
 



 



 

unconventional within a science as pathological. And the way to 
deal with this is also the same: as we don't presume to solve 
interesting problems of current research for the biologists, and don't 
declare unfailing allegiance to one version of evolution or another, 
we should not be too confident about the Big Bang but much more 
so about the immense time scales provided by the history of the 
universe. Otherwise, in the unlikely but still very much conceivable 
event of a full failure of the Big Bang, we can be sure that the 
creationists will declare a big victory. 

Taner Edis 

Steve Shore responds: 

In his letter, Taner Edis objects to my characterization of the ideas 
in Lerner's book The Big Bang Never Happened as "fringe." I'll 
comment very briefly here on this rather technical argument. 

Yes, there are some examples of what appear to be noncosmological 
redshifts and alignments of galaxies and quasars, mainly discussed 
by Arp and Burbidge. These are minor anomalies that are not the 
result of statistically well-founded investigations. Wolfs ideas work 
under some laboratory conditions but face many serious difficulties 
as an alternative explanation for galactic redshifts. In my opinion, 
these do not represent a significant challenge to current cosmologi­
cal ideas. As I said of evolution, it is the overwhelming variety of the 
predictions of "standard" cosmology (that is, the Big Bang) that 
makes it so successful, and it is this lack in the alternatives that 
prompted my dismissal of such books as Lerner's. 

Scientific theories have to be predictive, organizing, consistent, and 
economical. They don't have to be final or even necessarily, in the 
end, true. But when they have the enormous predictive power that 
we see in the Big Bang cosmologies (and yes, there are several 
versions), until overwhelming evidence to the contrary accumu­
lates, I think they should be pushed fervently until they hit an 
insurmountable brick wall. To date, none of these anomalies 
represents anything like such a barrier to further progress. If in the 
end the standard model is wrong, as it certainly must be at some 
level, it will more likely be contained in the next level of modeling 
than be totally superseded. Newtonian gravity was not trashed by 
relativity; rather, relativity had lo be consistent with classical 
physics. 

I suggest that the interested reader look at some of the summaries of 
modem cosmology, like those in the Academic Press or van 
Nostrand encyclopedias of astronomy and astrophysics, for details. 
For a more popular decription of some of the ideas, I suggest reading 
Overby's Lonely Hearts of the Cosmos. D 

NCAS Election Results 
The Board of Directors and officers for the coming year are 
listed on page 2. Thanks to all who participated and congratu­
lations to the newly elected members. 

NCAS Skeptical Eye/Spring 1992 

by Chip Denman 

Depositions in the lawsuit brought by Uri Geller 
against James Randi were held in Washington on 
March 10, 11 and 12. It was supposed to be three 
intense days of videorecorded testimony, with tough 
questions directed equally to the opponents. Al­
though I was not directly involved in the proceedings, 
I accompanied Randi to lend what.ever moral support 
I could. 

Other than Randi and his attorneys, led by Michael 
Kennedy of New York, Penn Jillette, Teller, and I 
were the only ones present. Unfortunately, none of us 
was permitted by Geller to sit in on the actual 
deposition. 

When Geller arrived on my first morning (the second 
day), he dashed out of the elevator, grabbed my hand, 
and introduced himself warmly. "Hi, I'm Uri!" Of 
course, he recognized Penn and gave him a hearty 
handshakeandabigsmile. Thefellowcouldhavehad 
a great career in retail sales. 

Once the depositions began, there was little to do. 
Geller seemed to have trouble sitting still; even the 
receptionists were commenting on his constant flit­
ting in and out of the closed conference room. Other 
folks associated with the law firm where this was 
taking place would drop by just to catch the latest 
tidbits. Clearly this case is not exactly the norm for 
Washington. On the rare breaks, Randi seemed alter­
nately disgusted by the various insinuations and filled 
with renewed determination to see this mess through 
to its proper conclusion. 

I wasn't inside to actually see it, but I understand that 
things Ii vened up a bit when Randi, in making a point 
about the simple nature of certain tricks, vanished a 
pen or pencil from the table. That story even rated a 
small mention in the Washington Post. 

The next and final morning, Randi and I were there 
alone. Once again, Randi's attorney asked permis­
sion for me to sit in; again it was denied. But just 
before things got under way, Geller came out and 
apologized to me up, down, and sideways for having 
to exclude me. Right. 

I mostly sat out of sight- but within earshot-of the 
reception area. (I took advantage of the forced con-

continued on page 4 
3 



 



 



 

Blood, from page 5 
more than a cosmetic role and may be unnecessary, although 
some stabiliz.ation of the gel might be due to complexation 
of iron impurity. Dialysis is a more straightforward and 
likely answer. 

Beyond the chemistry in the preparation of simulated blood, 
the question of motivation arises. It is not well known that 
Albertus Magnus (1193-1280) and his student, Thomas 
Aquinas (1226-1274), both canonized as saints and recog­
nized as among the greatest intellects in the history of the 
Church [4], were also qualified alchemists [9,12]. Albert 
the Great was a bishop, a professor at the Paris University 
and one of the outstanding scientists of the Middle Ages. In 
spite of the fact that many alchemists were priests, Pope John 
XXII forbade the study of alchemy in a bull in 1317: 
"Alchemists deceive us and promise what they cannot 
perform ... if any members of the clergy are found among 
alchemists, they will receive no mercy ... " It is little wonder 
that alchemists kept their work secret. 

Today, a large percentage of the world's population believes 
that through transsubstantiation, bread and wine physically 
change into the body and blood of Jesus Christ Is it not 
possible that 65() years ago a Neapolitan cleric/alchemist, 
who might regularly pray to his patron saint, Januarius, 
accidentally discovered the thixotropic properties of the 
mixture of molysite and chalk? Better to present his 
discovery as the finding of Januarius's blood and receive 
acclaim, than present it as the result of an alchemical 
procedure and receive "no mercy" from Pope John XXII! 

Several unique events or claims have been associated with 
the phenomenon of Saint Januarius's blood. Let's examine 
some of them. 

"Failure of the blood to liquefy is considered a bad omen. 
It did not liquefy in May 1976, just before the worst 
earthquake in Italian history struck" [6]. Another reference 
(5) relates that "in May 1976 the liquefaction did not occur 
and nothing unusual happened." While an earthquake did 
occur in Italy in 1976, it can hardly be called "the worst 
earthquake in Italian history." The Great Italian Earth­
quakeoccurredonNovember23, 1980, killing3,000people 
and leaving 300,000 homeless [13]. Italy is seismically 
active, and earthquakes happen there quite often. 

"The substance stored in the phials is definitely blood. 
Several scientists at the University of Naples examined the 
phials in 1902. By shining a beam oflight through the glass 
case they were able to make a spectroscopic analysis of the 
relics. This analysis verified that the phials contain blood, 
though it is possible that it has been contaminated by a 
foreign substance" (6). The instrumental difficulties in 
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making an absorbance measurement in a phial within a glass 
case using equipment available in 1902 are imme~se. The 
measurements had to be made by visual estimation of light 
levels, since photographic and photoelectric detection meth­
ods weren't used until 1910 [14). Since the liquid or solid 
blood is too dense to permit an absorbance measurement, the 
absorbance spectrum of the film of blood remaining on the 
wall of the phial would have to be measured. This would be 
very difficult, particularly if the substance were really liquid 
blood, because the film thickness would not be stable over an 
extended time. In any event, since the material in the phial 
"looks like blood," it must have a similar absorbance spec­
trum, and any such test could not possibly be used to deter­
mine that the material "is definitely blood." 

Scientists in 1902 could only visually measure absorbance 
spectra down to a wavelength of about 400 nm, since the 
sensitivity of the human eye rapidly decreases at shorter 
wavelengths. This was verified from spectra of blood pub­
lished around that time (16) and by repeating the visual 
measurement experiment using a hand-held spectroscope. 
Using a more modem photoelectronic absorption spectropho­
tometer, I compared the absorbance spectrum of blood to three 
versionsofthesimulatedblood. Theresultisshowninfigures 
1and2. In figure 1, samples of old blood (approximately 10 
years old, stabilized with heparin) and simulated blood (with 
and without dialysis and with thiocyanate) werespreadasafilm 
on one surface of a I cm' quartz cuvette and the absorbance 
spectrum measured in the visible (650-370 nm) region of the 
electromagnetic spectrum. While the simulated blood films 
were stable and absorbances were reproducible over the 15 min 
measurement time, the real blood film was stable for less than 

99.9% 

~ 
Cl 90% 

::::J -c: 

~ 
CD 
a.. 

0% i=:.:..::;,~--..~-r~-.-~....--~..-----. 

650 610 570 530 490 450 410 370 
Wavelength (nm) 

Figure 1. Absorbance of real (solid line) and 
simulated (dashed lines) blood films. 
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reports about the weeping statues considered themselves to be "skeptical," but they leaned toward 
hope if nothing at all happened in their presence and toward full belief if they saw anything liquid. 
Volunteers at SL Elizabeth Ann Seton Church helpfully point out the tears if you express doubt, and 
they will touch your articles to the base of the statue of Mary, returning them "nearly always damp." 
The Church's official position does not discourage any of this. 

The Skeptics 
Docs it really do any harm to anyone to believe in a miracle if it should prove to be something less? 
Shouldn' t skeptics just scoff a little and let it go? One could take a passive attitude that since no 
proof--indeed, no analysis--exists for the present extraordinary claims, they should be ignored by 
all rational people. But believers do not require scientific proof, and many think it sacrilegious to 
1ry to obtain it. Skeptics can ignore the claim, believers may ignore the skeptics, and eventually the 
expanding reports will become uncontrovened "fact." 

One writer told The Washington Post that "in fact, theologians and scientists have validated as 
supernatural events just such as these apparently unexplainable occurrences." The hundreds of 
young students who were shown wet statues by their teachers and told that "Father Bruse apparently 
has been chosen as someone very special" are unlikely to challenge that conclusion. A few may one 
day turn belief into action, damaging their eyes looking for images in the sun, or spending their 
limited funds for futile travel to distant "miracle" cures. No, we shouldn't ignore the claim. 

Nor should skeptics put down the claims--sight unseen and pending "extraordinary proof' by the 
claimants--as just more in a long line of misinterpretations of natural phenomena and/or downright 
hoaxes. History might be with us by about a zillion to nothing, so far as we know, but we've already 
noted that claimants aren 'tlikely to worry a lot about either proof or odds, while skeptics are supposed 
to weigh the evidence in every case before reaching conclusions. This is the wrong approach if 
skeptics want to encourage critical thinking and rational inquiry. 

Skeptics might follow through with Carlson's and others' ideas for producing "tears" under similar 
conditions to show that a miracle may not be the simplest explanation. That may be the best "proof' 
available, absent Church participation. Still, risks are involved, one being that such experiments 
might lead to more "copy cat" miracles. (It is not certain even now that only one person is involved 
in the phenomena.) 

Obtaining Church participation would surely be difficult, but not impossible. On the one hand, 
Hamilton said that no analysis of tears would be done after Bruse had already told one reporter of 
a doctor's plans to do just that. On the other, there are signs that both the Church and its followers 
would like to change the focus. As one visitor lamented, "It's justone more thing for people to laugh 
at Catholics" about. The Catholic Standard editorialized about the penchant for being "so eager to 
look for signs and wonders concerning the unexplained and so oblivious to the signs and wonders 
LhaL surround us every day," a thought that many skeptics might endorse. If skeptics were Lo att.empl 
to reproduce the weeping, we might also try to convince Church officials that it is nonthreatening 
and in their interestto help investigate the physical phenomena as soon and as thoroughly as possible. 
Analysis now is unlikely to threaten anyone's belief in the original occurrences. This is not the blood 
of St. Januarius or the Shroud of Turin; the original tears have long since dried, and Bruse 's wounds 
have healed. The Church should now want to know if there is a human behind more recent claims 
of weeping because unbridled copying might eventually be discovered, touching many people with 
disrepute. No one need be directly affected if human-caused weeping were exposed now; skeptics 
should care only about what happened, not who did it. 

Thi~ story is almost certainly not over. 

Note: The fullest and most skeptical coverage of the "weeping statue" story appeared as this issue 
was going to press: "Why Is This Woman Crying?" by Weston Kosova, Washington City Paper, 
April 24-30, 1992, pp. 24-33. Kosova discussed the case in an NCAS program on May 30. Readers 
arc invited to comment on the "weeping statues" claims and media coverage of the story. Send letters 
to: Editor, Skeptical Eye, c/o NCAS, 8006 Valley St., Silver Spring, MD 20910.0 
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Journalists Among the Astrologers 
Commentary 
By Lys Ann Shore 

Astrologers should be grateful to the Washington Post, which 
covered the 1992 United Astrology Congress at the Crystal 
City Hyau in not one but two feature articles: "Technology 
Dawns on Age of Aquarius" (District section, Thursday, 
April 16) by freelancer Susan Marya Baronoff, and "For 
Heavens' Sake: Astrologers Meet in Crystal City" (page 1 of 
Style section, Saturday, April 18) by staff writer Joe Brown. 
Both articles focused on the "high technology" now available 
to members of the astrology "profession," and both included 
a photograph of a thoughtful, intellectual-looking white 
male, bearded or moustached, with a high forehead, seated at 
acomputerwhosescreen displays a complicated diagram and 
lists. The men in the photographs were identified as "Warren 
Kinsman, a professional astrologist" (Baronofr s article) and 
"High-tech astrologer Rob Hand" (Brown's article). 

Both articles also emphasized the mainstream aspect of the 
convention. Baronoff began her story, "It promises to look 
like your typical trade convention: hotel meeting rooms 
decorated in Contemporary Flip Chart, sober researchers 
crowding to technical lectures, earnest experts debating 
profess ional ethics and trade show hawkers pitching mind­
popping technologies." Brown described the scene this way: 
"Witha52-booth tradeshow(open tothepublic), 19separate 
'tracks' (from absolute beginners to the advanced 
CosmobiologyNranian) and a raft of papers to be delivered, 
the astrologers' event seemed much like any other conven­
tion." 

Each of the Post writers included a token putdown of 
astrology, in the form of a reference to Nancy Reagan's 
favorite astrologer, Joan Quigley, who happened to be the 
keynote speaker at the conference. "Astrology in Washing­
ton?" asked Baronoff. "There was that Reagan connection to 
Joan Quigley, of course, but wasn't thatjusta fluke?" Brown 
listed several of what he called "Quigley's startl ing (not!) 
revelations." (Among them, "George Bush will suffer physi­
cal aggravation due to overexercise, or will threaten or lake 
some military action against a foreign country.") 

In spite of these would-be skeptical comments, both writers 
devoted most of their articles to quotations from astrologers 
attending the convention, which were not balanced by any 
quotations of skeptical sources. They allowed the astrologers 
to present. unchallenged, a picture of astrology that might 
cause a high-school student lO see it as a career option much 
like, say, computer programming, management consulting, 
or investment banking. For example, Brown quoted astrolo­
ger Susie Cox, "who has two telephone lines, a fax machine 
and an IBM clone, and is ready to invest in a laptop, 'so I can 
do consultation wherever I am."' He also quoted Rob Hand, 
the same man pictured in his article: "Wall Streeters have 
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embraced astrology,' said Rob Hand, 'a fully functioning 
astrologer as wellasacomputerprogrammer' with a Brewster, 
Mass .. high-tech astrology concern called Astrolabe." 

A high-school student reading Baronoffs article might get 
the idea that astrology is an academic specialty like philoso­
phy or mathematics. Baronoff quotes Hallolie Rfchter, a 
local "astrologist," who says that "now a profcss1onal as­
trologer has to have a degree in psychology or philosophy." 
Baronoff adds that "now, astrology is as software-based and 
hardware-bound as other areas of statistical investigation." 

From Brown's article, the same hypothetical high-school 
student could learn that astrology pays well: "'Let them 
laugh. This is a very lucrative business.' said [Susie] Cox. an 
astro-entrepreneur .... 1 charge $125 an hour and I'm booked 
three months in advance."' 

Both the Post writers helpfully defined technical astrological 
terms, so that taken together their articles provide a short 
glossary of such terms as mundane astrology ("supposedly 
deals with worldly rather than personal issues" [Baronoff]) 
and horary astrologist ("specializes in locating lost articles 
and missing people" [Brown]). 

The 1992 United Astrology Congress attracted "more than 
1,000" (Baronoff) or "an estimated 1,300 professional and 
amateur astrologccs" (Brown). Given the quality of the 
Post's coverage, it wouldn't be surprising if the 1993 meet­
ing attracted twice that many.D 

Old News 

"If you marke the cunning ones [e.g. the astrologers], 
you shall see them speake darklie of things to co~e, 
devising by artificiall subtiltie, doubtful prognosuca­
tions easilie to be applied to everie thing, time prince, 
and ;ation: and if anie thing come to passe according to 
their divinations, they forteifie their old prognostica­
tions with new reasons .... And if one of these prognos­
tications fall out right, then they triumph above mea­
sure. If the prognosticators be found to forge and lie 
alwaics (without such fortune as the blind man had in 
killing the crow) they will excuse the matter, sieng, 
that. .. neither the wiseman ruleth the starrcs, nor the 
starres the wiseman, but God ruleth them both." 

The Discoverie of Witchcraft 
Reginald Scot 
1584 
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The Eye's Tidewater columnist, Elena M. Watson, comes to Washington 
for this issue. Her "Remote Viewing" column will return in the next issue. 

ByE/enaM. Watson 
with contributions from Chip Denman and Lys Ann Shore 

If you've lived inside the Beltway for very long you probably 
know about the Scandal Tour that buses tourists around to 
notorious sites of political disgrace. And if you've ever been 
to Los Angeles you may have taken the Graveline Tour, a 
hearse that chauffeurs tourists past the spots where celebri­
ties have died. It seems only fitting to have a Skeptics' Tour 
as well. This self-guided driving tour version is intended to 
acquaint NCAS members with the abundant examples of 
pseudoscience, the paranormal, and other extraordinary 
claims that surround us in the national capital area. So if 
you're looking for some ghosts to bust or a conspiracy to 
unravel, here's your chance. Remember, drive carefully, 
have fun, and be skeptical! 

The George Washington Masonic Memorial, on Callahan 
Dr. al King St., Alexandria, Virginia. This 333-foot-high 
building is modeled on the lighthouse of Alexandria, Egypt, 
and features such esoterica as the clock that was stopped at 
the moment of Washington's death, and more fezzes than 
you can shake a stick at Freemasonry itself has long been 
rumored to have a paranormal, mystical connection, al­
though the Masons actually began as a trade guild for 
stonemasons. It eventually became a secret society, accept­
ing the fust nonstonemason member in 1600. This contra­
dicts the claim that the movement dates to the druids or 
ancient Egypt. The philosophy seems to have borrowed from 
Rosicrucianism, gnosticism, and Theosophy. but there is no 
authoritative statement of Masonic beliefs. Some accuse 
Masons of devil worship, probably because Masons worship 
God as "the Great Architect of the Universe" (fGAOTU). 
Those in the highest degrees learn that this stands for the 
"true" name of the Trinity, JAH-BUL-ON (the first being 
Jahweh, the next Baal, and the last standing for Osiris, the 
god of the Egyptian underworld). Baal is a Canaanite fertility 
god who was considered a demon in the sixteenth century. 
But as the GW Memorial will show, the Masons are really 
just a fraternal organization. The structure is also said to be 
a "power site," a rather vague New Age term for places where 
ancient energies, or earth energies, can be perceived by 
modem-day humans. 

National Airport is the site of the UFO "radar invasion" of 
July 20, 1952. As reported by NCAS member and CSICOP 
Fellow Philip Klass in UFOs: The Public Deceived, myste-
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rious radar blips began to show up on the airport's radar­
scopes in the early hours of the 20th, and a week later, during 
the night of the 27th. The U.S.Air Poree dispatched an P-94 
interceptor aircraft to investigate the second incident. This 
gave rise to alanning headlines nationwide. A subsequent 
investigation by the Civil Aeronautics Administration con­
cluded that such spurious radar blips were common, and 
were caused by temperature inversions. 

Key Bridge, crossing the Potomac into Georgetown, is 
allegedly haunted by the ghost of Francis Scott Key. 

The "Exorcist" stairway from the movie of that name is 
located in Georgetown. Going west on M St. from the Key 
Bridge, the stairway is on the right at 36th St. There are 75 
steps in all. It was filmed atmospherically, and many resi­
dents still consider it to be a "spooky" location. 

Townhouse at 1606 33rd St. NW was the site of the July 31, 
1990 attempt by The Amazing Kreskin to get in touch with 
the vibes of, well, whatever vibes he gets in touch with. 
According to the Washington Post, Kreskin pronounced the 
day a success and said it spotlighted the issue of 
"paraESPionage." 

Georgetown shops offer many opportunities for psychic, 
pseudoscientific, and New Age experiences. At 1035 31st St 
NW is Yes! Bookshop, a major purveyor of New Age 
literature. Crystal's, at 3061 M St. NW, sells a wide range of 
mineral specimens, which supposedly possess marvelous 
powers to heal, strengthen, and enrich. You can also take 
your pick among Georgetown's many psychics and readers, 
a versatile bunch who offer everything from crystal gazing 
to palmistry to Tarot and more. 

Monument to the founder of homeopathy, Samuel C. 
Hahnemann, is located on one side of Scott Circle. 
Hahnemann believed in the "Law of Similia," that like cures 
like. His medical cult, homeopathy, based its remedies on 
this "law" and spread through Europe in the 1820s, reaching 
England and America in the 1840s. Homeopathy peaked in 
the United States around 1880. By 1900 there were 22 
homeopathic colleges in the country, but from then on the 
cult declined. Homeopathic "remedies"--extremely dilute 
solutions--can still be purchased, however, and are popular 
among New Agers. 

The White House is infamous for more than its recent 
patrons of astrology; the ghost of Abraham Lincoln is said to 
show up in his old bedroom. Nettie Colburn, a medium 
allegedly invited into the White House by Mary Todd 
Lincoln, claimed that her spirit contacts had guided the 
President in the timing of certain key actions such as the 
Emancipation Proclamation. Imagine, the President of the 
United States, influenced by a paranormal advisor! 

continued on page 12 11 



 

 



 

 



 

The Capitol Building was the site of a UFO invasion in the 
1956 film Earth vs.the Flying Saucers, inspired by writings 
by UFOiogist Major Donald Key hoe. It is also ina photo once 
published in Omni Magazine. The photograph can also be 
seeninJamesRandi'sbookF/im-Flam!(Buffalo:Prometheus, 
1982, pp. 90-91), in which the "saucers" are revealed to be 
lens flares. The Capitol Building is also said to be the most 
haunted building in WashinglOn. Among the ghosts there 
lurk a demon cat, dancing statues, bloodstained stairs, and a 
stonemason accidentally sealed into the wall. The ghosts of 
PierreL 'Enfant and John Quincy Adams have also allegedly 
been spoued in the hallways. 

The Washington Monument on the Mall is believed by 
some New Agers LO be a mystical "power spot" where "ley 
lines" of energy converge. 

The Smithsonian Institution, keeper of the "cursed" Hope 
Diamond and a crystal ball big enough to see several futures 
in, is also rumored Lo have John Dillinger's penis and Sitting 
Bull'sskull. The firsuwo items are located on the third floor 
of the Natural History Museum, in the back of the hallway of 
Minerals and Gems. The Warner Crystal Ball is cut from 

Option: Into the 'Burbs 

crystalline quartz, weights 106-3/4 pounds and measures 12-
7 /8 inches in diameter. The legendary Hope Diamond is the 
largest blue diamond in the world at 45.5 carats. It was 
named for Henry Thomas Hope, a previous owner. Evalyn 
Walsh McLean of Washington (see the entry for the house at 
2020 Massachusetts Ave.) was the last private owner. A New 
York jewelry firm acquired it from her estate in 1949,and it 
was given to the museum in 1959. Legend has it that the 
beautiful gemstone has brought tragedy to many of its 
owners. And in spite of the fact that Mrs. McLean had the 
gem blessed when she acquired it, some still attribute to it 
much of the misfortune in her life, such as the tragic deaths 
of her son and daughter, and her own stormy marriage. Alas, 
the Smithsonian does not have Dillinger's organ, much to 
the disappointment of the numerous schoolchildren who 
spread such talcs, and Sitting Bull is actually buried, skull 
intact, at Fort Yates, North Dakota. 

The Skeptics' Driving Tour officially ends at the Natural 
History Museum. Here you can turn your back on 
pseudoscience and silliness and instead enjoy the marvels of 
the real world we live in. 

Before our tour leaves the District and ventures out into Maryland you may want to stop at thenearest Church's Fried Chicken. 
Why? Because Church's Fried Chicken was once rumored to be owned by the Ku Klux Klan and to use spices to sterilize 
black men. These rumors began in the early 1980s, springing up in various cities, such as San Diego, Memphis, and Boston. 
The company has tried to fight these rumors by emphasizing that the restaurants in black neighborhoods are usually managed 
by local workers. The rumors could be relar.ed to the various "white conspiracy" theories in which guns and drugs are said 
to be planted in African-American communities to encourage the self-destruction of black males. 

Goddard Space Flight Center, Greenbelt Rd., Greenbelt, Maryland, is the locus of a popular urban legend among Christian 
fundamentalists calJed 'The Missing Day in Time" (see the summer 1991 issue of the Eye, pp. 4-5). Supposedly, while 
checking the positions of the planets by computer, space scientists discovered a missing day that coincided with the biblical 
tale of the sun standing still in the Book of Joshua. But the story is just a story. Published versions can be attributed to one 
Harold Hill, who claims to have been a consultant to the space industry. Hill'semploymentatGoddard involved diesel engine 
operations, not computer timekeeping. And NASA, which once did have to perform a reconciliation of different timekeeping 
systems, has yet to discover any "missing day." So once again space science has failed to confinn the Bible. (Visiiors ready 
for a tasl.e of real science, as opposed to pseudoscience, may want to stop at the Goddard Visitors' Center, open Wednesday 
through Sunday from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m.) 

The "Exorcist" House, 3210 Bunker Hill Rd., Mount Rainier, Maryland, is now just an empty lot. The incident that inspired 
the movie began in early 1949 when a 14-year-old boy became the center of poltergeist-type activity. Furniture supposedly 
moved about, and the boy spoke in an odd voice at night. A four-month exorcism followed, but it was unsuccessful. The boy 
was then sent to Alexian Bros. Hospital in St. Louis, where it is said that a Jesuit priest performed another, apparently 
successful, exorcism. Whether the boy's head ever spun around like Linda Blair's did in the movie is doubtful. (For another 
bit of Excrcist memorabilia, see an earlier stop on the tour, the Exorcist stairway.) 

Second Edition? 
NCAS would like to refine and extend the Skeptics' Driving Tour, with an eye to publication as a pamphlet or on cassette. 
If you take the tour, please let NCAS know how you liked it. Was the suggested route convenient? How long did the tour 
take? Did you drive by, or did you stop and visit any of the points on the tour? Do you know of any juicy sites that should 
have been included on the tour but weren' t? Address your comments to NCAS, 8006 Valley St., Silver Spring, MD 20910, 
or leave a telephone message by calling 301-587-3827. Thanks for participating! 0 
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The Old Man (the Hermit) from the 
Visconti-Sforza tarot deck (Italy, 
mid fifteenth century, now in the 
Pierpont Morgan Library). 

Fig. 3. Arrangement of the major 
arcana on the Tree of Life. 
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Tarot, from page 17 
In reality, it seems likely that I.he technique of cold reading--typical of 
"psychic"rcadings--plays a part. In a cold reading, the medium makes general 
statements and draws general conclusions from the supposed mechanism-­
cards, coins, palmistry, or whatever. Monitoring the reactions of the subject, 
the medium moves from the general observation to specific remarks, pursuing 
statements that elicit positive reactions (verbal, expressive, or postural). With 
practice, a person can seem astonishingly accurate using this technique. A 
further operative element in the Tarot is projection, or the tendency of the 
human mind to see in abstract stimuli a reflection of its own thoughts and 
concerns. The famous Rorschach inkblot test operates on precisely this 
principle. So do newspaper astrology columns. If the stimulus is general 
enough, we can always find something in it that seems to apply to us. 

As an example, let us say that I, as a Tarot diviner, am trying to answer a 
question that you, as qucrent, have asked about a relationship that you are 
involved in. In the position of the house (influence of family and friends), I lay 
down the five of Wands. This card, the Lord of Strife, indicates quarreling, 
competition, or cruelty. You arc having some issue with your relationship, of 
course, or you wouldn't have asked me about it in the first place. And yet in 
the context of the divination, you would likely be amazed that the Tarot could 
be so precise in speaking to your situation personally, even though you arc 
filling in the gaps yourself. 

In the only controlled study on the Tarot that I am aware of, Blackmore (1989) 
found that subjects could not identify their own readings from a group of 
readings answering other questions. And yet, even supposedly skeptical people 
can be of two minds on the subject due to the psychological subtleties involved. 
They will say, perhaps, that their interest is not in the occult and that they do 
not use the cards for fortunetelling, but rather admire them as art objects, and 
so forth. But in the next breath they may note that, properly employed, the Tarot 
can yield "a perceptive revelation of events clearly associated" with the person 

Fig. 4. Astrological attribution on the 
Tree of Life. 
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a Past Ute tteportlng 

JHU Seminars 
By Chip Denman 

Last fall NCAS and Johns Hopkins University Program of 
Continuing Studies inaugurated a five-week series of skep­
tically minded seminars. Held on the JHU campus in Balti­
more, the series was so well received that the university 
requestedNCAS to organize an all-new series for the spring. 
So, beginning Thursday, March 19, "Science and 
Pseudoscience: Mysteries of the Mind" featured seven weekly 
talks by NCAS members, concluding with James Randi. 

As both coordinator and lead-off speaker, I had wanted the 
fall series to be a hiL Class evaluations had been positive, but 
the statistician in me doesn't put much faith in such poorly 
collected data The real evidence came in the spring enroll­
mentof 43--twicethesizeofthefallclassandincludingmany 
familiar faces. 

Whereas the fall series had dealt directly with remarkable 
claims and the evaluation of physical evidence, the spring 
classes looked at such claims within a context of history, 
society, and human psychology. 

I began with a hisrory of seances, mediums, and modern 
spiritualism. Born in upstate New York a century and a half 
ago and more than just an odd religion and quaint Victorian 
pastime, spiritualism involved prominent intellectuals and 
scientists in the pursuit of evidence for the hereafter. This 
movement gave rise to organi.7.ations that today are the 
backbone of the field of parapsychology. 

At the very same time that seances were trying to look beyond 
death, Darwin and Wallace were looking toward the begin­
ning of life. A veteran debater of creationists, Steven Shore 
described the contention between the evolution theorists and 
the literal biblieal creationists. The battle is still fought !Oday, 
in the courts and in the schools, as creationists try to insinuate 
their religious beliefs into public school science programs. 

In the 1800s "Mesmeristic seances" helped pave the way for 
spiritualism. Today modern "mesmerism" or hypnosis has 
led some to look for another kind of evidence for a life beyond 
death through "past-life regression." Se4n O'N~ill. a regis­
tered hypnotherapist, pointedly detailed the shortcomings of 
hypnosis as a way of revealing hidden memories. Under 
hypnosis a subject may sometimes recall actual events, but 
false or confabulated "memories" of previous incarnations, 
abductions by extratetresttials, or nonevents are even more 
likely.Anactualmasshypnosisoftheentireaudiencehelped 
demystify the concept of "hypnotic trance." 
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In 1584 an Englishman by the name of Reginald Scot wrote 
a controversial book in which he skeptically questioned the 
powers that were attributed to so-called worshippers of 
Satan. In the book TheDiscoverie ofWitchcraftScotoffeced 
nonsupernatural explanations for supposed cases of Satanic 
enchantment, including mysterious murders and supposed 
transfonnations into "woolves, ferrets, cowes" and other 
animals. Four hundred years later, TV talk-show host 
Geraldo Rivera tells us that secret societies of Satanists are 
kidnapping and murdering children, sacrificing animals in 
the name of the devil. 

Randy Lockwood, vice president of field investigations at 
the Humane Society of the United States, was asked but 
declined to appear on Geraldo's show. However, he was 
more than willing to speak for this series on his investiga­
tions and the evidence that lies behind these claims. He has 
worked closely with the FBI and shares its opinion that no 
such Satanic conspiracy exists. Rather, a few disturbed 
individuals have committed crimes of cruelty for reasons 
having nothing to do with devil worship. 

The following week Lockwood took a wild and wooly look 
at the stories that link human beings with other animals, in 
a talk called "Werewolves, Vampires, and Wildmen: The 
Beast Within Mankind." 

Anothrz word about Scot's Discoverie of Witchcraft: the 
later chapters contain what is regarded as the first published 
English descriptions of how to perfonn conjuring tricks. He 
was trying to make clear that very often simple sleight of 
hand and sneakiness can be confused with supernatural 
powers. Fittingly, this series concluded with talks from two 
modern-day conjurors who continue Scot's tradition of 
blending magic and skepticism. 

NCAS cofounder Jamy Ian Swiss presented a version of his 
talk, "Extrasensory Perception or Expen Sensory Decep­
tion?" forcefully illustrating Scot's warning with demon­
strations of his own psychic-like abilities. 

Finally, professional charlatan and world-renowned psy­
chic investigator James '"The Amazing" Randi gave an 
account of his 30 years of personal investigations into cases 
of science: good, bad and silly. 

With the spring series, NCAS members reaped a benefit 
beyond the satisfaction of bringing a program of science and 
skepticism to the Baltimore public. In return for NCAS's 
work in cosponsoring and promoting the series, JHU waived 
the $10 admission for all NCAS members who auended 
Randi's talk. 

Portions of this series were recorded by WJHU, the Hopkins 
National Public Radio affiliate, for possible inclusion in an 
upcoming program on science and pseudoscience.a 
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Book Review 

Huber,PeterW. 1991. Galileo's Revenge: Junk Science in 
the Courtroom. New York: Basic Books. vii+274 pp. 
$23.00. 

This book is a critique of the role of the expert and the 
dangerous symbiosis between experts and liability attor­
neys. Its main point is to demonstrate the various ways in 
which science has been subverted by the American legal 
system. 

Huber's main target is the profession that has sprung up 
from liability legislation and decisions. He argues that 
society has been manipulated and fundamentally affected 
by the increase in litigation over consumer products. Huber 
uses several specific examples, some of which are periph­
eral to the skeptical movement, but all of which can be 
useful illustrations of the effects of accepting claims with­
out demonstration. He hammers on the point that the huge 
increase in liability litigation has been powered by public 
unwillingness to accept blame for improper use of products. 

Huber uses the example of the Audi lawsuit, in which 
plaintiffs argued that the car had a dangerous tendency to 
slip inexplicably out of gear and that it failed to respond or 
even lurched forward when the brake was being depressed. 
He then (I think convincingly) argues that the cases were 
the result not of product defect but of operator error-that 
a few drivers for some confused reason depressed the 
accelerator pedal instead of the brake in critical situations. 
In one instance, a child was killed; in another, a house was 
seriously damaged. 

Although readers may wonder how the Audi case, dealt 
with at some length early in the book, relates to "junk" 
science, since it does not specifically involve scientific 
testimony, Huber effectively uses it as a paradigm for some 
of the more technical and pseudoscientific cases. An excel­
lent and timely example of "junk" scientific testimony 
comes in Huber's discussion of medical litigation. He 
focuses on the growing popular idea of the toxic environ­
ment producing "chemical AIDS," an induced immune 
deficiency resulting from the body's defenses being over­
whelmed by products in the environment that are not only 
deadly but subtle. He illustrates very well how the clever 
manipulation of the public's ignorance of AIDS has created 
a powerful, terrifying, and wholly imaginary ailment. This 
chapter suggests answers to some of the questions fre­
quently asked of skeptics, such as "what hann does belief 
in crazy/crank ideas do?" 

One of the most important aspects of the book deals not with 
science but with the deliberate processes by which scientific 
understanding is subverted by the law. Huber contends that 
the standards of scientific evidence are ill suited to the law. 
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The shades of uncertainty and the qualified responses required 
for standard research are irrelevant in the courtroom. If a 
scientist has even a moment's hesitation on the witness stand, 
this is a perceived weakness in the testimony that will be 
exploited by a clever auomey to his or her advantage. In short, 
as Huber shows through many specific examples, the word 
probably is banished from the legal lexicon where expert 
testimony is permitted. 

Natural selection would almost seem to be at work here, 
however, because a species has appeared that has successfully 
displaced the "uncooperative" research scientists. These are 
the experts-for-hire. This large group, Huber maintains, is 
composed of many populations. Some are freelance consultants 
who, for large fees, will provide the testimony required in a 
given case. His examples remind me of a short tale once related 
to me by a geophysicist friend that told of a group of oil 
explorers who wanted to know how deep they should drill their 
wells. After consulting with engineers, petrologists, and field 
geologists, they called in a geophysicist. This fellow walked 
into the room, closed the door, looked around carefully, and 
whispered to the head of the group: "What do you want the 
answer to be?" Huber sees these private guns as being the real 
danger because they come completely credentialed. In fact, 
their very participation in a successful lawsuit adds to their list 
of credits, making them more sought after. 

Other experts are drawn from the academic community, mar­
ginal professionals who have been considered discredited by 
their colleagues and their profession. Many of these people are 
procured by specialized firms, "body shops"that supply experts 
for tailored testimony to an unsuspecting audience-jurors. 
Huber gives several examples of experts who float in and out 
of different cases, whose deportment in a courtroom gives an 
air of respectability to the most ludicrous and unsupported 
cases, and who have been able to distort and even lie about their 
research and that of others. A group of unschooled laypeople 
cannot make informed decisions about technological and 
scientific matters in cases involving huge sums of money and 
far-reaching legal and social consequences. Trial law was 
never designed to deal with such things. Such cases have 
become increasingly dependent on expert analyses, in conse­
quence of which jurors have become unwitting pawns of 
lawyers. 

I was struck by two omissions from the list of specific cases and 
individual experts. One is Jeremy Rifkin. Rifkin 'srisein public 
visibility and legal, if not scientific, credibility has been a 
textbook example of the "junk" science phenomenon that 
Huber discusses. Here is a "pseudoscientist," an anti-scientist 
and anti-technologist, who began as the author of Entropy and 
has ended up as a leader in the movement to prevent genetic 
engineering experiments. He has been lionized by the press, 
especially in magazines like Omni, and has been presented as 
a courageous outsider fighting against the scientific priest-
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Faking holy relics can be a fascinating 
hobby, as chemist Mike Epstein shows in his article "Beuer 
Blood Through Chemistry," on page 1 of this issue. Could 
it be, he muses, that the technique for producing "miracu­
lous" liquefying blood was being spread through Italy in the 
fourteenth century? In this context, it's helpful to recall the 
case of the shroud of Turin, as presented by CS I COP Fellow 
Joe Nickell in his book, Inquest on the Shroud of Turin 
(Buffalo: Prometheus, 1983). 

The cloth now known as the shroud, Nickell says, is first 
known to have appeared in the small town ofLirey in north­
central France "sometime in the middle of the fourteenth 
century" (p. 11). Within a few years of its appearance, it was 
being exhibited to throngs of pilgrims (medieval tourists) as 
the genuine burial sheet of Jesus. It was not long before its 
authenticity was questioned, and the bishop of Troyes 
conducted an official investigation of the claims about the 
relic. One of his successors about thirty years later, in 1389, 
described the results of the investigation: "Eventually, after 
diligent inquiry and examination, he discovered the fraud 
and how the said cloth had been cunningly painted, the truth 
being attested by the anist who had painted it, to wit, that it 
was a work of human skill and not miraculously wrought or 
bestowed" (quoted by Nickell, p. 13). 

Neither the bishop's investigation nor the artist's confession 
halted the successful career of the fake, as we see from its 
reputation today. Nor is the know ledge of how to manufac­
ture liquefying blood likely to interfere with the popularity 
of the holy blood of San Gennaro. It's in this that we find the 
real "miracle" of such cases--in the fervent eagerness of 
people to believe in miracles, regardless of debunkers and 
their explanations. 
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A group of capital-area skeptics recently witnessed a vivid 
instance of this truth when we made a field trip to St. Elizabeth 
Ann Seton Church in Lake Ridge, Virginia, to check out the 
extraordinary claims of weeping statues (described by Joe 
Himes on p. 1 of this issue). We sat quietly through an 
uneventful service in the unremarkable modem building, then 
joined the small crowd that had gathered around the statueof the 
Virgin Mary. 

No, we didn't see the statue weep--but we saw people waiting, 
hoping, praying that it would. What did they think it would 
mean, for them, the church, or the world, ifthe statue did weep? 
For some, it might be taken as a personal sign in answer toa wish 
or prayer, while others might interpret it as reassurance of the 
presence of a caring deity in this modem world. In any case, a 
demonstration of the various ways in which such a phenomenon 
can be faked would have been irrelevant, an attempt to answer 
a burning question with a non sequitur. 

This is all too often the case with attempts at debunking. To 
return to a fourteenth-century example, the learned French 
bishop Nicole Oresme debunked astrology with scientific argu­
ments so good that skeptics still use them today. If those 
arguments are so strong, why haven't they succeeded in con­
vincing people not to believe in astrology? As Geoffrey Dean 
recognized in his important anicles in the Skeptical Inquirer 
(Winter 1986-87 ,pp. 166-84; Spring 1987, pp. 257-73), astrol­
ogy doesn't need to be true to provide what believers want, that 
is, in order to "work" for its adherents. The same holds for the 
shroud of Turin, the blood of Naples, and the weeping statue of 
northern Virginia. 

This is not to say that investigators shouldn 'tattempt to identify 
fakes and to demonstrate how the fakery is accomplished. But 
skeptics shouldn't be surprised when a critical investigation and 
demonstration fail to shake the belief of the faithful. We need to 
recognize that the key doesn't fit the lock. Asany"Jeopardy" fan 
can appreciate, "It was manufactured in the fourteenth century" 
is not the answer to the question, "What is the meaning of the 
universe, and what is my place in it?"IJ 


