
National Capital Area 

TI 
Summer 1991 5 "-!n '"> " ~ ~ \1U" vi 

JtASA& 'iii.Aiful@ .xJJ&iJJii&CZJJ Q _iliJilii-&iiJMW.\i!W..~Ai&W!iWWi\lll~,'W"§~~~iffe®!!!!'.::JEAf,-:":M:c.t-\c<.,,1 ,;~-,r.:·1 

The Best and Worst of CSICOP 

By Lys An.n Shore 

The May CSICOP Conference in Oakland, California, brought out 
the strengths and some weaknesses of the orga11ization. CSICOP's 
controversial endorsement of the Amazing Kreskin as a conference 
speaker and a Prometheus author is discussed in the President's 
Column in this issue (page 3). Overall, the conference program 
showed how CS I COP has broadened and deepened its concern with 
the recognition and understanding of science, as well as the debunk­
ing of pseudoscience. The meeting addressed some cultural issues as 
well, in sessions on popular psychology and its spawn of self-help 
books, and urban legends, those strange tales of things that happened 
to a "friend of a friend." 

The setting for the meeting was the Claremont Resort, a spacious and 
rambling survival from an earlier era, perched ona hillside overlook­
ing San Francisco Bay. But the view wasn't. the only reminder of the 
West Coast location: a look at the hotel's "Guest Directory" revealed 
a list of available services that included shiatsu massage, reflexology, 
aromatherapy, and "accupressme fresh cell facials." Ah, California! 

The following paragraphs cover what, t.o me, were some of the most 
interesting and worthwhile moments of the conference; fuller cov­
erage and reports of conference sessions will appear in an upcoming 
issue of the Skeptical Inquirer. 

The keynote address by paleoanthropologist Donald C. Johanson 
was an outstanding event, a dramatic account of the search for human 
origins by one of the central figures in the effort Best known for his 
discovery of the 3 million-year-old female skeleton known as Lucy, 
and of her fellows, known as the Frrst. Family, Johanson is the 
president of the Institute for Human Origins at the University of 
California, Berkeley. He has worked for 20 years in Africa, trying, 
as he said, "to wrest as much as possible out of the fossils to help 
answer the question of where did we come from." In his talk, 
illustrated with slides of his team at work in Africa, Johanson brought 
the audience into the actual procedures of searching for early human 
remains. 

.Johanson recognizes that his discovery of Lucy brought "tremendous 
responsibility" with it Part of that responsibility, as exemplified in 
his CSICOP talk, is to bear in mind and to openly address the larger 
implications of his research. He tackles the issue of creationism 
firmly, but with a sense of humor. "Evolution is a fact, just like 

continued on page 4 

By Elena M. Watson 

Hive in Norfolk, 
our nation's capital. 
National Capital Area Skeptics? For my 
mostly. There are no Eastern Area 
Skeptics, so I find it comforting il:o knov.1 ii:hat. , 
within my own state there are other open~ 
mindedly skeptical folks, even don'ii: fore 
next door. 

Not that the Tidewater/Hampton Roads area is 
some rural backwater, mi.red in 
stition and sorcery. 
Backwater instead oJf 
the sticks. From Virginia Beach 
the area known as Hampton Roads contains a 
population ofneady l mimon people. We also 
have a number of colleges, such as Willi.am and 
Mary; NASA-Langley; and the Eastern 
Medical School. 'With aU of these edluca!:iomiR 
and scientific institutions am I the 
only person who vn:i!.es cdtical letters to it:he 
editor when the focal 
Pilot ax1dLedger-Star) print stories on the adva.in­
tages of fire walking or local UFO Is 
it just that I have too much time on my hands? 

Perhaps the reason for this is the same as it would , 
be anywhere else. The claims are seen as trivial 
("So what if people think fire waU::ing i.s 
improve their lives!"); harmless ("Hey, who 
does it hurt if someone thinks he's seen a 
saucer insteadofVenus?") ornot worth the efforii: 
to investigate. There i.s often a to . 
assume thatpeopledon'treaUy believe that stuff 1 

anyway. 

The latter attitude was expressed by Jim 
managing editor of the Virginian-Pilot and.Led 

continued on page 6 
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Open lette~' from 
th~ Randi 

Jam.es Randi is well known to NCAS members as 
o. founding member of the Committee the 
Scient~fic of Claims of the 

Paranormal (CS/COP) and dedicated debunker of pamnorrnal clairns, as 
well o,s a magician who has appearedfrequendy on television and on stage. 
Twice in recent years he has been an NCAS speaker; his appeorance in June 
1989 drew the largest cmwd ever for an NCAS pmgram.--more than 600 
people, fa this letter to the skeptical commHAnity, Randi explains his current 
predicament and asks for 

May 13, 1991 
Uri Geller has announced that he int.ends to sue me "in every state and in every 
country," He currently has four lawsuits against me, two of which I have won 
(at a cost of over $155,000 in legru fees) and one of which he has !told me he 
is blinging in Japan, with one served on me in California, This fatter case 
concerns two statements I made about him in response to questions by a 
reporter for the International Herald Tribune: Geller has fooled some 
scientists, (2) His tricks are the same kind that used to be on the back of cereru 
boxes when I was a kid, 

Obviously, this is a frivolous lawsuit, and it seems evident that Gd1eds using 
the legal process both to break: me financially and to sil.ence me from speaking 
what I know to be the ltrnth. I have a right under the Constitution to fairly say 
what I know ro be ltrne, and I win not smTender that right 

I have resigned from the Committee for the Scientific Investigation of CA::ru-\ms 
of the Parnnormcl (CSICOP) since the Committee is ruways named in the 
suits, and in order that CSICOP wm be spared f1uther involvement in such 
suits if and when I again mention Geller's name. 

This has been a very difficult thing for me to do. Should these actions 
continue, j[ wiH be forced into silence from my inability to support.further legru 
costs, CSICOP has been silenced, and I'm next, it appears, 

I now have no further funds to continue my defense, It has been suggested th2lt 
a legal fund might be set up for my defense of these harassing actions l\ftt, 

Geller. I hope that can be set in motion. 

I'm in trouble, folks, I need help. 
--fames Randi 

AfMffMfi h@s bee.,. est(r}l.M#.iii#R.edl. 
mit f,Q The Skeptics 

Roberr/t CJPA 
P.O, !Bl@x 659 

El Cmrrito, CA 9453@ 



Here's How Paranormal Beliefs Can Hurt 

Where's the harm of believing in (astrology, UFOs, etc)? Most skeptics 
have heard that response more often than we'd like. A horrifying 
example of the harm that such beliefs can do comes from a recent report 
in the WashingtonPost(May 1991,A20). WritingfromBeijing,Post 
foreign service reporter Lena H. Sun reported that the abort.ion rate in 
China is up because many Chinese believe that children born during this 
lunar yefil", the Year of the Sheep, "wi.H be plagued by a lifetime of bad 
luck." In the city of Tianjin, Sun noted, the birth mte is down 25 percent 
and the abort.ion rate up 60 percent for the first quarter of 1991 compared 
to the same period in 1990. 

The Year of the Sheep, 1.vhich began February 15, is one of the 12 years 
in the Chinese calendar cycle, each of which is symbolized by a different 
animal. Many Americans know the Chinese calendar through its 
representation on paper placemats used in Chinese restaurants. Some 
years of the cycle, such as the Year of the Dragon, are considered lucky, 
while others, like the Year of the Sheep, are believed to be unlucky. 
People born under certain signs are not supposed to marry those born 
under certain other signs, since some combinations of signs are believed 
to bring bad luck. 

The Chinese government in recent decades has tried to discourage these 
beliefs, laboring to overcome a 2,000-year-old tradition. At the same 
time, the government's strict famiy planning policy of one child per 
couple has caused some parents who believe in the astrological tradition 
to try to achieve the most favorable timing for the birth of their child. 

In her Post repon, Sun noted that "it is clear from newspaper reports and 
ui1ks with ordinary Chinese that the belief is deep-rooted--and quite 
widespread." She repeated the remark of a woman quoted in the Chino. 
Hlomen' s Journal. The woman, who was pressured into having an 
abortion, said, "We are not wining to suffer this. But our mothers and 
mothers-in-law do not want us to have babies in the Year of the Sheep 
because they say girls born in the Year of the Sheep will see their 
husbands die young." 

Meanwhile, China's family planning officials worry that the shortage of 
babies this year may mean more births than usual next year, which will 
be the Year of the Monkey. 0 

assumption is subject change. It might be 
called a firm opinion, but it can be discarded if it 
doesn't work. A certainty is not subject to change, It is 

permanent If circumstances don't support the 
certainty, it is circumstances that must be 

redefined, not the certainty. 
--Marshall Powel! 

By Denman 

On page 2 of this issue uhere is news of Jaines 
Randi's resignation from CSICOP, afrcer 15 
vears as its best-known membeil. 
;,Amazing" ends his associaofoJJ wi"h 
CSICOP, another was introduced ai iihe 
CSICOP conference as a new in 
cism"-the Kreskin. 

It may strike some readers of this ilC¥.1skH.er as 
odd that. Kreskin, whose nunrlt"""'"l1 

been desnibed in the lasi: two issues 
could be considered an advocale 
After an, Kreskin a few yearn back m2.rkefLed: a 
test-your-own-ESP kii: ai-id has er:n­
couraged his audience ii:o believe in his poweit·s 
as a "sensitive." \J\/ithin the past year it.he 
Washington Post described Kreski1n's 
hunt in a and credi.~.e(I 

Kreskin with coining t.he 
"which he explained is a way to learn i:hile oi:iler 
side's secret axnong other vvays, 
the mind to soak up the h::fil: behiuwf' 
(Washington A~ i.bc 

I was called by a 
"Larry 
when I described IZreski111 as a u"'"·"''''"m 
former and not a "'~uuau~ 

Nonetheless, I<:reskin' s nexJ 
Sensitive Perception, is 
Prometheus Books, and I<:reskin himseff ap­
peared at the Prometheus booth afi. the receii1~ 
American Booksellers Association i:rade show. 

The Psychology of the 
Kammann-that t.en years ago gave a dei21ikd 
examination of the lricks used in KKeskio\' s 
mentalism act did Marks and Kammann 
devote so much space t.d X<reskin in a book rchat 
also looked closely ail Uc 

Geller? Because sunreys ofKreskitn' s audieiKe 
showed a 
ers to 
claims on his 

a trick," leaving us to wonder about ~he Kemaiin-
ing 5 percent a 
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Conference~ page 1 
gravity, but some people are not easily able to accept it." 
He sees the purpose of hiis work as "to remind us of our 
place in nature, for we are still part of the JITtatural world, in 
spite of om: supposed superiority of culture." 

The session on catastrophism and evolution, which took 
pface the momiiug following Johanson's address, gave a 
different kind of insight. h1to the process of "doing sci­
efflce." The participoots were a trio of Berkeley professors, 
from three different fiel.ds. Walter Alvru:-ez, a geologist., 
PJ.cihru:-d Muller. a physicist, aJ!'Ad Jere Lipps, a biologist, 
have combined forces to examine it:he question of abrupt, 
cal.astrophic events arn:i theirimpHcations for the evolution 
of life on earth. Each of the three addressed his two 
colleagues as much a:s the audience, responding to what the 
others had ruull engagfrlg in a kind of banter that 
revealed the human side of doing science. Lipps set the 
Hghtheari:ed tone at the st.an, by annm:m.cing firmly, "I'm 
the paleontologist and I'm right Those oilier guys [Muller 
and Alvarez] are the ones you should be skeptical of!'' 

The session foUowed fu"1 i.Ilnusual format, with two rmm.ds 
of brief talks. The fixst set provided an overview of the 
issues, while the secondmmr1dfocusedon specific research 
:results. Most exciting was the news from Alvarez thai: his 
rresearch group believes it has located ilie site of the 
meteoritic impact responsible for the mass extinction that 
occiUITed at the end oft.he Cretaceous era and the beginning 
of the Tertil.l.Ry the K-T boundary). The site, in 
Yucatm, Mexico, displays many signs of disturbance 

precisely alt the K-T boundm:y. According to 
Alvarez, the dis:turbai.1ce looks like the result of a "mega­
'""~''"""""''" which would have been caused by the impact. 

Ae1J:emJ1B session featured M unexpected element 
oflocal interest for NCAS members, as one of the speakers 
devoted his !talk ro a case history, the "Missing Day in 
Time" story which supposedly took placeatNASA Goddard 
Space Flight Center in Greenbelt, Maryland. The speaker, 
12.1.1 Harold Bmmr:md, is a professor of English at the 

i.-"'"'"""''''u of Ui:alh who is weU .known for his books on 
urn:bai-i. legends, The 
cerntl.y C1.1.rses! 

Bmnvaii1d defJuned an urban legend as a bizaJtJre story told by 
a credible source, always told as something that really 
happened toanFOAF, and combining afactkrn)Wiil to be true 
with an illusion. A common theme of such tales is the 
conflict between science and government, cm ilie one hand, 
a!fld religion, on the oilie;. The "Misshig Day in Time" story, 
which circulates mnong f1.mdamenmlists and tells how a 
computer confi.nned a biblical event, is one of the common­
est such si:Ories. Brunvaii-id has collected many versions of it, 
all generally attributed ao the same individual, one Harold 
Hill, and usually citing \the sai.ne Spencer, Indiana, newspa­
per srory, and less often including a date. One version is 
reprinted here in the accompanying box. 
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Reprinted from a handout provided by Jan. Harold 
Brunvand as part of his talk in the urban legends session. 
at the 1991 CSICOP cm~ference. 

Did you know that the space program is busy proving that whal: 
has been called in the Bible is true? Mr. Harold Hill, 
President of ihe Cuitis Engine Co. in Baltimore, Maryland, and 
a consultant in the space pmgram, relates the following devel­
opment 

"I think one ofthe most amazing t11ings that God has for us today 
happened recen!ly 10 our astronauts and space scientists at 
Green Belt, Marylarnt They were checking the position of the 
sun, moon, and planets out in space where tl1ey would be 100 
years and 1,000 years from now. We have to know !his so we 
don't send a satellite and have it bump into something later 
on in its orbits. We have to lay out the orbits in terms of the life 
of the satellite, and where t11e planets will be so the whole V1lng 
will not bog down! ran the computer measurement back 
and forth over tl1e centuries and it came to a l1alt The computer 
stopped and put up a red signal, which meant that 1:l1ere was 
something wrong either with the information fed into it or with the 
results as com pared to the standards. Tiley called in the service 
departmentto check it out and they said, "It's perfect" The head 
of operations said, "Wl1at's wrong?" "Well, they have lound 
there is a day missing in space in elapsed time." They scratcl1ed 
their heads and tore their hair. There was no answer! 

Onereligiousfellowontheteam said, "Youknow,cmetime I was 
in Sunday School and they talked about the sun standing stiiL" 
They didn~ believe him; but they didn't have any other answer 
so they said, "Show us." He got a Bible and went back to tt1e 
Book of Joshua where they lound a pretty ridiculous statement 
for anybody who has 'common sense'. There they found 

Concerning the sron;' s origins, Brun vand noted that Harold 
Hill, president of Cm1is Engine Company and an electrical 
engineer, told the !tale in an inspirational book published in 
1974. There, he cited as his somces a religious flyer and a 
ibook by one "Professor Totten:' Totten turns out to have 
been a military science instru.ctor alt Yale University from 
1890 to 1892, kinown as an anti-Semite and a crackpot. His 
book J oslwux' {j!.fl.d the Dio.l of Ahaz: A ScierMi,fic 
Vindication' was i.n 1890 Destiny Publishers. 
NASA Goddard Space Hight Center has issued a terse press 
release denying any .knowledge of or iifi,ro1vemerit in the 
"Missing Day" story, although acknowledging th.at Harold 
Hill worked there briefly in the early 1960s as a plrunt 
engineer. 



Lord saying to Joshua, "Fear them not; for I have delivered them 
into thine hand; there shall not a man of them stand before thee." 
Joshua was concerned because he was surrounded by the 
enemy and ii darkness fell they would overpower them. So 
Joshua asked the Lord to make the sun stand still! That's right -
- "The sun stood still, and the moon stayed ... and hasted not to 
go down about a whole day." Joshua 10:8, 12, 13. The space men 
sa~d, "Ther~ is the missing They checked the computers 
going back 111to the time it was written and found it was close but 
not close enough. the elapsed time that was missing back in 
Joshua's day was 23 hours and 20 minutes -- not a whole day. 
They read the Bible and there it was -- "about (approximately) a 
day." 

These little words in the Bible are important. but they were still in 
trouble because ii you cannot account for 40 minutes you'll be in 
trouble 1,000 years from now. Fo11y minutes l1ad to be found 
because it can be multiplied many times over in orbits. This 
religious fellow also remembered somewhere in the Bible where 
it said the sun went BACKWARDS. The space men told him he 
\/\las out of his mind. But they got the Book and read these \/\lords 
in II Kings: Hezakiah, on his death-bed, was visited by the 
Prophet Isaiah who told him that he was not going to die. 
Hezekiah asked for a sign as proof. Isaiah said, "Do you want the 
sun to go ahead ten degrees?" Hezekiah said, "It's nothing fortl1e 
sun to go ahead ten degrees, but letthe shadow return backward 
ten degrees." II Kings 20:9-11. Isaiah spoke to the Lord and the 
Lord brought the shadow ten degrees BACKWARDS! Ten de­
grees is exactly 40 minutes! Twenty-three hours and 20 minutes 
in Joshua, plus 40 minutes in 111\ings make the missing 24 hours 
the space travelers had to log in the logbook as being the missing 
day in the Universe! lsn'tthat amazing? Our God is rubbing their 
noses in His Truth!" 

****** 
The above article was copied from "The Evening Star", Spencer, 
Indiana. It is verified by Mr. Harold Hill, who gave permission for 
reprinting, February 22, 1970. 

How do such legends as the "Missing Day" or "Vanishing 
Hitchhiker" stories grow an.d spread? Brunvand notes that 
many gain circulation not just through being repeated from 
one individual to others, but through the popular press. 
General and inaccm·ate references to supporting evidence 
are apparently sufficient to convince many people that such 
stories have a foundation. 

I found the urba11 legends session almost as compelling as the 
one on catastrophism and evolution. And although the two 
topics could hardly be more different, taken together the 
sessions--like Johanson's keynote address--exemplify a 
concern with science and society that I hope will continue to 
be a focus of CSICOP's efforts. O 

NCAS Skieptical Eyie/Summ<er 1991 

Presidenrs Col111mn9 from page 3 
pher but not a con juror, may :simply be 
signature effect, the blindfold paycheck location descriibe·cf! 
in wonderful detail in our lasi: issue, does not on 
gimmicks, gaffs, or other :storebought sneaky stuff. As 
someone who conjures a bit myself, I agree. But mosn: 
magicians would still caU it a trick. More ~ 

wonder how many others, seeking better of 
apparent miracles, would hear such a srat.emen~ froKn ail 
eminent skeptic and jump to a wmng condusioR 

his a good when CSICOP imvhes of diverse 
views. And a quick look am1.md NCAS or any oi:her 
zation of skeptical thinkers confirms uhat the term 
covers a lot of ground. Hmvevei:, iJ is not. a 
we, as active proponents of crit.i.cal even inadvcr:t­
ently confuse semantically correctL disdaimers ·withn 1he 
impressions that they may create. 

On srage virtually an conjurei:s-wiJh ft.he "'"'"··'~'RCVA'v 
tion of Perm & TeUer, currently n~'nDr•~;~.~ 
City--want the audience to think about. !.he 
no attention to the man behind the cmctain. fo n.haii: de2'Jl' 
context, few skeptics--even hard-nosed io 

equivocal sratemenJs. But as soon as the show is over and ihe 
rabbits have been cleaned out of the who 
wants to be considered a skeptic must be dear abouit: whac: 
he or she can really do. The skeptical movemenit has a 
history of association with such magicians: 
Houdini, Randi--and even Dunninger, the model 
Kreskin's own act, wrote to expose psychic !Lo 
now, Kreskin has not made dear when he considers ii:he sho"" 
to be over. 

I have not yet seen I<'.:resldn' s new book. he 1uil.I rnKe 
and for all repudiate the vague siatement.s and evasioirns tL;j;:i; 

have been made in the past. Until 

Skeptics and the Law: A Hew NCAS 
Randi's legal battles may be a of ii:O come. 
June '91 issue of Fate Magazine published an artide en!i:i~Re;:;: 
"Taking a Skeptic to Court" Other cases have accuse;; 
skeptics of improper criiticism and acrcions. 

It is imperative that skeptics remain wen informed on 
legal issues, so that. our strong criticism anru~ 

pseudoscience is not diminished. Hms; 
h~l~ ~o an especially high srandanI in our use of propeic 
cntlcrnm. 

NCAS is calling for individuals with inr,erest 2'mi 
skills in these issues to an informal.ion resource for 
skeptical advocates within NCAS and efaewhere. Ait~or­

neys, librarians, database expents, CP As and other 
sionals are needed to share their ideas and 

Please call Chip Denman at 301-587-3827. Oi 

5 



:i fow "'°'''"'''"'"'" mRnmii\iii\S. 8Ut'i:en it 
w-21s r,1e1re0]ed it:ilita1i: !C "''"'l!.e.<>CJUI h21d Cl\Jlii\Sillu1it:ed 2\Jij\ 2\Stl'Okl-

ger while I.Ju itilite '-iVhite 
title de>roii.ed bis 
b<0mscopes. Siipe fuuteii.l!i.e1i\1ed Paul Kurtz, chrurmoo of 

:B1llild eiuvu1orsed CSJCOP's t1u1 indm:lle a 
rusdrumeF 2\00"Je CO]il\illiii\S, prndrum:iing them to 

bult Ito be prnsenited mei:ely fm 
eniteritruJmmeiDltt vru1U\e. h21dl iii\o wiah the 

bu\i: fol\i:. Rhene was iii\O need fon the 'VP/LS it:o :rum 
i(µ: iheC2\illSe "K C2Ull 'it """"~'F'"'"'~ 
take lii\ewspaper Jt1<01ro:sc()JJ~;s sie:noush 
sit:ood ithait: are then·e for ente1tainment" 
memed thali: he'd Hike i1:o sbare 

than. he its ithe person deal witlh when have a 
ic.1u1n,,1u«<'1Ju11w. or cJditids;m about the coiii\it:ernt of the paper, this 
liasi1: s1tai1:emellilt. wiem1Ml seem w CfuJ\y a Roi1: of He has 

rufuecli: commullilkati.on wil!:lh it:he readers, 1U1iiilliike 
Raper, 211Thd it:hus iis a ibeiti1:en of how well can 
ruscrimillii\ai1:e between the :and the fant.:astic. Alii\d 
iif he is unsmce abo1U\t 1t1t1e to critically :assess 
whait I'd bellieve him. Ailild tl'il:at is kind of scary. 

Bm 

ij;Bl,1\fe !dt1fferceMR crnlJtr?'JlAa fLOr (u\JlftJteremi.\t )~'1IDlulS OJl SllJDTC1lR:.S,, J\jl2\TfliJl 

raie1M'S 2Ll1JtaJl :&re tco fil\;ave 21. ~1rer)T 

Fea\i:mce storcites alii\!Cll Amm:aiii\ iutilIDiles\t. 
as eJDlileritaillDlmeitK!L Bi111il fJme 

~ILCIV"'"''U•l<>CIC it:O ileadeT\s. 

The second :aspect of the its iliait ofaem 
sillwe what to li:hirulL 
thrnt coufoses them. So 
beliefs. h caa11 :and does ""''"'v'""" 
ilJ01DiUlfa.rcultme is foH oitas;smnr;1titCms ~•,~··· '''·~ ,,..,,,,_.~~,..,~,·,.0 ~ 1 

such as: it.here mus\i: be so1m1e:illiniliii11E 
W01Ulldlii\'lt be seeffig them" 

"'"''°'"'""'"'"' iis :a Htde bit 

So what can I, a mild-mami\eJCed b1U11i: mi.uded 
hoiUlsewifo ·virith sorn1e extra time on my hi.lJiitds, do abonAfL alii\y 

of ithis? for starters, because I think 
iUllillcritica1 mtides wild even 

im "soft" fe:atme stories, just add to public miscon-
ceptions, I iUls1.m.Hy w the editor--

biUlt mis is the lii\Oit before 
doing my lmmewodd This meiam:s titmt K 
reseairch the~~-·'·---' 
call the 

him ill\ );j_ MvWUl.Jl'v'JJt, 

letters to ithe ediltor for p1J1Mac~titil!)lii\, 
sucdiiict :as B1U1t 
printed, I suspect that the 
~Ihle editoii· Ith.alt iii: receives. 

Does ii: do ailly good? f ruHike Ito 1i11ink so. And I've 1u'"''"'"')';~,u 
\to itiave my say arn:Jl stiH mruiilitllin opelii\ lii1\es of communitca-
iifon wilth ithe paper. K' 1re evelii\ some iiilice fo11te.rs bad:: 
from the editor. someday we'll even have aiil\ 

even we thought As if dne St Joseph 
a ne:al estalte age nit tallied JMf.auryfaliid smite senator Aitll:imr Dormaiu 

GeDirge's) J.i!i\to spons<Clriit1g a so-called "Ghostbuster Bill." The p™DlJOSe of the as ilii\ the 
PosR 1, iUllii\der me headlline "fa Yom House Piaurnt.ed? Call Yom MdL 

J'--""l"'""'''~'",v"," was Ito prevernt house from suiug thell" real esrete :agent "fon not that a 
occupailllt was mlU!Jrdered there." Ifus lliny home ever tried to sue a real esrate 

agelii\fi. on SiD\ch it appears--although there has b~lii\ one case ilii\ "-~'""'l.J'JLllm~. 



This feature of the Skeptical Eye is designed to provide skeptics with brief, logical answers i.o 

questions that may arise in conversation. Jn the Washington area in recent mfJnths, one such 
has been the mysterious Fairfax schoolfaintings, which were reported in the local newspaper and 
in the Washington Post To provide a context for understanding the events and 
reports, NCAS board member Sean O'Neill, a registered hypnothera.pist 
explains the concept and outlines the history of mass hysteria. 

By Sean O'Neill 

By the year 1692, the Massachusetts colony was disturbed 
and uneasy. The English king had revoked the colony's 
charter, and there were rumors of war with France. The 
Indians were a continuing threat, taxes were unbearably 
heavy, and attacks by pirates had damaged the commercial 
traffic of the colony (Jackson, 1956). 

In this unstable environment 
awoke an ancient fear--witch­
craft (Russell, 1980). In Salem 
Village a small group of girls, 
aged 9-19, began to behave in an 
extraordinary way. Screaming 
arid crying, they said t.hat they 
were possessed. These girls had 
been in thehabitoftalkingabout 
magic with a West Indian slave, 
Tituba, although they knew that 
in their Puritan community such 
free discussion was considered 
sinful. And sin produces 
Elizabeth Parris, at nine, felt the 
mosfi: guilty. Soon she became 
symptom-ridden, complaining of 
nightmares, anxiety, hallucina­
tions, and paranoia. 

The village physician, Dr. Griggs, diagnosed witchcraft 
When little Ann Putnam heard of the diagnosis, she fell to 
the floor and began screaming that she too was possessed. 
Now there was no reason for the girls to fear exposure of the 
storytelling group, no reason for guilt or anxiety. 

Soon, nine girls and one grown woman claimed possession; 
they named Titubaas the witch who had possessed them, and 
then accused a variety of others in the village, including a 
four-year-old gid, of witchcraft as well. Trials and execu­
tions followed--some 20 deaths in Salem Village, and many 
more lives there irrevocably damaged (Starkey, 1973). 

By the end of the eighteenth century, the so-called civilized 
world had executed a significant fraction of its population 
for witchcraft Although it is impossible to know exactly 
how many lives were lost, since many records have been lost 
or destroyed, most historians agree that the number of deaths 

NCAS Skeptical Eye/Summei· 1991 

in Europe "reached holocaust in many 21re2lS" 
(Karlsen, 1987, 266n4). It is to fJIOie i:hat the 
executions constituted "systematic violence againsi: womeiil,' · 
since "witches were generally thought of as womeiil aittd 

most of those who died in the name of witchcraa "'·'ere 
women" (Karlsen, 1987, xii). 

What do we know of such phenomena? 
although perhaps unlikely, that the accused 

witches and the afflicii:ed indeed 
possessed. suid: 
as ergot fungus in ii:he sup· 
ply, could have caused toxk reac­
tions and as ha:; 
been suggested by some nnodeTtF 
historians. Orthecausemayhaw: 
been mass hysteria. 

Mass hyst.eRia and mass behavior 
are terms used t.o ~.~11e 

characteristic actions and rea1:. 
tions of crowds. While mass be­
havior indudes such '""'"""'V'"'"''""'·· 
as rioting, 
crazes, and social movemeui.s 
(Golidenson, mass 
involves lhe spreading of symp-
toms from one 0vtf;,",'-•0Ulln'v 

vidual to aJmther. The symptoms imrohe 
conversion reaction, in which a psychological conflict. 
removed from consciousness and expressed as a 
malady. 

The development of conversion react.ions usually imrobe::: 
the following: (l) a desire to escape from some""""!''"'""'""'''',.. 
situation; (2) a fleeting wish to be sick and mroid 
situation, which is suppressed as unfeasible or 
(3) under additional or continued stress, the appear21nce 
the symptoms of some physical ailment 
In this view, the the Greek word for 
tends to be a highly suggestible and dramatic adolesceic;1~ 
female who is quite excitable and unable ~.o see any rdat.iorrn 
between her situation and the stress symptoms, the nat~jife 
of which is usually determined observing others or from1 
heruing or reading descriptions reported by the med.i2t 

continued on page 8 



Whatever specific causative factors may be involved, how­
ever, the basic dynamic pattern seems to be the avoidance or 
reduction of anxiety-arousing stress by getting sick, thus 
comrerting an emotional problem into a face-saving physi­
cal one. It is useful 1:0 note that the role is helpful only in a 
culture that provides sympathy and suppmt for sick persons, 
where it is reinforced secondary gains--in essence, it 
works. Although not a conscious role (Coleman, 1980), it 
seems that sometimes conscious acting may be superim­
posed on unconscious role playing to intensify the gains. 

Europe suffered "dance mlli'"lias," or 
groups of people dancing, screaming, and fainting in the 
streets. People of all sorts were affected (Goldenson, 1985). 
Believing that they had been biuen by spiders, they drank 
wine and tore ii.heir clothes off--and were treated with 
,,,,,n,.,.,m,., ai-id tolerance by the unaffected citizens. 

fo 1945 a small town in minois was plagued by the "phantom 
anesthetist of Mattoon," who reportedly sprayed a parnlyz-

gas through bedroom windows onto the bodies of young 
women. Of course, ~his received heavy media coverage, and 
groups of armed citizens were orgai1ized to apprehend the 
marauder. Their attempts failed, 1u1d the reports and symp­
itoms subsided in about two weeks (Coleman, 1980). 

Beside n.he stress-reducticm there is a competing view 
n.hat offers to explain t.he mental dymunics of mass hysteria 
, '-"'v"'""'' 1977). This is a model of reinforcement rather than 
avoidance, and focuses directly on benefits gained by the 
participants, such as temporary fa"lle, power to manipulate 
persons in authmity, notoriet.y, and a sense of belonging, in 
addition to the more obvious benefit of the sympathetic 
attention that victims receive. In other words, if being sick 
gets benefits, some people wm incline to become ilL 

"'"·""'V'U'6" mass hysteria is relatively rare in modem times, 
ithere are some further mustrative examples. A 1960s 
out.break of what. seems to have been mass hysteria resulted 
i.n the down of an American textile mm (Kerckhoff 
and The involved a mysterious 

of rashes, fainting, and nausea, 
bdi.eved i:O be caused insects in a of English 
doth. S rate and federal health officials investigated, but no 
physical dysfunction vvas ever found. 

Steward reports t.he outbreak of symptoms in the 
Arab schools in the Israeli West Bank. Between March 21 
and April 3, 1981, the students were presumably attacked by 
a mysterious illness, the symptoms of which included nau­
sea, headache, dizziness, and fainting spells. Each incident 
appears to have been initiated by students noting a funny 
smeH, like gas. Although these incidents began with a few 
schoolgirls, ultimately almost a thousand individuals were 
affected. The political consequences of Arab girls claiming 
that they were being gassed by the Israelis were predict.able. 
Perhaps less so were the medical resuhs: no fatalities or 
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lingering effects, no environmental toxins found by the 
World Health Organization or the U.S. Centers for Disease 
Control, and no significant laboratory results from tests run 
on the victims. AH.hough typical in course and 
symptomatology, the West Bank incident is a.in unusual 
example in that it involved a large numberof victims and was 
spread over an ext.ended geographical area (more than 100 
miles). 

More in aU respects is the possible case of mass 
hysteria that occurred recently at West Spi.ingfield 
School in Virginia. Last year, the 2,200-s«.udeil\ii: 
school under\ivent a $7 mi.Uion renovation, i.n ·which class­
rooms, insulation, and ventilation were aH upgraded. V\/hen 
t.he school opened in September fonhe 1990-91 year, a few 
girls began to of fainting, hype:rvem.ifation, and 
headaches. Within months, the rescue squad began calling 
almost routinely atthe school--62 percent of the time for the 
same 10 female students. 

Investigations were demanded. Then, on April 23, a tragedy 
occrn:red; Catherine Tai.-antino, a 15-year-old Wes!: Spring­
field student, died at home of unknown causes. On 25 
the local health department released findings that i:here was 
"no evidence 11.hat t.he air or environment is responsible for 
the ailments" but this little 
reassurance. 

On April 26, some 200 students walked out of school im 
protest A meeting was called to emphasize the findings. 
Two schoolrooms were dosed due to a sligM elevation of 
carbon dioxide levels, but not everyone affected had been in 
these rooms. A team of epidemiologists from the Virginia 
Department of Health and the federal Centers for Disease 
Control began checking medical records. 

iFm·tlneit JRe21diliJ\g 
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A junior, Tarrin Lupo, was interviewed (Fafr:fo:x. Jounw.l) 
and observed that "there are some (students) who are just 
looking for a day out of class." On JV.lay 2, however, 500 
parents, "emotional and angry" (Washington Post), de­
manded at a community meeting held in the West Spring­
field cafeteria that the school popoulation be shifted to 
another high schoot Several parents shouted, "Close it! 
Close it!" noting that one gird had fainted more th3.A"1 30 times 
before being withdrawn from school her parents. And 

a school official who spoke with me on condition of 
said that no cause could be found--"not by the 

EPA, llot. (Fairfax County Schools employee, 
Within a few days, 42 students and one teacher had 

complained of vax-ious symptoms. At the meeting, one 
fat.her asked parents whose children had suffered some 
sickness ito stand arid "hundreds of parents jumped to their 
feet" (Washington 

On May 4, the Tarantino autopsy data were reported; she 
died from the effects of a prescribed drug, Imiprimine. No 
connection to the difficulties of the other students in the 
school was found. 

At this time another student walkout was planned, but no;;;ver 
materialized. May 3 there was a lOpercentabsentee 
rate, about twice the school average. Many of the affected 
students were withdrawn from school to finish the academic 
year being at home. 

A national radio pmgrnm reported on the events (National 
Public Radio, while noting that "fewer than 60 have 
actually fainted," the report opined darkly that. since ambu­
lances were called so frequently to the school, "there is 

'"~"""""'"'wrong at West Springfield!" 

Pathways Diagnostic Inc. was hired to examine the condi­
tions at the school, and the firm's findings were reported in 
the Post on June 1 L According to Pathway's 
president, Edward N. Light., tests showed no problems that 
would account for the ailm~mts. He told Post reporter Peter 
Baker, "The faintings could not be correlated with any 
specific environmental factors. I found no airborne health 
hazards. The was found to be comparable to other 
schools." 

Parents of Springfield schookhildren promptly complained 
that the study was too limited and that school officials were 
not taking the matt.er seriously enough. Mary Colombell, 
whose daughter is one of the girls who fainted repeatedly, 
was quoted as saying, "Right now, our kids feel 
abandoned ... by West Springfield High SchooL" Ms. 
Colombell transferred her daughter out of the school last 
January. 

In addition to the three environmental studies, including the 
Pathway the Post reported that state and federal 
scientists are conducting an epidemiological study "to deter-
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mine if the affected students have any commoiii1 1medkal 
problems." And on top ofthat, schoo~ """~"""~"""'"""~""'V'~''""" 
R. Spillane has hired a private ,~'"'°''V""""~"'"V''"~"" 
and analyze the studies. 

In the meantime, a letter "\lirriJer to :ati: fo.sfi: 
used the words mass hysteria. She not.ed the im1ohrern1em of 
teenage girls and echoed the observations of St.ew2Lirt 
and Gehlen (1977): "It's fun to be of the cnJl111cL.to be 
a lii:tle scared, and it's even more fun t.o walk 01Rt. of sdmvL" 
Prosaically, she wondered ho1v maiTly of the affec~ed sii:u­

dents came to school wlthout. breakfasi: or"''~""'"'}""''"'"""' 
homework for class. 

To be sure, it is not proven ii:hat no tmdc agenft. 
exists at West Springfield High. And it 'W01J1M be wrrn11g i;u: 
any event to trivialize the fears and concern oft.he 
the affected children. fa not ~he same as 1uu1,,uu111"1''"''"'' 

ing, and once a wave begins )Ji: can be almost irresisii:lMe; t.he 
alternative t.o an external cause is ii:o But "\Pe 

must note ithe dassic cue, caUed fo belie 
ind~fference. In many cases, having fainted and ~"R11eii1 2L'W2lk­

ened, the gids simply returned i:o dass. did not.rern1aitn 
ill, nor did they exhibit the smt of fern: that. one li''O!!J1Ild expect 
in such a circumstance. Like the of Safom1 
Village, they functioned well at. other times. 

Again, as in the Salem cases, the -~·~·~·~CVC'1M~C.IC'U'111c.• of 
the events reflect i:he fears of the n:ime. No one <mKh is 
possessed anymore; our demons are ii:he ~~,,r11.,~, of oux rn"rn 
alienation in a ':TV e fren Gnrer rnxc 

fr~hre 

advances im nhD~U~l}n, 
t.ives. 

The modern media axe as ;nrmdn 21 

hyste1ia as was the of Se'11eJ.1ii:ecniJt1-CeiHlffV 
We cannot expect ii:he press t.o ii:ilunt iche empefor lnas Ri\O 

clothes before all of the relevant. facii:s a:rce ~'' 
would be approp1iate some education abouii: mass 
hysteria when such incidents as ii:he 'Nest. 
field phenomena. Treatment of iin·\roil~"es ~he ·ce­
moval of reinforcing conditions t.~1aii: have influenced n.he 
development aI1d maintenance of nlo1e syinpii:oms. 
good effects have also been obtained wiii:h ii:he use 
sis, placebos, and mirade cures, criii:kali 
noninflammatory offer ii:he best. 
our problems, and their 

RefeJreiD\~es 
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By Steve Shore 

H seems that the cold fusion episode has entered another 
phase. The New York Times and Washington Post have both 
(26 April 1991) carried reports that new explanations are 
available fort.he phenomenon, even though neither Stanley 
Pons nor Martin Fleischmann has been heard from recently 
(see "Skeptic's Response: Cold Fusion" in the Spring 1991 
issue of the Skeptical Eye, 6-7). Still participating in 
"science by press conference," E Mayer and J. Reitz 
reported that the cold fusion phenomena were due to a new 
dass ofpruticles called "hydrons," smaller than the normal 
hydrogen atoms that promote fusion (never mind that 
atomic hydrogen is the one place in nature where quantum 
mechanics has been shown w hold precisely). Another lone 
researcher, an M.D. named R. Mins, also announced a new 
and different type of quantum behavior for the poor hydro­
gen atom. Both of these wild notions are due to appear in 
Fusion Technology, a publication of the American Nuclear 
Society. ThePostreportedalsothatyetanotherpressrelease 
from MU concerning a theoretical explanation for cold 
fusion resulted from the American Physical Society meet­
ing in April. Meanwhile, the University of Utah is still 
funding the Cold Fusion Research Institute. 

As if to emphasize the long lifetime that a pseudoscientific 
daim may enjoy, I recently unearthed a neglected letter to 
JVature concerning polywater (Nature 301 [1983], ll8). 
Written in 1982, after the publication of Franks's book 
Polywater, the letter is from B. Derjaguin, the central figure 
in the polywater flap. In a long reply, critical of both the 
publication of Franks' s book ai.1.dN ature' s favorable review 
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of it, he makes the following point "This reasoning [that 
many of the polywater researchers ignored thermodynamic 
implications of their findings] ignores that in our experi­
ments we have measured not the pressure of the polywater 
vapour, but that of a solution of a very weakly vol.atile 
'a.1omalious component' in the normal water. As regards the 
anomalous component itself, we have supposed (and stm 
believe) that the products of its evaporation are not the 
molecules of ordinary water; therefore, there is no reason to 
believe thai:I and other scientists have ignored the second law 
of thermodynamics." More than a decade after the collapse 
of the poAywater flap, Dexjaguin was still claiming some 
basis for the phenomena he reported, in spite of the over­
whelming evidence for the contaminant explanai.ion of the 
effects. 

H is import.ant to keep in mind this central feature of 
pseudoscience, and most especially pathological science, 
when we read of extraordinary claims. No weight of 
evidence wiH ever prove enough to quash the daims made 
by true believern. Normal science may be self-correcting, 
but pseudoscience earns its tide primarily by denying this 
function of peer review and replication in testing its claims. 

Finally, I want to rnal(e a short comment., based in part on 
discussions over the past few months with colleagues. There 
was nothing of fasting value learned from the polywater 
episode. There has been of lasting value learned 
from cold fusion. it focused public attention on 
science for a short time iin a way that generated more 
excitement than results, the ultimate has been a 
weakening of the image of the research scientist in the mind 
of the general public, who see this as yet. another scientific 
mistake. 0 



By Elena M. Watson 

At long fast the SL Joseph statue craze has hit Norfolk, 
Virginia As you may recall from the last issue of the SEye, 
bmymg ihe lit.tie fellow in one's front yw:d is said to expedite 
the sale of the house. fo mid-April the "Real. Estate Weekly" 
section of ilie Virginian-PikH reported i:hat locally Long's 
Religious Supply store couldo' tkeep troy effigies of the real 
est.ate srunt iiffi sil:OCk. 

Even mme telliilg is !the revelation !that a company in 
Modesto, Califomia, called Inner Circle Marketing, has 
come up with "The Undergroumd Real Estate Agent Kit" 
S:emng for $8, the kit contains a small stame of SL Joseph, 
sealed hn plastic for burial, a tote bag (presumably for toting, 
~he little guy home from the store and then out t.o the front 
yard), and detailed instructions on handling "the patron saint 
of frunily :l.!i"1d household needs." 

So once and for alli, here is the way lo do it first bury the saint 
six inches deep near the "for sale" sign, head first, feet up, 
and facing the street Then recite the following during the 
burial; 

St Joseph, guardian of household needs, we 
know you don't like to be upside-down in the ground, 
but the sooner escrow closes, the sooner we will dig 
you up and you in a place of honor in our new 
home. Please bring us an acceptable offer (or any 
offer!) and sustain om· faJth in the real est.ate 
ma.A-!cet" 

Ililner Circle 1V.11a.rketiR1g claims to have sold more !lhan 4,000 
kins siiuce starting up in December, l'hanks lo St Barnum, no 
doubt a 

They Friendly Spirits? 

The Washington City Paper (7/12/91) carried an 
advertisement for a home described as "brick 
cruciform shape(Laligned on the Vernal Equi­
oox." Along wi!lh large porches, gardens, and 
stables, it comes "complete with ghost" 

The ad did not siate whether a statue of St Joe had 
been buried :anywhere on the 12 acres. 

Science fairs: 
Can We Do More 

By Mike Epstein 

I recently helped judge tille Montgomery Alea 3deji1Crc; 
aspartoftheNCAS :'Jlci1eni;e1t12U11Jn11lgr:8lill. 
awards to d.esenrmg stim:l.enil:S, billlt ii occm·s to me ~Jm2Si; 
not helping others who need help n11.oife" AtMJl in irhe c21:x:;; -"', 
uncovered this time, thelfe's noltm1J1ct we ca.riil do Ito 
the simation. The officfal goal of ti.itie Science FaiJ,· 
is ao reward excellence in critical Titie nmrvff(cj~' 
goal, however, is to a few seetls of crii]caR 
the mh1ds of students who fa:ck ith:a~ e;zceUefil\ce" Ifr11 

cases, 
coo discuss ins~.ances of questionable ne-::isofil\int; :aiiJllfJt~f:::'.·'·" ~:'A 
provide documentation to aii.d itlt'ne studenlt iiiiil "A'v - '")''"''0 

or her perspective~t In othen cases, a slturulemtf:s 
maturii:-1 or t.he presence of sensirll.hre :sodaJ1 fa:s;u:cs 
preveiilt this co11use of 21ctiort The fattiterc is whai'L !"Fe 
enced in year's sciience fafuL 

This was the first of ltk'ne !Vi!Cinitgc•m1E::Jry 
the Muslim Oommunii:y ScihtooR 
students from that school fealiJJuTed 
Kornn in their projects. The c:i.talti.ons were ~'"w"'"""' 
pmjects, Stnd it was obvious t.hait folii: 
about their religion to to firn:J1 a ~'-'-~~ 01~'·~ 

science and their holy scr:i:ptmres. One sft:udlenn: wen~ 
!that to develop a project. a:s a direct. c1:mseq11M';i1lCC 
interpretation of a passage iiD\ "The of the 10 c.:c,-,,-,,~,, 

~~Does xnaiffi ft~Rnirtrtf:~ ~tt:;; .;_ 

translatioiil; the sil:udeni1. used alJ\other fuc211111sfaftiomt wt;i,cf:. 
the second seimtence as, «·Yea, 
his very fingeirs." The res11J1lt was a 
printing!-- Another Scientific JL<A"u"'"IU'A'v 

ation." In it, the student expfaiitiied ii:ltie dliffernitiices 
fingerprinn:s &11d l::milit.a device 
ever, her premise, raking ilie ~~-""'~''·''"" 
was that the uniqueness 
of fingerprinting were known thousands of yean eariLl.e;' ;t:21-
is generally believect 

The student aitnd I t.alked for a whHe 21bonii: the ~, v,,,,~,,,, , ~" 

led to a discussion of the iiiltei:pretation of '"''v""'"""·'°"'·'V 
leap of faith :requfu.'ed ii:o reach Sil11ch a condi!J1:s::iiviii\, 
interpretation was that d1e passage dealt 
resurrection of the she iUiiD\dersitOod ii:TIK 

Iwastryingtoexplain: ''""'""'·""'"" 
phenomenon n:o oo irn:l.efiniite itrurgeii:, a scJJliiJ!1tmTail 
using 20-20 hindsight I would lbimre re:acfi.ed 
project on creation or another m1:e.r1[l1ce:1i21ir.1.c::i1J: 

lated. to science by a studenlt from a Clrricstifuu o:;::­
schoot 
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Armther project in this fair was entitled, "The Technology 
of Modem Aerodynamics Came from Ancient Africa." The 
student had taken a one-page summary from his African 
studies textbook, WhatTheyNeverToldYouinHistoryClass 
(L K Kush, Luxorr Publications, 1983) that referred to the 
discovery by Dr. Khalil Messih of a 2,000-year-old glider in 
an Egyptian museum. Again, the student. took a leap of faith 
and concluded, based on the similarity of the ghder t.o an 
American Hercules Transport Aircraft, that modem aerody­
uamics \,l\/as known centuries ago in Africa. He even drew 
a picture of an Egyptian testing the glider and explained hmv 
it must have been done, My extended discussion with the 
student reavealed that (a) he had been unable to find the 
original article on which the textbook summary was based 
(published in the Journal of African Civilizo.tions, Novem­
ber 1979), and (b) anything beyond the observation of the 
apparent similarity of the glider and the transport 
speculation on his part Then he said the 
"Perhaps it was just coincidence." A small 

How far must we go in respecting religious and ethnic 
sensitivities when encouraging critical thinking among stu-

Washington's largest New Age bookstore may have to 
acknowledge that the Age of Aquarius just isn't here yet 
A report in the "District Line" column of Washington's 
City (May 17, 1991, 9) stated that Australian 
entrepreneur Norris Blanks may be about to dose his 
bookstore-cafe, Astraea, and file bankruptcy. The possi-

of a Chapter 11 filing "is very real, and very 
imminent," Blanks told reporter Deborah Papier. 

The store on Pennsylvania Av­
enueat Bili Street opened 

one year ago as a 
muhipur-

dents? This is a difficult question, and one that wm undoubt­
edly arise again, since an official of the Montgomery Area 
Science Fair indicated that the choice of projects in the fair 
is based on decisions made by the schools submitting the 
projects. And the fair, of course, is open to an educational 
institutions, both public and private. What more can we do 
to help those students who obviously don't think critically? 
A brief attempt. at enlightenment on a personal basis is as far 
as I think NCAS science fair judges can go, unless perhaps 
they share a religious or et.lmic with the student 
that might provide a basis for more discussion. 

The two cases I have given here represent i:he hardest 
situations t.o deal with. More common are cases where 
educational inadequacies alone have led to students' 
uncritical attitudes. NCAS science fair judges should feel 
more freedom to interact with these students. An invitation 
to an NCAS meeting, the gift of a book or a copy of the 
Skeptical Inquirer, or a subscript.ion to ilie Eye 
represent some possible approaches. We have an obligation 
to do more than reward those who ufonk critically: 
In the words of seventeenth-century cleric Thomas 
"If you have know ledge, let others light their candles at it "O 

pose center for New Age activities, offe1ing poetry read­
ings, film showings, and concerts in a circular minitheater, 
as wen as a cafe and a bookstore specializing in New Age 
and metaphysical titles. Owner Blai'lks opened Astraea out 
of his personal New Age vision, which even led him to 
install special cone-shaped light fixtures i:o channel cosmic 
energy. From the beginning until recently, the store re­
mained open 24 hours a day, and it held more than 200 
special events in its first year. (The calendar forthe 
month of June in the Washington Post Book 
however, listed no scheduled events at Astraea.) 

Papier reported in City Paper that, in spite of his 
financial troubles, Blanks "continues to believe in the 

spiritual promise of the Avenue ... and of Ast.raea." "Ev­
erybody wait-ned that Washington wasn' Heady for 

"BRanks told her. "B ul, I stiH believe the time 
is rtight, Ifs going to work. 

AH we need is ii:o reprogram the energy." 
Maybe it from New Age 
to skeptical help ... 



BITNET SKEPTIC 
Discussion (llSTSERV) 

By Gory Stowe 
apologies to computer scientists everywhere) 

(INTERl"!Jtff: 74435.l756@Compuserve.com) 

The SKEPTIC Discussion Group is <m automated exchange 
of electronic mail, or e-itnail, uaodemted by N onnan R. Gall, 
Dept of Philosophy, York University, Toronto, Onta.A"io, 
Canada. He describes it as "a discussion group designed for 
philosophers, psychologists, natw:al and biological scien­
tists, writers, etc., to i:.\lke a 'skeptical!' and scientifically 
informed look at claims of the pru:anormall, i.e., creationism, 
health fralllld, witchcraft, crypto-zoology. Anything that 
might. appear in the Skeptical Inquirer is fair g:anrne." The 
accompooyiliflg sani.ple of an actual discussion reveals the 
varied expertise the group's participants, a.'l wen as the 
irnteresting and often unusual subjects that come on the i:abk. 
Here is how you can become a part.id.pant in the groupo 

The SKJEPTIC Discussion Gmup is hosted on computer 
YORKVMl on the mTN.l:ff network, but you can partici­
pate from any computer equipped with modem, by using e­
mail sent viaINTEPu'IET. At present, there are just over 100 
subscribers worldwide. (Some of those "subscribers" are 
actually feeds into other networks, so the total number of 
pfilticipait"11ts is considerably higher.) Whatever e-mail mes­
sage one sends to the topical address SKEPTIC is copied 
back out to aU other "subscribers" by the LISTSERV 
pmgram. Cummdy, subscribers Ito SKEPTIC receive about 
ten items per week. 

To subscribe Ito SKEPTIC, send an e-mail message to 
USTSERV% YORKV1VH with the one-line instituction: 
SUBSCRIBE SKEPTIC [your full name.] 

CMSNMsystemsmayusethemessage: TELL LISTSERV 
AT YORKVMl SUBSCRIBE SKEPTIC [nameo] 

VMS systems may use: SEND LISTSERV AT YORKVM:l 
SUBSCRIBE SKEPTIC [nameo] 

Via lN"TERl"\JET use: 
LISTSERV%YOPJ:Cv""Ml o BITNET@uga.cc o uga. edu 

Try the above @gateway or your favorite@gateway into 
BITNnT. You wm receive an e-mail message confirming 
your subscription and some information about topic SKEP­
TIC and general information on USTSERV. From then on 
you will receive copies of all e-mail sent to topic SKEPTIC. 

To contribute a message to SKE.PTIC, address your e-mail 
exactly as you did to subscribe, but substitute the word 
"SKEPTIC"for"USTSERV"intheaddress.SKEPTICwill 
accept e-mail from registered subscribers only. 

NC.AS Skrepta~aR Eye/Smm:1.me!t 1991 

To discontinue your subscription altooy time, send rura e-m21.JiJ1 
message to LISTSERV% YORKVMl witlil ~his text Oil Rine 
first line; 
SIGNOFF SKEPTIC 

To sign off from aU such ri:opics network-wide, use: 
SIGNOFF * 

Note that commands are senl: to 
while messages are sent itJO SKEPTIC% YORK'VML 

To lerun more about SKEPTIC or t.he 
LISTSERV, before or after you subscribe seiiild aiD\ RHiiD12lili 

message ito: USTSERV% YORKVM1 
commands on the frrst line: 

INFO ? complete list of avaifa,ble """""'u""·"'~"" 
LIST SHORT brief description ofaJlUSTSERV 
REVIEW SKEPTIC pmfile and m.embers ofUSTSEJRV 
SKEPTIC; 
STAT SKEPTIC 
INDEX SKEPTIC 

your personal di.stributiioiffi 'V'"'" .. 'V"'''"' 

to see a list of archived! messages 
subscribers only); 
GET [filename] to have an :archive file sent t.o JTOiUl 

(don't type the brackets). 

Printed below is the tnmscnpt of several 
Date; 18-Mar-9112:19 EST 
F.rom:>IN'IER1>1ET;MSE%NBSENHJBffNlif@ugacc.iUlga,ooJm 
SUtbj: WHEP,,E T.H:E HELL IS ffit:.LL? 

Need some HELLLLLP 
Last year there appeared. a story in 
a group of scientists in Siberia ·who "dfacmremdl" ii11e ga~.es 
to HELL. I have a copy of the article that. appeared J.iD\ itihe 
Trinity BmadcastingNetwork monthly magazine (Febo 
but SOMEWliERE I remember seeing a of tihits 
rutide" I've looked mrerywhere Urn ow but can'dind it And 
I need it because I'm Cllili.'ently in an argument whh a 
coworker about that mtide. 
Can anyone help? Thanks. 
WJl.ike Epstein 

Date: 18-Mar-91 16:53 EST 
Frnm:Tom Faller 
>Il\ITERNEI':tomfal% 1R6o'\1\IESOAPJ\.1Y .1'.fil,@ug:aor:a11gaeu1un 
Reply t.o: Re: WPIBP,,E TI-IB PIBLL IS HELL 'l 

lVfike: 
The wording b:::IB changed over time aH good i:ales 
do), but the story, as I remember was about Sovie~ 
geologists who, in drilling a holie for natural gas in 
had had a breakthough into empfi:y space, and had hearcd 

wmin.ued on. page 14 Jl3 



from page 13 
voices a11d screams coming from thefr drill pipe, There was 
some embellishment about lowering a microphone down the 

etc, I published a debmiking to at least one list, but as 
I can't find a copy of it either, I'm going to try to remember 
how it went Herc goes: 

First of an, this is obviously a fake from the view of anyone 
who has ever spent any time on a drilling rig, I have; I used 
to work for Exxon, and have been on several rigs, and am 
familiar with the properties of the Earth's interior as a 
professional geophysicist and seismologisL The picture you 
get from this article is that of a couple of people with their 
ears cocked to the top of this big hoUow pipe, listeni11g to the 
faint screams coming up from below, Forget this, DriU pipes 
are fuH of mud and rock chips, The mud is weighted to keep 
that big hollow drill pipe from popping out of the crust like 
a soda straw in a glass of Coke, The mud provides pressure 
for the drill cools the bit as it circulates, and 
brings rock chips back to the surface can't. dig a hole 
without get.ting rid of the dirt!), So first, there's a couple of 
miles of mud in the way, 

Second, the "microphones" that geologists use are called 
geophones; they have a frequency response of about. 2-200 
HZ, about a deep bass, Screams would be a couple of octaves 
higher. Real microphones can't take the heat or pressure of 
a couple of miles of mud on them, 

iJ i:he di-ill hit a hollow spot, if you could envision a 
lot of mud putl:ing out a big fire, weU 110 wonder there were 
screams. 

before any drilling goes on, the area is thoroughly 
smveyed seismically, A "hole" would show up like a sore 

"brighter" than any gas or oil pocket A "hollow 
earth" would show up even We've been profiling 

earth for years now, with a lot of success. Our 
models aren't perfect, but saying that they are that wrong is 
like saying that the Earth is flat If a Hell exists, it's a spiritual 
place, il:'s not deep in the Earth somewhere, 

this kind of report travels the way most "urban 
legends" way of mouth, lhrough nonscientific 
cations, on bulletin boards, or in short by way of channels 
where people are unlikely to ask for critical verification, or 
where they may have a vested ir1terest in keeping the story 
going ("Godless Commies Get Taste of What's Coming"). 
Ii: goes without saying thauhere was no reportof this in AN-Y 
scientific journal, or any mainstream publication, Sorry, 
Trinity Broadcasting Network Monthly, you guys took it 
hook, line, and sinker_ Or was it dreamed up there? 

Axry REAL verification of a majorreligious article of faith­
proof of a soul, measurement of karma, location of purga­
tory, etc,, would be the news item of the millennium, and 
would be plastered across all the news media, Anyone who 
believes this kind of stuff, to the point that they argue it, is 

14} 

a few verses shorl: of an epistle, if you take my meaning, 
Let me know if you need more, or if specific things get 
murky, 
Tom Faller 

Date: 19-Mar-91 15:36 EST 
From:''OrvilleG.Marti":>INTERNET:OMARTI%TIFTON 
@uga.cc,uga,edu 
Reply to: Re: WHERE THE HELL IS HELL? 
Sender: SKEPTIC@YORKVMl,BITNET 
rvlike, the story was mentioned in a recent (3-4 months 
article in one of the major Christian magazines, I forget 
which one, Also, in ihe Nov,-Dec, issue of Biblical Archae­
ology Review (a respected archaeology magazine), the 
editors decided to run what looked like a "straight" story on 
the subject In the next issue, 1991, BAR had 
received many indignant. letters wondering such mate­
rial would appear in a magazine like BAR Original sources 
for the story were given, Essentially it. is a hoax, BAR's 
editors did themselves a disservice by running the item 
"straight" because, as a reader pointed out, it tends to give 
ammunition to fimdamentaHsts who look for such matexial 
in respectable publications to bolster their own views, 

Date: 18-Mm:-91 19:01 EST 
From:>IN1ER!\l"ET:MSE%NBSENRBITNET@uga.cc,uga,edu 
Subj: WHERE THE HELL IS HELL? 
Thanks to everyone for the information. The article claimed 
to be a translation of an article in Ammenusastia, a Finnish 
newspaper_ Perhaps Ammenusastia is the Finnish National 
Enquirer or even better, Ammenusast.ia means "Apxil Fool" 
in Finnish, 
MikeE 0 

NCAS vrnuM hke no estab-
lish a computerized 

itics' BuUeitin Board:' This 
would become om own lo­
cal system for members i:O 

swap thoughts and lat.e 
breaking news, as wen as 

facilitatjng NCAS business 
such as production ofthis news­
letter. Several members have 

' to volunteered to handle 1the 

\ 
itharikless t.ask of system op­
erator, but first we need a 

Ifyouhaveanycomputerequip­
ment to donate--from a modem to a whole sysi:em--please 
call the NCAS line at.301-587-3827 and leave a message, Di 



In the board electio)[ls held this spring, :ill 
iche bo~ul1 members for llil\other 
terRlO\ werernelected. fa addition, ScoH Siii!eH 

officer member of ilhe commi1iltee. 

NCAS bowed member Steve Shore gave a talk at it:he 
faNot.aFornc-LeuerV1font"He 

~~~r·~~,. of from ft.he ancient 

Greek ffi"''"'''"'''IV"'~' "'"U'V'V''~"' t.he ReiDlaissll\JlJ.ce, u.p the 
Vicicorian ern, and into ii:he "The popular vievv of 

~~·~h··~", and i111e view di.at is now 

proceeds Ito the same rnles as empfui."ical 
...,,,,wi.ic,"'w'"v"''· ilt must be consi.stenic and it must be pred.icii:ive. 

not '\Vmiii1g. 
!fit;V,'fe theorize becaiUlse we're !mnm2\J1il 2umidl can'ic lltelip 
undersi21.1111d the wodd ocouiD\d us. 
... ,~,·--. ·"", isn't. a ii:Rnaii: its umitversail is 

rireseITT11t.ai11Cm its a"ai.faicile on VR•OleoltS.iD"c Wl NCAS mem­
of ilhe NCAS Video r.\Jt" ... JIJUl>rv,). 

NCAS secreratjr 
the .m•·~111111ff'v. 

be "in response to the inlleresf( of ltihte Tnde,~rateJr 
swry of Beach's reno¥11fJ\ed 
CAYCR ... " 

ito understand son:ne- solved 
l-''lh"'~'"'>n l'Jheory is no1l.jus1l. 

f'llA mns1l. conform 11viu.h expe:rM)i1H:e. ff il1l. 'liiOfa\11.es 
ence, it's no1l. a WTOfJ\g. 

'"'A~""rn'''".Jl''1rn. H may not. lead to 
bu1l. i1l. wm kad 11.o some observaii:ion 

Hsrokiisito 

iln 
segment tJhall: 
Cayce's 



The Friendly Connection 

By Lys Ann Shore 

How does belief in a miracle cure, a method of divination, 
or the existence of a paranormal phenomenon spread? As 
folklorists know, such beliefs pass from one individual to 
another, in a broadening network. I call this "the friendly 
connection." I've seen the process at work among my own 
family and friends, just as you surely have among yours. 
Take my Great-aunt Mabel (name changed to protect sensi­
tive feelings), who like most folks her age suffers from a 
variety of aches and pains. One of her cronies stops by and 
says, "You poor dear! Is your back troubling you again? 
Take some of these--my doctor gave them to me when my 
back hurt, and they work just great" Mabel pops a few 
without question--and without telling her doctor. 

The same sequence of concern, offer, and uncritical accep­
tance occurs over and over again in offices, locker rooms, 
and watering holes, wherever friends meet Often, the 
people who fall for it are ones who think of themselves as 
savvy consumers, wise to sharp tsicks of all varieties.Yet the 
kind offer catches them off guard. 

I think the key factor in such transactions is concern. The 

Plan CSICOPws 1992 Conference 

thought that someone in this uncaring society actually cares 
how we feel or what our needs are touches us and causes us 
to turn off the critical thinking which is so often seeli'I as 
negative in intent That's how I explain why one of my 
friends, a cool, poised professional manager, would accept 
a set of 17(!) Ram Dass tapes from a member of her board 
("You 're having trouble with staff relations? Here, try these, 
they sure helped me ... "). 

What can we do about the friendly connection, aside from 
cautioning Great-aunt Mabel not. to take any medication not 
prescribed by her doctor? At least, if we're aware that it 
exists, we can try to recognize it when we see it and make 
others aware of it as welt After all, our skeptical eye should 
be turned on every aspect of our lives, not just what we read 
or see in the media. 0 

Keep 
Send your ru:tides, letters, and original artwork for future 
publication in the Skeptical Eye. Contributions should be 
short (500-1000 words maximum, or two to four double­
spaced pages) and typed, not handwritten. If you use a 
computer, please send hardcopy along with your floppy disk 
(5.25" or 3.5", WordPerfect or ASCII). Please be sure to 
include yourname, address, and telephone number. Send all 
contributions to Skeptical Eye, 8006 VaHey Street, Silver 
Spri11g, MD 20910. 0 

CSICOP's next North American Conference will be held in Dallas, Texas in the FaU of 1992. 
The planning committee is calling for suggestions for speakers, topics, themes, and events for the conference. Themes 
under consideration include: "Fraud in Science;" "Teaching Small Children Critical Thinking;" "Qigong and Chinese 
Medicine;" "The Entertainment Industry and How It Promotes the Paranormal;" "Controversies in Science, i.e. Global 
Warming;" and "Hauntings." 
Send your ideas to Lee Nesbet, Special Projects Director, CSICOP, Box 229, Buffalo, NY 14215. 
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