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Conjurer Offers his Skills to Find Missing Child

I

n 1991 young Ben Needham and his parents moved from Sheffield, England to the Greek island of Kos, where his grandparents Eddie and Christine Needham had set up home.  On July 24th Ben, then aged 21 months, disappeared and, despite unstinting efforts by his mother, Kerry Needham, the rest of his family, and others, and despite many reported sightings, he has never been found.  

Ben was last seen playing on his own just outside the doorway of his grandparents’ farmhouse in the village of Iraklise.  His grandparents were inside, as was Ben’s 17-year-old uncle Stephen Needham.  At some point Stephen decided to leave and he rode off on his moped.  Some time later, when Ben’s grandmother looked out, Ben had disappeared.  After a fruitless search of the area the grandparents assumed that Stephen had taken Ben with him on his moped.  Ben’s grandfather drove to Stephen’s apartment but Ben was not there and Stephen had no knowledge of his whereabouts.

The police were notified and another search was started.  Unfortunately, airports and docks were only informed of Ben’s disappearance 3 days later.  Initially the police suspected that Stephen had taken Ben on his moped and there had been an accident in which the boy had been killed and Stephen had buried the body.  However Stephen insisted that he had left his parents’ farmhouse on his own and I understand that there is no forensic evidence to support the police’s suspicions.  

Ben’s family believe that he was abducted and is still alive on Kos or in some other country.  A favourite theory is that his abductors were gypsies who may have sold him on, perhaps to a childless couple.  Again I understand that evidence in support of this is lacking.  

Many caring and concerned individuals have put their best efforts into solving this mystery, with the hope of finding Ben and returning him to his family.  Needless to say there has been no shortage of self-styled ‘psychics’ elbowing their way forward with announcements of their ‘visions’.  Last September, Mr. Uri Geller announced that he was willing to offer the benefits of his own special talents to help the Needham family.  He was not going to charge a fee for this service.

Like everyone else my interest in this case is fuelled by a natural curiosity for unsolved mysteries and a dear wish for Ben to be found.  I have also played a very minor backstage role in the continuing drama around the case.   

Some years ago I was telephoned by, I think, a journalist who asked if hypnosis could be used to assist the memory of witnesses present at the time of Ben’s disappearance.  The enquirer had in mind the possibility that some little details might emerge that had hitherto been unrecalled, perhaps even something that could provide a new lead.  (I think that this enquiry came at the time of intense media interest in the possibility that the ‘Moors Murderer’ Myra Hindley was to undergo hypnosis to see if she could recall where on Saddleworth Moor one the murdered children had been buried.  Nothing ever came of this.)

My memory is very vague about all this now (perhaps I should subject myself to hypnosis) but I am pretty sure that I gave the enquirer the standard answer that there is no good evidence that hypnosis has any unique property that enables it to enhance a person’s memory for specific events.  I may have added that there is now a standardised protocol, called the ‘cognitive interview’, which is based on knowledge that has accumulated on the nature of memory, and which is now used by police and forensic psychologists to attempt to enhance eye-witness testimony. 

Actually, I did hypnosis a disservice: there is no reason why some genuine improvement in memory cannot on occasions be obtained through the use of hypnosis.  The process of ‘contextual reinstatement’ (recalling events in the context in which they occurred) has long been known to facilitate recall.  (For example, you are more likely to do better in an exam if you are tested in the same room in which you revised the material.)  One can reinstate the context through imagination – e.g. ‘Now go back to the last time you had hold of your wallet’ (to help someone locate his lost wallet).  This is the obvious procedure to employ when using hypnosis and there is no reason why it should not sometimes prove frutiful.  However, there is not a great deal of evidence that the basic procedure is more effective when augmented with a hypnotic induction.  An objection to using hypnosis is that occasionally a significant quantity of false material may be elicited in the process, which the person confidently believes to be actual memories.  It may be that, under the same conditions of demand and expectation, these problems arise even when a hypnotic induction is not employed, but this matter need not detain us here.  Whatever the case, practitioners of clinical hypnosis have established a set of procedures that, when used sensibly and sensitively, can assist a person to confront traumatic memories that he or she finds too distressing to contemplate and communicate in the normal way.  But we must still bear in mind that such procedures are not a way of guaranteeing that memories thus elicited are authentic.

That was the end of the matter until some time in late 2000 or early 2001, when I was again telephoned with the same request.  The interested party was a company that makes television documentaries.  From what I could gather they were specifically concerned about one of the witnesses present at the scene of Ben’s disappearance, who was experiencing nightmares relating to the event and was confused about his or her actual memories of that day.  The enquirer was again interested in whether hypnosis could be used to assist the person to recall the events of that day.  There was also the question of whether hypnosis could help resolve his or her distressing symptoms.

I was very busy at the time and I was also very uneasy about the fact that the company wanted to make a television documentary, whereby the sessions of hypnosis would be filmed and showed to a mass audience.  I therefore recommended that the enquirer speak Dr. Michael Berry, a very experienced clinical forensic psychologist at Manchester Metropolitan University, not an expert on hypnosis but someone who is au fait with the cognitive interview procedure and is accustomed to working with producers of television programmes.  

Some time later, I spoke to Dr. Berry.  He had agreed to be involved but felt that the use of hypnosis was indicated in this case.  I therefore recommended a trusted colleague who was very experienced in conducting clinical hypnosis as well treating patients with post-traumatic stress disorder.  This was Mrs. Phyllis Alden, Consultant Clinical Psychologist with South Derbyshire Health Authority.  Dr. Berry would interview and assess the witness (his or her psychological well-being being of overriding importance) and Mrs. Alden would undertake the hypnosis sessions.

Dr. Berry’s work occasionally entails inspecting scenes of alleged crimes and, as a preliminary, he paid a visit to Kos to study the location of Ben’s disappearance.  According to Dr. Berry, the farmhouse is in a very isolated spot up a dirt track that leads to a dead end.  He asked a local to take him to the place and this person lost his way.  Dr. Berry therefore believes that the theory that gypsies arrived on the scene at an opportune moment and abducted Ben is a non-starter.  

The filming of the witness took place over 5 days, the first day being given over to preliminaries, including testing the person’s hypnotic susceptibility.  The location of the filming was in Sheffield and I met up with Mrs. Alden and Dr. Berry one evening to ascertain how things were going and offer any helpful suggestions.  

The subject of the hypnosis was Stephen Needham.  His account was that, following Ben’s disappearance, the Greek police had interrogated him with great forcefulness, virtually accusing him of taking Ben, having an accident in which Ben died, and burying his body.  The experience was so traumatising that he had since suffered from depression, panic attacks and disturbed sleep.  He was also having nightmares of the very activities that the police had suggested to him.  His memory for that day was unusually poor; he had a vague idea that on leaving the farmhouse he had glimpsed Ben playing on his bike, but he could not be sure of the timing of this memory.  

The documentary was duly televised on 20.6.01.  Mrs. Alden has written an account of the sessions with Stephen (‘Yes, there are true memories – aren’t there?’ The International Society of Hypnosis Newsletter, 2002, Volume 26, Issue Two, pp. 12-15).  I watched the programme and she conducted the sessions with commendable skill and sensitivity.  (Whereas in the past it was common to ‘abreact’ patients by persuading them to relive in imagination the full horrors of their trauma until exhaustion set in, nowadays a gentler approach is favoured which aims to minimise the patient’s distress.  One method is to ask him or her first to imagine viewing the event on a screen and to alter the clarity of the picture, turn it off and on, and so on, until he or she is eventually able to focus on the image at full intensity.  The earlier approach is similar to the technique of ‘flooding’, the latter ‘systematic desensitisation’, both used to treat fears and phobias.)

Much of the material not shown was taken up with procedures aimed to help Stephen with his problems.  According to Mrs. Alden, at the end of the 5 days he felt much better – ‘as if a weight had been lifted’.  He recalled details of the day of Ben’s disappearance, which were corroborated, and he recalled that when he drove away from the farmhouse he encountered a truck carrying concrete.  The programme’s director was able to find confirmation of this detail.  (There may be nothing unusual in this: Stephen may at one time have been able to remember all the details that now emerged but the passage of time (10 years) had made recall more effortful.) 

Unfortunately Stephen was unable to retrieve any memories of seeing Ben as he left the farmhouse and rode off.  It emerged that he felt guilty about not looking back as he rode off, as he might have seen something important.  The final session of hypnosis ended when Mrs. Alden asked Stephen to imagine viewing the scene of his departure form the farmhouse from a detached position.  He refused and ended the session himself.  This was obviously a distressing moment for him and, very correctly, Mrs. Alden had made it clear that he should halt the proceedings if things were becoming too much for him.  

I am sure that all readers will hope that one day, by whatever means, Ben will be found and reunited with his mother and family.


LOGIC AND INTUITION

T

his column will be an occasional feature of the Newsletter as long as material is forthcoming.  So if you know of an intriguing puzzle, enigma or paradox that may be of interest to sceptics, please send them to Mike Heap for publication in this column.

The ‘Random Cards’ 

Paradox

The above represents the best title I can come up with at the moment for this nice little puzzle.  Cut a full pack of playing cards (or any even number) into two exact halves.  Turn the top half over, re- combine it with the bottom half and shuffle thoroughly.  Thus we have a pack of 26 face-up cards and 26 face-down cards, randomly mixed.  Again cut the pack into two exact halves, turn the top half over, but this time place it next to the bottom half.  What are the chances that the two half-packs have the same number of face-up cards and the same number of face-down cards?

The answer is on the back page of this Newsletter.  

_______________________________________________________________________

ON THE FRINGE OF THE LONG WHITE CLOUD

By Mark Newbrook

This is a follow-up to Mark’s article ‘Tales from the Big Brown Land’ that appeared in the previous Newsletter.

A

ustralia is not alone in its region in harbouring many fringe thinkers.  Away across the Tasman Sea, the land of the long white cloud seethes with non-standard ideas, many of them relating to its early history.  Like Australia, New Zealand is populated with many nineteenth century ruins and many ruin-like rock formations.  As the Maori engaged in tribal warfare they were often in need of fortifications, and as a sedentary culture they also went in for more building than the Aborigines on a broader front; there are therefore Maori ruins as well.  New Zealand’s diffusionist equivalents of Rex Gilroy (see previous Newsletter) identify some of these artefacts/quasi-artefacts as Egyptian or Phoenician in origin.  

Ross Wiseman

The best known such writer is Ross Wiseman, who combines these claims with a cyclic theory of history.  (See his books or his website http://www.zealand.org.nz/history.htm.  

Of course, by selective treatment of events and causes it is quite easy to see history as cyclic, but the next commentator can equally well see it as cyclic in an altogether different way!  For a relatively sophisticated but still highly contentious version, see John Landon’s World History and the Eonic Effect, also presented on his site http://eonix.8m.com/.)

Wiseman also focuses on allegedly mysterious non-Polynesian artefacts found in New Zealand, such as the ‘Tamil Bell’ kept by a Maori group and a Spanish helmet dredged up out of Wellington Harbour.  Occasional unreported Spanish or Portuguese landings are feasible from the early sixteenth century onwards, and earlier visitors from Asia are not out of the question; but – if genuine – all these items could instead have arrived by way of trade across the western Pacific.  Naturally, however, Wiseman prefers to ascribe them all to pre-seventeenth century voyagers, and he posits extensive settlement and cultural diffusion.

Again like Gilroy, Wiseman and others think they have found Egyptian and Phoenician inscriptions around New Zealand, confirming their views.  But some of these are natural marks on rocks, which they are over-interpreting; others are ‘genuine’ but contain undergraduate-level errors and are surely fakes!

Wiseman’s books are especially prominent in New Zealand shops; but he is only one of a veritable cluster of such writers, mostly amateur enthusiasts with an autodidact’s knowledge (deep or shallow) of some of the relevant disciplines.  Like their Australian counterparts, most of these writers accept a diffusionist account of early history rather like that of the early twentieth century ‘Manchester School’ of archaeology.  

The case of New Zealand is complicated by the awkward fact that there is no long-standing quasi-autochthonous population equivalent to the Australian Aborigines (who have been in the Big Brown Land for at least 60,000 years).  Indeed, there is no unequivocal evidence of any human settlement at all in New Zealand before the arrival of the Maori (and the Moriori) around 800 CE!  The archaeological evidence and traditional tribal genealogies (referring to the arrival from East Polynesia of individual canoes of settlers) agree on this approximate date, and this appears decisive.

Of course, we do not have to believe that all the specific and personal details in the canoe stories are accurate.  Pace Fell and others (see below), the pre-contact Maori were not literate, and oral traditions of this nature, albeit much venerated and preserved in their cultures, can still be distorted over the centuries.  As in Australia, some activists and apologists argue that there has been no such distortion, but their evidence is inadequate and indeed there is some counter-evidence in the form of mutually inconsistent traditions.  (Naturally, even traditional written accounts may also be inaccurate.  The Greeks eventually wrote down the story of the Trojan War and its aftermath, but that does not mean that Odysseus really met a Cyclops, or even existed!)

Some recent radiocarbon dates for Polynesian rat bones do suggest that this mammal, known in the Pacific only as a human commensal, was in New Zealand rather earlier (around the first century CE).  But this interpretation of the rather messy sites in question, while regarded as definitely ‘in the frame’, is disputed.  In any case, the odd isolated earlier landfall by Polynesian voyagers would not count as a lost society, still less a civilisation ignored by orthodox scholarship.  Such visitors may have been storm-driven or exploring the unknown seas.  They may have died on site, quickly or much later, unable to return home (irreparable canoe damage, no resources to hand for building new canoes, etc); or they may have fixed their canoes, replenished their supplies and left.  There is no evidence at all of a proper settlement or a breeding population.  And of course an additional 800 years of Maori settlement would not satisfy the real fringe in any case.

Despite diffusionist claims to the contrary, there is actually no real ‘mystery’ about the New Zealand Polynesians.  Their cultures and languages are squarely Eastern Polynesian, and the onus of proof is very much upon anyone who tries to claim otherwise.  The location of the overall Polynesian homeland known to the Maori as Hawaiiki has not been determined but was probably further west (see below).  The only real issue is the precise historical and cultural relationship between the Maori and the Moriori (most of the few remaining identifying Moriori live in the Chatham Islands, well clear of the mainland).  This issue is complicated by its political dimensions and in any case it is difficult; but for non-Polynesianists it is a matter of detail.  (See below for political aspects of the larger issues.)

Part of the motivation for non-standard diffusionist positions involves reluctance to accept that a country as large as New Zealand could have remained undiscovered and uninhabited until the Polynesians began to arrive around 800 CE.  There is in fact no reason why New Zealand should have been reached before this, although of course it is possible that such voyages occurred but left no traces (compare the rats!).  As will be seen, writers who do reject the mainstream position may settle their worries by positing either a deeper-time Polynesian past (sometimes involving the re-writing of Polynesian history more generally) or earlier non-Polynesian populations (or both).

Thor Heyerdahl

Another factor is the popularity in New Zealand and in the Pacific generally of the work of the late Thor Heyerdahl, who demonstrated that certain trans-oceanic voyages would have been possible in ancient times (but not that they actually occurred).  Heyerdahl was a better sailor than he was an anthropologist, but he went on to argue that many cultural traits had diffused westwards across the Pacific to Polynesia from South America (in some cases having arrived there from further east).  There is some reason to believe that there must have been some transpacific contact, probably Polynesians reaching South America and returning; the presence of the kumara in Polynesia is otherwise problematic.  But the genetic evidence strongly suggests East Asian origins for the Polynesian population, and there is no good evidence of significant cultural or linguistic diffusion.  Heyerdahl’s own historical linguistics was always amateurish - despite some tentative support for his general standpoint from qualified linguists such as Cyrus Gordon and Mary Ritchie Key who seem to have relaxed their standards of proof and should have known better.  And his views on other historical and archaeological issues became wilder and wilder (and even less well supported from data) towards the end.  (Just before his death he was associated with some very bizarre claims about early Finland.)

Martin Doutre

One of the best-known (if implausible) non-standard accounts of early New Zealand is that of Martin Doutre, an American who now lives in New Zealand.  Doutre’s book Ancient Celtic New Zealand and his website http://www.celticnz.co.nz/ argue for a hyper-diffusionist view of early New Zealand history involving not so much Egyptian or Phoenician expeditions as early voyages by ‘Celts’ and members of other Eurasian groups as far as the Shaky Isles.  He offers evidence of various kinds.

In respect of my own main area of expertise, it must be said that Doutre’s linguistics is of the usual fringe type: straight out of the eighteenth century.  The method involves the impressionistic comparison of pairs/sets of isolated, unsystematically and superficially similar linguistic forms.  Few amateurs realise that we have known since the late nineteenth century that this approach is utterly unreliable. Specifically, Doutre makes some vague, loose claims about links between Maori (Polynesian?), Egyptian and languages of the Americas and Celtic Europe.  He also has some very casual references to the claims of earlier fringe writers, notably Fell (see again below) on alleged Numidian script in New Zealand; but mostly he does not even name his sources!  In places he is just impressionistic (he talks about how things ‘feel’).  Some of the words which he cites as related actually have known etymologies and are definitely unrelated.  His linguistic material, at least, can safely be ignored.
Doutre was good enough to post my remarks to this effect, and he also directed his readers to a mainstream web page and asked the page’s author which of us was right (answer: ‘Newbrook’).  But he was clearly uninterested in being seriously enlightened (happy enough to continue spouting his ideas, though!).  And many of his secondary sources are themselves dated or fringe.  The most entertaining of these is Edward Tregear’s 1885 book purporting to prove that Maori is close to Sanskrit and that the Maori and other Polynesians are really ‘Aryans’ who migrated there from Europe via India.  Tregear’s linguistics was dated even by 1885 standards, and you know you are on the fringe when he starts deriving Maori verbs from the names of the associated animals, not themselves found in New Zealand.  For example, kauika ‘lie in a heap’ is said to be derived from Sanskrit gaus (‘cow’; cognate with the English word); the reference is to dung!  But recent fringe writers, notably Brailsford (see below), are still practising this kind of ‘philology’ today!

Like Wiseman, Doutre identifies ancient inscriptions in Eurasian languages in New Zealand.  In fact, he is now in league with ‘Viewzone’, the American-based group of several fringe writers which promotes the idea that ancient inscriptions (definite or putative) found around the world constitute a ‘world alphabet’ that was used between 8000 and 4000 years ago, i.e. earlier than almost any known writing system (see previous Newsletter).  The most extreme of these writers is Gene Matlock, who believes in an extreme diffusionist model of early history involving an Indian/Hindu source.  (See my reviews of his crazy books on Amazon.com.)  Matlock and Doutre – together with an ethnically Hungarian diffusionist and catastrophist called Zoltan Simon who seeks to reform historical linguistics without having any real understanding of the subject – had a discussion on Doutre’s website about how bad I am and how ‘antediluvian’ my views are!  (I have an Amazon review of Zoltan Simon’s main book as well, if anyone is interested.)

Doutre’s non-linguistic evidence (much of it highly dubious) is mostly archaeological, and archaeoastronomy is his own main area of interest: he finds striking mathematical similarities between large-scale New Zealand monolithic structures (not all of which are recognised as such by the mainstream) and European equivalents (Stonehenge etc).  But this is a notoriously fraught area; some alignments are obviously real, but there are so very many measurements involved in such cases that it is easy to find patterns if one wishes to do so (witness the huge fringe literature on these matters).

Barry Brailsford
Then there is Barry Brailsford, who was a mainstream archaeologist of some distinction but went feral after supposedly becoming enlightened by contact with Maori elders.  He and his followers use the name Waitaha for their supposed ancient civilisation and for those such as themselves (whether or not connected with the Maori) who now honour it and revive its practices.  This is very confusing, given that the term has a more specific uncontroversial reference to one of the main South Island Maori tribal groups.  

In the mid 1990s, Brailsford’s big book Song Of The Waitaha was distributed to all schools in the country in an attempt to take over the education of the young about early New Zealand.  It is now difficult to find a copy, but smaller books by Brailsford do circulate.  He is cited as including linguistic evidence in his material, so I wrote to him asking him either to sell me the big book (no go; they have none to spare) or provide a summary of his linguistic claims.  One of his followers responded with a one-page email containing claims similar to those of Tregear (see above) and one wholly unsurprising (but still unreferenced!) claim about early Maori.  I asked for more details and comment, but I received only a generalised rant from Brailsford himself, accusing me of inability to appreciate the indigenous non-scientific path to deep truths and also of arrogance in asking for evidence in support of the empirical claims made by Maori elders and by the Dalai Lama - who reportedly endorses Brailsford’s ideas about ancient links between Tibet and New Zealand (shades of Tregear!).  I responded, indicating that I had no wish to engage in a general debate but merely to obtain relevant details.  But I gather that I should count myself lucky to have got any response at all from the big guru of the Waitaha.  (Doutre accepts Brailsford’s main ideas, so his version of early New Zealand history is complex, with very early Maori settlers mixing with the Celts!)

Joan Leaf

Another interesting figure is Joan Leaf, a New Zealand amateur historian and genealogist who is in agreement with Doutre in accepting the idea of a prehistoric world civilisation featuring a mixed Polynesian/ non-Polynesian culture based in the South Island.  Leaf regards orally transmitted stories and genealogies as very reliable, but her books do not require academic responses because she presents her account as a narrative without any references or notes on archaeological or other evidence.  In one of her books she incorporates Churchward’s lost continent Mu, the motherland of humanity sunk beneath the Pacific!  Africa itself was first settled by Muvians, she claims.  She even accepts Churchward’s old one about the Greek alphabet as recited being really a poem in Mayan!  She thinks Mayan was the language of Mu and hence the ancestral language of humanity.  (What, not Sanskrit?!  Her nineteenth century hero Tregear traced even Maori to Sanskrit!)  Leaf is an old lady who by all accounts is very sweet and has led a fine bicultural life in Northland; sadly, she risks making herself into a laughing-stock.  But she struggles to deal with critical comments and is mercifully unlikely to have much influence.

Bryan Mitchell

There is also a website (http://www.kilts.co.nz/mhorruairidh.htm) promoting the idea that there was Scots Gaelic settlement of New Zealand well before the eighteenth century!  This is part of a diffusionist scenario that resembles Brailsford’s in general terms but is utterly opposed to his ideas in that it minimises the positive influence of the Maori.  The author, Bryan Mitchell, accuses contemporary Maori of inconsistency in denying that some unearthed human remains and artefacts involve their own ancestors but still claiming control over them and thus blocking analysis (shades of Kow Swamp in Victoria, or Kennewick Man!).  Mitchell, along with Doutre and others, believes that this involves a conspiracy involving Maori activists, politicians and academics, aimed at hindering the study of what they regard as strong evidence for pre-Maori settlement in New Zealand.

Mitchell’s view is certainly exaggerated, although it is arguably true that it has become ‘politically incorrect’ to dispute the mainstream view that New Zealand was uninhabited until the Polynesians arrived.  On the other hand, this is just what the evidence (reasonably interpreted and bar a few pieces of rogue data which could involve errors) appears to suggest - unfortunately for both Brailsford and Mitchell.  

One well-documented possible exception is the case of those rat bones – but as we have seen the deep-time interpretation is contentious and would have limited impact even if it were confirmed.  Another celebrated case is that of the ‘Kaimanawa Wall’, a rock formation in the central North Island which mainstream scholars regard as natural but which Doutre et al. think is part of a major early building, probably non-Maori.  See: http://www.pyramids.co.nz/KaiW.htm
http://www.science-frontiers.com/sf107/sf107p00.htm, http://www.science-frontiers.com/sf110/sf110p02.htm, 

As well as those graves there is a case involving ruins in the Waipoua Forest in Northland (north of Auckland).  At http://www.celticnz.co.nz/embargo_saga.html Doutre (again supported by Mitchell) offers an account of archaeological activities and decisions surrounding Waipoua imputing a politically motivated conspiracy to suppress evidence of a non-Maori past.  But as usual the case for a genuine conspiracy appears overstated, to say the very least!

In respect of evidence which favours his own view specifically, Mitchell adumbrates that he can provide a list of Maori place names from Northland which are in fact Gaelic-derived; but so far he has failed to do so.  He knows a little linguistics in a rather amateurish way, but his philology is of the usual fringe brand.  He also talks about atrocities perpetrated by the Maori, refers to God several times and in fact seems to regard the archaeological mainstream and the New Zealand authorities as not only biased in favour of the Maori but also ‘un-Godly’!

Alan Sneath

The most moderate of the diffusionists is Alan Seath, now self-exiled in Tasmania because he rejects negative reactions to his ideas by New Zealand academics and regards them as unfair.  But Seath has no time for the Doutres and the Leafs either.  He himself clearly knows his astronomy, and his own claims (astronomers in New Zealand in 2225 BCE) are based on his archaeo-astronomical work and inevitably are not supported by texts or artefacts from the period.  They are more solid than Doutre’s, but on the evidence I have seen so far (more to come) I am not at all convinced.  And, although Seath's forthcoming diffusionist book on NZ looks as if it will be relatively sober, any supporting use of linguistic data, specifically, will be unsatisfactory in the usual way (although after much discussion I was able to persuade him that some of the methods he had been using were unreliable).  Like many amateurs, Seath had located the erudite fringe and the works of the qualified mavericks much more readily than the authoritative mainstream.
Barry Fell

We cannot leave New Zealand without referring to Barry Fell, the late English-born academic biologist and hyper-diffusionist fringe epigraphist who casts a very long shadow in both New Zealand and the USA.  As noted, Fell claimed to have identified Numidian script in New Zealand, but no one outside his ‘school’ of followers accepts the identification.  He also claimed to have deciphered the famous (and much ‘deciphered’) Phaistos Disk, found at the site of that name in Crete, as a mix of Anatolian and Polynesian!  And in fact he saw philological and epigraphic connections in very many places where modern methods and theories would suggest there are none.  Fell is still a guru for people like Doutre, perhaps second only to Heyerdahl, and unfortunately his views are still being promulgated by his son Julian – and also by Lyndon LaRouche and his followers.

And finally…

On a rather different front, matters are also afoot in New Zealand involving a man who claims (rather like my Victorian psychic friend) to channel ancient languages that he has not learned.  I am working with New Zealand Skeptics on this case.

Of course, Elvish has also been heard in New Zealand of late, as well as Orcish, chanted by 30,000 at the cricket in Wellington for the benefit of someone called Peter Jackson.  But this may possibly not be deemed truly mysterious!

Acknowledgment

In commenting on these various proposals, I’ve obtained some excellent help from New Zealand-based archaeologists and from Vicki Hyde (New Zealand Skeptics).

The ‘Random Cards’ Paradox: Answer

T

he answer is 100%.  One of the beauties of this puzzle is that the answer defies one’s immediate intuition.  No matter how thoroughly you shuffle the pack and ‘randomise’ the face-up and face-down cards, you always end up with the same number in the two halves of the pack!

Even readers with only a passing acquaintance with statistical theory will acknowledge that the calculation of probability is often more an exercise in logic than mathematics.  Yet one’s immediate reaction to the puzzle may be that the answer requires the construction of a complex equation that is best left to statisticians.  In fact, another beauty of this puzzle is that the logic or, if one chooses, algebra required to solve it could hardly be simpler.  

Although we say that the order of the face-up and face-down cards is ‘random’, we must still remember that their original numbers are identical and equal to half the pack which is also the number of cards in the two piles that we are left with.  Likewise the number of original face-up and face-down cards remains the same.  The twist (literally) in the puzzle is that half their total is reversed and constitutes the turned-over half of the pack.  (This gibberish should make sense if or when the reader has given his or her thought to the problem.).  

Readers may be more familiar with a related puzzle.  From a glass of wine transfer a teaspoonful to a glass of water, mix, and transfer a teaspoonful of the mixture back to the glass of wine.  Is there more wine in the water or water in the wine?  Again, the answer is that the two quantities are identical.  Many years ago I introduced this puzzle to a fellow psychologist who pronounced it to be ‘a striking example of conservation’.  He was referring to Jean Piaget’s concept of conservation: in the earliest years of life we learn that certain properties of the material world, such as number, volume and weight, are conserved even when other properties, such as height, width and length, change. Maybe ‘conservation of a high order’ is a more apt description.

I have not yet used this puzzle for demonstration purposes but it has merit, I think as a way of demonstrating aspects of the scientific method.  For example, you might first produce several packs of, say, 20 cards each and ask some members of the audience to perform the experiment a number of times.  Hence the ‘law’ is derived by the simple process of ‘induction by enumeration’.  The drawback of this method can then be discussed: how many observations do you need to be sure the law is correct?  It may be for example that the number of face-up and face down cards is the same on 999 times out of 1,000 occasions.  Now you prove the law by deduction from the rules of logic or mathematics.  Or, you could deduce the law first and then demonstrate it empirically. 

I derived the ‘random cards paradox’ from the description of a party trick that readers may like to try.  Put on a blindfold and have someone spread on a table an even number of coins (say 12), half heads-up and half (naturally) tails-up.  The challenge is to make two piles of coins with the same number of heads and the same number of tails in each.  Simply draw half the coins to one side, turning each one over.

P.S.  Since completing this little piece I came across the puzzle, in slightly altered form, while flicking through Martin Gardener’s Mathematical Puzzles and Diversions, Penguin Books, 1965 (Chapter 10).   

The Fifth World Skeptics Congress, Padua, Italy, October 8-10, 2004

At the time of writing, the congress website <http://www.cicap.org/congress/> is still not providing for the downloading of registration forms.  The congress is organised by CICAP (the Italian Committee for the Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal) and CSICOP.  The programme starts on Friday morning with opening addresses by Professor Steno Ferluga of CICAP and Professor Paul Kurtz of CSICOP.  Congress symposia include ‘Parapsychology and skeptics: is dialogue possible?’; ‘Hoaxes, fakes and myths’; ‘Investigating mysteries’; ‘Magic and the psychology of deception’; ‘Alternative medicine can be hazardous to your health!’; and ‘What future for skepticism’.  Speakers with whom readers will be familiar include Willem Betz, Barry Beyerstein, Edzard Ernst, Chris French, Robert Morris, Joe Nickell, Massimo Polidoro, James Randi, Wally Sampson, Amardeo Sarma, and Richard Wiseman.
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