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FROM THE ASKE CHAIRMAN
Michael Heap

O

n a certain day, almost forty years ago, I was waiting to be served in a sweet shop in Rawtenstall, a mill town, as it was then described, in Lancashire. The woman in front of me paid for her purchases and ended her conversation with the shopkeeper with the words ‘Scientists! It’ll rain, just you see!’ 
The date was July 16th 1969, and NASA was about to launch Apollo 11, the spaceship that would transport the first human beings to the Moon.  

It seemed to me unreasonable, to say the least, that a spaceship taking off in Florida would cause rain to fall in Lancashire, over 5,000 miles away, on the same day. But that was this lady’s main concern when it came to the Apollo Moon Mission. 

At that time I was doing a vacation job in the local Parks and Cemeteries Department. The Moon Mission was a regular topic of conversation amongst the workmen and we were all pretty much captivated. Interestingly, many of the these men had seen active service during the War and for no good reason, so it seemed to me, expressed some strong anti-American sentiments. In particular there were two conflicting complaints: one was that America should have joined us earlier than 1941, the other that they should have kept out of Europe altogether and ‘left it to the British to finish Hitler off’. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were some individuals who espoused either points of view depending on what company they were in. 

Especially vocal on this subject was Harry, a strange man who had in the past campaigned for the Communist Party but at a later stage had done something of an about turn and decided that all the ills of the nation were due to the education of the working classes, night school (‘f***ing neet school’) being a particular target for his venom.

I think I can still recite Harry’s tirade about the American soldiers he encountered when in the army during the War. It started off ‘F***ing Yanks! Their ´eads were so stuffed up with ´ow good their own country were, they’d never ´eard o´ Lancashire’ and the rest was 75% expletives.

In fact Harry had indirectly put his finger on the crucial point. Like many of his generation, it was Harry’s head that had been so stuffed up with how good his country was that he expected everyone else to have heard of Lancashire. It took some time for it to dawn on him (if it ever did) and the rest of us that we weren’t top dog anymore – it was America. Even as Harry spoke, Mr Harold Wilson, who six years earlier had spoken of the ‘Britain that is going to be forged in the white heat of this revolution’ was busy managing our national decline. And the reality was that it was the Americans and Russians who were, in the main, responsible for ‘finishing Hitler off’, and all but ending fascism in Europe. Thanks to America also, we eventually, saw off communism too.  
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The Moon Mission was not without its critics in the UK. The historian Mr A.J.P. Taylor, declared on television that it was all a fuss over nothing and of no historical consequence (‘the biggest non-event of my lifetime’) and his friend Mr Malcolm Muggeridge opined that, as a human achievement, it came nowhere near the verses of Mr T.S. Elliot. Many people, myself included, held that money spent on sending people to the Moon would be better used to help alleviate world poverty and famine. On the other hand, a supporter of the mission was, naturally, the popular astronomer Mr Patrick Moore, who argued that because spaceships have to travel through radiation and radiation is used to treat cancer, spending money on space travel would help patients suffering from cancer. 

Whatever the case, there are certain things that cannot be disputed about the Apollo Moon Mission (unless, like some people, you think the whole thing was a hoax). It was, to be sure, a triumph for the American people and their leaders, but also a triumph for humankind, a stunning demonstration of what men and women are capable of achieving when they work together. For once, people all over the planet were able to share a collective sense of awe and wonder at a historical event that wasn’t a war or the imminence of war, or the detonation of a weapon of mass destruction, or the assassination of a world leader, or a great natural disaster. It was something positive and exciting. There was no anger or bitterness; nobody was threatened and nobody got hurt. And, of course, it was, and remains, a triumph for science
So, on that day 39 years ago, three men set off on their journey to the Moon. And – for once – it didn’t rain in Lancashire.

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

LOGIC AND INTUITION

W

hat better entertainment for a cold winter’s evening than solving an intriguing mystery! So, pour yourself a glass of your favourite beverage, pull your chair up to the fire, settle down, and see if you can solve: 

The Mystery of the Gold and Silver Coins

It was with a somewhat incongruous mixture of sadness and surprise that I read in my alumnus newsletter of the recent death of Professor Srini Ramachandran: sadness because, as a tutor in my undergraduate years and later as my research supervisor, I always regarded him with great respect; surprise because I had not heard of him for quite a number of years and I had assumed that he was long since deceased, not least because he was – how shall I put it - notoriously fond of the good life. 

___________________________

He was once a finalist in BBC’s Mastermind contest, his specialist subject on that occasion being ‘The Life and Times of Franz Anton Mesmer’.

___________________________

He was, as his obituarist described him, a fascinating and complex man. I always wondered what had drawn him to his specialty, the curious hybrid discipline of mathematical and statistical psychology. It is true that he was frequently described as ‘a mathematical genius’, but he also gained respect as an authority on the early disciples of Sigmund Freud and his book Zen and Jung, though little read now, was widely acclaimed in the 70s. He was once a finalist in BBC’s Mastermind contest, his specialist subject on that occasion being ‘The Life and Times of Franz Anton Mesmer’. He did indeed practise hypnotism and, at least once a year, was called upon to give a lecture and demonstration on this subject to the university’s Psychological Society. Some said he had ‘a dark side’. He certainly had an interest in occultism, though I always disagreed with those who put it about that he actually engaged in such practices, whatever that was supposed to mean. His artistic tastes were evident in his fine collections of paintings and porcelain, and his knowledge of Italian opera was second to none. 

Professor Ramachandran’s obituary rekindled the memory of a weekend, many years ago, when a handful of his erstwhile postgraduate students, myself included, were guests at his house, an ancient rambling edifice situated in a remote part of central Wales. It was the week before Christmas and he had invited us all to stay from Friday to Sunday, during which time we discussed our current research endeavours, went on long walks, ate a great deal of food, and drank copious amounts of alcoholic liquor. Professor Ramachandran, who was at that time in semi-retirement, was a very generous host.

___________________________

He lived alone, his third wife, like his first two, having decided some years ago that his last ‘indiscretion’ was one too many.

___________________________

By the time Sunday teatime had arrived I was the one remaining guest and was waiting for my brother and his wife to collect me: they were driving up from Bristol on their way home. Unfortunately, the weather had closed in and it had started to snow. I was not surprised when the telephone rang and my brother announced that, on account of the driving conditions, he and his wife had done a U-turn and were making their way back to Bristol.  

Professor Ramachandran was more than happy to extend his hospitality to me for as many days as was necessary – only one as it turned out. He lived alone, his third wife, like his first two, having decided some years ago that his last ‘indiscretion’ was one too many. He was assisted in the upkeep of his house and garden by a retired couple from a nearby village and they were happy to cook an extra meal that evening.

After dinner my host invited me into his study, a beautiful oak-panelled room, lavishly furnished with fine antiques and richly decorated with oriental artworks and expensive looking paintings. Exotic rugs and carpets were strewn about the floor and a log fire was ablaze in the hearth while outside, the howling wind flung snowflakes in droves against the leaded panes of the mullioned windows. I accepted Professor Ramachandran’s offer of a glass of French brandy – no doubt the finest - but did not join him in one of his prized Havana cigars. 

___________________________

After opening the safe he stepped back and invited me to look inside. Clearly visible were three black velvet bags.

___________________________

We talked for a while about my aspirations in academia for the year ahead and then suddenly he said, ‘I want to show you something’. He went to his desk, took a key from one of the drawers, and walked over to the fireplace. Above the mantelpiece was a large oil painting of a distinguished looking gentleman dressed in military costume and wearing a turban, perhaps, I thought, Professor Ramachandran’s father or grandfather. Releasing a catch under one side of the frame, he swung open the picture to reveal a safe. After opening the safe he stepped back and invited me to look inside. Clearly visible were three black velvet bags. 

‘You see these bags’, he said. ‘One of then contains only gold coins and one only silver coins and in the third bag there is an equal number of gold and silver coins. Would you like to pick out the one you think contains the gold and silver coins?  

I hesitated, suspecting there was a subtle clue that revealed which was the bag in question. Then, for no obvious reason, I opted for the middle one.

‘Take it out and bring it over here’, he said, gesturing towards his desk. 

I lifted out the bag and was immediately surprised by its weight. I am quite sure that the coins it contained were authentic: my host was a man of considerable wealth. 

Having placed the bag on the desk I was invited to sit down and Professor Ramachandran sat across the desk from me. ‘Now my friend’, he said, nursing his brandy glass in his hand, ‘What do you suppose is the probability that there are both gold and silver coins in this bag?’

Again I hesitated, the question being so simple that once more I suspected there was something subtle enough to have evaded me for the moment. Eventually I replied, ‘Obviously one in three’. 

My host drew on his cigar and then said, ‘OK, why don’t you take out one of the coins?’

The bag was tied loosely enough for me to push my hand inside and take hold of one of the coins. As I withdrew it Professor Ramachandran placed his hand on the back of mine so I could not see the coin. 

‘Don’t look at it for the moment’, he said. ‘Now, what do you think is the probability that there are coins in the bag different from the one you are holding?’

The simplicity of these questions from a man of such mathematical brilliance had the effect of making me feel more than a little confused and I was aware that I was taking an inordinate length of time to reply. Eventually I said, ‘Well, it’s obviously the same as before – one in three’. 

‘Think again my friend’ replied Professor Ramchandran leaning forward with an intense expression on his face. ‘Suppose the coin in your hand is a gold one. What’s the probability now that there are coins in the bag that are different from that coin?’  

‘Oh, well.’ I said. ‘Obviously we have eliminated the bag containing only silver coins. So the probability now drops to one in two – all gold or gold plus silver.’

‘And suppose….’, Professor Ramanchandran continued, leaning forward a little further and once more touching the back of my hand. ‘And suppose that the coin you are now holding is a silver one?’

Was it the brandy I had consumed or the heavy smoke from Professor Ramachandran’s cigar that was making me feel so strangely detached? Surely my thinking had gone wrong somewhere? Yet I felt compelled to answer, ‘In that case it can’t be the bag with only gold coins. So it’s one in two again - all silver or gold and silver’. 

___________________________

If this were all true, something about the world I knew would never be the same again. But surely it wasn’t true, it couldn’t be true?  ___________________________

Professor Ramchandran leaned forward even further and he fixed me with what I can only describe as ‘a hypnotic stare’. I was vaguely aware that behind him, the snow was settling in patches on the leaded windowpanes. Then, with a smile and in a gentle, intimate voice, he said, ‘And so my friend, you started out with a one-in-three chance of choosing the bag with the gold and silver coins. You take out one of the coins and, without even looking at it, your chance improves to one in two’. 

By now my awareness was merely defined by the Professor’s last words to me and what they implied. Except that I didn’t know quite what they did imply, other than the fact that, if this were all true, something about the world I knew would never be the same again. But surely it wasn’t true, it couldn’t be true?  

I managed to mutter the words, ‘That’s incredible!’ 

And the next thing that I remember was becoming aware of my outstretched hand hovering over a black velvet bag, having just dropped a coin into it without knowing whether it was gold or silver and Professor Ramachandran leaning back in his chair, beaming triumphantly in front of an empty brandy glass and an ashtray containing the squashed end of a large cigar. And amazingly, behind all this, my view of the night through the window was now all but obscured by snow! 

‘My dear friend’, Professor Ramachandran said at length, ‘You look a little pale. I think you could do with another glass of brandy’.

‘Yes’, I murmured, ‘I think I could’. 

Can you solve The Mystery of the gold and Silver Coins? When you think you have done, go to page 7 for:

The Dénouement

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________

ONE OF US

A

t the time of preparing this Newsletter there is much in the media about the absurd and unfounded belief that drinking lots of bottled water, as opposed to tap water, is good for one’s health despite being a costly fad and having adverse effects on the environment. 

Just this week, BBC’s Panorama featured an exposé of the bottled water industry and its claims.  

According to Tom Heap (the BBC’s Rural Affairs correspondent), ‘Back in the 70s we drank hardly any bottled water……We drink 200 times as much bottled water today as we did back then and the market in Britain is worth close to £2 billion’. Sales of mineral water have been doubling every five years. More than two billion litres are now sold.  But while a litre of bottled water will cost about £1, the same price will buy 10,000 litres of mains-fed water. The environmental cost of bottled water is also high. A litre of one of the leading French mineral waters generates up to 600 times more carbon dioxide than a litre of Thames tap water.

___________________________

The World Wide Fund for Nature argued strongly that bottled water is not only environmentally unfriendly but also a waste of money.
___________________________

This is hardly news. In 2001 research at the University of Geneva showed that, at that time, bottled water sold for up to 1,000 times the price of tap water, even thought the quality was often no better. In 50% of cases the only difference is that bottled water has added minerals and salts, which do not actually mean the water is healthier. The World Wide Fund for Nature argued strongly that bottled water is not only environmentally unfriendly but also a waste of money. 

According to the environment minister, Mr Phil Woolas, ‘It borders on being morally unacceptable to spend hundreds of millions of pounds on bottled water when we have pure drinking water, and at the same time one of the crises that is facing the world is the supply of water.

‘There are many countries in the world who unfortunately haven’t got pure tap water. We should be concentrating our efforts on putting that right.’ Some of the most expensive bottled mineral water comes from Fiji; yet 1 in 3 Fijians does not have access to safe tap water.

All of this came as challenge to the collective prejudices of Mr Dominic Lawson of the Independent (19.2.08). Not one who wishes to be heard supporting any government minister who gives advice on what people should eat or drink, nor someone who has much sympathy for the doctrine of anthropogenic global warming, he nevertheless wishes to distance himself from the health fad industry. So his line is to recommend not drinking water at all. He says, ‘It is taken as an indisputable truth that anyone who has a proper regard for his or her health will drink eight glasses of water a day. As Rose Shapiro notes in her new book, Suckers (Ed. – ‘Suckers: How Alternative Medicine Makes Fools of Us All’, Harvill Secker, £11.99), the bottled drink industry has warmly endorsed the ludicrous pseudo-medical fad which suggests that we are at great risk of dangerous levels of dehydration unless we spend much of our day glugging down water….The truth is that if you have a normal diet incorporating fruit and vegetables – not to mention plenty of tea or coffee – then you don’t actually need to drink any water at all, bottled or otherwise. I have this on the best authority - from my own doctor. Dr Peter Wheeler tells me that “I hardly ever have a drink of water. What would be the point? I get all the hydration I need from what I eat”’.

Well, I’m not really qualified to comment on these assertions but I have heard many medical doctors saying the same.  

There are various heroes and villains in this story, but I would like to nominate Mr Woolas as ‘One of Us’. It’s not often that we hear a politician expressing a clear opinion about an important but essentially non-political matter, and basing what he says on an evaluation of the scienitifc evidence.  

Note from the Editor: Readers are invited to send extracts from newspapers, magazines, etc. in which the writer gives a readable sceptical critique of a topic of interest to members of ASKE or, conversely, in which the person hasn’t a clue what he or she is talking about.

HERE WE GO INTO THE 16TH CENTURY

Swiftsure
A lady I know recently told me that psychics solve crimes for the police. In her mind it is routine for police forces all over the world to consult and even ‘call upon’ psychics to resolve otherwise unsolvable murders, disappearances and anything else you can think of. As she said to me, ‘They wouldn’t put it on the television if it wasn’t true!’

___________________________

Challenging a person’s beliefs with mere facts backed up with overwhelming evidence and logical argument is nothing more than a futile gesture.
___________________________

Now, try explaining to such a person that those TV shows are heavily stage-managed and carefully edited to give a severely biased view for its target audience of gullible believers. Personally, I seldom bother; it is a very easy way to lose friends. Challenging a person’s beliefs with mere facts backed up with overwhelming evidence and logical argument is nothing more than a futile gesture. 
But things are getting worse. You expect to see nonsense like Most Haunted, and Psychic Detectives on Living TV, but now the same lunacy is invading television channels that one used to rely on for serious programming. In particular, Discovery Science is now regularly screening a growing number of psychic-based shows masquerading as serious documentaries.

Castle Ghosts, for instance, features stories of various haunted venues, complete with psychic mediums, who supposedly investigate and solve mysterious ghostly activity. And while this is going on, the narrator solemnly intones a commentary that has no hint of criticism. 

Similarly with A Haunting: this is a programme that uses dramatic reconstructions of alleged hauntings where actors re-enact supposed true events of particularly horrifying and traumatic ghost activity. And again this is accompanied by an entirely uncritical and serious-sounding narration. This is Discovery Science, remember. And if you go to their web site you can even purchase this drivel on DVD.

There are others, of course, but when I see Sensing Murder, all I can sense is a load of old cobblers. One programme even described one of the spirit mediums as ‘an expert psychic for law enforcement’. 

Although Discovery Science still shows some excellent documentaries, I think we should all be worried that the Science Channel is on course to become the Pseudoscience Channel. It is one thing for some people to believe that Coronation Street is real (and some do), but for psychic nonsense to be promoted on an otherwise serious documentary channel, this can only fuel people’s notions that psychics are real. ‘It’s on the Science Channel, so it must be true’. 

___________________________

I think we should all be worried that the Science Channel is on course to become the Pseudoscience Channel.
___________________________
One can only assume that this increasing wave of garbage is a lucrative venture for Discovery. The big problem is that while sceptics are trying to promote rational thinking and a more scientific outlook, the people we expect to support that viewpoint are the very ones who seem to be leading us back into a Middle Ages mindset.

It looks as though the fight for rationality just got harder.
( Call for Contributions

If you have attended a conference or presentation, watched a programme, or read an article or book that would be of interest to readers, why not write a review of this, however brief, for the Sceptical Adversaria or the Skeptical Intelligencer?  Or would you like to take over one of the regular features in the Adversaria?

SKEPTICS’ CORNER

A Séance in Guildford

I

n a recent posting on the ASKE email discussion network, Max Blumberg described to us his experience of attending a séance in Guildford, Surrey entitled ‘A charity demonstration of clairvoyance’.

The event was held in aid of Macmillan Cancer Support and the organisers announced ‘There’s something for everyone in this special evening of clairvoyance – whether you’re looking for comfort or are just plain curious, these evenings are great fun and it’s all in a good cause. Bring your friends and sceptics are welcome!’ 

___________________________

They explained at the outset that there needed to be a ‘lot of love’ for it to work. ___________________________

One of the mediums, Angela was a nursing sister of 25 years’ standing and is described as one of the excellent mediums, lecturers and tutors at The College of Psychic Studies in South Kensington, London. The other, Henry, has been a professional chef for 15 years.  Angela and Henry work in the Spiritualist Churches on the ‘platform’.

According to Max:

There were about 30 people, mean age about 55, s.d. about 10.

Two mediums on the stage took turns. They explained at the outset that there needed to be a ‘lot of love’ for it to work. I believe this allows them to say that any sceptics who interrupt or disagree are showing ‘non-love’. Good tactic.

The procedure was that one of them would point to an individual in the audience and say they were getting a message from someone e.g. ‘a short smartly dressed man in a waistcoat who says you must take more care of yourself and not just others’. This particular example was directed at a middle-aged woman in a village in middle-England who had probably sacrificed most of her life to others. Barnum would have cheered. Sadly for the medium, the woman could think of no short men with waistcoats who had died. ‘It must be an uncle you don’t know then’ said the medium. Ah! Of course, obvious when you think about it. 

One point of interest was that one of the mediums correctly guessed that a guy in the audience, a long-haired ‘hippy surfer-type’ had a dead friend who had once taken drugs. Only once I thought to myself?! According to the medium, this dead friend also wore a white wristband. This was actually remarkable since apparently the guy had worn such a band. However at the pub afterwards, the surfer told me that the medium knows his girlfriend really well (that’s how she came to hold the séance at that village) and the story of their wristbands is rather well known. The reading may have been a bit warm then.

Overall, the medium said she’d never had such a bad evening and apparently those who’d seen her before agreed she was usually much better. She concluded by telling us that the reason it didn’t work is that because it was in a hall and unlike her spiritualist church, the hall lacked music and features to create ‘atmosphere’. Was that a blatant admission that the effect is primarily about cognitive set? Sounded like it to me. 

___________________________

She concluded by telling us that the reason it didn’t work is that because it was in a hall and unlike her spiritualist church, the hall lacked music and features to create ‘atmosphere’. ___________________________

Finally, what amazed me was how she *didn’t* exploit opportunities. For example one man said ‘No, I don’t know anyone who often wore gold earrings, but my mum did wear silver a lot’. ‘No’ said our medium, ‘They are definitely gold’ thereby throwing out an opportunity that John Edmonds et al would have thanked their lucky stars for. Perhaps she is a silly medium? Or really believes the voices in her head?’

_________________________________________________________________

OF INTEREST

Programme of seminars at the Anomalistic Psychology Research Unit, Goldsmith’s College London

Seminars are held on Tuesdays at 4:10 pm in Room 309, Richard Hoggart Building, Goldsmiths, University of London, New Cross, London SE14 6NW. All talks are open to staff, students and members of the public. Attendance is free and there is no need to book in advance. For further information, visit

<http://www.goldsmiths.ac.uk/apru/speakers.php>

or contact Sally Marlow, email: <ps604sm@gold.ac.uk>.

26 Feb: Dr. Joe Banks
Rorschach Audio: Implications for the Electronic Voice Phenomenon and Art

11 Mar: Dr Ciarán O’Keeffe
The truth about mediums
18 Mar: Dr Dorothy Rowe
Why is that important to you?

Skeptics in the Pub

Skeptics in the Pub meets (usually) on the third Tuesday of every month starting at 7pm at The Penderel's Oak, Holborn. A £2 donation is requested to cover the guest speaker's travelling expenses and sundries. Non-skeptics are welcome. Turn up at any time during the evening. The room is open from about 5.30pm.

18 Mar: To be announced

15 Apr: Mr David Allen Green

The Skeptic in the courtroom
6 May: Prof Mahlon Wagner

Chiropractic: A 113-year struggle from pseudoscience to legitimacy
20 May: Prof Richard J. Evans

Holocaust denial and freedom of speech
17 Jun: Dr. Ciarán O’Keeffe and Mr Steve Parsons
How not to investigate the paranormal

If you have any ideas on who you would like to speak at SitP, please drop us a line and we’ll see what we can do.

Also, please feel free to forward this message to anyone you feel would be interested in coming along, or just turning up for a drink and banter with our friendly and intelligent crowd. They can subscribe to these mailings by either going to the Skeptics in the Pub website:

<http://www.skeptic.org.uk/pub/>

or emailing pub@skeptic.org.uk with “Subscribe” in the subject header.

Incidentally, to access the SitP Forum, where regulars exchange views and ideas about the talks (and scepticism generally) go to:

<http://skeptic.org.uk/forums/viewtopic.php?p=1979#1979>.  
_________________________________________________________________

LOGIC AND INTUITION
The Mystery of the Gold and Silver Coins 

The Dénouement

‘And now my dear friend…..’
The scene was the public bar of the ‘Cock and Pullet’ on a Sunday lunchtime, as rowdy and smoky as ever. It was around the start of the university term that followed my stay at Professor Ramachandran’s. My companion was my friend Nigel, who had just arrived for the new term, and we had met up for a drink. I was in the throes of putting him through Professor Ramachandran’s puzzle. 

___________________________

‘Think again my friend’, I said, leaning forward and fixing him with a hypnotic stare. ___________________________

‘And now my dear friend, what do you think is the probability that there are coins in the bag different from the one you are holding?’ (Obviously the bags of coins were imaginary on this occasion.)

‘One in three’, was Nigel’s immediate reply.

‘Think again my friend’, I said, leaning forward and fixing him with a hypnotic stare. ‘Suppose the coin in your hand is a gold one. What’s the probability now that there are coins in the bag that are different from that coin?’  

‘Still one in three’, replied Nigel without any sign of hesitation.

‘No it isn’t’ I said, sitting up in my chair.

‘It bloody well is’, said Nigel.

‘No…er…think again’, I said, somewhat disconcerted by my friend’s confident manner and struggling to make myself heard above a sudden outburst of raucous laughter by members of the University’s rugby team who were having their usual post-training drinking session. ‘You’ve eliminated the bag containing just silver coins – right? So now there are just two possibilities, so you have a one in two chance of being correct. Do you see?’

‘Look mate’, said Nigel impatiently, taking one last drag of his Capstan Number 5 before stubbing it out in the ashtray. You’ve got equal numbers of gold and silver coins in one of the bags. If you take out a coin from that bag it’s bound to be either gold or silver. So whatever it is it isn’t giving you any more information about whether it’s that bag or not. So the chance of its being that bag stays at one in three – right? 

‘Er…um….well…’ 
He took out another cigarette, lit it and after blowing away the smoke said, in the more conciliatory tone of one who recognises he is gaining advantage, ‘Look. When you take a coin from a bag and it’s gold, then it’s twice as likely to have come from the bag in which all the coins are gold than the one in which only half the coins are gold – yes?’   

‘I suppose so’, I said rather unconvincingly.

‘Look at it this way then. You’ve pulled out a gold coin. Is the bag more likely to be one that has 100 gold coins in it or one that contains 1 gold coin and 99 silver coins?’ 

___________________________

‘Yes. Well done Nigel!’, I said. ‘Not many people spot the answer but I had a feeling you would do’. ___________________________
‘Obviously one that contains 100 gold coins’, I replied. Nigel’s logic was at last penetrating and the mundanity of life was beginning to re assert itself.

‘And it’s more likely to come from that bag than one in which half the coins are gold. Twice as likely in fact’.

I nodded.

‘So if the coin is gold it’s zero chance that it’s the all-silver bag, one in three that its the gold and silver bag, and two in three that its the all-gold bag.’

‘Yes. Well done Nigel!’, I said. ‘Not many people spot the answer but I had a feeling you would do’. 

Nigel’s expression told me that he could see through my bluff.

‘Wait a minute, though!’ I exclaimed. ‘If I pull out a coin from one of the bags and have to guess which of the three bags it is, if what you say is right then I always have to guess all-gold or all-silver depending on the coin. I never guess that it’s the mixed bag.’

‘Absolutely’, said Nigel, unfazed. You’ll be correct two thirds of the time and wrong the remaining third. Now, suppose there is only one coin in the all-gold bag, one in the all-silver bag and 200 (100 gold and 100 silver) in the mixed bag. I show you a gold coin I’ve picked out at random. Which bag do you guess it’s come from?’ 

‘The mixed bag’, I replied.

‘Why?’

‘’Cos it’s got 100 times more gold coins in it than the all-gold bag, so the coin you show me is 100 times more likely to be from that bag’.

‘No’, it’s still twice as likely to be the single coin in the all-gold bag’. I’ve only a choice of 3 bags remember’.

By now my head was beginning to spin.

‘And suppose’, he continued, at a relentless pace, ‘that the bags are labelled ‘Gold’, ‘Silver’ and ‘Mixed’ but someone’s muddled the labels up so each is on the wrong bag. What’s the minimum number of coins you would have to look at so you can put each label on the correct bag’. 

___________________________

My dear friend’, he said with a touch of sarcasm,  ‘I think you could do with another pint of “Old Peculiar”’. ___________________________

 ‘Nigel, stop. Please!’ I protested, holding my head. 

‘My dear friend’, he said with a touch of sarcasm,  ‘I think you could do with another pint of “Old Peculiar”’. 

‘Yes’, I murmured, ‘I think I could’. 

‘In that case, I’ll have the same’, he said, pushing his empty glass towards me.

Please note that the events and characters in ‘The Mystery of the Gold and Silver Coins’ are entirely fictitious.

	About ASKE

ASKE is a society for people from all walks of life who wish to promote rational thinking and enquiry, particularly concerning unusual phenomena, and who are opposed to the proliferation and misuse of irrational and unscientific ideas and practices. This is our quarterly newsletter and we have an annual magazine, the Skeptical Intelligencer. 

To find out more, visit our website (address below).
If you share our ideas and concerns why not join ASKE for just £10 a year? You can subscribe on our website, write to us at the address below, or email m.heap@sheffield.ac.uk
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