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October Program

Saturday, 9 October at 2 p.m.
Center for Community
Cooperation,
2900 Live Oak Street, Dallas

WHAT THE #$*! DO THEY
KNOW, ANYWAY?

When Science and Dogma
Collide in Popular Culture

Thomas Huxley once declared
that “Sci ence com mits sui cide
when it adopts a creed.” When
scientists team up with psychics
and theologians, do they prove
Huxley right? NTS President
Daniel Barnett will explore some
recent attempts to mix dogma
and sci ence in to day’s world -
and some of the results
produced.

This meeting is free and open to
the public.

Phone 214-335-9248 for
information.

EVENTS CALENDAR

The dowsing challenge

by John Blanton

As though we don’t say this of ten enough:  The North Texas Skep tics hosts a
“Para nor mal Chal lenge” to all pro po nents of as trol ogy, psy chic chan nel ing, faith

healing, alien abductions, etc. What this means is that anybody who can demonstrate
evidence, in a controlled test, of any of a list of paranormal phenomena will be awarded
a monetary prize.

Of course, this is a rip-off of the famous prize by magician and noted skeptic James
(The Amaz ing) Randi, but he has n’t sued us yet, so our prize now stands at $12,000.  I
am re minded that Randi is cur rently of fer ing more than a mil lion dol lars, but who’s
counting?

Actually, the James Randi organization recommended Rechey Davidson to us.
They routinely do that, because with a million dollars on the table they get a ton of nib-
bles and can’t take the time to screen out the kooks.  I guess that’s where we come in.

Mr. Davidson tried unsuccessfully to reach us by e-mail at first, but most likely his
earlier transmissions got caught in my mail filter along with offers for cheap . Once
Mr. Davidson learned the art of e-mail subject lines we began to converse. He wrote:

Briefly, I have been able to dowse maps of peo ple’s homes (Or other lo ca tions)
where they have lost specific items and have been able to tell them where the
item is. They have, so far, been able to verify they found the item where I said it
was. This has happened even if I have never been to their home. Do I just need to
sub mit more de tail and sug gest how to test this or what? Thanks. – Rechey
Davidson

Of course we wanted to test Mr. Davidson. We have been interested in the matter
of map dows ing for over 12 years—ever since the no ta ble dowser Bette Ep stein de -
clined our invitation of a test (and hurt our feelings).

How ever, I did n’t have any thing that was lost.  I know where all my stuff is.  So
what we agreed on is that Mr. Davidson would dowse for something that was not lost,
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but was merely placed somewhere by me. Since Mr. Davidson said he
did not need to be nearby (he lives way outside Dallas), we saw no need
for him to be present, so we did the whole thing by e-mail.

I scanned in the builder’s floor plan for my house and la beled the ma -
jor rooms with capital letters. I sent Mr. Davidson a link to the scanned
image, and he printed it out. He said he was satisfied with that, and we
got started.

The object of our affection was my Nikon digital camera. I chose
that because I only have one like it, so Mr. Davidson would not have the
problem of dowsing for one of several identical objects.

We got started in early September and finished up two weeks later.
Each day or so Mr. Davidson would send me an e-mail telling me in
which room the camera was placed, and I would record his score and
move, or not move, the camera to a different room. Here is the result:

Test 01: 7 September 2004, Camera placed in B,
Davidson called E

Test 02: 8 September 2004, Camera placed in A,
Davidson called G

Test 03: 13 September 2004, Camera placed in D,
Davidson called L

Test 04: 14 September 2004, Camera placed in D,
Davidson called F

Test 05: 15 September 2004, Camera placed in F,
Davidson called H

Test 06: 16 September 2004, Camera placed in J,
Davidson called E

Test 07: 17 September 2004, Camera placed in G,
Davidson called B

Test 08: 18 September 2004, Camera placed in A,
Davidson called B

Test 09: 18 September 2004, Camera placed in F,
Davidson called E

Test 10: 18 September 2004, Camera placed in E, Davidson
called J

Test 11: 19 September 2004, Camera placed in E, Davidson
called B

Test 12: 20 September 2004, Camera placed in E, Davidson
called D
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See a comprehensive posting of the dialog relating to this
test at the following URL:

http://www.ntskeptics.org/challenge/davidson/davidson.htm

Read more about the Challenge here:

http://www.ntskeptics.org/challenge/challeng.htm

Since there were 12 possible locations for the camera,
Davidson had scored about what could be expected by chance
alone—namely zero.  He had orig i nally claimed he could be
75% ac cu rate—get the right lo ca tion three times out of four. 
However, we urged him to be cautious, so he lowered his claim
to 50%. Based on the claim of 50% accuracy, a quick calcula-
tion shows that missing 12 straight would have a probability of
1/4096. Most likely 50% was not the right number.

On this basis, we have asked Mr. Davidson to reconsider his
claimed level of success for any future tests. In this case I
would suspect his level of success to be 1/12. By this I mean to
say, and I am willing to back this up with my own money, that
map dowsing is completely ineffective for finding lost or hidden
objects.

Subsequent correspondence with Mr. Davidson indicates he
is puzzled by his lack of success. However he is willing to con-
tinue to work with us. I have asked him to perform tests on his
own similar to this one in order to satisfy himself his abilities
are real. If, after these tests, he is still sure of his abilities, we
will have Mr. Davidson up to Dallas for additional tests. These
tests would be more fair to Mr. Davidson, since if here were
present he would not have to trust us to do the scoring honestly.

We con tinue to re mind claim ants that our prize is real—the
money is there. To get it, all you have to do is the impossible.

The prize money is not drawn from NTS funds, but is under-
written by private individuals. The NTS is not responsible for
conducting the tests and is not liable for any consequences of
the test. The conduct of the tests and payment of the prize is the
sole responsibility of the underwriters. The underwriters are:

Gregory H. Aicklen

John F. Blanton

Prasad N. Golla

Mike Selby

Michael T. Sullivan

John A. Thomas


I am deeply honored

by John Blanton

In a tale related by the American writer Mark Twain (Samuel
Clemens) a man was tarred and feathered and was being rid-

den out of town on a rail. It was quite a circumstance for the
unfortunate gentleman, but he retained his composure and re-
marked, “If it was n’t for the honor of the thing, I had just as
soon walk.”

Anyhow, enough of that.

In my vanity I was fishing around on the Internet for my
name, and I came across the following, which bore a strong re-
semblance. Reading through the page I blushed at the high
praise being bestowed. Some of my accomplishments men-
tioned there I did not even re call.  I missed the au thor’s name
and e-mail address so I was unable to thank him profusely.

Briefly, the account goes as follows:

Debate between Dr. Don Patton (scientist, Christian)
and John Blanton, (atheist, evolutionist, humanist, Bi-
ble skeptic)

OK, I seem to recall that.

Review of Debate:

Dr. Patton affirmed that the facts of geology are more
compatible with creation than evolution. His presenta-
tion was as scientific as it was precise, John Blanton
(affirming the opposite) rambled irrelevantly off topic
by discussing the Bible, while Patton only discussed
science. The few times John Blanton did in fact discuss
science in his lectures, he was so ill informed that even
one of his fellow- atheist/evolutionist colleagues admit-
ted to Dr. Patton privately, that Patton won the debate
hands down.

In all honesty, I disremember that part. My fan continues:

John Blanton falsely accused Patton of misquoting
most of his scientific references. (This statement by one
of John Blanton’s col leagues, who re mained an evo lu -
tionist after the debate, but admitted Don Patton won
the de bate, is an other ex cel lent ex am ple of the “hos tile
wit ness” ap proach.) Patton clearly re futed the ri dic u -
lous charge of misquoting, by first pointing out that
Blanton was so ill prepared to debate Patton, that he
did n’t even un der stand the con cept of the “hos tile wit -
ness”. When Patton chal lenged Blanton for a sin gle ex -
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ample of misquoting the original sources, Blanton,
typical of his style, merely restated the charge while of-
fering no proof in an effort to create slur and slander
against Patton. Blanton lives by the rule, “If you say
something false enough times, people will begin to be-
lieve it.” We find this as dis hon est as it is un pro fes -
sional.

Blanton also stated that Patton has no formal training in
geology and accused Patton of having a fake degree.
When he was later directed to our page that details Dr.
Patton’s cre den tials, he called
Patton a liar. When the au-
thentic original documents
were presented to Blanton, he
accused Patton of forging
these documents to support,
“his phony de gree”. Blanton
actually contacted Jan Wil-
liamson, believing this person
to be as fictitious as the letter.
To Blanton’s hor ror, Jan Wil -
liamson verified the letter was
authentic as well as the ac-
creditation of the school where Patton earned his Ph. D.
Rather than withdraw the charge as false and unsub-
stantiated, John Blanton, continues to this day with his
slanderous accusations. Again, Blanton lives by the
rule, “If you say some thing false enough times, peo ple
will be gin to be lieve it.” Or “throw enough mud and
peo ple will look dirty.”

In the end, it was an unfair debate because Blanton ad-
mitted he had no formal scientific training in Geology
or the fossil record, while Patton is a University trained
Geologist who has earned a living working around the
world as a consulting Geologist.

I did all that?  All I can say is “Gee, thanks.”  I feel so un de -
serving.

However, before we leave this topic, let me set some things
straight. If I have offended Mr. Patton in any way or misstated
him with respect to the debate, I take this opportunity to apolo-
gize and ask for forgiveness. I am sure in the heat of the debate
I must have pointed out to my audience that Mr. Patton was
truly wrong on a number of points, but I got the idea at the time
that he took no offense.

Also, I was hoping the word of my status as a scientist
would not get out. Maybe I should ask my employer to delete
that term from my business cards in the future.

In particular, I want to set the record straight about Mr.
Patton’s Ph.D.  Let’s put aside, for the mo ment, the word
“phony.”  It has such neg a tive con no ta tions.  In the great state

of Texas and elsewhere there are a number of reputable colleges
and universities with first rate geology departments. I am sure
if Mr. Patton took his degree to any of these establishments and
had it examined by the learned geologists working there, they
would all agree that it is printed on the very finest paper.

All kid ding aside, Mr. Patton’s ac a demic ac com plish ments
are not to be sneezed at. Disbelieving the rumors that he did not
pos sess even a bach e lor’s or mas ter’s de gree, I ap proached him
in person to set the record straight. I was impressed when he in-

formed me he had been able to
bypass these way stops and obtain
a Ph.D. directly. Lest you con-
sider this a minor accomplish-
ment, I make this observation:
Although I do not, myself, pos-
sess a Ph.D., I work with a num-
ber of very bright people who do.
And do you know what? Not one
of them has been able to accom-
plish that standing without first
ob tain ing a bach e lor’s plus a mas -

ter’s.  What do you think of that?

Anyhow, the debate was a lot of fun, and it was great read-
ing about it from one of my (secret) admirers. Given the
choice, however, I think I would just as soon walk.



References

Check out the following:

http://www.bible.ca/tracks/patton-debate-john-blanton-fossil
-record.htm

Other accounts of the debate can be found here:

http://www.ntskeptics.org/issues/debate/debate.htm

http://www.ntskeptics.org/2002/2002april/april2002.htm#debate

http://www.ntskeptics.org/2002/2002april/april2002.htm#getit

See also:

http://www.talkorigins.org/faqs/paluxy/degrees.html

http://www.talkorigins.org/faqs/credentials.html

I am sure if Mr. Patton took his degree
to any of these establishments and had
it examined by the learned geologists
working there, they would all agree that
it is printed on the very finest paper
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Meyer’s Hope less Mon ster

Wesley R. Elsberry has posted a response to
creationist Ste phen C. Meyer on The Panda’s
Thumb blog. Here is part of it:

http://www.pandasthumb.org/pt-archives/000430.html

Posted by Wesley R. Elsberry on August 24, 2004 05:56 PM

Review of Meyer, Stephen C. 2004. The origin of biological
information and the higher taxonomic categories. Proceedings
of the Biological Society of Washington 117(2):213-239.

by Alan Gishlick, Nick Matzke, and Wesley R. Elsberry

[The views and statements expressed here are our own and
not necessarily those of NCSE or its supporters.]

“In tel li gent de sign” (ID) ad vo cate Ste phen C. Meyerhas
pro duced a “re view ar ti cle” that folds the var i ous lines of “in tel -
li gent de sign” antievolutionary ar gu men ta tion into one lump.
The article is published in the journal Proceedings of the Bio-
logical Society of Washington. We congratulate ID on finally
getting an article in a peer-reviewed biology journal, a mere fif-
teen years after the publication of the 1989 ID textbook Of
Pandas and People, a textbook aimed at inserting ID into public
schools. It is gratifying to see the ID movement finally attempt
to make their case to the only scientifically relevant group, pro-
fessional biologists. This is therefore the beginning (not the
end) of the review process for ID. Perhaps one day the scientific
community will be convinced that ID is worthwhile. Only
through this route — con vinc ing the sci en tific com mu nity, a
route already taken by plate tectonics, endosymbiosis, and other
rev o lu tion ary sci en tific ideas — can ID earn a le git i mate place
in textbooks.

Unfortunately, the ID movement will likely ignore the above
considerations about how scientific review actually works, and
instead trumpet the paper from coast to coast as proving the sci-
entific legitimacy of ID. Therefore, we would like to do our part
in the review process by providing a preliminary evaluation of
the claims made in Meyer’s pa per. Given the sci en tific stakes,
we may assume that Meyer, Program Director of the Discovery
In sti tute’s Cen ter for Sci ence and Cul ture, the ma jor or ga ni za -
tion promoting ID, has put forward the best case that ID has to
of fer. Discouragingly, it ap pears that ID’s best case is not very
good. We can not re view ev ery prob lem with Meyer’s ar ti cle in
this initial post, but we would like to highlight some of the most
serious mistakes. These include errors in facts and reasoning.
Even more se ri ously, Meyer’s pa per omits dis cus sion or even
citation of vast amounts of directly relevant work available in
the scientific literature.

Summary of the paper

Meyer’s pa per pre dict ably fol lows the same pat tern that has
char ac ter ized “in tel li gent de sign” since its in cep tion: deny the
suf fi ciency of evo lu tion ary pro cesses to ac count for life’s his -
tory and di ver sity, then as sert that an “in tel li gent de signer” pro -
vides a better explanation. Although ID is discussed in the
concluding section of the paper, there is no positive account of
“in tel li gent de sign” pre sented, just as in all pre vi ous work on
“in tel li gent de sign”. Just as a de tec tive does n’t have a case
against someone without motive, means, and opportunity, ID
does n’t stand a sci en tific chance with out some kind of model of
what happened, how, and why. Only a reasonably detailed
model could provide explanatory hypotheses that can be empiri-
cally tested. “An un known in tel li gent de signer did some thing,
some where, some how, for no ap par ent rea son” is not a model.

Meyer’s pa per, there fore, is al most en tirely based on neg a -
tive argument. He focuses upon the Cambrian explosion as an
event he thinks that evolutionary biology is unable to account
for. Meyer asserts that the Cambrian explosion represented an
actual sudden origin of higher taxa; that these taxa (such as
phyla) are “real” and not an ar ti fact of hu man ret ro spec tive clas -
sification; and that morphological disparity coincides with
phyletic categories. Meyer then argues that the origin of these
phyla would re quire dra matic in creases in bi o log i cal “in for ma -
tion,” namely new pro teins and new genes (and some vaguer
forms of “in for ma tion” at higher lev els of bi o log i cal or ga ni za -
tion). He ar gues that genes/pro teins are highly “com plex” and
“spec i fied,” and that there fore the evo lu tion ary or i gin of new
genes is so improbable as to be effectively impossible. Meyer
briefly considers and rejects several theories proposed within
evolutionary biology that deal with macroevolutionary phenom-
ena. Having rejected these, Meyer argues that ID is a better al-
ternative explanation for the emergence of new taxa in the
Cambrian explosion, based solely upon an analogy between
“de signs” in bi ol ogy and the de signs of hu man de sign ers ob -
served in everyday experience.

The mis takes and omis sions in Meyer’s work are many and
varied, and often layered on top of each other. Not every aspect
of Meyer’s work can be ad dressed in this ini tial re view, so we
have cho sen sev eral of Meyer’s ma jor claims to as sess. Among
these, we will take up the Cambrian explosion and its relation to
pa le on tol ogy and sys tem at ics. We will ex am ine Meyer’s neg a -
tive arguments concerning evolutionary theories and the origin
of bi o log i cal “in for ma tion” in the form of genes. 

An expanded critique of this paper is in preparation.


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What’s new

By Robert Park

[Rob ert Park pub lishes the What’s New col umn at
http://www.aps.org/WN/. Following are some clippings of inter-
est.]

MISSILE DEFENSE: YOU ARE TWICE AS
SAFE AS YOU WERE LAST MONTH

(From WN 17 Sep 04) A second interceptor missile has
been lowered into its silo in Fort Greely, AK. Meanwhile, the
flight test scheduled for late September has been postponed an-
other two months. It will then be two years since the last flight
test. It will also be after the election. I called on General Persi-
flage at the Mis sile De fense Agency. “Should n’t we wait to see
if the sys tem will work?” I asked. “It’s al ready work ing,” the
gen eral shrugged. “Our goal is to keep Amer ica safe. We put
the first in ter cep tor in its silo in July, and there has n’t been a
mis sile at tack since.” He had me there. I still felt a lit tle un easy,
but before I could ask another question, workmen came in car-
ry ing a huge ban ner.  “Where do you want us to hang this, Gen -
eral?” They un furled the ban ner, which read sim ply “MISSION
ACCOMPLISHED.”

NSF: BEMENT NOMINATION MAY BE A
BRILLIANT MANAGEMENT STRATEGY

(From WN 17 Sep 04) Or maybe not. Earlier this year,
when Rita Colwell left NSF before the end of her 6-year term, it
was expected that someone would be nominated quickly to fill
the job. In the meantime an acting director was named. That sort
of thing happens all the time, but the person picked as acting di-
rector was Arden Bement, Jr., who already had a job as director
of NIST. Bement stayed on as director of NIST, moonlighting
as NSF acting director, with a nominee for NSF Director ex-
pected momentarily. Under the 1998 Federal Vacancies Reform
Act, Presidential appointments to acting positions are limited to
210 days. That’s so “act ing” can’t be used to duck con fir ma tion
hearings. Time ran out on Saturday with no nominee for NSF
Director in sight, so Bush nominated Bement. Here it gets a lit-
tle confusing. In his announcement to the NIST staff, Bement
said he will remain as NIST Director until he is confirmed by
the Sen ate as NSF Di rec tor. Maybe it’s an ex per i ment to see if
they can get by with half as many directors as agencies. Mean-
while, NIST Deputy Director Hratch Semerjian becomes some-
thing. NIST may have both a director and an acting director.
We’re glad we could clear this mat ter up for read ers.

ETHICS: NIH BANS MOONLIGHTING WITH
PHARMACEUTICAL COMPANIES

(From WN 24 Sep 04) In a major policy shift, the National
Institutes of Health has declared a one year moratorium on pri-
vate consulting arrangements of NIH scientists. Considering the
potential for abuse, how could it have been allowed in the first
place? In fact, Zerhouni saw it as a way to attract good people
from private companies
http://www.aps.org/WN/WN04/wn070904.cfm , but embarrass-
ing media reports finally made it clear that the change was nec-
essary.

OPEN ACCESS: MEDICAL JOURNALS LAY
IT OUT FOR DRUG COMPANIES

(From WN 17 Sep 04) Several leading medical journals
will re fuse to pub lish re sults of clin i cal tri als that have n’t been
registered publicly. This follows disclosure that drug makers
withheld information about suicidal thoughts in children and ad-
olescents on antidepressants.

COLD FUSION: DOE REVIEW IS HIDDEN
BEHIND A CLOAK OF SECRECY

(From WN 17 Sep 04)  Be lievers see DOE’s re view as vin -
dication after 15 rough years (WN 2 Apr 04). But watchers are
puzzled by how little is known about the process. Who are the
reviewers? Who are they talking to? WN hears that DOE is
claim ing anon y mous peer re view. That should n’t please any one. 
The controversy will simply continue.

SUPPLEMENTS: ANCIENT CHINESE
WISDOM - OR A DEADLY HERBAL SCAM?

(From WN 10 Sep 04) Two years ago WN related the tale
of PC-SPES, a mixture of seven Chinese herbs sold by Botanic
Labs to pro mote “pros tate health”  
www.aps.org/WN/WN02/wn090602.cfm. WN learned about it
from Paul Goldberg, editor of the Cancer Letter, a Washington
pub li ca tion.   Sunday’s Wash ing ton Post car ried a front-page
account of the PC- SPES disaster with new details. Thanks to
the Dietary Supplement and Health Education Act of 1994,
PC-SPES was marketed without testing, since no claim was
made that it could cure any disease
www.aps.org/WN/WN04/wn040904.cfm. But it seemed to
work as well  as pre scrip tion drugs for pros tate can cer. That’s
because the mish-mash of herbs was laced with prescription
drugs. Pa tients  were grate ful to have a “nat u ral” prod uct. At
least they were until their penis shrank and their breasts grew.
It seems PC- SPES included a synthetic estrogen. There was
also a problem with blood clots, but Botanic fixed that by add-
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Skeptic
Ink
by Prasad Golla and
John Blanton. © 2004.
Free, non-commercial
reuse permitted

ing war fa rin, a  blood thin ner widely used as rat poi son. We’ll
come back to passage of the 1994 Dietary Supplement and
Health Education Act.

CLIMATE CHANGE: THE CONFERENCE
BOARD STARTS PAYING ATTENTION

(From WN 10 Sep 04) A non-profit organization of some
2,000 major corporations from around the world, the Confer-
ence Board is best known for monthly surveys of consumer
confidence and economic indicators. But on Tuesday, it issued
a report Climate Change: Clear Trajectory Haze in the Details,
warn ing that “busi nesses that ig nore the  de bate over cli mate
change do so at their peril.” The re port  con cludes: “The Earth -
for whatever the exact reasons - is on a trajectory toward an
ever warmer climate. This cannot be avoided at this point, but
the trajectory can be jiggled and potential risks associated with
the warming can be mitigated. Ultimately the trajectory could
be re versed.” The po lit i cal cli mate for  ac knowl edg ing warm ing 
is improved. Just two weeks ago, the U.S. Climate Change Pro-
gram submitted its report to Congress, putting the blame
squarely on increased greenhouse gases (WN 27 Aug 04).

NASA: HURRICANES ON THE CAPE AND A
ROUGH LANDING IN UTAH

(From WN 10 Sep 04) The shuttle fleet, it seems, is not safe
even in its hanger on Earth. The Genesis mission was to be the
first sample return since Apollo 17. It had been collecting solar
wind particles for three years, but its parachute failed to deploy
and it crashed in the Utah desert. Whether any data can be sal-
vaged is not clear.

NIH: FREE PUBLIC ACCESS TO AGENCY
FUNDED RESEARCH IS PROPOSED

(From WN 10 Sep 04) The move could drive some journals
out of business and bankrupt scientific societies that depend on

jour nal prof its. But given  so ci ety’s ris ing ex pec ta tions of ac -
cess, change seems inevitable.
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responsible, scientific point of view and
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Scientific Investigation of Claims of the
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SKEPTICAL INQUIRER, Box 703, Amherst,
NY 14226-0703. Or call toll-free
1-800-634-1610. Subscription prices: one year
(six issues), $35; two years, $60; three years, $84
Single issue, $4.95. You may also visit the
CSICOP Web site at http://www.csicop.org for
more information.
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