ("atoms" ,  "forces", etc . ), or 
as technology. I define science as one, a 
method of obtaining knowledge which tends to 
reduce mistakes, and two, the knowledge thus 
obtained. In general, there are two sources of 
mistakes. The first is called a "counfounding 
variable" (there could be many of these 
operating at one time). This is a variable (any 
kind of quantity that varies) which is 
affecting your results but which you have not 
measured. The second is called experimenter 
bias. This means that you have allowed your 
own expectations to influence the results you 
actually get. 

To illustrate the first source of error, I 
will give an old but continuing example: the 
fall of bodies under gravity. Folk knowledge 
has it that heavier articles fall faster . This 
idea has lasted for over 2000 years in spite 
of science teaching in schools. The usual 
illustration involves the comparison of a 
heavy weight and either a feather or a leaf. 
In the sixteenth century, this was properly 
tested by dropping a cannon ball and a 
musket ball simultaneously from the Leaning 
Tower of Pisa (this experiment is usually 
attributed to Gallileo). The two balls fell the 
same distance in the same time. Our folk 
knowledge is based on the assumption that 
light objects either have low density or 
shapes with extensive surface area; these 
variables are confused with variation in 
weight. Because the Pisa experiment did not 
use the popular light body (a feather), 4 it 
reached no conclusion as to how gravity 
affected its fall. Many years later, experi­
ments were carried out with objects falling in 
a vacuum chamber : the feather fell at the 
same rate as the metal ball. What makes the 
feather fall slower is air resistance. This 

Peter O' Hara is a clinical psychiatrist and the Convenor of the Irish Skeptics. 
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variable could not be removed in sixteenth 
century Pisa as they didn 't have a vacuum 
pump, hut it was reduced a great deal by 
picking two bodies that differed a lot in mass 
but were only slightly different in air 
resistance. 

The second sort of error poses more 
difficulties. One plan is to have experiments 
repeated by different people. This is usual 
nowadays : when a new experimental result is 
reported all over the world, other workers try 
to replicate it. To make this possible, the 
report must contain all the nec essary details 
of how the experiment was conducted. 
However, it is clear that a widespread, if not 
universal, prejudice among e xperimenters 
about the results of a particular investigation 
could end in all of them producing similar hut 
mistaken results. This was not really a 
problem with the investigation of gravity: the 
trouble then was that the previously 
prevailing attitude to obtaining knowledge 
didn't much favour conducting experiments at 
all. 

This kind of widespread experimenter bias 
is more of a problem in social and 
psychological sciences: nearly everyone is 
their own "expert" on psychology. the methods 
used to reduce errors here include making 
explicit and standardising the :methods of 
observation and intervi ew, and having several 
experimenters interview some or all of the 
subjects. With the latter technique,  the report 
usually states how closely the several 
observers agreed with each oth er. This is a 
measure of how much or how little the 
differences between experimenters affected 
the results , and it is hoped that reduction in 
these differences signifies reduction in their 
personal effects on the results. In some 
psychological experiments, the workers dealing 
directly with the subjects are kept in the 
dark about the details or purpose of the 
experiment (except what they absolutely need 
to know) in order to redu c e  any inadvertent 
suggestion to the subjects or bias in 
ob�erving them. 

Scienc e involves finding whether one 
variable has an effect on another variable. To 
measure this, you must be able to change the 
variable. In the gravity experiment, for 
example ,  mass (weight)  was varied by having 
a heavy ball and a light ball. In many cases 
this amounts to having a " control" group 
(which has the variable present). The value of 
the comparison between the two groups is 
that before you can say what the effect of 
the variable is-,- - you -must know what things 
are like_ when it is absent. In some sci ences 
(social scienc es , medicine),  control groups also 
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help to deal with variables not - under 
investigation which cannot be manipulated out 
of the way: if it can be assumed that these 
variables are randomly spread among the 
subjects ,  then the subjects are randomly 
divided into a control and an experimental 
group ;  then the influenc e  of these 
confounding variables should be about the 
sam e in both groups. For example, to 
determine if a new treatment has any effect 
in alleviating som e particular illness, the 
results of giving people that treatment must 
be compared with the course of the illness 
without it.  The natural,  untreated course of 
this illness may be known already: but 
diseases change over time,  and as 
demographic variables (age, sex, social class) 
influence illness and the present sample may 
differ from the older one in these ways , we 
must make a present-day comparison. A 
random division of patients into two groups 
will nearly equalise all these variables. A 
further confounding variable is that the 
experimental group could improve somewhat 
just by believing they are getting treatment 
(the "placebo effec t"). Therefore,  the control 
group must receive an identical-seeming 
treatment, and both groups must be treated 
directly by people who don ' t  know which 

. treatment each patient is receiving. 
I hope this brief sketch has given some 

flavour of the principles of reducing errors in 
our knowledge, and some particular ways of 
doing this . It can be applied to nearly any 
subject matter that involves events continuing 
in the present day. Events in the past cannot 
be manipulated, and neither can some events 
at great distances. In these cases,  we 
extrapolate from · the results of present-day 
experiments. However, knowledge of histori cal 
and distant events can not be as complete as 
knowledge based on experiments that can be 
repeated over and over again. 

In my next article,  I hope to describe 
the main features of pseudoscience.  

FURTHER READING 
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MAGICIANS, MEDIUMS 

& PSYCHICS 

Perhaps the second most asked question 
we get,  behind ''What i s  a s k e pti c ? " ,  is  ''What 
harm is there in belief in the p aranormal?"  

From my perspe ctive the answer is 
two -fold .  Firs t .  an unquestioning a c c eptan c e  
o f  t h e  paranormal indic at e s .  to m e  a t  l east,  
the abandonment of our unique h uman a bi lity 
to think and reason.  On ail  l evels our world 
is becoming more c omplex.  More involved 
issu es fac e  us  and require well-thought out 
and reasoned answers . Unfortunately,  you 
cannot wake up on e m orning and d ecide to 
think critically .  It  is a skill that  is refined 
ana d eveloped over one ' s  entire lifetime. 

S ec ond . unques t ioning a c c eptance of the 
pa ranormal opens on e u p  to expioitati on by 
unscru pulous individuals · and / or organizations.  
A recent example is  Jirri Jones and the 
Peoples T emple tragedy . Jones · was noted for 
his  "psychic h eal ings'' of T em p l e  m em bers and 
telepathic readings . a l l  of which were later 
exposed as having been staged by Jones for 
the purpos e  of gathering more c onverts and 
further binding the faithful to him.  

Apologists for the paranormal will  say 
Jon es was uniq u e ,  an a b erration , a 
psychopathic drug addic t  who went psyc hotic 
and took his trusting follow ers into his 
madness with h im. Unfortunately,  the unique 
thing a bout Jones is not what h e  did,  but th e 
magnitude of his madness and t h e  res u lting 
public ity. With regard · to his callous and 
cynical  attitude h e  is  rather typical  of his 
breed.  

I n  order to fu lly und erstand what I m ean 
by exploitation of credulous individual s .  i t  is 
nec essary to examine the side of " psychic 
phenomena" that is rarely e xamined.  I a m  
talking a b o u t  the exploits o f  s pirit m e dium s ,  a 
subspec ies of human that I put on a level 

by Dav id · Alexander 

with p imps and heroin deale:-s . If you think 
that judgement is too harsh,  read on . 

I am c ertain that the average 
sophisti cated rea d er wil l  chuckl e knowingly at 
the incongruity of s p irit mediums e xisting in 
our t e chnological c ivil ization.  Sorry to 
disappoint,  but they not only e xist. they are 
flourishing,  al beit very quietiy. T h ey don 't 
acuveiy seek o u t  public ity or news paper 
spa c e .  They don ' t  n eed it .  They seem to have 
a virtua lly unending supply of sheep to shear.  

I was told of the fol lowing case by a 
Los Angeles Co.  Deputy Sheriff. Naturally, we 
c a nnot name parti ci pants,  �ut a general 
outl ine of what happened is suffic ient to 
make the poin t .  

A woma n ' s  husband w a s  was h ed o u t  to 
s e a  and the body was@ n ever recovered . 
Although it was almost a com piete c ertainty 
that t h e  man was dead,  the woman began to 
consult psyc hics out of desperation . 

One of the psyc hics she contacted sensed 
a real opportunity to exploit this woman's  
emotional need.  He stated that  the woman ' s  
husband w a s  alive but suffering from amn esia .  
H e  c ould l o c a t e  the man . bu t h i s  psyc hic 
powers were strangely dependent u pon the 
amount of money the woman was giving him 
and how muc h  "coo peration" s h e  showed him . 
S lowly, but surely, the amounts of money 
increase d .  His control escalated to th e point 
where h e  was using her sexually . 

T h e  entire matter came to a head when 
the " psych i c "  began to make demands that the 
woman ' s  t e enage d a ughter sleep with him as 
well . The daughter refused and blew the 
whistle on the whole s e a m .  When the woman 
c ame to her senses ,  she was acutely 
embarrassed at the entire matter.  

David Alexander has been both a professional magician and a private investigator: currently he 
is an editor and publisher;  recent projects include editing J ames Rand i ' s  new boo k ,  The Faith 
H e al ers . He is a Special Consultant to the Committee for S c i entifi c Examination of Religion (CS ER ) ,  
a n d  h a s  participated in s everal major investigations o f  faith h e a l ers . 



&ptembcrjOctober /987 

While this case may sound unusual,  sex 

and the occult are traditionally linked . Many 

people purporting to be mediums seem to have 

a high sex drive. Writing in "The Psychic 

Mafia", M. Lamar Keene, a reformed medium, 

tells of mediums who would provide a "spirit 

lover" for sitters requesting it. The "spirit 

lover" would "materialize" sufficiently for the 

sitter to have intercourse. Other mediums had 

intercourse with sitters by telling them that 

they were going to receive special spirit 

ministrations that would "open their psychic 

center".  

Keene's book, originally published in 1 977,  
was a devasta ting expos� of mediums at two 

"camps",  one in Indiana and the other in 

Pennsylvania . One would think that after such 

a blast of bad publicity the operators would 

quit or move on . Not true.  Today both camps 

are doing very well , thank you . In preparing 

this article, I called the camp in Pennsylvania 

and was told I had my choice of several 

mediums as well as various "healing services " .  

Seances are conducted every day except 

Mondays, when, apparently, the spirits get a 

day off. 

The most amazing and alarming thing 

about all of this is the willingness of many 

people to put their lives completely into the 

hands of ill-educated,  emotionally unbalanc ed 

individuals who claim a hotline@ to heaven. 

Mediums are routinely asked for advice about 

business decisions, marital problems, how to 

improve sexual performance ,  whether to have 

an abortion, etc . 

Why do people become mediums? Money! 

Lots and lots of money. Keene reports 

collecting up to $ 18,000 in one service. This 

was from a congregation in his Florida church 

of only 300. While he was at Camp 

Chesterfield, in Indiana,  neither he nor the 

other mediums there kept any records, and 

they dealt mostly in cash. In one summer 

season when Keene was in residence, 65,000 

people went through the camp leaving literally 

piles of cash as donations. In many cases the 

idea of a large donation came from the "spirit 

world".  The take by mediums at various 

camps, "churches",  and private readings 

around the U. S .  must be in the millions: all of 

it very legal and quite tax-free. 

The connection between the spirit medium 

and magic is quite real. For many years the 

late Bob Nelson operated a magic 

shop/medium supply center in the Midwest. 

To magicians, he sold trick decks of cards 

and standard magical apparatus; however. to 

the professional mediums of the country, he 

sold the tricks of their trade; collapsible 
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reaching rods,  luminous items that could be 
presented as ghosts. spirits .  o r  ectoplasm: anci 
all s orts of spec ialized a p paratus that would 
allow the mediums to a ppear genuine.  Bob 
also wrote dozens of books o n  mentalism anci 
m ediumship.  Many of them are out of print .  
but his books on cold  reading are sti l l  
available and constitute the apex of the 
reade r ' s  art . Bob ' s  widow. Betty, stili  runs 
the business . only now she just s ells astrology 
supplies .  

Bob ' s  a pparatus allowed even a mediocre 
medium to present any and a l l  aspects of 
spiritual ph enom ena. The l ist  of apparatus 
was amazing: imported c rystal balls whi c h  
c o n c ea l ed tiny hand-roll ers that communi cated 
information to the medium s e c retly; miniature 
radio s ,  available long before the transistor, to 
whisp er i n  the ear of a blindfolded meciium 
onstage,  and dozens of other exotic item s .  

Why do mediums stil l  flourish in spi t e  of 
exposure after exposure? The answer is quite 
s imple .  I can explain it  best  by quoting The 
Rev. Canon William W .  Rauscher:  "In my 
pastoral  ministry I quickly learned how 
vul n erable the bereaved are to any promise of 
reassurance that their beloved dead still  l ive.  
People who have lost one they cherish wiil 
travel anywhere, pay anything,  beiieve 
anything,  it  seem s ,  to hear again the voi c e  
t h a t  w a s  stilled . "  A s  Lamar K e e n e  said . "The 
need to believe in phony wond ers sometimes 
exceeds not only ·logic , but s e emingly .  even 
sanity . "  

I n  h i s  opera "The Medium " ,  Gian- Carlo 
Menotti has the c entral c haracter,  a fake 
medium named Madam e Flora , admit to h er 
s itters that she was a fake and that they had 
been c heated.  They refuse to believe her and 
beg her to let them have their seance, as it 
i s  the only joy in their l ives . Things haven't  
c hanged a great deal sinc e those times . a s  
there s eems to b e  an u nending supply of 
people willing to throw away the one thing 
that s eparate us from t h e  lower animai s :  the 
a bility to think and reaso n .  

Next time :  a ful l  disclosure of how the 
mediums do their s tuff. • 

r-==--· 
r\.1 Hello UFOs � 
t-1.. 
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Most li'FOs in these pa:1 s  di�ap­
peared about the same time as the 
Hi 1 lman Imp, but Brazil  is still in-

' fested with the t hings, when they 

r-1 arc not  pestering the Panama n i -

< 1 ans. Howeve r, Brazi l ians seem to 
�· have got used to them, and work �' is about to start on a UFO land ing 

:J __ ' 

. . , c· 
. � strip as part of Bras1lta s new It) 

of Peace University. Equipped to 
� accommodate flying machines of ._ 

nearly half a mile wide, the space-
\� por. will boost the country·s repu-

1 tation for warm ho�pital i�.  
,_ ____ _____. 
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SAGAN 'S UNIVERSE 

Carl Sagan is known to many as novelist. 
talk-show guest ,  popularizer of science, and 
peace activist. Almost forgotten by the public 
is Cari Sagan the scienti st ,  who drives all 
those other personalities. Like most scientists . 
Sagan is passionately in love with his work. 
Unlike most scientists. he is the sort of lover 
who will shout the virtues of his loved one 
from the housetops and feel bitterly 
disappointed if others fail to find her as 
beautiful as ht- does. 

If the shouting sometimes irks his 
colleagues , it has nevertheless accomplished 
much of its ·purpose, · bringing both the won der 
anci promise of science and some of the 
technological problems that threaten humanity 
to public attention. The television series 
Cosmos, w hich Sagan helpeci to create. was 
seen by ten million people--more than any 
other Public Broadcasting Service (PBS) series 
in history. Sagan's testimony has enlightened 
Congress on such matters as the nuclear 
winter. Star Wars . and the greenhouse effect . 
at least two of which he woul d  have been 
unprepared to discuss had he not spent a 
gooci part of his life studying the atmospheres 
of Mars and Venus . 

Out of his string of awards and prizes 
far too long to publish here. only about a 
third are for scientific accomplishments ; the 

rest are for promoting peace· and for 

excel lence in "communicating science". Among 

t he latter are the Pea body Award for 

Cosmos and a Pulitzer Prize for The Dragons 
of Eden, one of his twenty books so far. The 

citation for one of hi s most recent honours . 

the Federation of American Scientists Annual 

Award for Public Service, seems to combine 

all  three areas of ac hievement: "The most 

visible spokesman of the scientific community 

of the planet Earth . . .  Sagan has ever greater 

potential  for leading humans away from 

destruction. " 

by Wi 1 1  iam Stee le 

Sagan i s  disturbed by the suggestion that 
he may be the only living scientist the person 
on the street could name. "To the extent that 
that 's  true, " he s ays, "it ' s  just another 
indication of how poorly we communicate 
science. I think the average person ought to 
be able to come up with a l ist of scientists 
at least as long as the list of basketball 
players. And I 'm a big basketball fan. " 

Like many legendary love affairs. Sagan's 
began in childhood: at about the age of six 
he became fascinated by the stars and the 
idea that they represented other worlds like 
o u r s .  At e.bo ut twelve he ran across 
Astounding Science Fiction magazine (now 
called Analog) with its tales of space travel 
and extraterrestrial l ife. It seems that inside 
Carl Sagan. the David Duncan Professor of 
Astronomy and Space Sciences at Cornell 
University, Ithaca , NY. Director of Cornell's 
Laboratory of Planetary Studies . and president 
of The Planetary Society. the small boy is 
sti ll  around, trying to make the stories come 
true. "The only thing I wanted to do from 
childhood was learn about planets and stars ."  
Sagan says . " I  think everybody is  born a 
scientist. Knowing things and building things 
is what human beings are good at. 
Unfortunately so many kids get turned off . 
Parents and teachers tell them it ' s  not 
practicaL or they get nervous when kids a�!-: 
deep questions that the adults don't know the 
answers to. like ' Why is  the moon round?' or 
' Why is grass green?'" 

Sag an's parents didn't discourage his 
interest. though it was probably outside their 
experience. His father. a Russian immigrant, 
was a cutter in the garment industry, his 
mother a traditional housewife. They were 
cultured people. but not involved in science 
or technology . "They never told me that being 
an astronomer was an imprac tical thing ,  that 

William Steele is a free-lance science writer from Ithaca . NY. 
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they'd never heard of such a thing, " h e  
recalls . 

He att ended public schools in Brook-1-yn ;= :­
skipping a few grades . After his father was 
promoted to factory manager the f amiiv 
moved to New Jersey, where S agan graduated 
at sixteen from Rahwav High S c ho o l .  

He went on t o  the University of Chicago , 
which attracted him with a brochure that 
promised an emphasis o n  learning in 
preference to sports and social  l ife . H e  had 
planned to major in astronomy, but discovered 
Chicago didn ' t  beli eve i n  specialization . "The 
premise was that if you arrived there you 
were confessing i gnoran c e . " h e  r ec alls , 
"because if you k n ew stuff you wouldn ' t  be 
there,  and if you were ignorant you were i n  
no position to s a y  what y o u  wanted t o  
specialize m .  C ompletion of fourt e en 
year-long courses earned a B. A.  "in n othin g . " 
You c ould.  if you l iked , tak e additional 
courses and get another d egre e ,  s o  S agan 
graduated with an additional B . S .  i n  physi c s .  
"I  am eternally grateful to them . "  he adds , 
"because I l earned about all  sorts of things I 
never even knew exis t ed , art . architec ture , 
Freud , musi c ,  Russian novels , Greek 
playwrights,  c ultural anthropology. I was 
phenom enally i gnorant . "  

H e  went o n  t o  get a Master ' s  degree i n  
physics and a PhD i n  astronomy ana 
astrop hysics ,  working under G erard Kuiper.  
the leading astronomer a t  th e t ime in the new 
specialty known as planetary s c ie n c e .  During 
the summers h e  studied biology at Indiana 
University,  part of a c ar eful pian to prepare 
himself to study extraterrestrial l ife and the 
origins of l ife.  He was ' 'fortunate . '' h e  s ays , 
to be a c c e pted to work in the la boratory of 
H.J.  Muller.  winner of the No bel Prize for the 
discovery that radiation c ould cause 
mutations . S ignifi cantly, the first s c ientific 
paper h e  ever publishe d ,  a t  the age of 2 2 ,  
was in biology , with a little p hysics o n  the 
side .  Titled Radiation and the Origin of t h e  
Gene,  it suggested t h a t  s o l a r  radiation might 
have provided the ener gy t o  form t h e  first 
DNA molecules in our p lanet ' s  yout h .  

Sagan w a s  i n  the right pla c e  at the right 
time. It was the early ' 5 0 ' s  and N AS A ' S  great 
push t o  explore the planets was jus t  
beginning. Kuiper w a s  n o t  only t h e  leading 
pian etary scientist,  but practically the only 
one,  and his students were in d emand . While 
sti l l  a graduate student,  S a gan was asked t o  
consult with N A S A  on the d e s i g n  of 
spa cecraft . H e  went on to work on Mariner 
II ,  the first interplanet ary prob e ,  whi c h  flew 
to Venus,  then the two Marin er missions to 
Mars , and practically every interplanetary 
mission sin c e .  
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In 1 962 he became an Assistant Professor of 
astronomy at Harvard and a researcher at the 
Smithsonian Astrop hysical Observatory in 
Cambridge. 

Meanwhile, Cornell University had hired 
Professor Thomas Gold away from a full 
professorship at Harvard and given him a 
mandate to develop his dream of the Center 
for Radiophysics and Space Research, an 
interdisciplinary program which included 
construction of the Arecibo radiotelescope. 
Like Sagan, Gold was aware of NASA ' s  
research push, a n d  wanted to add some 
planetary astronomers to the staff. He had 
met Sagan at a NASA conferenc e  and was 
impressed with him, and "I  knew by the 
grapevine that he considered himself 
underprivileged at Harvard, "  Gold says . 
Although Sagan was extremely popular with 
students (or perhaps because of that), Harvard 
had not granted him tenure after seven years. 
In 197 1 ,  he accepted Gold's  offer.  

As the department grew, Sagan suggested 
other planetary workers ,  including Professors 
Joseph Veverka and Peter Gierasch,  both also 
trained at Harvard. 

"He was the driving spirit in enticing 
these other people here , "  Gold says. "There's  
no question but that the planetary group 
gained a lot of strength from his presenc e . "  -
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For many years , V everka recalls ,  Sag an 
remained the "senior" planetary astronomer in 
the department and determined its direction. 
But, he adds, "Some people have a tendency 
to surround themselves with people whoa re 
less competent and c an ' t  function o n  their 
own. Carl always looked for the best people 
and most independent people.  He was n ' t  
looking for a bunch of flunkies . "  In  the late 
1970 's ,  when S agan took a leave of absence 
to go to California and work on the Viking 
program and began writing books and 
television shows, that independenc e  asserted 
itself and the department became more 
diverse.  Sagan also brought from Harvard an 
intriguing research effort into the origins of 
the chemicals of life on earth and the 
possibility that such c hemicals e xist on o ther 
worlds. Most of the rest of his work has 
focused on the atmospheres of Venus , Mars, 
and Jupiter. He was the first to suggest that 
the thick c ar bon dioxide atmosphere of Venus 
might trap heat by a "greenhouse effect" ,  
rais '  g the temperature of the planet to a 
pre ously unlikely 600 degrees.  A Russian 
spac · ·  probe eventually proved him right . 

study of the opposite effect--how 
Martran dust clouds might block the sun and 
cool the planet-- led to the predic tion that 

dust and smoke from the fires following a 
nuclear war might drastically alter the earth's 
c limate and perhaps even wipe out all  life. 
The prediction, based on computer modeling 
of earth's atmosphere , was published in 1 983 
in a report co-authored by Richard P.  Turco 
of R & D Associates, Marina del  Rey, 
California,  and three workers at NASA's Ames 
Research Center in California, 0.  Brian Toon, 
Thomas P. Ackerman ,  and James B .  Pollack.  
Toon is a former graduate student of S agan's,  
and Pollack worked with him as a 
post-doc toral research associate in the early 
1970' s .  From the intials of the authors , the 
study has come to be known as the "TT APS 
Report . " 

Nuclear winter, Sagan points out, was "an 
entirely unexpected finding that the def ense 
establishments of the United States and the 
Soviet Union completely missed. It raises the 
uncomfortable question:  what else have they 
missed?" 

The TTAPS Report' s  c on c lusions have 
been challenged, with most of the c hallenges 
on the order of "Well , it  won ' t  be quit that 
bad, some people wil l  survive. " Starley 
Thompson and Stephen Schneider of the 
National Center for Atmospheric Research 
(NC AR) in Boulder, Colorado, argue that the 
TT APS model is too simple, not taking into 
ac count such matters as the capacity of the 

oceans to store heat. Using a different 
computer model.  the NCAR researchers 
predict more of a "nuclear au tumn",  with an 
average tem perature drop of on ly about 1 2 oC 
for a short period of time, and with not all 
parts of the earth suffering extreme cold . 
Sag an responds that just a 4 ·c drop would 
devastate Canadian agri culture, and ·that 
areas of the world that escaped extreme cold 
would still be in big trou ble without the 
agricultural and technological support of the 
su perpower nations. 

The TT APS group is working to support 
and refine its predictions, but Sagan 
nowadays spends much of his time trying to 
c onvince the government and the military that 
the possi bi lity of a nuclear winter c alls for 
policy changes. He a grees there is uncertainty 
on the subject ,  but argues that where the 
future of the human race is conc erned, policy 
ought to be based on the steele: worst 
possible case.  Much of this battle depends on 
making our scientifically untrained leaders· 
understand science and technology. 

Meanwhile ,  Sagan has been working at 
the other end of the scale to combat the 
spread of non-science.  He is one of the 
founders of the Committee for Scientific 
Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal 
(CS ICOP), an organization devoted to exposing 
phony psychics,  faith healers and other 
exponents of pseudoscience .  " I  was drawn in 
by the utter c redulity of the news media on 
subjects I knew something about--UFO's ,  
ancient astronauts , astrology, and so on, " he 
explains. "People don't see the distinction 
between s cience and pseudosc ienc e , "  he adds . 
" I  blame the media and the scientists for not 
doing a better job of explaining what sc ience 
is all about. "  As a small step in this direction 
he has begun teaching a course on "critical 
thinking".  

From the beginning of his career , Sag an 
was crusading to make science accessible to 
the publ ic .  While still a graduate student at 
C hicago he had written popular articles for 
the alumni magazine and organized a lecture 
series on cosmic evolution,  and he continued 
such activities at Harvard and Corn ell . "All of 
these quite amateurish attempts on my part 
were wildly suc cessfu l . "  he recalls. "It wasn 't 
because I was good at it ,  it was because 
there was a great hunger . "  

But although seeking publicity was a 
natural part of that work , his rise to 
celebrity status was largely an accident.  It 
began , he says, when he delivered papers at 
a scientific conference and reporters zeroed 
in on him because they found his subject 
matter interesting. He was interviewed for 
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ON TITAN, HINTS OF HOW LIFE BEGAN ON EARTH 

While  Carl Sagan was a student at the 
University of  Chicago, another scientist 
there,  Stanley Miller,  did an experiment 

that shook the world of biology--and 
perhaps the worlds of philosophy and 

religion as well .  Miller mixed the gases 
that were beli eved to .be in the atmosphere 
of the Earth shortly after it was formed 
(mostly methane and ammonia) ,  zap ped them 
with high -voltage sparks to simulate 
primordial lightning, and got amino acids, 
the c hemical building blocks of the proteins 
essential to living creatures. (Ideas of what 
the primitive atmosphere was like have 
changed sin c e  then, but other experim ents 
have shown that many different m ixtures of 
gases can produce amino acids,  as well as 
the chemical building blocks of DNA the 
material that carries the genetic code.  

' 
How 

all these chemicals got together into organ­
isms that could reproduc e  is still a 
mystery . )  

When h e  joined t h e  faculty a t  Harvard, 
Sagan decided to repeat and expand on 
Miller's experiments. through an advertise­
ment in PhYsics Today, he recruited Bishun 
Khare, a physicist experienc ed in  working 
with gases and vacuums.  They extended 
M�l ler 's  experiments by replacing the sparks 
With ultraviolet ligh t ,  which had bathed the 
Earth generously before it developed a pro­
tective layer of ozone. They also tried 
charged particles resem bling the solar wind. 
They added hydrogen sulfide to the gases 
and got sulfur-c ontaining amino acids,  which 
are essential to l ife . They calculated that 
under conditions existing on the primitive 
earth, the ocean might have contained a 
on e percent solution of amino acids, a 
surprisingly high number. 

Sagan and Khare took out a patent on 
this me thod of manufac turing amino acids ·  
i t ' s  o f  little value now, but some time i� 
the future, if the need arises , it could lead 
to a process for making syn ethetic proteins 
with solar energy. 

When Sagan moved to Cornell ,  h e  
brought Khare, senior research associate 
James Pollack,  and the entire research 
effort with him, dubbing it The Laboratory 
of Planetary Studies . Later joined by W. 
Reid Thompson, another post-doc toral re­
searcher,  they began applying the same 
techniques to the study of conditions on 
other planets, including Jupiter, Uranus, and 
some of the moons of those planets . Their 
most su cc essful work has focused on the 
atmosphere of Titan, one of Saturn ' s  l arger 
satellit es.  

Photos tak en by the Voyager space­
craft show Titan 's atmosphere to be filled 
with an orangey- brown, smoglike haze. 
Sagan ' s  group prepared a mixture of 
m ethane and nitrogen similar to what astro­
nomers believe to be the atmosphere of 
Titan, exposed it  to the kinds of radiation 

believed to be there, and got an orangey­
brown powder which absorbs the same 
bands of l ight as Titan's atmosphere. "We 
claim to have bottled the clouds of Titan , "  
Sagan says. 

The stuff resulting from these experi- · 

ments consists of very large,  complicated 

molecules,  the sort of thing a chemist 

might call  "tar" if it  appeared unwanted in 
the bottom of a test tube. Somewhat to the 
annoyance of some chemists , Sagan and 

K hare coined the name "tholins" from a 
Greek word meaning "mud" ,  which is what 

the material looks lik e .  
O n c e  again, when y o u  a d d  Titan-style 

tholins to water you get amino acids. "And 

s uddenly , " Sagan says,  "there ' s  the prospect 
that the kind of chemistry happening on 

this remote outpost in the outer solar 

system is relevant to the origin of l ife on 

this planet !"  
There's no l iquid water on the surface 

of Titan;  i t ' s  so cold there that water 

would be hard as granite.  But there may be 
oc eans of hydrocarbons , and Thompson 

visualizes vast quantities of tholins raining 
down from the atmosphere and collecting as 

sedimen t  on the ocean bottoms. There, he 

says , water and ammonia may be blown 

from inside the planet by volcanic action, 
or the sediments may be pushed down into 

watery regi ons by movements of the 
planet 's c rust . "We ' re getting a picture of 

a very exotic world , "  Sagan says. 
Other work in the laboratory has p ro­

duced tholins in frozen gases like the 

methane-water frost that m ay exist on the 
surf ace of some of the outer planets and 

moons, on comets, and in  interstellar space.  

A ccording to Thompson, spectral m easure­
m ents suggest that tholins may exist in 

interstellar dust and in comets, including -

Halley ' s ,  that have their origins beyond the 

solar system. 
Now the group is trying to find out 

more a bout the chemical structure of 

tholins,  and particularly what gives them 
their color.  That in turn will  provide some­

thing for the next spa c e  missions to look 
for, to confirm that what ' s  seen on Titan is 

really the sam e  as what' s  been made in  the 

lab.  
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television docum entaries and invited to appear 
on talk shows. Johnny Carson,  an amateur 
astronom er, saw him on one of those and 
invited onto the Tonight Show, where he still 
appears regularly. Carson proba bly h elped to 
make his name a household word by doing 
impressions of him . "(Just as Cary Grant 
never said "Judy, Judy, Judy , "  Sagan c laims 
never to have uttered the reverberant 
" Billions and billions . ") 

"I don' t  want to blame Carson for any of 
this ! "  S agan s ays quickly. 

But it all made Cosmos easier to sell . 
The television series grew, Sagan says , out of 
"immense frustration" over poor n etwork 
c overage of space research .  Mariner IX 
photographed Mars from pole to pole,  and 
later the Viking spacecraft actually landed on 
the planet ' s  surface,  and network television 
gave the events only a few minutes on the 
evening news. "At that point it was clear we 
had to do it ourselves , "  Sag an says. He was 
in California at that time, working on the 
Viking program,  and was able to interest a 
Los Angeles PBS station in the project .  What 
had first been envisioned as a one-hour 
special on space exploration grew into a 
series embracing, in a way, al l  of science.  
(Despite its succ ess, there is still almost no 
prime-time coverage of science on the 
commercial n etworks: a recent attempt at a 
science s eries hosted by Waiter Cronkite was 
dropped after two or three episodes . )  

Sagan ' s  popularity and his ability t o  make 
science interesting and understandable caused 
publishers to beat a path to his door. 
Repeatedly, he was invited to write fiction as 
well.  After resisting for a while,  he 
suc cumbed and produced the science fiction 
novel Contac t  because,  he says , " I ' d  written 
a lot of non-fiction a bout [the search for 
extraterrestrial intelligenc e ] ,  and here was a 
chance to present it to a much broader 
audienc e . "  With a movie deal signed,  the 
audien c e  wil l  soon become broader still. Sagan 
reports with s atisfaction that the screenplay 
is being written by Ernest Thompson S eton. 
writer of On Golden Pond, whic h  means that 
the movie should end up being about p eople,  
"not just gadgetary razmatazz". 

The M artians Sagan read about as a 
c hild in the works of Ray Bradbury,  H.G.  
Wells ,  and Edgar Ric e  Burroughs have not 
materialized, but Sagan still believes the 
"contact"  he envisions in his novel may come 
about some day. As president of the 
Planetary Society, the largest private 
organization supporting space travel and 
research, he oversees a project by Professor 

The British� Irish Skt:ptic 

Paul Horowitz of Harvard to scan the skies 
for radio signals from intelligent inhabitants 
of other star systems . Horowitz uses a sort 
of super version of the familiar polic e-band 
scanner; this one covers four million separate 
channels over most of the radio spectrum , and 
methodically scans the sky one small area at 
a tim e .  Sagan has also helped to get fe·deral 
support for an even more extensive search by 
NASA. 

It's fair to ask how all this 
extracurricular ac tivity benefits Cornell .  "First 
of all , "  Sagan replies , "there 's very little I do 
that 's  outside of teaching and research ;  I 
consider the public lecturing and public 
writing that I do to be teaching. And I hope 
it gives a kind of intellectual vibrancy that 
attracts students. A lot of youngsters write 
to me and say that they're applying to 
Cornell University because I ' m  here . " 

This article originally appeared in the March,  
1987 . issue of the Corn el l  Alumni News, and 
is copyrightc 1 987,  Cornell Alumni News . All 
rights reserved. Used by permission. 
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SKEPT I CS i n  the NEWS 
• 

ID Healing can work 
many, many ways 
I READILY accept tlaat fai� 
healing worb (sometime.) &M that 
peop� wbo laav� beela very UJ de 
occ a s l o a a l l y  m a ke • p�t a c a l a r  
recoveries. I d o  DOt deay dLa t  Cbe 
i n d l v i d a a l a  w r i t e r  Jolaa V a u  
meatioaed �tJy wen ge��atae)J 
dck and did get better - whal I do 
�ject is the aotloa cut tlleir 
recovery wu d� to � iD&ervadoa 
of God or of uy other 111penaa tvaJ 
agency. 

As oae w ho is sclea tilically 
trained a.ad presently engaged iJI 
s c i e a t i f lc rese a rc ll  ( a l b e i t  i ll  
ckamtry nather thaa med.JdDe). I 
woa.Jd be tbe fint to admit that, 
"There are more thinp iJI Heavea 
and � Horatio, thu are dreamt 
of iD your philosophy. '' 

That is why scieace demaads 
resea.rell - to fiDd these dWlp oat, 
bat where there is DO aeecl to bavoke 
superna tural forees there la ao 
jastificatioa for doma 10. It la 
perfectly possible to accout for 
s o - c a l l e d  " m i r a c l e  c • ret" la  
m Wlda.ne, dowu- �artJa ways u 
WTm�&fa.l diagnos� placebo effect, 
care by coave a C loaal medlclae, 
spoata.aeoas rem.lsaioa, coiDcide�, 
braiD inflaeactnc the body, hypnosis, 
a l l e v i a t i o a  of p s y c h o s o m a t i c  
symptoms a..ad evea doWllri&bt fraad 
iD some cues. 

One of the probleuu with faltlt­
bealing is that macla of the evideace 
is a.aeclotal and people w1tll a 
strong desire to believe lJa something 
are prone to embell.isJI their stories 
eo make 1Mm more coaviDciDg. 

They· m ay a l so suffer from 
selective amaesla, forgettiD& the 
ma.ay occasiou whea the healiD& 
failed bat �memberiDg those ti.met 
wbea lt appeared to work. 

Evea a pparf'a tly well - atte!ted 
cues witb allegedly baffled docton 
coCA.firml.o& the recovery are aot 
imm ane. Sac� la tlle power of 
pe-ople's desire to beUev� ud deslre 
to COAvi.Dce othen that wbea they 
tell as of SG meoae ma kiDI a 
s�taca l ar recovery tlaey may 
forget that tM recovery actu.lly 
took days or weeb or tbat the 
penoa ud had previoal rem.lssloas 
0� that be wu also be iD& trutecl by 
coo ve��tioaal medJclDe � that lt wu 
u allmat whia. coaW ta.ve &ot 
better � lt. OW11 Uyw&J. 

It- Is wfll - be,... tMt IDUJ 
u� an larJety ,. eDtinly 

I� t) i i•l ;J {,1 
By STEPHEN 
MORETON 

From the "Evening Newa," 
of April 21 

psycboaoma�� That Is,- tile pei"SSOI 
thinks tbt lie or she Is ill ud shows 
real plydcal _ 1ympeoms, bat the 
caase 11 JM)'clloloaJcal or emotional. 
CoaviDce IGCia a penoa that be 01' 
she wUJ recover ucl the symptom.s 
will vuJO. 10 it t. DO sarpriH that 
faitla bealJD& worb be� 

A slmllar plleaomeaoa 11 tbe 
placebo effect. WheJa people who 
have defuute orgaaie �ea� aot 
psychosomatic: ones, are told that 
they wtU &et better, aboat a th1nl of 
them adua1JJ do fHJ better and 
ma.ay show measurable, physical 
lmprovemea� So powerfaJ 11 tAJa 
effed dLat it lau to IM takea bato 
eoas lderatloa w�ea coad a c t l D I  
clinJcaJ trials ol H W  dnap.. 

The braJa cu affect t'- body tu 
more profOGDdly thu people ru.11se. 
Hypacms provides some strlklD& 
eumpJa ol tJLis. 

F or l a s t a nce,  a 1 1 b j e c t  i t  

bypaott.ed a.ad a eoill place4 oa his 
or her arm. U tiN s1ltject is tJaea 
told tha t tbe coiJI il extre�ly � a 
!!.!'"!!bJ'! b�ter will oltelt · dneloD 
w� � coia uti bes pla� 
Olber eff�u wbicll have bHa 
�parted range from stoppblc cwtl 
from bl�l to t.cre.umc die siu 
of ladies' bats! 

One particular!� taterestbll case 
is that of a m.a.a w1� u iDcurable 
(by ordi.ury medJc:iM).. coa&ellital 
skiD disease caase4 by the abse� 
ol certam &Ja,Dcb la die ski& Alter 
treatment wi� bypaod:tm ie- wu 
almost completely C1U'e4 &M tu. 
skia contallled tR gluda wbic� 
s� his birU twt bHa absdt. Sow 
il die braba cu· illt1HDCe $t body 
to sacll a.a exteat cut it cu 
gene rate b lliten where thet'e wu ao 
i.Djary or crea te glands wllere 
previouly there were aooe, is it aot 
conceivable clue it m i g�t aho 
perform m.a.ay o tller wonden wllicla 
to onlina ry people woa.Jd seem like 
miracles? 

The otber expla.aatiou I oltere4 
- wroag!al diap�-. spoatueoas 
remissioa, e� - are- rather ol»vloas. 
Docton are only bm10 aM t.Jiey 
are bound to JDahr - mJsta.kes. I 
sometimes wonder �· maay-peoJie 
laave wroa&IY beea 1old t� bad 
sadt-ud-tuch • disease whea lD ract 
tbere was aothlnl seriously wrong. 
U sacl1 a penoa wea& to a healer be 
may weU attribate b.ll sabseqaeat 
recovay. to the healbli ra tbu :m 
to his doctor's mlstak�. · 

:\s for spoata neous remi.ssioa, it 
goes without s:Jyiag that illaessH 
oftea get better of their oWll accord 
aad lf a re--:overy llappent to 
coincide wltll a ,-tstt to a beater then 
the bealer m :iy get the credJt for 
what would have- bppezaed uyway. 
The healer in.y �so get �e cred!t if 
tile patient happened to have beea 
cared by conveaUoaal treatment 
receive4 alo.ngsJde the he$&-

1 taave briefly covered dw malll 
explaaatiou ror taia-bealblc. I d� 
not expect to convince the belleven 
u their minds are already aude ap. 
Sacla people wut to beUeve ta t:!Mir 
f aitk &.M ao amocmt of. reuoe a.Dt 
commO!lMue wm away Cllem. I 
wa.W lite to polDt oet � tMI 
lt la DO& ap. ee tM scepde C. prove 

tb1 "JDJracJc csna" ue � dte 
work. of God, U Is ap to tile ��ven 
to pcove tbt u.ey are. 1be �-
of proof is UacirL · • · 

-
0 
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Uri branded 
fake at show 
SPOO!'iBE.:'\DER Uri Gel ler amazed Reading and 
w a s  branded a fake by sceptics. 

The controversy c a m e  af\er the m i nd-bogg! ing performer 
was on stage yesterday for a charity n ight at The H exagon 
for has first ever l ive performance i n  Britain. 

Aller the 90 m i nu t e  show - which raised at least £1 000 
for t h e  Roy a l  Berks h i re H ospi ta l cancer a ppeal -

'
his  ;��\'

s
�s claa med they could e xpl a i n away a l l  but ooe of h i s  

But the c o o l  Isra e l i  l a ughed off t h e  d isbel ievers c l a i ms 
and tha nKed them for giving h i m  more pu b l ic i ty. 

H u nd re d s  watched spellbound as master showman 
G c l l e r: 
• correctly i d e n ti fi e d  colours projected to h i m  by the 

POST REPORTER TIJI 
BOO.\'£ K·rites: When I 
met Uri Geller at his 
Berkshire home a fe w 
K·eeks ago I was con­
l'inced he was genuine. 
Sow I 'm not so sure. 

Looking into the legend 
behind the m.an. it 's full of 
grey cl.aims of success 

. u nder l.abor.a tory condi­
tions. 

ust night did nothing IQ 
c.ancel my fe.ars. I per­
son.a/ly worked out how Gel-

��ge
dit.,;:.u!!r tk:��tk;; 

ball w·ere expl.ained to me 
Al!erw.ards. 

In {.act t l+·o of them - il so­
c .a / l e d  l e .-i t il l i o n  .a n d  
psychic mo1·ement of w·.atch 

�t�i�s
u;- i'er:us:r,rh�f:!e;; 

insult to the intellixence. 

But th.at s.aid. Geller is • 
m il s t e r  s h o w· m .a n  w· h o  
brings en tert.ainment to 
millions . .and lilst night be 
did it for il very good c.ause. 

And his entert.ainment 
l'illur is true enough. 

a u d ience; 
• Identified a city a n d  a cat 
d rawing transmitted from 
the crowd; 
• Levitated a hef\y man 
from a chair with three 

�e1Se
e:�ed to move a com­

pass needle with the power 
of his mind;  
• Made se\·eral spectators ' 
watches start to tick aga i n ;  �

e
Bh��

d
stu�ons a n d  keys by 

B u t  crit ics say it's a l l  a 
c o n .  M i k e  H u t c h i n s o n  
secreta!)' o f  Bntish Com m i t: 
t e e  fo r t h e  S c i e n t i fi c  
I nvestigation of Claims of 
the Paranormal was not 
i m pressed. 

Aller the show he said:  
"The whole thing was a load 
of rubbish. We know how he 
d i d  a l l  but one of those 
th ing� . but I ha,·e a pretty 
good adea a bout that. 

"Mysterious he is no! .  A 
clever conJ u ror he is ."  

Other me m b e rs of t h e · 
commattee fCiund the show a ! 
c o m p l ete farce 

But Uri sh rug;�d off their 
c l a i m s .  w h i c h  i n c l u d e  
charges h e  has helpers i n  
the a udience. 

He sa ad  "It as nCit a t rick  
a n d  that a s a t  I am not  coJ . , 
l a bora t 1 ng ��.· ,th anyone."  1 

The Britisb � lrisb- Skeptic 

( Evans, "Abductions in Perspective. " cont . )  

occurred as we are asked to believe, are the 
most extraordinary and most significant events 
which have taken place throughout the history 
of mankind. Yet how do we learn about them? 
By purchasing commerciaL books published by 
commerc ial pu bl ishers and sold in neighbor­
hood bookstores! 

This incongruity between the events on 
the one hand, and how we learn of those 
events on the other hand , must indu ce doubt, 
if not outright dis belief, that abductions 
occur anywhere outside the imaginations of 
those who, for whatever reason,  experience 
them, and of those who, with whatever 
motive, report them. 
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Psychic Diary 
Toby Howard 

One of the difficulties with keeping an eye on psychic phe­
nomena is the d anger of i n advertently wan dering i n t o  religious 
terri tory. Take spirit ualism, for example: from the spu rious 
b�gin n ings of t he Fox sisters, the movement now consi ders it­
self to be a " religion" ,  complete wit h  i n tern ecine bickerings. 
The proliferation of m ed i u ms is i n t eresting,  and the sheer ba­
nality of the majority of t h eir  u tterances i nfuriatin g; but wh at 
are we to t hi n k  when appare n tly accu rate testimony is deliv­
ered from the ot her side? How can t h e mediu m h ave access to 
private i n forma t ion of a total stranger without some kin d  of 
paranormal assistance? The sim ple straight  a nswer, as often 
pu rveyed in t hese pages, i s  that  t he medium cheats. Experi­
ence has shown t hat exposing a medium as such can have no 
effect whatsoever o n  devotees of the fai t h  (or p ersonality cult) . 
This is a truism, but  I think i t ' s  worth recalling a recen t  il­
l ustration. In h is b ook The After Death Experience (Sidgwick 
& J ackson ) ,  lan \Vilson reports t hat he caught Doris S tokes 
out by t h e  simple expedient of i n terviewing a wom a n  who h ad 
attended one of S t okes' performances at the London Pall a­
dium, a n d  who had received a n  extraordin ary spirit message. 
The accuracy of t h e  message to the woman i n  question was 
nothing short of miraculous: she was told t hat not long af­
ter the birth of t heir first baby, her h usba n d  h ad been fatally 
inj u red after fall ing from scaffolding,  and that she had been 
right to allow his life-support m ac h i n e  to be d isco nnected. The 
rub comes when t he woman revealed to \Vilson that while her 
husband was cri t ically iil sh e had actually telephoned S tokes, 
explaining her si tuation , to ask her advice.  Then,  a week 
before the Palladium performance S tokes-ou t  of the bl u e-­
ra ng the woman to offer h er front row tickets for t he show. 
And in s pite of knowing all this t he woman remained abso­
lutely com·inced t h a t  t h e  spiri t m essage delivered by S t okes 
was gen u inely from her la.t e h u sba. n d .  No dou bt the audience 
t hat n ight were deeply moved to see t he love of a h usband for 
his wife tran�cending the spiri t ba rrier. A ppall ing. 

Earl ier in t he S u mmer, I spent  an illuminating J uly after­
noon at t h e  Al t ernative M edicin e Exhibition in Kensingt on's 
Rainbow Exhibi t ion Cen t re. T his was a four-day event at 
which many differen t  practition ers came together u n der the 
gen eral h ead i n g  of "Alternat ive Medicine and Natural  Liv­
ing" . I am not  qualified to consider the validity of many of 
the a pproaches on d isplay, nor is it my i n ten tion t o  i mpugn 
t he si nceri t y  of many of t hose t a ki n g  part, but I thought I'd 
ment ion two th erapies which ca ught my a t t ention.  

O ne stand a t t rac ting a lot of i n terest was that of the Ra­
dionic Associat ion.  \tV h a t  is Rad ionics? To quote the official 
introd u ctory leaflet it is ;'a met h od of h eali ng at a dista n ce 
using speci ally designed inst ru men ts in conj u n ction with t he 
radiest het ic faculty " .  As C h rist opher Evans rema rks in his 
Cults of Unreason, strange ideas may oft en be given a ve­
neer of respecta bility by t h e  i n t rod uction of the a ppropriate 
gad get ry: the suitably knu rled h a z el-twig for the dowser; the 
£- meter for the S cien tologist ;  t h e  Cosmic E nergy Accumulat or 
for t he Aetherius Society ( ! ) ; a n d  if a gadget looks tech nolog­
ical, the argument. goes, surely it m us t. actual ly do somet hing 
import a n t ,  a n d  if it 's  comp li ca ted,  with lots of con t rols, surely 
the operator must be skilled . So, we have t h e  gad get and 
we have the operator; presu mably one is useless withou t the 
other. One of t h e key ideas of Rad ionics is that various bodily 
pa rts and malfu n ctions thereof h a ve corresponding "vibratory 
rat es"' , t he num erical val ues of which can be set on t h e  fron t  
panels o f  Radi onic i nstrumen ts. O t her valu es, represen t ing 
health and en ergy. can be similarly selected and beamed to 
t he patien t over any distance. It 's as sim ple as that.  Anot her 
grou p pract isi ng Radion ics is the Delawarr Laboratories, and 

t heir recen t  catalogue i n cl u d es some q u ai n t  exam pl es of these 
i n s t ruments,  t heir h uge gauges and Bakelite knobs gi ving ev­
ery i mpression that behind the doors of the labs, technology 
came to a gri n di n g  h al t  circa 1 950 .  I spen t some time with the 
representatives of the RA, honestly t rying to u nderstand the 
explanation of how i t  all works. The sticking poin t  was very 
sim ple: give n  t h a t  t h e  box does n ' t  n eed any i nternal parts, 
why h ave it at all? Why not j ust t hi n k  abou t it? At this 
point the RA and I agreed t o  differ. 

C rystal healing seems to be very big b usi ness, with the 
ad vantage that the method of application is apparently very 
sim ple-you j ust h old them and relax, or wave t h em around 
a bit .  I would i magine that the heal i n g  p roperties are offset 
somewhat by the damage done to one's bank acco u n t .  For ex­
ample, the C rystal Research Foundation-a particularly "re­
spectable" choice of n am e-has available gadgets s uch as crys­
tal light boxes and e lectro-crystal scan n ers, and offers "C rystal 
Healing Certified Courses" . The lady at one crystal  s t a n d  was 
dismayed when I was u nable to report picki ng up t h e  "vibra­
tions" w h ic h  she ass u red me were ema nating profusely from 
t h e  brittle red cryt al I was holding. "Mos t  people feel a tin­
gli ng" , she said . . .  

Some items from t h e  pages of Psychic News : 

The Froude Squad-Recal l ing ( from BBIS 1/3 )  Peter 
Froude, the Bournemou t h  automatist  who is receiving £40 a 
week from the E n terprise A llowan ce scheme,  i t  transpires that 
h e  i s  getting some i nteresti ng h elp on h is n oYel-in-progress. 
O ne assistant  is " J asmi ne" , a K urd goat gi rl regrettably mur­
d ered a h u nd red years a go at the h a n d s  of cruel Persians.  I 
fi n d  it charming t h at the Mr Froudes of t h is world a re exceed­
i ngly fortun ate when it comes to establish i ng con t act with 
extremely interesting spirits; more i n teresting,  a cynic· might  
ask, than a n yone t h ey know on this s ide of the eternal curtain'? 

Phone-y things -Hot. on t he h eels of UFO-Line comes 
Psychic Line , a dial-a-message service operated by t he 
Lon don-based " A u diotext" company. The l ine  features 
a series of m essages from t he dead d elivered by as­
t rologer/ medium/ researcher/author/lect u rer ( sic)  Michael 
Calmer. Waving t h e  ban ner of "research" I listened to two 
m i n utes of t h is placatory n on sense, to find that in ti me­
h o noured fashion t h e  m essages are so vague t h at they a re cer­
tain to score a h i t  with someone,  som ewhere. In a similar 
vei n ,  Manch ester n ow has i ts own Dial- a-Medium l in o: ,  w hich 
mercifully concentrates more on philosophy t ha n  "messages" . 

Medium Radio-From Sept em ber Lon d on medi u m  Jim El­
l io t  will h ave a regular slot on Lon don 's LBC commercial radio 
s t a t ion ,  where he will work as a ro,· ing repor t e r  i n vest iga ting 
" h a u n ted" p u bs a n d  peoples psychic ex periences. 

Still more ghosts on the rates-Impl ausibly, there is yet 
another " h a u n ted" council h ouse: t his one is in S t.oke-on-Trent 
a n d  t he u nhappy resid ents are co mplaining of l igh t switches 
t ha t  do their own switching,  self-propelled liY ing-room fu rni- · 
�ure a n d-h orror of h orrors-curtain s  t h a t  close on t h eir own ! . 
I must. ad mit to being stu m ped : can any reader t h i n k of a 
possible con nection between council hou ses and pol tergeists? 

Dead heat -The com p etition between the t wo L i verpool 
cl airvoya nts ( B&IS 1/4 )  for the m ost n u mber of correct pre­
dictions h as e n d ed in a d raw.  \V it h predict ions as precise as 
"cha nges at Liverpool Foo tball Club" , " n ew development s in 
dockland" and "an earthquake abroad " ,  it must be hard to 
lQse. 

I 'd like to close with a plea: please write to me, c/ o BBIS 
if you've got any n e ws a bou t t he Psychic sce ne, or if you've 
come across something th at. you feel oug h t  to be investigated.  
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Helen Rock's Sunday Diary in the ( Irish) 
Sunday Press, announced on 9 August, 
"Beginning his annual pilgrimage to Dublin 
today is world-famous clairvoyant David 
Young. Dublin-born David lis]  a friend of the 
Longfords and medium to British royalty, 
stage and screen stars and many well -known 
Irish people . . .  Davi d Young h as his own 
television and radio programmes in Canada 
and America, which make him wealthy enough 
to fly to Paris for lunch on a whim. is very 
modest in his charges to individuals, I 'm to]d. 

"Voted Medium of the Year and 
considered to be the best in the world, he is 
used by the New York police to help in 
murder investigations." 

Witchcraft seems to be getting a fair bit 
of notice in The Daily Telegraph : on 2 1  July, 
they ran an article about a devil-worshipping 
father who used black magic to persuade 
teenage girls, including his own daughter, 
sexually.  Then on 18 August, "Sorcery casts 
spell on mayoral poll" details a mayoral 
primary in Salem, Massachusetts: a 
self-proclaimed sorceress entered the race 
cl aimjng that she knew one of the other 
candidates to be a warlock. However, she 
dropped out of the campaign shortly 
afterwards. 

There were lots of write-ups of the 
'harmonious convergence' that took place in 
mid-August in various locations around the 
world to c elebrate the beginning of the Age 
of Aquarius (we understand several prominent 
skeptics attended the one in Niagara Falls, 
:N'Y L The Independent's  "Good vibes to keep 
the spheres in harmony" notes that the rituals 
planned at the standing stones in Ca1lanish in 
Lewis. Outer Hebrides. "have been condemned 
by clergymen as the work of Satan," the 

( Irish) Sunday Tribune. in "Now all join hands 
for a cosmic humdinger, "  explains the 
movement's origins. "And at the back of it 
all. as one might expect. is someone hustling 
a book. " and goes on to note the extistence 
of an I rish branch of Harmonic Convergence, 
based at Inns Quay . Dublin 7 .  In t'Planets not 
in harmony but faithful converged, "  the Irish 
Times oointed out that according to US 
�strono�er John Carlson. Mr Arguelles (the 
man whose book. The Mavan Factor: Path 
Beyond Technology began this particular 
movement) "Mr Arguelles got his maths 
wrong," and that the planets - were nol in fact 
·lined up as predicted by Mr Arguelles' 
interpretation of the Mayan calendar. 
According to the I rish Times, Mr Arguelles 
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a lso claims that the Mayans were aliens from 
outer space: The Guardian adds the 
information that Shirley MacLaine would be 
flying to Lake Baika] in the Soviet Union to 
join the festivities. A few days later. it  was 
reported that a UFO had been spotted over 
Highgate, but that the BBC had managed to 
identify it as a high-flying silver-foil kite. 
Today, on the same date, 2 1  August, reported 
that crowds were flocking to a small 
California town to see a picture of an angel 
that had appeared on a television set during 
the harmonic convergence gathering at Mount 
Shasta . Today pointed out that a local TV 
repairman had been able to create the same 
effect on a set in his shop. 

The Daily Telegraph and the Guardian 
both noted that a hippy convoy was moved on 
by police at Glastonbury Tor. where it was 
feared they would disrupt, among other 
things, the harmonic convergence group. 

On 22 June, The Independent published a 
long, careful article about astrology pointing 
out that "because of an error in the way 
astrological charts are compiled our 'starsigns · 
should all move back one. " The article cietails 
some of the critical studies of astrology and 
the reporter describes as "disturbing" findings 
that knowledge of astrology affects its 
students' personalities, and th at American 
c o m p a n i e s  h a v e u s e d  a s t r o l o g i c a l  
interpretations of birth information to 
eliminate job candidates . 

Meanwhile, Prediction magazine ran an 
article detailing Dennis El well's claims that 
the Zeebrugge disaster was "astrologically 
a ligned to the sinking of the Titanic. " 

The I rish Evening Pres� ran an arti c l e  on 
19 August, "Ouija boards danger--priest": 
"Teenagers were warned today not to 
experiment with ouija boards. following a 
strong sermon from the pulpit by a priest 
worried about their effects. "  

A n  a r t i c l e  f r o m  a n  u n i d e n t i f i e d 
publication about "Britain's most amazing 
psychic coupl e", details Anne and Peter 
Owen 's claims to be getting pictures of the 
whereabouts of Terry Wait e. Suzy Lamplugh, 
the Brinks-Mat Bullion. and Lord Lucan. 

S e l f - d e s c r i b e d  c l a i r v o y a n t  S t e p h e n  
Alexander predicted in the Sunciay Mirror of 
26 July that Jeffrey Archer will be the next 
Prime Minister. and that Margaret Tha tcher 
will step down in his favor after she wins the 
next election. We will be wa tching for the 
outcomes of these predictions. 

(cont. on p 34 ) 
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CON FERENCES 

NBSSIB IN CONFBRENCB 

Steuart Campbell 

The International Society of Cryptozoology 
(ISC) and the Society for the History of 
Natural History held a joint meeting in 
Edinburgh the weekend of the 25th and 26th 
July. Steuart attended on the 25th, which was 
an all-day symposium , 'The Search for Nessie 
in the 1980's ' .  

There was a time when the staff of  the 
Royal Museum of Scotland (Department of 
Natural History) were circumspect in their 
involvement with the Nessie myth.  They were 
inclined to be sc eptical of the Monster's 
existence, but were willing to examine any 
evidence. In recent years , only the late Ian 
Lyster became involved, sometimes visiting 
Loch Ness. 

Reorganization of the Scottish Museum 
into the National Museums of Scotland (NMS) 

seems to have brought a change. Not only has 
the Museum hosted a meeting of a 
controversial organization (ISC),  it has 
tolerated discussion in its Lecture Theatre of 
both Nessie and other mythical animals such 
as the British Big Cat. Indeed, the meeting 
was welcom ed by the Director of the NMS, 

Dr Robert G. W. Anderson. 
There could be no objection to all this if 

the symposium on Nessie (to say nothing of 
that on the Big Cat) was balanced and 
objective. But all the speakers on the search 
for Nessie were either Nessie buffs or 
neutral. No sc eptical view was expressed U 
had not been invited to speak).  

Despite the title of the symposium, few 
speakers dealt with the 1980's .  Richard Fitter 
of the Fauna and Flora Preservation Society 
gave a somewhat tedious review of the 
history of the search. Because they have 
done little in the 1980's ,  Roy Mackal . Robert 
Rines , and Tim Dinsdale merely reviewed their 
earlier work (in the case of Dinsdale, his 
1960 film). Rines gave a rather incoherent 
and emotional speech in which sc epticism was 
ridiculed .  None of these speakers referred to 
my published criticism of their work. However, 
my analysis of the Wilson photograph ( 1934) 
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was the basis of a talk by Professor Paul 
LeBlond from the University of British 
Columbia; he used a method of wave size 
analysis to . calculate the probable height of 
the object  in the photograph. His conclusion 
was very close to my own (which was based 
on a geometric analysis) .  

It was evidence that no-one had any new 
evidence for Nessie, and that all the results 
pointed to her non-existence. For instance, 
Mackal could not match the reported 
characteristics of Nessie with any animal 
alive or extinct. 

The occasion was hardly more than an 
indulgent reminiscence which perpetuated the 
myth. My one sceptical question was quickly 
passed over. However, I did sell 14 copies of 
my book to attenders (including one speaker)! 
So, scepticism was spread surreptitiously. 

UFO CONGRESS '87 

Steuart Campbell 

Steuart was an invited speaker at 
BUFORA's  '4th International UFO Congress' ,  
held in London the lOth t o  1 2th July. 
Congress ' 87 received a lot of press 
coverage,  as it coincided with the publication 
of Jenny Randles ' book The UFO Conspiracy, 
Timothy Good's book, Above Top Secret, and 
the appearance of novelist Whitley Streiber 's  
Communion: A True Story, the story of his 
abduction by visiting aliens. 

American attenders at Congress ' 87 were 
puzzled as to how a sceptic came a) to be a 
member of BUFORA, and b) how it was that I 
was tolerated . They compared the situation 
with that in the USA, where sceptics are 
outside the UFO movement and despised by 
UFO buffs. I could only point to British 
tolerance and courtesy. In case, BUFORA's  
aims are broad enough to include even a 
sceptical approach. 

Hilary Evans noted other differences 
between Europe and America (as a result of 

. his attending MUFON's Washington,  DC, 
conference).  American UFOlogists ,  he noted, 
are preoccupi ed with the Extraterrestrial 
Hypothesis (ETH) and (recently) obsessed with 
the phenomenon of alleged abductions. 
European UFOloeists are sceptical of stories 
of abductions and are not convinc ed that 
UFO's are extraterrestrial craft. Apart from 
Professor Alien Tough from Canada, who 
examined the status of the ETH, hardly 
anyone at Congress '87 discussed either the 
ETH or abductions. Wait Andrus of MUFON 
described the Texan Cash-Landrum Case and 
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also last No ve m be r 's inc ide nt o v  Alaska 

whe n  a Japane se airc r aft was alle ge( buzze d  

by a UFO (bu t ne i the r in suffic ie nt t�tail  to 

satisfy me ) .  Also fro m the USA wa ' •r Willy 

Smith ,  de sc r ibing h is c ompute rize d talo gu e  

o f  UFO repo r ts .  
B r itish spe ake rs inc lu de d Yo r k e UFO 

Ne two r k ' s  Ph il ip Mantle ,  wh o hi s th at 
UFO ' s  pre fe r  Yo r ksh ire ,  wr i te r  Pau ' ve re ux, 
who be l ie ve s  th at UFO's are tb •1mino us 
re su lt o f  tec to nic strain, e n Roy 

Dutto n , who be lie ve s  th at a lie n  ., o r bit 

Ear th ,  and wr ite r  Je nny Randle s FORA 's 

Dir ect o r  o f  In ve stigatio ns) ,  who C l ·.d th at 

' UFO ' s  can se r io us ly damage your f! ' !  
A sad occ asio n  was an atte mpt lawye r 

Har ry Har r is ,  tailo r  Mike S ach s ,  a re- he two 

o r i g inal ' inve stigator s '  (Dot Stree t an Br . nda 

B ut le r )  to make so me th ing of the ot o r · ous 

Re ndle sh am Fo re st inc id ent (the s u bjec t a 

boo k c al le d  Sky Crash by Bu t le r . ry ?  • , ,  s� and 

Stree t ) .  They h ad ar range c he 

appe ar anc e  o f  US Co lo ne l Halt , , �n ral  

figu re i n  the affair . Unfortun o ,nd t o  

the ir embar r assme nt ( be cause the �-n v  • .  e d  

the pre ss ) ,  Halt ch ange d  h is mind ... e fu ed 

to attend . Th is was see n a � rr ">re 

e vi de nce th at the re is an offic ja b Pi cy 

o f  si le nce (an i de a  propagate d  b) re c � nt 

boo k s ,  o ne by Randle s  and one by Go • ) . 

Othe r spe ake rs c ame fro m the 

Ne the r lands,  No r way, and Swe der none 

h ad any so lutio ns to the UP �o bl crn .  

Indee d ,  they didn 't  see m to unc , d the 

UFO pro ble m  (wh ich is why peopl( e U FO 

repo rt s ) .  

I n  my o wn pape r ,  I e xplaine · many 

UFO r epo r ts,  par tic ular ly th ose : fficu l t 

to e xplain , we re cause d  by sigh t  rage s , 

u su ally mir a ge s  o f  astro no mical  o bjt 

Fo r me r ly an in ve stigato r  for B UFOF 

Campbe l l  is an Edinbur gh sc ie nce wr. 
au tho r  o f  The Loch Ne ss Mo n 

E v i de nce . 

teu ar t 

He is 
the 
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MEDIA 

G BLLER ' S  HOT-AIR BALLOON 

Le wis Jo ne s 

The Su n ,  Au gust 2 4 - 2 9 ,  1987 , v ar iou s 
ar t ic le s : " B r i tain 's  B e n de r , " "Ur i Ge l l er t e sts 

h is amazing po we rs o n  the who le o f  B r itain , "  
"Th anks fo r a mir ac le ,  Ur i , "  "Ho w  Ur i be nt the 
wo r ld to h is will." e tc .  

Did anyth in g  goo d h appe n to you at 3 PM 

o n  Thu r sday, 27 Au gust? Ur i Ge lle r  bro ugh t  it 

abo ut .  Did anyth ing bad h appe n ?  Ur i 's me ntal 

v ibr atio ns upse t the natur al state o f  th i ngs . 
Di d noth in g  at all h appe n to yo u at th a t  time ?  

Ur i inh ibite d  e ve nts th at wou ld h a ve take n  
place if h is psych ic po we r s  h ad no t int e r fe re d . 
Do n ' t  you wish yo u h ad po we r s  like th at? It  

o n ly nee ds a )  pr act ice and b )  chee k .  
I sh all  be be aming my psi fo rce s to all  o f  

yo u o n  the Th ur sday afte r  yo u rece i ve th is 
ne wsle tte r  and I gu arantee t o  ach ie ve the 

same re su lt s . 

I suppo se the re may be peo ple who ,  whe n  
aske d  whe re they loo k fo r sc ie ntific 
info r matio n , say: "I re ad The Su n . "  The re st o f  
you m ay nee d an u pdate d  accou nt o f  al l  the se 

go ings-o n . 

Fr om th ree days be fo re th at fate ful 

Thu r sday in August,  The Su n al lo we d  Ge lle r  to 
treat i t  as a fre e public ity mach ine . He was 
acco r de d  fro nt-page pic ture s o f  h is star ing 

eye s ,  and the acco lade ,  "psych ic se nsatio n  o f  

the ce ntury . "  
The Sun so le mnly i nfor me d  it s re ade r s  th at 

Ge l le r  use s  h is psych ic powe rs mainly fo r 
mmmg. "All he nee ds is a map, a visit to the 
are a  be ing pro spec te d ,  and tho se asto nish ing 

a bi l i t ie s  o f  h i s . "  

So far , acc or ding to The Su n .  Ge lle r  h as 
disco ve re d "go ldfie lds in B razi l .  v ast  co al 

depo sit s in Zimbabwe ,  and he is e ve n  o n  th e 
br ing o f  d isco ve r ing diamo nds in th e So lo mo n  
I s l a nds . "  

The Su n ga ve its re ade r s  a hop, skip, and 

a ju mp th ro ugh Ge lle r 's life ,  managing to 
n a v i gate ro und any fac t  th at wo uld tar nish 

t he ir image o f  a maste r mind a t  wo r k . 
B ut The Sun was no t go ing to be foo le d 

by a me re co njuro r .  Oh , no . So fir st it se nt  
rou nd so meo ne to t e st Ge l ler . And who was 

t his pe rso n with the spec ialise d  kno wle dge o f  

metho ds o f  d eceptio n ?  A Su n repo r te r  o f  

cou r se .  A n d  wh at prec au tio ns did he take 
be fo re h anding o ve r  h is kitche n spoo n ?  "Fir st I 
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insisted he washed his hands, then allowed me 
to dry and examine them carefully to ensure 
there was no possibility of using some 
chemical . "  

At this point, amateur magicians among 
The Sun's readers must have been wiping tears 
of mirth from their eyes. And my guess is that 
Geller's  most difficult time in the whole 
interview was keeping a straight face at this 
moment. 

He promptly bent the spoon (probably in 
between yawns) and duplicated a drawing for 
The Sun's photographer (another unsung expert 
in detecting dec eption). In fact,  a mere glance 
at this - ·Micky Mouse drawing, with its 
misplaced teeth and eyes, is enough to tip off 
any magician to the standard method for 
producing a quick sketch AFT ER being shown 
the original drawing. 

But The Sun's  "greatest-ever experiment" 
to demonstrate Geller' s  abilities was reserved 
for 27 August, when the mastermind would 
"test his amazing powers on the whole of 
Britain. "  The Sun predicted that cutlery would 
bend, broken clocks would start ticking, dud 
car engines would start up, and lifeless radios 
and TV sets and toasters would work again.  
Ornaments might fall from their shelves and 
paintings leap off the walls. 

Readers were urged to place their broken 
gadgets on a picture of Geller 's  face which 
The Sun would print for the occasion. And 
finally Geller would make a simple sketch and 
beam it across Britain--all from a hot-air 
balloon floating above Ilkley Moor in West 
Yorkshire.  

Came the Big Day, and within minutes of 
the witching hour of 3 PM, The Sun claims, 
its switchboard was jammed with calls: "Uri 
Geller blows millions of minds in great Sun 
test . "  

Uri did his stuff from a helicopter instead 
of a balloon because the winds were too 
strong. Nevertheless, the crowds below 
"watched Uri 's psychic force at work as he 
calmed the Force Eight gales that threatened 
his flight. " The grounded balloon pilot said, "I 
can offer no meteorological explanation. "  It 
seems that no opinion was sought from a 
meteorologist, and Uri (opportunist to the last) 
is not the mari to disclaim a miracle. 

With the whole of Britain as the sample 
population, you won't  be too surprised to hear 
that a cooker blew up in Lancashire, a cable 
car stopped in Bedfordshire, an insurance 
company's sales figures went up in Essex, and 
some people had difficulty opening their locks. 

There was the usual crop of stopped 
watches that started up, including one 
battery-operated one that "started working 
WITHOUT a battery."  
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Naturally, some spoons bent. Amusingly 
enough, the two that appeared in The Sun's  
photographs still showed the characteristic kink 
of a handle · that has been firmly bent with 
fingers and then straightened again. 

The most sickening exploitation in the 

Geller circus con c erned Clifford Fedder, a 

five-year-old child who according to The Sun 

was suffering from a rare illness, and had not 

uttered a word since birth. His mother told 

The Sun: "I heard a bang and saw the curtains 

had fallen down--and then Clifford started 

reeling off words like biscuit, cheese, and 
butterfly. "  

The next day, The Sun featured a 
front-page picture of Geller hugging the child : 
"It's a mind-blowing moment as little Clifford 
Fedder meets Uri Geller--the 'miracle' man who 
gave him the gift of speech. "  

The S un quoted a n  (unnamed) "top 

neuro-surgeon at an (unnamed) "London 
hospital" as saying: "I believe it is quite 
possible that this child has benefited from Mr 
Geller 's  psychic power. "  

Uri modestly agreed that it was "a tiny 
miracle . "  

A week later, the results o f  the drawing 
test were in. Geller had drawn a sailboat. 

Surprise!  This is one of the great 
favourites of mentalist magicians who produce 
drawings for a sizeable audience.  

When David Marks and Richard Kamrnann 

did their experiment on population stereotypes 

(see their excellent book The Psychology of 

the Psychic) ,  they found that the three most 

popular sketches that people guessed (apart 

from geometrical designs) were: 
1. a house 
2. a stick figure 
3. a boat. 

Geller himself, who app ears to be barely 
numerate, announced that "the odds against all 
this happening by chance" were "a billion to 
one at least. "  

Indeed The Sun was able to dig up an 
(unnamed) "top statistician" who told them: 

"That is simply stunning. It is far too high a 

success figure to have occurr.ed by chance. " 
Alas, nothing quite so amazing. Marks and 

Kammann found that the chance of getting a 

drawing of a boat from their subjects was 1 in 

16.  The Sun's results were little different: 1 

in 1 1 .  
Where does The Sun find these copy 

consultants who have so little confidence in 
their own pronounc ements that they insist on 
hiding their identity? · 

It would be much more useful to forget all 

about Geller, and find what percentages of the 

well-known population stereotypes were sent in 

by Sun readers . Mter all, the sample of 2500 
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was more than three tim es as large as the 
Marks and Kammann group, and the information 
could be of real use to psychologists. 

But if you'd like to demonstrate your own 
amazing psychic drawing abiliti es for a 
fair-sized group, you could do worse than bear 
the Marks and Kammann r esults in mind .  

In case you ' re interested, the next most 
frequent population stereotypes are a tree and 
a cat (another Geller favourite). 

Alternat ively, you could just sti ck to card 

trk ks.  Then at least no one could be conned 

· into believing you ·· could c u r e  r a r e  aeurologic<t}  

illness·es by sitting in a helicopt er and just 

thinking. 

Lewis Jones is a writer and editor and a 
member of the British Committee .  

BOOKS 

I S AW A DUPE 

Kar1 ' · ·bagh 

I Saw a Ghost. . . . by Ben Noakes . - 1Cidenfeld 

& Nicolson.  £: 5 . 95 .  

Sorry, You 've Been Duped ! ,  by M r i n  Harris.  

Weidenfeld & Ni colson . £: 9 . 9 5 .  

Ladies and gentlemen of t h  · jury, the 

British public is charged wit: extreme 

gullibility in th e face of accounts of allegedly 

supernatural events. I offer two r , · ent books 

as con clusive eviden ce of my cas e 

I would draw your attention first to a 

book called I Saw a Ghost: Eye-Witness 

Accounts by the Famous of S upernatural 

Encounters, by Ben Noak es. I put it to you 

that a more appropriate title for this book is 

"Some Answers to a Letter from a Young 

Etonian with Nothing Better to Do who was 

Trying to Cobble Together Some S ort of a 

Book and Didn 't Care What Rubbish HYe Put 

into It." In fact ,  of the words in the subtitle,  

only "by " ,  "the" ,  and "of" are used c orrectly. 

Th e rest are an indi cat ion of how gullible the 

author thinks the public is . Most of these 

accounts are not "eye-witness", many of the 

people are not famopus. and few of them are ,  

by any definition , supernatural. 
Can you , ladies and gentlemen of the jury, 

hold your hands on your h earts and say that 
any of the following people are famous: Lady 
Silvy Thynne.  French Chang-Him. The Knight 
of Kerry, Beatric Hanss. Ranald Mac Donald of 

The British c& lrish Skt:ptic 

Clanranald, The Mac Dermot, Baroness Josef 
von Franckenstein , and, as a final insult to 
the intelligen c e ,  "Anonymous"? Th ese and 
many others tell dog -eared and implausible 
anecdotes, very few of which are in any 
sense eye-witness. Many have been handed 
down by relatives, some were passed on by 
people encountered in restaurants or on 
journ eys, and the few that involve personal 
experience boil down to not very 
extraordinary c oinciden ces or noises heard 
while dropping off to sleep. 

The book in cludes such irrelevant items as 
a "joke"  from �1r Les Dawson and a story by 
Sir Nigel Broak es of findiHg 3 pearl in t:1 n  
oyster. Far from being supernatural, ladies 
and

. 
gentl�m en ,  this latter event had been 

observed frequently in the natural world, and 
is a well-known side-effect of irritati on in 
m o l l u s c s .  P r o f e s s o r  H a n s  E y s e n c k ' s  
"eye-witness account" occupies five lines and 
tells of the time he dreamed of th e Grand 
National and could clearly identify the winner . 
The following day he watched the race an d 
an entirely different horse won . General Sir 
John G ilmour tells of a slip of the tongue 
made by his grandmother which,  however you 
turn th e book or hold the page up to the 
light ,  has absolutely no supernatural 
impli cations at all . 

Most of the stories that actually m ention 
ghosts have obviously been retold so many 
times that it is impossible to place any 
credenc e  in them at all. And yet a whol e 
chain of people from Mr Noakes, through 
various publishing executives who must have 
read the manuscript , to the book-buy ing 
members of the publi c ,  have raised not a 
whimper of incredulity at this farrago of 
nonsense. Th ere is just one item in the book 
which, unwittingly, gives a clue to the origin 
of some of the others. Th e MacDermot (what 
he?) reveals his c hi ldhood escapades where by 
a m ixture of invented rumours and staged 
incidents he c onvinc ed a household that the 
house was haunted. We are not told who the 
gu ests were but their stories could well have 
given rise to other "eye-witn ess" accounts in 
the book. 

Let me now turn to an oth er book ,  S orry, 
You 've Been Duped, where Mr Melvin harris 
has painstakingly explored many of th e most 
widely publicised "paranormal" events of the 
last hundred y ears and shown bow, as the 
stories are traced back to their sources ,  any 
s u p e r n a t u r a l  e l e m e n t  d i s a p p e a r s . T h e  
Amityville Horror? A put-up job to produce a 

- best-sellin g book. Th e Angels of Mons? An 
Evening News short story that was repeated 
around the world as if. when no eyewitness 
account was ever verified. Hypnotic 
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regression to past lives ? A phenomenon 
where, under hypnosis , people regurgitate pulp 
historical novels they onc e read and appeared 
to have forgotten. Nostradamus ' Predictions 
Verifi ed? Only by the insertion of extra 
words . Psyc hics Help the Police? No, they 
never have. 

The cumulative effect of Mr Harris' 
meticulous researches, ladies and gentlemen of 
the jury, is overwhelming astonishment at the 
amount of lying, fraud, and other types of 
journalistic activity that have been , and 
continue to be, devoted to promoting stories 
of the supernatural in the teeth of the facts. 
There can be only one explanation.  The 
public would rather have titil lating lies than 
boring truth . My case rests , M ' Lud. 

Ladies and gentlemen of the fury, do you 
find the acc used gullible or not gulli ble? 

Gullible, your honour.  
Prisoners at the bar,  you have been found 

gullible by a jury of your peers. I therefore 
have no alternative but to sentence you to 
life ina world in which the laws of science 
rarely operate, and where the paranormal is 
the norm. I do not need to remind you that it 
is not a pleasant world.  It is a world where 
every thought may be transmitted over any 
distanc e to anyone in the world; where every 
nasty car accidnet or plane crash is preceded 
by nightmares throughout the land ; where 
your minds will continually be bending spoons 
and door keys, sometimes as your are about 
to eat your soup or enter your houses. Dead 
friends and relatives will constantly be 
sending footling messages via decidedly odd 
people of the sort you would not normally 
pass the time of day with ,  who appear to 
regurgitate cloths as they speak. Perhaps in 
the future, when you have experienced this 
world you have created by your gullibility, 
you will apply a little common sense and 
resist the temptation to believe a single 
world of any future "eye-witness accounts of 
the supernatural" you might come across. 

Karl Sabbagh is an independent TV producer 
and a free-lance writer . 

URBAN FOLKLORE 

Andrew Tomlinson 

The Vanishing Hitchhiker (Urban Legends 
and their Meanings), by Jan Harold Brunvand . 

. Pan (Picador), 1983. 156 pp. £ 2 . 95.  

Have you ever heard the one about the 
alligators in the sewers of New York, the 
hippie babysitter on LSD who cooked the 
baby in an oven, or the one about the black 

33 

widow spider which made its nest in a lady's 
bouffant hairdo, eventually biting and killing 
her? If so, they may well have been told as 
true stories, for these are just some of the 
modern American myths and legends inc luded 
in The Vanishing Hitchhiker by folklorist Jan 
Harold Brunvand, a professor of English at 
the University of Utah. This highly 
entertaining book examines many of these 
"urban legends" ,  offers theories about their 
meanings, and tries to determine their origins. 
They're  the sort of 'tru e '  bizarre incident 
that happened to the friend of a friend of 
the person telling it, or the 'real life' 
nightmare someone claims to have read in a 
newspaper,  but can't  remember in which one. 

Take, for example, the legend the book is 
named after, which Brunvand descri bes as the 
"classic automobile"  legend, and which one 
Toronto teenager explains "actually" happened 
to his girlfriend's  best friend and her father. 
It appears that upon arriving at the house of 
a hitchhiker to whom they had offered a lift, 
they looked around toward the back seat of 
their c ar, only to find her vanished . They 
then discovered that the owners of that 
house had a daughter who answered to the 
description of the hitchhiker, but that she 
had disappeared some years before on the 
very road where the mysterious girl had been 
picked up. This account is just one of many 
Vanishing Hitchhiker tales collected over the 
years which are l isted in the · book, with 
variants of this story being traced back to 
the 1890's. Brunvand also points out that a 
prototypical Vanishing Hitchhiker story is 
found in the New Testament (Acts 8: 26-39) 

involving the Apostle Philip and a vanishing 
chariot-riding Ethiopian, but doubts this is the 
true ancestor of the legend. 

It must be stated that this book is not a 
debunking exercise ,  but attempts are made to 
trace the alleged first-hand sources of these 
stories. These attempts are relatively 
fruitless. Usually the fact of there being 
many different versions of each legend is the 
only evidence against credibility (apart from 
common sense). There are, for example, 

. fifteen accounts of the Vanishing Hitchhiker 
legend documented in the book, apparently a 
mere sample of the many variants collected 
over the past forty years. 

Some of the legends listed bear more 
plausibility than others. Take,  for example, 
the ubiquitous "dead mouse in the coke 
bottle", just one of the food contamination 
legends analysed. The numerous variations of 
this are ,  according to the author, al too 
easily dismissed by folklorists, who are often 
unaware of actual court cases dealing with 
such claims. Between 191 4  and 1976 forty-five 
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such cases were appealed in the States . The 
book points out, however, that in the majority 
of the legends a woman is the victim of the 
unvwelcome rodent, but in reality it was 
usually discovered by a man. Brunvand also 
toys with the idea that some of these actual 
cases may even owe their existenc e  to 
people 's knowledge of the legend, either 
hoaxers or company employee sa boteurs. The 
analysis of food contamination narratives on a 
national scale also proves quite · revealing. 
The stories told in the US tend to criticize· 
the impersonality and carelessness of large 
o r g a n i s a t i o n s ,  a n d  r e p o r t  a c c i d e n t a l  
contamination by employees. In Germany. a 
xenophobic trait surfa c es.  The cuiprit in their 
versions is usually a small, privately-owned 
restaurant, and the act deliberate . 

Tracing a legend right back to its dawn 
appears to be an impossible task , but a 
detailed study of its recent evoluti on and 
means of transmission is provided. For the 
most part , these tales are spread by word of 
mouth, however, "Xerox-lore" is now with us . 
Here folklore is circulated by photocopied or 
typed accounts, and it is hardly surprising 
that many of these legends deal with naked 
office bosses or farcical office p arties . 

The mass media have also played an 
important part in circulating urban legends , 
even when only attempting to expose them. A 
prime example of this occurred in the US in 
the late 1960's .  In the scenario known as 
"the snake in the blanket" ,  an unsuspecting 
shopper at a local discount store is bitten by 
a venomous snake whilst looking at imported 
goods. This myth was initially spread verbally. 
but newspaper and radio reports seeking to 
explode it only served to strengthen it, 
spreading it further. 

Throughout the book, attempts are made 
to unveil the psychological significance of 
these legends, and it must be said that while 
B r u n v a n d ' s  c o n c l u s i o n s a r e  n o t  
earth-shattering, they are refreshingly down 
to earth and sensible .  Anxieties about modern 
technology ,  mistrust of large organisations, 
and fear of strangers undoubtedly contribute 
to the promotion of "the Kentucky Fried Rat", 
"the Poisoned Pussy cat at the Party", and 
even the "Vanishing Hitchhiker" .  But one 
can't  h elp agreeing that the continued 
popularity of these stories surely lies in our 
love of a good story, · and in our imagination 
in asking, "What if . . .  ? "  

PUBLICATION NOTED: Jack t h e  Ripper-­
The Bloody Truth, by Melvin Harris . 
Columbus Books, October 1987, £ 14.95.  

The British c;& Irish Skeptic 

( The Press Gallery.  c o nt . )  

And w e  have lots o f  ghosts : a chair  that 
i s  possessed by an evil  spirit  (the London 
Evening S tandar d ) .  a s pirit woman who 
appeared in photographs of a Ham pshire hunt 
(the S unday Mirror) .  sounds of a haunting 
(only audible through hi -fi equipment)  in 
Galway (the Galway Advertiser ) .  t h e  story of 
a woman who fought a long custody battle  
for her " possesse d "  children ( I.!:L_Publin ) .  a 
polt ergeist has t a k en over a house in West 
Lothian (the Scottish Evening News ) ,  and the 
Star has been running a s eres about 
hauntings in local p u bs .  

Fairly S erious Monthly magazine ran an 
arti c l e  o n  hypno t is m ,  reporting on the careers 
of several prominent stage hypn otists,  
including a firs t - person a c count of hypnotic 
regression . In con trast, The New S ci entist ran 
an a r t i c le (27 August) "Have we been 
mesmerised by hypnosis? "  explaining the 
psychologists ' debate over whether such a 
t hi n g  as hypnosis really exists . The arti cle 
quotes Graham Wagstaff, of Liverpool 
University' s  psychology d epartm ent:  "There is  
' no c o n c lusive evi d e n c e  that hypnosis enables 
peopl e t o  transc end th eir normal c a p a bilities . ' "  
Wagstaff went o n  to answer the argument 
that hypnosis acts as an anaesthetic . by 
pointing out that p eople in their normal state 
are often able to tolerat e  the pain of. for 
examp l e ,  inje c tions , that the internal  organs 
are more ins ensitive t o  in cision than is  
common ly thought ,  and that the rel axation and 
lessening of anxi ety induc ed by t h e  hypnotist 
may p l ay a strong part . 

And She m agazin e shows evi d ence of 
schizophrenia.  In the same issue (Augus t ) ,  
they r an a skepti c a l  arti c l e  o n  O B E ' s ,  a n d  a n  
uncrit i c al article preferring "natural immunity" 
to m edical  vac cination,  a review of 
Vacc ination and Immunization: Dangers, 
Delusions, and Alt ernatives by Leon Ch aitow. 
The r e vi ew �r.  Sir�wn Martin .  summarizes 
Chaitow ' s  counter-arguments to the medical 
establishment ' s  c laims about the succ ess of 
vac cination:  improved hygiene,  sanitation , and 
housing;  a decl ine in viruience of the ha·rmful 
micro-organisms themseives,  and greater 
resistance to dis eas e due to better nutri tion.  
Martin concludes:  "As we t e eter on the brink 
of a n  A I DS -fuelled pani c ,  we must have a 
proper .  public d ebate on vac cination,  so that 
we can uphold our rights to refus e to suom i t  
t o  unproven high - t e c h  m edicine . ..  

'-.. 
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Further to the comments on 
Doris Stok es.  there is no doubt 
that whatever one thinks of her 
she did give much hope and 
comfort to many, many people 
over their bereavements. This 
must be borne in minds when 
assessing her value to the 
public . 

The remarks by Mark 
Plummer on Rosemary Brown 
suggest an avenue to show 
whether psychic communication 
with the dead- is possible. 

There is a fmous theorem in 
mathemati cs which was first 
stated by the Frenchman Pierre 
de Fermat in about 1637.  In the 
margin of a text on number 
theory he wrote:  "On the other 
hand , it is impossible to sepa­
rate a cube into 2 cubes, or a 
fourth power into 2 fourth pow­
ers , or generally any power 
above the second into 2 powers 
of the same degree. I have dis­
covered a truly m arvellous proof 
of this ,  which this margin is too 
small to contain . "  

Unfortunately, Fermat never 
wrote out his proof and his 
manuscripts disclosed nothing. 
Despite the efforts of many 
eminent mathematicians over 
some 350 years , this remarkable 
theorem, in the general state.  
remains unproved to this day. 
However, some people still firm­
ly believe Fermat did indeed 
have a proof. 

Therefore,  any psychic who 
can contact Fermat, extract 
this "marvellous proof" . tran­
scribe it, and have it acc epted 
as genuine by an appointed 
panel of, say, three competent 
mathematicians, would have 
demonstrated (to me, anyway) 
that communication with the 
dead is  possible.  

I admit there is  still a very 
slight possibility of fraud, but it 
would c ertainly cause an up­
heaval in spiritualist circles , 
and in science in general , were 
this theorem to finally be 
demonstrated in this way. 

C. D. Allan 
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LETTERS 
. . .  I feel that I have gone sustained consistently over a 

"beyond the call of duty" buying period of s even months . Tha t 
the Sun for a fortnight! My would indeed be miraculous! 
newsagent thought I'd gone 
through a sinister personality Leslie Shepard 
change! 

J .  A.  Remfry 

KNOCK 

. . .  I was at Knock in August 
a n d  m a n a g e d  t o  l o c a t e  
B a l l i n d e r r i s  f o r  S t e u a r t  
[Campbell ] but it was on the 
wrong side of the village for 
his mirage theory! 

Stephen Moreton 

I was intrigued by Steuart 
Campbell ' s  new "astronomical 
mirage" hypothesis to account 
for the Knock apparition. I 
admire Campbell 's exce ll ent 
detective work (with Christopher 
Allan) in  elucidating the UFO 
hoax of 'Cedric Allingham ' 
(Magonia,  July 1 986) .  

However, it is  asking a lot 
to accept that a mirage on a 
c hurch gable should be a unique 
event in  a single Irish village! 

Morever, this theory is 
apparently confined to the 
visions on August 21,  1879, 

which were the subject of the 
e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  c o m m i s s i o n ' s  
investigations. It  is often 
overlooked that the apparitions 
were reported over a period of 
seven months. There were 
scenes of great religious 
fervous when similar visions 
were witnessed on January 5, 

1880, followed # by other gable 
visions on February 9, March 25 

and 26. Amongst several 
witnesses on the night of 
January 5 were two policemen. 
Of three young men who 
witnessed the visions on the. 
night of February 9, two gave 
spoken evidence to a Daily 
Telegraph special correspondent, 
the third gave written evidence.  

I cannot accept that an 
astronomical mirage could be 

We sent a copy of Steuart 
Campbell 's piece to Professor 
John C. Brown, head of the 
Department of Astronomy at 
Glasgow University, and got this 
reply: 

. . .  I c a n  i m a g i n e  t h a t  
t e m p e r a t u r e  i n v e r s i o n s  c a n 
o c c a s i o n a l l y p r o d u c e  a n  
' elevated' astronomical mirage 
and maybe even some image 
magnification or intensification 
but the idea of a Jupiter image 
so 'magnified' as to make the 
Galilean moons resolvable and 
so intensified as to render the 
enlarged image bright enough to 
be seen , seems quite ludicrous 
to me. Should this be possible , 
would we not expect to 
occ asionally see huge, intense 
images of the moon floating in 
the sky (the moon is 10,000 

tim es brighter than Jupiter, let 
alone its moons)? If Campbell 
can persuade me there is a 
prima facie case to examine, I 
Win be willing to make the 
relevant calculation, but at the 
moment I would prefer to 
believe almost any other Knoc k  
theory--gossip,  imagination/mass 
hysteria, or even genuine 
spiritual apparition! If Jupiter 
played a role,  it wouled most 
likely lie in the rather startling 
effect on the uninitiated of the 
bril liant appearance of the 
planet (without mirages) in an 
otherwise dull sky. (The even 
m o r e  s t a r t l i n g  V e n u s a t  
brightest always produces a 
spate of calls about UFO's ,  
Stars of Bethlehem, etc . ,  etc . ) .  

l .  . .  am thoroughly enjoying 
[Randi' s books] .  After reading 
these and Peter Wright's 
Spycatcher, it is hard to 
believe anything! 

John C. Brown 



CAN SK EPT I CS PREDICT THE FUTURE ? 

S END US ( BY NOVEMBER 15) YOUR TEN PREDICTI ONS 

FOR 1 988 . WE WILL PUBLISH THEM IN OUR NEXT I S SUE 

(NOVEMBER/DE C EMBER 1987)  

AT TH E END O F  NEXT YEAR , WE WILL COMPARE YOUR 

S UCC E S S  AT PREDICTING THE FUTURE WITH THE 

BI G·TIME PSYCHICS . YOU COULD FIND YOU HAVE A 

NEW CAREER! 

PREDICTI ONS ACCEPT E D  FROM ALL R EADERS OF TH E 

BRITIS H  & I R I S H  S K EPTIC IN ALL COUNTRI ES.  

TEST YOU R  PSYCH I C  AB I L I T Y ! 
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