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  ‘It’s like treason’




  It is Friday night in a town called Devil and the community hall is full. Over two hundred people are gathered here in shuffling, expectant silence. There are elderly couples

  and clean young families, their prams parked squarely at the end of rows. A modest distance away from the front sits a line of pale women in Amish headwear. Their sturdy patriarch is planted beside

  them, his forearms crossed in front of his starched white shirt. Above our heads, suspended from the ceiling, two huge fans chew the heavy tropical air.




  A local elder stands up and shuffles his way to the microphone. He is in his eighties, at least, and looks pale and fragile, like a drift of smoke. There is a squeal of feedback. He clears his

  throat. The sound of it bounces off the parquet floor.




  ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he says. ‘Without further ado, it gives me great pleasure to, er, be able to introduce to you a man whose work I’m sure you’re all familiar

  with. We’ve been looking forward to his talk for a long time now. He’s, er, travelled a long way to see us tonight, so please give a very warm welcome to Mr John Mackay.’




  Proudly, down the centre aisle, I watch him come: the man we all want to see. With his white prophet’s beard, charismatic glimmer and wide-brimmed bushman’s hat, he clutches in his

  right hand a thousand pages of visions, violence and lore, of science, sects and sorcery, all the wisdom of all the worlds, everything anyone needs to know about anything.

  Mackay walks slowly through applause, takes his place at the front of the hall and waits for the crowd to settle. Once silence is regained, he finally begins.




  ‘Charles Darwin wrote a book,’ he announces. ‘Does anyone know what its name was?’ His sparkly eyes scan the rows. ‘The name of his book was The Origin of the

  Species. I have another book here.’ He holds up his leather-bound volume, its pages, weary at the corners, flop open. ‘It’s called the Bible. Tonight, the choice you have to

  face up to is this – do you put your faith in Darwin, who wasn’t there? Or God, who was?’




  As Mackay speaks, the hands of the church clock, down in the town centre, clunk to 8.30. By now, the place is almost entirely deserted. That is what it is like up here, a hundred and sixty miles

  north of Brisbane, Australia, on the humid banks of the Mary River. It is a place of early closing and close community; of pineapple plantations, clapboard churches, empty roads and old Holden utes

  rusting in silent fields. The landscape itself is lush and strange, with its sinisterly christened creeks, monster cacti growing in gas-station forecourts and vast rock formations that jut out of

  the land like ancient tumours. The locals – dairy farmers, timber men and the descendants of gold-rush pioneers – know the town as Gympie, an Aboriginal word meaning Devil. It is

  actually named for a freakish native tree, a murderous hermaphrodite called the gympie-gympie, whose flowers are simultaneously male and female, whose fruit is a lurid, tumescent purple and pink

  and whose pretty heart-shaped leaves are covered with hairs that contain a toxin noxious enough to kill dogs, horses and sometimes men. The gympie-gympie is a hysterical nightmare of nature; evidence, I believe, of the conscienceless magnificence of biological evolution. But, right here, right now, I am in an intimidating minority of one. Because all of

  these people and tonight’s main attraction – an international Creationist superstar and tireless prosecutor of the diabolical trinity Darwin, Dawkins and Attenborough – believe

  the gympie-gympie’s malevolence to be a direct result of Adam eating forbidden fruit and introducing sin, death and nasty prickles to a perfect world.




  Mackay clicks a button. An image of an enormous bird flashes on to the overhead projector.




  ‘What’s the name of that funny little chicken?’ he says.




  Nobody responds.




  ‘Emu!’ he says. ‘They can’t fly, but they can run like crazy. The interesting thing is, if you dig up their fossils, they used to be twice the size they now are.

  That’s change, but it’s not evolution.’




  He allows the last sentence to unfurl slowly in the sweating air above him.




  ‘If you take your Bible seriously you will notice that Genesis is emphatic that when God made the world there were no killers. Everything only ate plants. Now that is different to Charles

  Darwin’s picture of evolution. Genesis one and two are dogmatic. God made everything very good. Do you realise that means there was a world where even broccoli tasted good? Can you believe

  that? That’s what it’s talking about. It meant no killers, no carnivores, no competition and no struggle to survive. But what is that catchphrase you learned in biology at high school?

  Survival of the . . . ? Fittest. But no such competition occurred back in God’s world. There was no struggle to survive at all. Everything survived.’




  Mackay presses his little button again and the famous silhouette depiction of ‘the evolution of man’ appears.




  ‘You see the chimpanzee on the left?’ he asks. ‘You see the man on the right? That’s the history of the world according to most high-school

  textbooks. You and I are just hydrogen and somehow or other we turned into people. But if you look at your Bible, it says that everything started perfect and went downhill. Man sinned, God

  cursed the ground and death entered the world.’




  He turns to face his screen.




  ‘Let’s put that in diagram form.’




  On the screen, a bar graph appears, consisting of biblical names and numbers.




  ‘Do you know that Adam lived until he was nine hundred and thirty years old? Noah lived until he was nine hundred and fifty? Abraham drops off at a hundred and seventy-five. Anyone here a

  hundred and seventy-five tonight? No? Big difference in the world. That’s change, but it’s not evolution. We live in a world where life-spans are influenced by stress in the

  environment. I’m old enough to remember when the Vietnamese first turned up in Australia. They were tiny. They’d come from a nasty place. All they’d had to eat for fifty years was

  bullets and Americans.’




  I shift restlessly on the hard wooden seat, my eyes settling for a moment on a blank page in my reporter’s notepad. I see the lines there, ready to be filled with the descriptions and the

  strings of overheard dialogue and the thoughts that I’ll think about these Christians, these crazy Christians; the words that will make up the story that will eventually be read by

  people just like me. I see the lines, and I already know what they’re going to say.




  Sighing, I glance down the row. I really am a very long way from home. It is as if I am in a rural town of the early 1950s, listening to the shibboleths of men from the 1400s. Strange to think

  that we are comfortably inside the twenty-first century, and John Mackay is neither a time traveller nor an idiot of the fringes. Rather, he is a famous Christian figurehead

  who has just flown in from a tour of America and Britain, where he has spoken to thousands of fellow believers and appeared on mainstream television shows. A veteran evangelist for the literal

  truth of Genesis – the book of the Bible that describes God building the earth in six days – he has come to north Australia to give a talk on the obsession that has run through his life

  like a burning wick: evolution and all the reasons it is wrong.




  For Christians like Mackay, this is the Armageddon debate, the row to end all rows. Its logic is stark and indestructible: to accept evolution, they say, is to call the entire Bible a lie.

  Anyone who successfully proves that God didn’t create the earth in six days is setting off a chain of explosions that starts at the very base of all Christian thought, bursts up through the

  architecture of its parables, prophesies and gospels, and ultimately blows off its roof in a vast Satanic mushroom cloud. ‘How do you get rid of God?’ Mackay asks. ‘You

  can’t shoot him dead. So you attack his authority – and his authority is that he created the earth.’




  Indeed, Mackay believes that if Lucifer himself didn’t come up with the theory of evolution, he is certainly behind its wild successes. ‘You have to look at the theory of evolution

  as the basis of all anti-God morality in the West,’ he says. Later, when I ask him whether he considers The Origin of Species to be ‘a kind of Satanic version of the book of

  Genesis’, he brightens, pleased by the analogy, and says, ‘Yes, definitely. That’s exactly what it is.’




  Mackay’s organisation, Creation Research – whose stated aim is ‘to seek evidence for the biblical account of creation’ – has offices in the US, Canada, New Zealand

  and the UK and his annual speaking tours have made his name notorious among those familiar with the debate. In the last few years, he has earned attacks from august

  scientific bodies such as the Royal Society and the British Centre for Science Education, which has even gone so far as to publish an MI5-style dossier on Mackay (‘Appearance: Mackay likes to

  play the larrikin. His dress style could best be described as “outback casual”.’). In 2006 the National Union of Teachers demanded new legislation to outlaw the Mackay-style

  school creationism lessons, which the National Secular Society described as ‘verging on intellectual child abuse’.




  When I sat myself down in the community hall, I was unaware of the full strangeness of the creationists’ theory. Luckily for me, Mackay proves to be an excellent teacher. I learn that

  around six thousand years ago, when God made the earth in six days, the environment was perfect and, as a result, Noah had metre-long forearms. There was no suffering, struggle, illness or sorrow;

  there were no carnivores; all living things grew enormous and the temperature was permanently pleasant. But ever since the day that Eve allowed a snake to talk her into eating the apple and then

  shared it with Adam, the world has become harsher, its inhabitants have got smaller and sicker and human society has been thrashing about in ever more desperate throes. God tried to teach us a

  lesson when he made it rain for forty nights. We didn’t learn. We are incapable: ever since Eve’s crime, we’ve been born this way – outlaw failures, fucking and sinning with

  callous abandon as the planet we’ve been given withers around us.




  As his talk progresses, two further facts become apparent about John Mackay. One, he likes to speak in questions. Two, he has a bit of a thing about David Attenborough. ‘I know a

  question David Attenborough wouldn’t ask,’ he says at one point. ‘If creation is true, what would the evidence be?’




  Of all the questions ever, this is probably John’s favourite because he believes that the evidence is on the side of God. By education and by thinking, Mackay

  considers himself to be a scientist. And it is by these rigorous and testable methods that he has promised to prove the creation hypothesis to me.




  When his talk is over, the Gympie Christians begin to bumble out of the double doors, with a few getting snagged on small-talk and lingering in chatty knots here and there. It is obvious that

  nobody had a real problem with John’s presentation. He was, literally, preaching to the converted, and his audience reacted to what he had to say in exactly the manner you would expect of a

  people who were, in effect, sitting through a six thousand-year-old news report. The only person I can find in the crowd who isn’t wholly convinced is a young woman named Catherine Stipe. She

  admits to doubts about some aspects of creationism before quickly adding, ‘But as long as God made everything I’m happy.’ When I ask if she believes in evolution, she looks

  baffled. ‘I wouldn’t quite go that far.’




  As the hall empties, Mackay patrols his merchandise – books, DVDs and fossils and crystals which are, according to a sign, useful both for demonstrating ‘God’s engineering

  genius’ and ‘combating new age lies’. Several of the DVDs are of debates with evolutionist academics, which poses an interesting question: If evolution is so demonstrably true,

  what is he doing debating with academics and then selling the resulting showdowns in sumptuously produced DVD twin packs for $50 a go? What is he doing behaving like a man who is winning?




  ‘We frequently win public debates,’ Mackay tells me when we sit down later on. ‘In fact, for a long while it was impossible to get debates because the academics didn’t

  want to be shown up. But then word went around, “They’re making too much progress, we’ve got to debate them again.” So in the last few years

  we’ve had quite a lot and the reason they always fail to beat us is they presume they’re fighting against theologians with no science degrees.’




  Mackay, a geologist and geneticist who seems to possess an eager and audacious intellect, has most recently crossed ideologies with iconic atheist Professor Richard Dawkins – who, not

  incidentally, once told the Guardian newspaper, ‘People like Mackay thrive by drip-feeding misinformation . . . we cannot afford to take creationism lightly. It’s not an

  amusing diversion, but a serious threat to scientific reason.’




  John recalls the meeting with a contemptuous sigh. ‘He was trying to be David Attenborough,’ he says. ‘I think it’s because he’s been getting so much flak. People

  are sick of him. Do you know, if Dawkins is speaking at a university before me, the evolutionists get so disgusted with him they’ll double my crowd? But I led him to a point where he said,

  “Evolution has been observed, it just hasn’t been observed while it’s been happening.” And that’s just a stupid statement. If it’s not been observed, it’s

  not science. And if it’s not science, what is it? So I said, “This is your faith starting-point versus my faith starting-point, let’s not pretend any different.” He

  didn’t like that.’




  *




  I saw the lines, and I knew what they were going to say. My role here in Gympie is the one that I have been playing for years. It is to be a counter of weirdnesses, a cataloguer

  of wrongs. I am to list them in a newspaper; to upload them to a website; to send these Christians’ errors soaring across the planet, so that the peoples of far continents can read them and .

  . . well, what?




  A confession. Most of the time, I provide no real answers; no solution to the mystery of how these false beliefs have emerged. Every now and then, I might unbury an insight into how my subject has come to be the person they are. Mostly, though, the thing remains a mystery and I find myself gazing at my subject, as if through a window in a distant building,

  thinking: I have no idea how you ended up there. The only thing that I have really understood was that we are divided by an inscrutable void and that, in being unable to bridge it, I have

  failed.




  And yet there I go, again and again, on stories just like this one – small adventures with men and women whose beliefs about the world I find strange. I have explored the company of

  Furries, cryonicists, cult members, swingers, mediums, bodybuilders, vampire-detectives, a suicide cult and a couple who believe they once met the yeti in some woods outside Ipswich. I like to

  write about these people – it is like being a tourist in another universe. There is something noble about their bald defiance of the ordinary, something heroic about the deep

  outsider-territories that they wilfully inhabit, something comforting – in a fundamental, primeval way – about their powers of cognitive transport. They are magic-makers. And, beneath

  all of that, a private undercurrent: I feel a kind of kinship with them. I am drawn to the wrong.




  These are things that I am not supposed to admit. The journalist poses as a clean, smooth mirror, reflecting back undistorted truth. To serve the reader, I must be unbiased, sane. I am not

  permitted to take sides, or to confess that the reason that I enjoy interviewing people is that I find simple conversation so difficult. Journalism gives me the comfort of rules: permission to ask

  whatever I want, without concerning myself with making offence. I can stand up and leave whenever I like, without risking my wife’s frequent and bruising complaint that I cannot be trusted in

  social situations. I am also probably not supposed to tell you that the only other situation in which I have experienced this kind of relief is in therapy, of which I have

  had plenty. Or confess the suspicion that, if I am drawn to the wrong, it is because that is exactly how I feel most of the time, and that I have done so since I was a child.




  It is a background state; a vague, non-specific kind of wrongness. It is like radiation – an instability that underscores everything; my entire life. It comes, I suppose, from my

  unconscious. And yet, in the overt world of my opinions, I am as outspoken as anyone. I experience my beliefs with a measure of certainty that, as I grow older, I find myself becoming increasingly

  suspicious of.




  I consider – as everyone surely does – that my opinions are the correct ones. And yet, I have never met anyone whose every single thought I agreed with. When you take these

  two positions together, they become a way of saying, ‘Nobody is as right about as many things as me.’ And that cannot be true. Because to accept that would be to confer upon myself a

  Godlike status. It would mean that I possess a superpower: a clarity of thought that is unique among humans. Okay, fine. So I accept that I am wrong about things – I must be wrong

  about them. A lot of them. But when I look back over my shoulder and I double-check what I think about religion and politics and science and all the rest of it . . . well, I know I am right about

  that . . . and that . . . and that and that and – it is usually at this point that I start to feel strange. I know that I am not right about everything, and yet I am simultaneously convinced

  that I am. I believe these two things completely, and yet they are in catastrophic logical opposition to each other.




  It is as if I have caught a glimpse of some grotesque delusion that I am stuck inside. It is disorientating. It is frightening. And I think it is true to say that it is not just me – that

  is, we all secretly believe we are right about everything and, by extension, we are all wrong.




  All of my beliefs cannot be right, and yet the effects that they have had on my personal life have been costly. Hardly spoiled for friends, I recently dropped contact

  with a colleague whom I liked and admired after he told me that he believed the US should invade Iran. I overheard another friend, this one Jewish, proudly announce that she would never share a

  taxi with an Arab. That was six years ago. I haven’t spoken to her since.




  I don’t view these acts with any sense of pride. I know, logically, that there must be good arguments for these individuals’ strongly held points of view, but when I think about

  assessing them carefully and fairly, I feel incapable. I don’t fully understand this reaction. It is as if I am too angry, too weak to bear the challenge of it. And there is a fear there too,

  lying secretly among all the bluster: what if they’re right? What if the truth alters me; fractures something essential?




  So I am left with the lonely consolation of my righteousness. That is all that I have. And what does righteousness prove anyway? I hold my beliefs with absolute conviction – but no less

  conviction than John Mackay. These views have created ruptures in my life, painful states of estrangement.




  I have watched as these personal battles have manifested in the wider world. The decade of terrorism we have just lived through had its roots, of course, in mismatched beliefs that are both

  political and religious. Those same years saw what has the appearance of an increasing suspicion of science. The white-coated priests of the laboratory, to whom we have granted custody of the truth

  for so long, are seemingly being treated with growing levels of doubt. We don’t trust the MMR jab, we don’t trust climate data, we don’t trust genetically modified wheat or

  ‘conventional’ medicine or supermarket-bought beef. One response has been the cultural rise of the radicalised rationalists: celebrity atheists who have written bestselling books and sponsored anti-God advertising on the sides of London buses; groups of self-declared ‘Skeptics’ who toured sold-out concert venues like rock stars, defining

  themselves in opposition to the kind of anti-scientific thinking that they declared dangerous. Every one of these people, convinced they are right. None of them convincing the other.




  John Mackay got me reflecting on all this when he recounted his conversation with Dawkins. ‘This is your faith starting-point versus my faith starting-point.’ As I sit alone in my

  Gympie motel room, with its cracked plastic kettle and its stained sachets of sugar, I decide to go back to first principles: why do I believe that Mackay is mistaken about the origin of our

  species in the first place? Well, I suppose I believe him to be wrong because people I admire, such as Richard Dawkins, tell me that this is so. But, honestly? All I really know about evolution,

  aside from the basics of natural selection, is that man is descended from the ape. Like so many people who hold strong opinions about it, I have never studied evolution. I have exercised no

  critical thinking on the topic whatsoever. I have simply put my trust in the people that culture has directed me towards. I have run to Richard Dawkins because I believe in his credentials as a

  scientist, and because his views coincide with mine – with my ‘faith starting-point’, in other words.




  I lie back and open the pamphlet that Mackay handed me earlier. It describes what the fossil record would look like if evolution were true. It says that what we should find, as we dig through

  the earth’s strata, is simple organisms gradually becoming ever more complex and diverse, sprouting wings and legs and hair and all the rest of it. Instead, what we apparently find are fully

  formed species suddenly appearing and then disappearing with no intermediate, semi-evolved beings at all. (If frogs turned into monkeys, goes a common argument, why aren’t we digging up

  ‘fronkeys’?) This, says the text, accurately reflects the creationist vision of God magicking creatures abruptly into existence. It also apparently echoes the

  concerns of Charles Darwin himself, who is quoted as pondering, ‘Why then is not every geological formation and every stratum full of intermediate links? Geology assuredly does not reveal any

  such finely graduated organic chain; and this, perhaps, is the most obvious and serious objection which can be urged against the theory.’




  *




  The next morning, we meet up in the property of a Gympie mechanic. It is here that Mackay intends to prove that the biblical creation account represents the true history of the

  world. Currently, though, the land in which his evidence is buried is flooded. It will be another half an hour before the water is pumped away. As we wait in the mud, with the warm rain soaking our

  hair and the sound of the weather playing the gum trees like a ghostly instrument, Mackay begins to tell me something of his story.




  It begins in 1947, the year he was born in Australia to Scottish migrant parents. He was raised outside Brisbane in a family whose father he describes as ‘strongly pro-evolutionist and

  anti-Christian’ and, as a boy, he became a budding scientist with evolution his central passion. At sixteen, he was reading yet another book on Darwin’s epochal idea when he came across

  a chapter on why there is no God. Its inclusion outraged the young science fan. It felt like crude propaganda, an article of burning faith shoved into a book that should consist solely of cold

  reason. ‘I was offended intellectually’, he says. ‘So I deliberately picked up a Bible and began at the beginning.’




  Somewhere around this time, the quick conversion of John Mackay took place. Talking to him, it is impossible to isolate the precise moment that belief struck him. It

  seems as though the boy, for some reason, simply became bewitched by faith.




  Mackay tells me that God’s existence is scientifically testable, ‘because he promises to dwell within his people and that’s a testable thing.’




  ‘But how, exactly, can you test it?’ I ask.




  ‘He says, “I will make myself known to you,” and he did. I know Jesus Christ personally. It’s something in me.’




  ‘Is it something you feel?’ I ask.




  ‘It’s not just a feeling, it’s intellectual too. It affects the way you think. It affects everything.’




  Whenever and whatever happened to alter the boy’s view of the world so radically, from the moment that it happened, Mackay’s story becomes one of subservience to the contrary will

  within him that he calls God. He sacrificed his life’s ambition to be a practising scientist when he felt ‘called’ to become a teacher. Having studied geology and genetics at

  university, he joined the staff at the prestigious Brisbane Grammar School, where, after deciding that ‘nine out of ten’ students abandon Christianity after deciding that Adam and Eve

  never existed, he managed to inveigle creationism into his classroom.




  ‘Brisbane Grammar was private,’ he explains. ‘So you have a lot of freedom. You can innovate all sorts of education programmes that would take reams of paperwork to get

  approved elsewhere. I said to my colleagues, “I’ve found a way to teach creation.” They said, “You can’t do that.” I said, “Yes I can.” ’




  Mackay formulated a lesson that he called ‘How do we know what we know in the first place?’, the official purpose of which was to explore the methods we use to separate fact from

  fantasy. The example he used was creation versus evolution and he used it to help the children answer his favourite question ever: If creation is true, what would the

  evidence be?




  Word of Mackay’s unit spread, and he was invited to teach it at church groups. He was a hit. He circulated class notes to like-minded colleagues and impressed many, but most portentously

  an ambitious young teacher called Ken Ham.




  I am surprised to hear mention of Ham in all this. He is a Queensland-born scientist who is now resident in the US, where he has become famous for his creationism museum and his daily radio show

  Answers . . . with Ken Ham, which is syndicated nationally to over a thousand stations. I am interested in Ken Ham because he and Mackay co-founded the Creation Science Foundation in 1979

  only for Mackay to be kicked out after making some unusually bracing allegations about a senior member.




  ‘I wasn’t actually kicked out of the CSF,’ Mackay corrects me, when I mention it. ‘But it was getting to that stage.’




  ‘I heard you accused someone of witchcraft.’




  ‘I did accuse a lady of being a “divisive Jezebel”,’ he says, carefully. ‘Jezebel was a lady full of rebellion and the Bible says rebellion is the sin of

  witchcraft.’




  ‘And did you also accuse her of necrophilia?’




  ‘That wording comes from somebody else,’ he says.




  ‘But did you—’




  ‘Yes,’ he says, reluctantly. ‘I did communicate that as well.’




  ‘And was it true?’ I ask.




  ‘I couldn’t say,’ he says, wiping some drizzle out of his beard. ‘I mean, how could you know?’




  We pause to check upon the progress that has been made with the water pump. We are here to see a set of fossilised conifers which apparently contain crucial evidence for creationism. As we make

  our way through the sticky mud towards the gradually emerging treasure, John explains how the petrified remains of dinosaurs challenge the basic tenets of evolution.




  ‘The first dinosaurs look like dinosaurs,’ he says. ‘The last ones look like dinosaurs too. So within that timeframe – even if you did put it at millions of years –

  they produce their own kind, just as Genesis says.’




  ‘But hang on,’ I say. ‘If humans have been here since day one, that means we must have existed at the same time as dinosaurs.’




  ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘When you look at so-called mythical stories of dragons, they’re real. St George really did fight a dragon.’




  ‘But there are no dragons in the Bible.’




  ‘There are quite a few dragons in the Bible. Go to Job 41:14. It talks about a creature with huge teeth and a terrible mouth that breathed fire.’




  ‘Does that mean that Noah had dragons on the ark?’




  ‘Obviously.’




  By now, enough water has been sucked out of the pit that working geologist Liam Fromyhr can use the scene to tell me why he is convinced that the majority of his colleagues are mistaken in their

  belief that layers of earth or ‘strata’ are laid down over millions of years. For creationists, of course, these trees and the strata that they lie in will probably be around six

  thousand years old.




  Liam points to a fossilised tree, a beautiful coppery piece of rock in which it’s still possible to make out individual rings in the ancient wood.




  ‘This is a polystrate fossil,’ he says, ‘which means it sticks through several strata at once. This means the layers must’ve been laid quickly enough to cover the tree

  completely before it decomposed. We’ve got three metres of strata here. So conventional thinking would assume they were laid over three hundred thousand years. But as

  you can see, we’ve got a log sticking right through them.’ Liam gives me a long, steady look. ‘Now, logs don’t hang around for three hundred thousand years.’




  I turn to John.




  ‘So if these fossils are six thousand years old, this must mean they’re actual trees from the garden of Eden?’




  He considers for a moment.




  ‘Well, this is a tree which, due to some circumstances, has been catastrophically pulverised into sections. You can see another one over there that has gigantic cobbles up against it. The

  size of the cobbles tells you that the water has been going pretty fast.’




  ‘Hang on,’ I say. ‘Are you telling me these trees were knocked over during Noah’s flood?’




  ‘Basically.’




  I bend down again to look at them. These old conifers, I can’t help but notice, are normal sized and not – as they should be, according John’s theory – gigantic trees,

  grown to an awesome monstrous splendour in a nutritionally, atmospherically and environmentally perfect Eden.




  ‘They’re not particularly massive, are they?’ I say.




  ‘Oh, these are just fragments,’ says John. ‘Is this a small tree trunk or a branch from a big tree? You just can’t tell.’




  ‘You do expect to find some gigantic trees, then?’ I ask, vaguely. ‘At some point?’




  His eyes scan happily over the trunks.




  ‘Eventually.’




  *




  ‘I’m going to say some things that might stretch your little brains today,’ John says from his lectern in front of the altar. It is Sunday morning and he has

  invited me to watch him preach at the Gympie Community Church. ‘I’m going to be talking about homosexuals. Open your Bibles at Leviticus chapter 20 verse 13.

  “If a man lies with the male as with a woman, both men have committed an abomination, they shall surely be put to . . .? Death.” ’




  Either side of John’s head are large banners, painted in happy colours by the neighbourhood’s children. One says ‘Love’. The other ‘Joy’.




  ‘Isn’t it true that today we have gay bishops?’ he says. ‘Isn’t it true that we have lesbian preachers? But in the Bible it says homosexual bishops, lesbian

  preachers, thieves, extortioners, adulterers, murderers and revilers will end up where?’




  On an adjacent wall are their companions, ‘Gentleness’ and ‘Kindness’.




  ‘Hell.’




  The woman in front of me highlights the relevant Bible chapter in pink ink.




  ‘Do you know what’s going to happen to our moral basis?’ he continues. ‘There will be a shift. If homosexuality used to be wrong and now it’s right, why not

  paedophilia? You watch. That’s what you’ll see.’




  I look around at the congregation of young families, elderly couples and children. I am expecting expressions of outrage; at the very least surprise. But everyone appears benignly accepting, as

  if they are watching clouds drifting over sunny meadows. Their Bibles have special weatherproof jackets with pockets and zips and pen holders.




  ‘You ask what gives God the right to determine what’s moral or immoral? He made the world. No argument applicable after that point. God is an absolute ruler and he’s not

  interested in your opinions. There might be a non-Christian here . . .’




  Mackay looks out over the congregation. His eyes seem to lock on to mine. My heart gives a single, powerful thud.




  ‘Do you realise the Bible is emphatic that you’re going to hell?’




  Today, he even looks different. The sun has reddened his skin and the two clumps of hair on the side of his balding head give a regrettable horn-like impression. As he finishes, his voice

  deepens and rings with fiery portent. ‘When a homosexual bishop meets up with a lesbian preacher in hell and they’re asking why they’re there, the demons will laugh and say,

  “We didn’t obey . . . and neither did you.” ’




  The congregation murmurs their approval and John is replaced at the lectern by the pastor.




  ‘Just a reminder that Charlie and Beryl and celebrating their fiftieth wedding anniversary this week, they’d love you to join them for tea and cakes in the meeting hall.’




  *




  After the service I canvas the Gympie faithful for their opinion of John’s sermon, hoping that perhaps, after all, John Mackay will turn out to be on the fringes of an

  otherwise pleasant and accepting country community.




  ‘It was good,’ says a kindly looking father. ‘I believe what he was saying, as controversial as that is in the world today.’




  ‘But I’m thinking most people around here wouldn’t agree with it?’




  He looks confused.




  ‘Oh, yes,’ he says. ‘Yes they would.’




  ‘I expect you didn’t agree with what he was saying,’ I say, smilingly, to a nearby eighteen-year-old named Levi.




  ‘I agree very much with what he said,’ he replies. ‘It comes straight from the Bible.’




  ‘But you probably have lots of friends who wouldn’t agree?’




  His companion Charlotte interrupts primly, and with raised eyebrows.




  ‘Most of our friends would be just as against gay people.’




  I give up.




  Later, I find Mackay enjoying a cup of tea and some cake, down at Charlie and Beryl’s do in the canteen. I decide to take the opportunity to get the entry conditions of hell straight,

  because he seemed to be saying that it is only unbelievers who end up in the abyss. So wouldn’t this mean that lesbian nuns go to heaven?




  ‘No,’ he says. ‘Because lesbian nuns are living in public disobedience to their creator.’




  ‘So it’s the fact that the lesbian nuns are refusing to repent by being straight that’s sending them to hell?’




  ‘That’s what’s sending them to hell,’ he nods.




  ‘So a lesbian nun who repents a week before she died would be okay?’




  ‘As a nun, she cannot plead ignorance of the Bible.’




  ‘So lesbian nuns are doomed?’




  ‘Basically, yes.’ He takes a nibble of his fruit cake. ‘It’s like treason.’




  The conversation moves further into morality. John tells me 9/11 was a ‘classic case’ of God punishing a sinful nation, a comment which brings to mind a personal calamity that John

  and his wife suffered a few years ago.




  ‘What about your miscarriage?’ I ask him. ‘By the same logic, could that be a punishment for your sins?’




  ‘No,’ he says. ‘Because you and I reap the results of the things that went before us that are sometimes beyond our control.’




  ‘Is gluttony a sin?’ I ask.




  ‘Yes,’ says John.




  I point to his belly, which rises into view from beneath his shirt like a mountain summoned by God.




  ‘You’ve got some repenting to do, then.’




  He replies slowly, ‘I’ve got a thyroid problem.’




  I close my eyes and try to absorb the irritation.




  ‘Come on, John,’ I say. ‘Isn’t this all just . . . just . . . stupid?’




  He looks baffled. He crosses his legs. I go on.




  ‘What I mean is, you claim there is a legitimate scientific theory that says there’s a magic superhero who has created a planet full of people to tell him he’s great and who

  get tortured by demons if they’re naughty.’




  ‘I don’t think it’s stupid,’ he says. ‘You have to have penalties for those who do injustice.’




  ‘It’s not just the hell bit,’ I say. ‘It’s also the egotistical superhero.’




  ‘Stop there,’ he says, crossly. ‘You’re attributing your human nature to God. There’s no reason to accuse him of being egotistical.’




  ‘What’s his motive, then?’




  ‘Why does he need a motive?’




  I have a sudden and overwhelming urge to whimper. What can you do when common sense doesn’t work? When reason’s bullets turn out to be made of smoke?




  ‘When I sat there listening to you today going on about gay people,’ I tell him, ‘I thought you were evil.’




  ‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ he says. ‘It was tough stuff.’




  ‘But can’t you see, the people you’re attacking – the pro-equality lobby – sincerely want to make the world a kinder place? If everyone decided you were right,

  there’d be a genocide against gay people.’




  ‘Okay then,’ he says. ‘Let me make a prediction too, based on creation. The end result of all this will be an increase in turbulence.

  Homosexuals will get into a position where they’ll start to impose their values.’




  ‘We’ll be forced to be gay by gays?’ I say.




  ‘Yep,’ he replies. ‘That’s where it will go.’




  ‘And do you seriously believe that acceptance of homosexuality will lead to an acceptance of paedophilia and necrophilia?’




  ‘Even in the churches.’




  ‘Priests having sex with dead people?’




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘But, John,’ I say, ‘the view that homosexuality is a sin is illogical, because it’s not a choice. It’s a state of being that you’re born into. You

  can’t be tempted to be a homosexual. I’ve been tempted to steal, I’ve been tempted to lie, but I’ve never been tempted to kiss a man.’




  ‘They have made a choice, whether it’s paedophilia or homosexuality or necrophilia. They are all in a rainbow of that which is an incorrect choice about sex.’




  I tell John that I am completely convinced that he is wrong. Apparently, though, I only believe this because I have been fooled by Satan. ‘The Bible warns that the devil is a liar and is

  out to trick us,’ he explains. ‘When God says something’s wrong, the devil’s out to do anything to convince us it’s right.’




  ‘But if you follow that logic,’ I say, ‘any thought we have that goes against the Bible is the devil. So we’re not allowed to think for ourselves.’




  ‘We are allowed to think for ourselves,’ he says. ‘Your first step is thinking that God’s wiser than me so I will accept what he says, even if I don’t understand

  it.’




  This, it seems to me, is a remarkable admission for a man who considers himself to be a scientist.




  ‘So that’s all the thinking for yourself you’re allowed?’ I say. ‘The decision to believe everything God says?’




  ‘Yes.’




  *




  Two weeks later, I discover that the only thing I know for sure about evolution is completely wrong. I find this out in a back office at Sydney’s Australian Museum, the

  place I have come to for the end of my story. Playing the white knight, the truth teller, the good guy is Nathan Lo, a thirty-five-year-old doctor of molecular evolution. Lo is going to assess

  Mackay’s assertions and offer a counter-creationist perspective on who built the gympie-gympie tree. We talk at a bare wooden table, beneath a framed picture of an aphid and behind a sink

  full of bottles marked ‘glycerol’ and ‘H2O’.




  I begin by telling Nathan about the puzzling lack of betwixt species ‘fronkey’ types in the fossil record. But, apparently, this isn’t how evolution works at all. ‘One

  very common misconception is that we evolved from things that are on the earth now,’ he says. ‘We didn’t. Humans, for example, didn’t evolve from chimps. They both evolved

  separately from things that have shared characteristics, and that don’t look like anything that exists today.’




  ‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Right. And are these things in the fossil record?’




  ‘There are many, many fossils that have characteristics that are like both chimps and humans,’ he says.




  I ask about the claim that the fossil record doesn’t show creatures getting steadily more complex.




  ‘That’s completely wrong,’ he says. ‘Yes, things are relatively complex for three or four hundred million years, but before that they’re much simpler. Fish start

  approximately four hundred million years ago and if you keep going back, you get to things like worms and then if you go back about eight hundred million years,

  there’s nothing that has any complexity. Everything was single-celled.’ And so it carries on: the polystrate logs can be explained by the earth – and therefore the strata –

  moving around; dinosaurs do not suddenly appear in the fossil record fully formed, and so on.




  Nathan, it turns out, is the un-John, his life-story being an uncanny polarised version of the creationist’s. Where Mackay was brought up in an anti-Christian house and read a book in his

  teens that turned him godly, Nathan was sent to a fundamentalist Christian school and read a book that turned him rational. Its author? Richard Dawkins.




  ‘There are middle-class suburbs everywhere that are full of people like John Mackay,’ he warns as we walk down the echoing corridors. ‘I know. I went to school with

  them.’




  He explains that scientists are especially infuriated with creationists because of their determination to have the subject taught in schools as a scientific theory that’s the equal of

  evolution. And as Lo explains, it is creationism’s very simplicity that makes it dangerously seductive to children.




  ‘The main problem,’ he says, ‘is that creationism is a really easy explanation to understand, whereas evolution is complicated and takes a lot of time to get. Sometimes, people

  just want to go with the easier one. But they’re being led down the wrong path in terms of the truth. And you also have to ask why people like your creationist do it. They feel threatened by

  rationalism and science. They want to keep their numbers up so they can stay rich. All preachers need to be paid.’




  ‘No,’ I say. ‘I don’t think you’re right on that one. I think John and people like him really do believe they’re correct.’




  Nathan gives me a doubtful look.




  ‘They believe they’re doing the right thing,’ he says, ‘but ultimately their motive is to make more money.’




  I thank him politely and walk to the exit, towards the blaze and stress of the midweek city morning, feeling itchy and irritable and disappointed.




  







  2




  ‘I don’t know what’s going on with these people . . .’




  In the winter of 2001, I met a ghost-hunter who baffled me so thoroughly that he ended up inspiring my first book. After more than a year of reporting, I concluded that neither

  science nor the superstitious have satisfactorily explained the myriad phenomena that people report as ‘ghosts’. I was sure, however, that science would offer one in the end. This

  seemed obvious. I mean, the idea that there might be an afterlife – a heaven or a hell or a purgatory that souls were somehow stuck inside – was so clearly stupid as to be unworthy of

  sensible consideration. Stupid, dumb, ridiculous, stupid, stupid, stupid . . .




  I was angry about religion when I was writing that book. I had been angry about it for as long as I could remember. Angry at the teachers at the Catholic schools I had attended; angry at the

  priests at the church that I was driven to every Sunday morning; angry at my parents for believing it all so thoroughly. My father is an intelligent man – sometimes intimidatingly so. And so

  I used to think, How could he? I mean, everything, the whole lot of it, it just seemed so . . .




  When my father read my ghost book – in which I wrote about how stupid, stupid, stupid I considered his religion to be – he telephoned me at home.

  ‘If you don’t mind my saying so,’ he said, with what I now understand to be admirable restraint, ‘I think you have misunderstood the concept of faith.’ Faith is a

  journey, he told me. Many thoughtful, senior Catholics agree that belief in God is complex, subtle and often elusive. I made some impetuous response about even archbishops not being really

  convinced and we left it at that. It was as if we had both reminded ourselves of the separation that exists between us, and silently agreed to a retreat.




  Since then, I have written about many more people whose beliefs I consider strange. And when I really dig into the reporting of these subjects, I usually find things to be never quite as I

  expect. My work has taught me that the truth is always nuanced; that outrage is mostly born of misunderstanding and that, sometimes, black really can be white.




  I have also been losing my faith in stupid. My father isn’t stupid. Neither is John Mackay. People who dismiss believers in God in this way do so in error. And Nathan Lo was wrong too, I

  think. Mackay’s motive isn’t money. I am convinced that he really does believe what he is saying, and that his mission is sincere. And when he says that he feels God so absolutely

  within him that he is left with not a whisper of doubt about his existence, I believe that too.




  Nathan Lo and I are of the same team. We see ourselves as the rational ones, the clean-sighted bringers of twenty-first-century reason. And yet both of us, I have come to believe, are mistaken.

  We are wrong about the wrong.




  *




  It is six months after my journey to Gympie, and I find myself submerged in the impossible puzzle once again. It all begins in the lounge of sixty-eight-year-old UFO expert (and

  no relation of John) Glennys Mackay, which is cluttered with mystical ephemera – a Native American wolf mirror, a framed diploma in urine therapy and a crystal ball

  dumped in an ashtray. It doesn’t go well. As Glennys speaks, I frequently feel as if I am being chastened for my naivety; as if my ignorance of the minutiae of alien lore is giving her a

  migraine.




  Our meeting started happily enough, with Glennys telling me that she saw her first UFO in 1948, on her parents’ farm. ‘It wasn’t until April 1964 that one followed me

  home,’ she says. ‘I was in a car and these hands, these faces, came to the window. They smelled like eggs.’




  ‘What did you do?’ I ask.




  ‘I said, “Oh my God, don’t you smell?” I remember going on to the ship. They said they didn’t mean us any harm. They look like us, but their skin’s more

  translucent. They wear wigs. These “greys” that everyone talks about, they’re really robots.’ She crosses her arms and adds wearily, ‘I don’t know why people

  carry on about greys.’




  ‘How do you know they’re robots?’




  ‘I just know it,’ she says.




  ‘But how?’




  ‘It’s just something I’ve been shown,’ she snaps.




  Glennys believes that humanoid, wig-wearing aliens are already mingling with people on earth.




  ‘I was at a conference in the US and two females turned up. You could tell they were wearing wigs. It was quite obvious. What they do, they dress up and go to Las Vegas and wander

  around.’




  ‘If you were in a casino and saw two aliens in wigs playing poker, would you be able to tell?’




  She nods proudly. ‘The average person wouldn’t.’




  Glennys goes on to explain that their abduction programme involves aliens ‘taking cells and seeds and eggs from us and trying to produce a better race’.




  ‘That’s a frightening thought,’ I muse. ‘A bit like Hitler. Dangerous.’




  ‘But look at what the scientists are doing now!’ she says. ‘They’re dangerous too. Look at Monsanto!’




  ‘Oh, come on, Glennys,’ I say. ‘Frost-proof wheat is one thing. Creating an alien master-race to enslave the planet is quite another. If the aliens had their way,

  we’d be the ones that get wiped out. Don’t you think that’s a bit of a worry?’




  ‘It is a bit of a concern,’ she concedes. ‘But then, you’ve got to look at the people who are in power now. Are they aliens?’




  A week later, I am sitting in a circle in the middle of a forest at midnight, attempting to induce a close encounter of the third kind with some bells. Moments ago Kay McCullock, the organiser

  of the UFO group that I have joined, finished her introductory talk.




  ‘First and foremost, health and safety,’ she said. ‘If a UFO lands, you must wait until it’s stopped completely before approaching. Only invite the ETs to come closer if

  it is absolutely safe to do so. If anyone gets zapped, the first-aid kit is in the back of my tent.’




  Right now she is walking about in circles, half-heartedly ringing a gong. After a couple of minutes, she stops to bring up the question of what sort of mantra we should be chanting in order to

  entice the aliens. This is when the bickering begins.




  ‘I don’t see why we need a mantra,’ says one. ‘Just hold the thought in your head. We don’t need to repeat it and repeat it.’




  ‘I’m not saying it’s a mantra,’ says Kay. ‘That was just the first thing that came into my head. It’s more like an affirmation.’




  ‘Well, affirmation, whatever. Why do we need it?’




  ‘Because once you put words out there – they’re a frequency. It’s creating on every level,’ says Kay.




  ‘Well, I’m not doing an affirmation. There’s no point. Just keep it in our heads. They’ll pick it up.’




  ‘I think he’s right,’ says someone else, nervously. ‘They can use ESP.’




  ‘Are you sure?’ says yet another voice. ‘If we do an affirmation, it’s more certain. We should offer assistance. They’re coming from a long way away.’




  ‘Our thought-forms will be projected perfectly clear as it is. For God’s sake, these beings are highly advanced. We’re not talking about Plutonians here.’




  ‘Plutonians don’t have ESP? Why do you say that?’




  UFO-spotters, I have learned, are extremely adept at bickering. Over the next sixty minutes, there will be low-level grumbling about all sorts of things, including the mantra, about the dire

  risks of ‘projecting blasé thought-forms’ and about whether or not it is racist to call Plutonians ‘nasty’. As I am sitting here, under the magnificent stars,

  listening to these adults arguing about things that don’t exist, I wonder if I have accidentally shuffled slightly closer towards an answer. There is a hint of something in these arguments

  that are taking place around me: a kind of process that is in evidence.




  It starts with a small and friendly disagreement. That disagreement is challenged. The pitch is raised. The friendliness vanishes and the positions harden. It goes round and around. As the

  irritation builds, Kay seems ever more convinced that the chanting of an affirmation is essential while her opponents shed any sliver of doubt that the ETs will be able to hear their invitation

  perfectly clearly via ESP if they beckon them silently, in their heads.




  Haven’t we all done this? Hardened a particular position, not as a response to superior information, but because of anger? I think of John Mackay – the young evolutionist who was

  sufficiently piqued by the arrogance of the chapter on ‘why there is no religion’ that he picked up a Bible and allowed it to alter the architecture of his

  world completely. It seems that for Mackay, in those first few life-changing hours, it was nothing to do with sounder arguments and everything to do with anger. Here, right in front of me, I am

  witnessing strange beliefs being born by a mechanism that has nothing to do with reason.




  *




  I have chosen to visit Kay McCullock’s group because I want to meet one individual in particular. I have been hoping that a man called Martin Gottschall will give me a

  more orthodox perspective on the subject of UFOs.




  ‘UFOs have been observed coming towards a hillside, not slowing down and going straight into it,’ he tells me, when we sit down together the next morning. ‘They do a

  dimensional shift so they no longer interact with the matter of our dimension.’




  Martin says this with absolute assurance, as if he is telling me how the carburettor in a bus works. The strangeness condenses further when we discuss his belief that the aliens are here to

  deliver a vital message.




  ‘Typically, they tell people: “Look after the planet, don’t pollute it with all the chemicals, don’t go into nuclear power because there are better ways of making

  energy,” ’ he says.




  I ask Martin if these aliens – who have supposedly harnessed the power of clean and limitless ‘free energy’ – have ever actually taken the trouble to tell us how it

  works, and thus finally release us from our destructive dependence on fossil fuels.




  ‘No,’ says Martin.




  ‘It’s weird that they’ve come all this way to preach to us about eco-fuels, and yet they refuse to give us the answers,’ I say.




  ‘They’re more interested in our spiritual development,’ says his wife Sheryl.




  ‘Still, it’s a little irritating,’ I say, bristling. ‘They’re quite smug, the aliens.’




  Martin leans forward with a look of endlessly patient sympathy. ‘What you have to realise is these extraterrestrials have been living on this planet for ever,’ he says. ‘Most

  of our spiritual teachings have come from ETs. They couldn’t tell us anything that hasn’t been told before because we haven’t yet got to the point of complying with what

  they’ve already told us.’




  Martin Gottschall is Dr Martin Gottschall, a consultant mechanical engineer with a PhD who has been studying UFO lore for thirty years. I had expected that to make a difference, that

  his qualification might indicate a level of simple rationality. But once more, here I am – confronted with the counter-intuitive notion that intelligence is no protection against strange

  beliefs.




  My research into the creationists suggested something related, and equally as bizarre: simple facts and basic logic just don’t work in the way I had assumed. Before I embarked on my trip

  to Gympie, I imagined that it would be simple to corral a successful argument against John Mackay. After all, that is how you change a person’s beliefs, isn’t it? With facts. But facts

  proved entirely ineffective, and they were ineffective to a spectacular and baffling extent. To illustrate my point, here are just a few of the answers to reasonable questions that are given,

  typically, by Mackay and his fellow creationist thinkers.




  If all of God’s people are on the earth, why did he go to the bother of making outer space? To tell the time. If Adam wasn’t born of a woman, did he have a belly button? No. Who

  created God? God is outside of time so doesn’t need a beginning. If there is no evolution, how do you explain those heavy-browed Neanderthal skeletons? They were

  ordinary humans with something called ‘Jelly Bone Syndrome’. If T. rex was a vegetarian, why did he have such huge teeth? To eat watermelons.




  As you can see, reason has zero effect on these people. What I want to know is, why? Humans are rational beings. We receive, assess and assimilate new information. Superior facts replace the

  inferior. That is how we progress. That is how we operate. Evidence for our incredible abilities in refining our understanding of reality are everywhere – in computers and cities and advances

  in healthcare and all of the million tiny miracles of civilisation. But intelligence apparently isn’t the forcefield against wrongness that I had once assumed. Reason is no magic bullet.




  After all these years of work, I remain mystified by how people come to believe unlikely things. I don’t think stupid is the answer. But if stupid isn’t the answer, what is?




  *




  Arriving home from the woods, I find myself reluctant to do any further research on UFOs. It all seems so pointless. As with God, I tend to summarily reject the idea of aliens.

  Even though I have no idea what a weather balloon is, I have always dismissed all UFO sightings as them. At some unknown point, I made an instant, unilateral decision that UFOs were daft and that

  no examination of the evidence was necessary. But then I did examine the evidence, and what I found surprised me.




  The first thing was the sheer number of apparently sane people who have had an experience of them. There are hundreds of accounts of UFO sightings by people such as airline pilots, military

  personnel and police officers; individuals who actually know what a weather balloon is. More than that, though, I am surprised by the compelling simplicity of the argument.

  The existence of aliens themselves – for me, the first and most difficult claim to digest – turns out to be accepted by most astronomers and cosmologists. In describing the quantity of

  non-human life thought to be extant in the universe, the word often used is ‘teeming’. It has been estimated there are over a hundred thousand billion potentially life-bearing planets

  in the vast out-there, many in solar systems in our own galaxy that are one billion years older than ours. Physicists such as Dr Michio Kaku, a holder of the Henry Semat Chair and Professorship in

  physics, say it is theoretically possible to travel the distances required of UFOs using shortcuts known as wormholes. He argues that it is only logical that alien scientists a billion years more

  sophisticated than ours could have created wormhole-capable craft: ‘You simply cannot dismiss the possibility that some of these sightings are some object created by an advanced

  civilisation.’




  Then, with increasing fascination, I read about Professor John E. Mack of Harvard University, a Pulitzer prize-winning biographer and psychiatrist who specialised in adolescent suicide and

  published his research into people who claim to have been abducted by aliens in 1990. Mack initially assumed all abductees to be delusional. But then he met some. Working closely with more than two

  hundred individuals, Mack quickly discounted the common ‘sleep paralysis’ theory due to the simple fact that many abductions are reported when the individual was awake. He eventually

  concluded, ‘These people, as far as I could tell, were of sound mind, had not communicated with each other, were not getting details from the media – this is long before the great media

  rash of information on this subject. They were reluctant to come forth, they described similar stories in great detail and were shocked when they would hear someone else

  had had a similar experience. The only thing as a psychiatrist that I knew that behaved like that was real experience . . . I would not say that, “Yes, aliens are taking people,” but I

  would say that there’s a compelling phenomenon here that I cannot account for in any other way, that’s mysterious. I can’t say what it is but it seems to me that it invites

  deeper, further inquiry.’




  Mack published his research in 1990, in a book entitled Abduction. It was an instant bestseller and Mack became a minor celebrity. And that is when things became really fascinating.




  The Harvard establishment reacted to all this with profound embarrassment. They decided to act. The Dean informed Mack that a committee had been appointed to ‘investigate’ his

  research, a move that could lead to the tenured professor’s removal, something that had not happened in the history of the institution. This was the beginning of what Mack felt to be a

  sustained assault on his job and reputation that was to last for fourteen months. Mack responded by going public, accusing the university of trying to silence him with tactics that were

  ‘Kafkaesque’. As the process took its course, Mack said the accusations against him changed frequently and details of the investigation’s progress were kept secret. Most of the

  complaints evaporated when inspected. It only came to an end, Mack believed, because Harvard’s administration came under public attack, for their attempts at suppressing his basic academic

  freedom to study what he pleased. Even when it was all over he felt marginalised by the university.




  Mack, who died in a road accident in London in 2004, said of the Dean, ‘He was a friend. He told me, “If you’d have just said this was a new psychiatric syndrome you

  wouldn’t have gotten into trouble.” The problem had to do with the fact that they didn’t like what I was saying.’ More recently, his attorney Eric

  MacLeish told a BBC reporter that Harvard Medical School had distorted Mack’s views. ‘It was really outrageous that he had to go through this inquiry. The idea that Mack would put his

  own agenda above the interests of his patients was abhorrent. There was never any proof of it, and the evidence that we mustered was exactly the opposite. He was simply willing to listen. What this

  really was about was Harvard saying that, “We don’t like this because you can’t show any of this through double-blind placebo controlled study,” and John was saying,

  “There’s some real mysteries here. I don’t know what’s going on with these people but I can’t dismiss them as mentally ill.” ’




  There it was again – the battle in microcosm. An apparently strange belief being voiced, this one by an authority in damaged minds, and the response of the establishment, of reason and

  science, being a kind of vengeful and censorious fury. It seemed like such an inappropriate reaction, and something about it gave me pause.




  Mack is clearly the underdog of this story. And yet a part of me couldn’t help but feel some sympathy with the Harvard Dean. Having familiarised myself with the evidence I felt that I

  should accept at least the possibility of UFOs. But something underneath the level of my rational brain was unyielding in its resistance to doing so. It wasn’t even a thought, it was a

  feeling, a prejudice: a great, dark lump of ‘no’. No matter what anyone told me, I simply could not believe in travelling aliens. It was almost as if there were two versions of me

  – rival judges, battling for their preferred conclusion to win ultimate acceptance, and the one without access to any of the facts had won.




  But at the same time, I couldn’t help but think of Professor John E. Mack as a kind of hero. The way he was treated by his superiors was surprising: not as an

  intelligent colleague whose opinions differed from theirs, but as something infinitely more dangerous and threatening and dark. As a heretic.




  Over the following months, as I dwell upon my time with the creationists and the alien-hunters, little events, names, slivers of dialogue and half-examined observations keep breaking the

  conscious surface. I am sure that, in among the white noise of those experiences, there are clues, patterns, shapes of meaning pulling themselves together; odd moments pregnant with hinted

  relevance that might yet help build a final understanding of the mystery. The fact of Mackay’s angry lurch into belief; the curious reflection of his Road to Damascus moment in Nathan

  Lo’s early life; the bickering and hardening of stances between the UFO-fanatics; Glennys Mackay’s clean leap from alien-paranoia to Monsanto–GM-paranoia; the two conflicting

  versions of me; Lo’s acid judgement of Mackay; its echo in that of the Harvard Dean’s fight with John Mack; the mystery of the nature of the creationist’s faith and the touching

  sincerity of the way he spoke of it. I don’t know if any of this might lead me to an answer or, indeed, tell me anything about what is happening. But it all adds to the powerful impression

  that there is a lot more to be discovered about belief and its strange engines.




  Perhaps it can be done by seeking out more heretics – stubborn individuals who are driven to defy the modern orthodoxy of science in the face of censure and scorn and ostracism. What

  powers possess them, and compel them to fight? What causes them to take such risks?




  Belief is surely one of humanity’s most dangerous forces. It ignites vast and ruinous battles; both ‘culture wars’ and real ones. It divides culture from culture; community

  from community; friend from friend; father from son. Belief is the heart of who we are and how we live our lives. And yet it is not what we think it is: not a product of

  intelligence or education or logic. There are invisible forces at play here. And I have no idea what they are.
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  ‘The secret of the long life of the tortoise’




  I have to double-check, about half an hour after my arrival, because it has begun to seem so unlikely: could the true meaning of the ancient word ‘yoga’

  really be ‘unity’? So far, my experience of the most highly anticipated yogic event of the year has been indicative of anything but. I had expected that my particular ticket

  would buy me a superior position in the hall. It did, after all, cost £251. But in front of me, many hundreds of people have secured better spots than mine, closer to the stage on which their

  guru will be appearing. These, I will learn, are the ‘VIPs’, the ‘VVIPs’, the ‘Corporate Members’, the ‘Founder Members’, the ‘Patron

  Members’, the ‘Life Members’, the ‘Dignified Members’, the ‘Respected Members’ and, at the bottom, the lowly ‘General Members’ of the Patanjali

  Yog Peeth Trust and all of them are busy folding out foam mattresses and fastidiously marking their territory with bags, shoes and rolled-up socks. I, meanwhile, have been directed to a space

  halfway down London’s vast Alexandra Palace by an assistant in a yellow sash. Trying to settle on the thin tartan rug that defines my tiny piece of land, I look at my watch. 06:20. Just ten

  minutes to go until the guru, Swami Ramdev, will appear.




  I settle down and use the time to study my special booklet, which describes the basics of ‘Yog’ as taught by Ramdev – a vocal activist, it says here,

  against ‘an Indian society divided by caste’. But it is hard to concentrate above the sound of his adjutants echoing around the walls as they prowl the margins of each sector demanding,

  ‘Which pass are you? Which pass are you? Show me your pass. You are only a VVIP, you must move back. Let me see your ticket. Let me see your ticket. Is this a diamond ticket? This is only a

  gold ticket. You must move back.’




  A few weeks ago, when I called the Divya Yog Trust to reserve my place, the woman on the telephone told me, ‘The last time he visited the UK, local GPs noticed the impact on numbers in

  their surgeries.’




  ‘That sounds incredible,’ I said. ‘How does it work?’




  ‘The science that underpins the whole thing is that the body has the wherewithal to heal itself. You don’t need external help. Breath is all you need.’




  After six days, she promised, I would feel ‘amazing’. Then she took my credit card details.




  Yoga itself was being practised as long ago as 400 BC and possibly as far back as 3300 BC and, in its traditional form, it has eight

  ‘limbs’. Each limb is a different set of instructions that you will need to follow if you fancy the sound of being liberated from all worldly suffering and the cycle of life and death.

  One of these limbs is the ‘asana’, which comprises the now well-known physical postures that have been isolated and appropriated by millions of Western women who are less concerned with

  breaking free of the cycle of life and death than they are with having smaller bottoms. Swami Ramdev believes that people have put too much faith in these postures and are missing the real action,

  which lies in the fourth limb, ‘pranayama’ or ‘breath control’.




  Back in India, Ramdev is held in such esteem that, on a domestic trip in 2011, four cabinet ministers were sent to meet him from his private jet at the airport. He has,

  he claims (somewhat unbelievably), one billion followers and two hundred and fifty million viewers of his TV show. His fame, over there, has made him almost as ubiquitous as the sun and his heat is

  becoming so powerful that it is now beginning to be felt in the West. This is to be the first stop on a UK tour that will also visit windily vast arenas in Coventry in the Midlands and Scotland. In

  London alone, three thousand people will attend daily sessions that run for almost a week. The last time he was in Europe he had a reception with MPs at the House of Commons and tea with the Queen,

  and addressed a United Nations conference at the request of Kofi Annan. This particular visit follows rapturous welcomes in the US and Canada. And wherever he goes, to whomever he speaks, he brings

  the same message – practise his seven yogic breathing exercises and your life will be transformed in myriad marvellous ways. Not only will you be happier and more respectful of your elders,

  Ramdev claims his regime of scientific breathing can cure afflictions as diverse as depression, baldness, obesity, asthma, diabetes and cancer. Pranayama is, in his words, a ‘complete

  medication’ and, in the words of one his senior assistants, ‘like a miracle’.




  Despite the fact that he describes himself as a ‘swami’ – a Hindu honorific title that literally means ‘owner of oneself’, a man who has total control over his body

  and urges – Ramdev boasts that he is proudly ‘anti-superstition’. He is not a healer, saint or God-man, but a student of cold, academic rationality. The megastar ascetic, who is

  sponsored by Tilda Basmati Rice, insists that his theories are based on sound scientific research that has been carried out at his headquarters in Hardwar in northern India.




  From my Western perspective, Ramdev’s claims sound impossible. And yet they represent an interesting complication. Back in Gympie, John Mackay asserted that his

  belief is scientifically testable. ‘God says, “I will make myself known to you,” and he did,’ he told me. When I enquired as to how, he said, ‘It’s something in

  me.’ Meanwhile, when I asked his accidental namesake Glennys Mackay how she could be so sure that alien ‘greys’ were, in fact, robots, she replied, ‘It’s just

  something I’ve been shown.’ For both Mackays, their conviction seems to be projected from the same place: the unconscious. Contrary to what John might insist, though, these beliefs do

  not represent any mode of proof. That is to say, John and Glennys might preach the reality of gods and greys, and many people might believe them. But they are not actually promising anything

  tangible, demonstrable or, indeed, testable to earn this faith. And yet Swami Ramdev is.




  When he finally appears on stage at 06:30, we rise as one to greet him. A procession of acolytes files past to touch his skin and lay red roses at his feet. Then, accompanied by his three-piece

  band, he assumes a perfect lotus position and starts with his ‘Ooooooooommmmm’. His voice has an impressive timbre; it booms and unfurls and quivers your intestines. Sitting on the

  distant stage at the end of the colossal venue, in his orange robes with his feet on his inner thighs, he looks beguiling and beautiful.




  With his theme song over, he jumps up and begins to bounce alarmingly, kicking one knee up at a time, almost to the height of his chin. Everyone copies him, beaming and giggling and panting.

  Then he starts walking on his hands. The crowd awkwardly drift back down to the safety of their tartan rugs. Ramdev reassumes the lotus and breathes in so completely it looks as if his stomach has

  been scooped out. It bulges into a giant ball, like a watermelon being pumped up. He causes it to shimmer, with little waves of contractions running through it. And then,

  finally, the pranayama begins.




  The seven exercises that Ramdev promotes are almost as effortless as breathing itself. There is one where you lie on your fists and breathe. There is another where you breathe in and stay

  breathed in for a bit. And there is one which involves breathing in slowly and then exhaling abruptly with a loud ‘hhhfff’ sound. This, we are told, expels ‘toxins’ from the

  body. And then there is ‘the bumblebee’, which is designed to ‘balance dopamine levels’ and sharpen memory and involves us putting our hands over our faces to prevent

  ‘energy’ leaking out of our eyeballs.




  Respite comes during Ramdev’s long lectures, which are delivered in Hindi. As he speaks, my concentration breaks. I notice that the hall is filled with subtle contradictions. Ramdev goes

  to great lengths to tell his fans that he is no quasi-god, but his promotional banners seem to imply a different message. There is the Swami floating on water with the sun coming out of his head;

  there is the Swami levitating on the sunset with his stomach hollowed out; there is the Swami parting the clouds to reveal a celestial white glow; there is the Swami with the sun shining out of his

  backside. And there he is beseeching his faithful to enjoy the benefits of ‘the world’s best basmati rice’.




  Pushing myself painfully upwards, when the session is over, I decide to seek out someone who can speak to the truth of Ramdev’s claims. I find Aasha, who has taken two weeks’ holiday

  from her job as a tax inspector to be in charge of Ramdev’s volunteer workforce. She gives the impression of embodying the very spirit of prim, precise orderliness. Her hair is soberly cut

  and perfectly symmetrical, her dead-straight fringe frames neat, circular spectacles.




  ‘I am a rational person,’ she says. ‘I am very sceptical by nature. But there’s no mumbo-jumbo here. I would have walked out if there was any

  hint of mumbo-jumbo.’




  She tells me that it was the death of her brother that inspired her journey into pranayama.




  ‘He got Legionnaire’s disease and was put on a ventilator,’ she tells me, plainly. ‘I made the decision to switch off the machine. I had to be strong for the whole

  family. I went into a depression. Very, very dark.’ Her expression lifts into one of brightness and smiles. ‘But when I saw Swamiji on the Asatha Channel he almost immediately took me

  out of it. I wanted to live for that. I wanted to be alive.’




  ‘And is it true that he’s cured cancer?’ I ask.




  ‘It is true,’ she nods. ‘It has been found that cancer cells cannot thrive in a highly oxygenated environment. When you do this type of exercise you flood your system with

  oxygen and this brings about huge biochemical changes. One of the exercises is the equivalent of chemotherapy and one is the equivalent of radiotherapy.’




  Aasha walks me over to a table near the busy merchandise stalls and introduces me to sixty-three-year old Harita from Ilford in east London. Over the last decade, Harita has had cancer in her

  bowel, bladder and spine. She has had her uterus and half her bladder removed. She sits poised and upright in her cushioned seat, her hands squarely placed on her lap. Her weakness only becomes

  apparent when she speaks. She twists and pulls at an old paper handkerchief and her sentences tremble and break.




  ‘Now is the fourth time cancer has come to me,’ she tells me. ‘They said they couldn’t give me chemotherapy because it’s not working any more and now they want to

  give me radiotherapy. But I said, “No. Give me one month. I want to see Swamiji. I will be better with this. Swamiji can cure everything.” ’




  That night, in the chaotic Muswell Hill hotel that I have put myself up in, I lie in bed with a copy of the official Ramdev book Yog: In Synergy With Modern

  Science. Written by his colleague Acharya Balrishna, it makes for extraordinary reading. ‘He has a dream of a disease free world,’ it says. ‘This, he plans to achieve with

  the science of Yog which he feels will bring an end to the unethical business of weapons and allopathic [i.e. conventional, Western] medicines.’ Much of the text seems to be oppressively

  scientific – full of graphs, anatomical diagrams and dense paragraphs containing words such as ‘neuro-endocrine system’, ‘limbic-hypothalamic’ and

  ‘spondylitis’. Mixed in with the jargon, though, are some fantastical-sounding claims. ‘The person who follows celibacy with complete austerity develops incredible physical,

  mental and spiritual abilities’; ‘The person who recognises the value of pranayam and makes it the very base, certainly wins over enemies,’ and my own favourite, ‘The slower

  the breath, the longer the life. This is the secret behind the long life of the tortoise.’




  I also read some press cuttings that concern the controversies that have struck Ramdev, back in India. He owns a factory that manufactures over a hundred and sixty herbal treatments, including

  syrups, tablets and powered potions. In 2006 a senior politician accused him of using human bones and the testicles of an otter in his medication. This led to angry denials from Ramdev. His furious

  supporters gathered on the streets of New Delhi and burned effigies. During the disorder, twenty were arrested. Now officially exonerated, he blames a sinister conspiracy of multinational

  pharmaceutical companies who were threatened by both his commercial empire and his frequently stated ambitions for a world free of Western-style medicines.




  The empire of the Swami suffered more significant trouble over claims that pranayama can cure AIDS – a statement Ramdev denied ever making after he was threatened

  with legal action by medical NGOs and brought under pressure by the Indian government, who took the extraordinary step of publicly censuring him. It is an episode that seems not to have harmed his

  standing much. Ramdev remains, according to the biography in his book, ‘famous for his medical research, practical approach to yoga and services in the field of cow breeding’.




  I spend the next five days rising in the darkness, picking my way to my small square of tartan in the Alexandra Palace, doing my breathing exercises and feeling exactly as ‘amazing’

  as you might expect after three hours of pre-dawn nose yoga and speeches delivered in Hindi by a man sitting very far away. I also spend a good deal of time badgering and whining at the organisers

  for a personal audience with the Swami. Their puckered smiles and dipping chins tell me everything I need to know about my chances. But then, unexpectedly, it pays off. I am finally granted ten

  minutes with Ramdev. We are to meet in a back room where the ‘Founder Members’, who have each paid more than £6,000 for their rarefied status, are queuing to meet their hero.




  When the occasion arrives, I am made to wait for hours. We are in a messy fluorescent-lit area behind a large closed door that is strewn with wipe-clean tables and stackable chairs. I am

  watching an elegant lady in a sparkling sari and a golden, diamond-encrusted watch take her turn with the barefoot ascetic, when I see Aasha.




  I say, ‘Bearing in mind how he speaks out against divided India . . .’




  ‘There is no division here,’ she interrupts, smiling thinly.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ I say, ‘but it seems to me that the more money you spend, the closer you get.’




  The elegant woman kneels before Ramdev. An expensively healed foot pokes out of her silken robe.




  ‘It might seem that way,’ Aasha replies. ‘But this is a family and once you enter, you are engulfed by his love.’




  ‘You’ve only got to look at how much money these people have spent, compared to everyone else.’ I give Aasha a doubtful look. ‘Maybe that’s a

  coincidence?’




  Aasha considers the scene for a moment. She lowers her voice.




  ‘To be honest, I’m not too happy with it myself,’ she whispers. ‘But I can see why he’s doing it. Medical science will not accept anything unless clinical trials

  are carried out. That is what he’s currently seeking to do and these trials are tremendously expensive. He needs to raise large amounts of money.’




  More time passes. And then more. I find myself sitting next to the most beautiful woman in the room. Shipra is a clinical nurse and she informs me that, if I do eventually receive my promised

  audience, she will be translating. We watch in silence as Ramdev listens to a family’s woes with an intense, hawkish expression that peers through the no-man’s-land of skin between his

  beard and hair. Occasionally he breaks into an unsettling kind of laugh, which involves him throwing his head back as far as it will go while making absolutely no sound at all. Shipra, I notice, is

  finding it difficult to restrain her gaze.




  ‘He’s very charismatic,’ she says. ‘Spiritual people have their own aura. He’s also very funny. He says, “You eat vegan food when I’m looking and then

  you go home and eat fried food.” Ha! Ha!’




  She looks at me and carries on laughing. ‘Ha ha ha.’




  I smile and nod politely as Shipra beams, and leans in towards me.




  ‘You know,’ she whispers, ‘he’s a sworn celibate.’




  ‘That must be disappointing for his fans.’




  ‘Yes,’ she says, gazing directly at his mouth. ‘Yes, it is.’




  When the time finally comes, I settle down on a seat adjacent to Ramdev. Seeing the Swami treated as a kind of godhead for the previous few days seems to have had an unconscious effect on me,

  and I am surprised to find myself nervous. I begin by asking, just to confirm, that pranayama really can cure all diseases. He nods deeply, his beard pushing against his orange robe.




  ‘Yes,’ he says.




  ‘So it can cure cancer?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘AIDS?’




  ‘Yes . . . er, no!’ he says, suddenly looking panicked, his eyes shining wide and white from the shadows of their hairy dens. ‘No AIDS!’




  ‘So it can cure every disease in the world except AIDS?’ I ask.




  ‘Yes,’ he says. ‘But even in AIDS it can help the immunosuppressive system and lymphocytes.’




  I move on to the reports that I have read in the Indian press of Ramdev telling children that Coca-Cola will turn their skin dark, a powerful message for vanity-conscious youngsters to whom pale

  complexions are desirable – and a statement that is unarguably wrong. I am curious to see if Ramdev will admit to saying this as, presumably, he is smart enough to realise that I know it to

  be untrue.




  ‘Did you once claim Coca-Cola darkens the skin?’ I say.




  His eyes slide sideways, towards Shipra.




  ‘Even in the USA, the government has banned it in schools,’ he says.




  ‘But did you claim it darkens the skin?’




  ‘There has been scientific research that says it can be harmful to health.’




  I put down my pen.




  ‘But did you say it darkens the skin? I just want to establish, for the record, if you’ve ever claimed this.’




  He looks towards Shipra once more. I watch as a hot conference takes place between them in Hindi. Eventually, she tells me, ‘Swamiji just says that to the kids. It’s not necessarily

  true.’




  I decide to tell Ramdev about my meeting with Harita, and how she has put her faith in him, over conventional medicine, by delaying her cancer treatment.




  ‘He never tells people to stop their treatment if they’re not well,’ Shipra says.




  ‘But you do campaign for a world free of Western medicines,’ I say.




  Ramdev smiles delightedly. He says, in English, ‘I want this!’




  ‘But it would cause massive suffering,’ I say.




  The guru gives his mane a serious shake.




  ‘Western medicines are very expensive and they do not cure diseases, they only control them. They have only existed for two hundred years. Before this people were still being cured and

  they actually lived longer.’




  Just as I begin to dispute this, I am interrupted by another extended exchange between Shipra and the Swami.




  ‘Swamiji is asking, how did you get these questions?’




  I show him my notepad.




  ‘I wrote them,’ I say.




  Shortly afterwards, the interview is terminated, my time apparently up.




  The next morning, as I am walking into the arena for my final session with the Swami, I am stopped by an official who tells me that she has heard all about me.

  ‘You were asking questions you shouldn’t have,’ she says.




  *




  A couple of weeks later, I am back in the warm arms of Sydney, Australia, where I am currently living and working. I decide to send a kind of greatest hits package of

  Ramdev’s claims to Dr Rosanna Capolingua, who chairs the Ethics Committee of the Federal Australian Medical Association.




  One claim is: ‘It is an undisputed fact that people [who practise pranayama] get cured of diseases that are normally considered terminal. The evidence comes from the clinical examination

  of patients of cancer, hepatitis, and other serious diseases performed before and after pranayama.’




  Another: ‘The presence of cows wards off many ailments; the touch and contact of one increases our vision and betters the eyesight. Every part of the cow, from its pure milk to its urine

  has healing and beneficial qualities.’




  Another: ‘The celibate is never unhappy.’




  Dr Capolingua emails me back, saying that the statements that she has seen are ‘surreal’ and ‘not based on science’. When I speak to her on the telephone, she says,

  ‘His claims are potentially dangerous to patients because he suggests breathing provides cures to a whole range of diseases, which we know is not the case. Targeting a market of patients who

  are frightened and seeking some form of miracle is very unethical. It’s exploitation.’




  Capolingua says that, contrary to what Harita told me, breathing deeply in an ordinary environment doesn’t, in fact, raise oxygen saturation. And when I tell her about Harita and her

  radiotherapy, she says, ‘That’s dangerous. To delay that sort of treatment can have a very significant adverse outcome on the patient.’ Of the book’s claim that out of 1,233

  new Western medicines developed since 1975, only thirteen are useful in hot, arid countries she splutters, ‘Oh God, no, that’s rubbish’; when I read her a

  passage in which he describes how food we have eaten comes into contact with oxygen, she actually starts laughing. ‘That’s not how it works at all,’ she says. ‘These

  processes are well understood and he’s getting them wrong.’




  All of which is useful to hear, but not entirely surprising. What intrigues me more is the remarkable scene that I witnessed on my final day at the Alexandra Palace. One ordinary middle-aged

  person stood up and joyfully announced, ‘I had severe arthritis and now I’m better!’ Another, ‘I had severe diabetes and now I’m better!’ Another, ‘I had

  high blood pressure for twenty-six years and I am cured!’




  This went on for some time.




  I was witnessing something that my experiences with the creationists and the UFO-spotters did not offer. Results. Something that, at least in essence, is testable. And yet the miraculous proofs

  boasted of by Ramdev’s London followers – claims of healing that are reflected in the testimony of many thousands of Ramdev acolytes all over the world – cannot have been born of

  his science-bereft breathing. So what is the truth? What has really happened to these people to make them so convinced that pranayama was the agent that made them feel so dramatically recovered? I

  was to find my answer in some invisible forces whose nature came as a surprise: in the phenomenon known as the placebo effect.




  *




  The seemingly magical powers of placebo were first effectively noted during the Second World War by a Harvard professor of anaesthesiology who found himself in southern Italy.

  Lieutenant Colonel Henry Beecher was working in a field hospital when he was astounded to witness a nurse who, having run out of morphine, instead injected salt water into

  a badly injured soldier – who apparently failed to notice any difference, feeling very little pain, and not suffering from the cardiovascular shock that might be expected of a man in his

  state. Months later, Beecher had the opportunity to dispense a placebo to one of his own patients. It worked. He made an ad-hoc survey of more than two hundred gravely wounded men and was amazed to

  find 75 per cent of them bravely declined the offer of morphine even though, before hostilities began, he had known them to be as sensitive as anyone else to even minor pain. Beecher formed a

  theory. Perhaps, after experiencing the violent trauma of the battlefield, these fighters had developed a new psychological perspective. Maybe their blasted limbs and shrapnel-spattered torsos

  didn’t seem like such a big deal, after they had witnessed the grotesque deaths of so many including, very nearly, themselves. To Beecher, it seemed as if pain was affected, somehow, by

  perception. In 1955 he published a paper in the Journal of the American Medical Association on ‘The Powerful Placebo’. Although it has since been demonstrated that

  Beecher’s interpretation of the data contained within the study was, at best, highly careless, it would go on to affect the practice of medicine for ever.




  Since the turn of the twenty-first century, placebo has been studied more than ever. It has been discovered that the anxiety dampener diazepam – also known as the multibillion-selling

  superhit Valium – only actually works when the patient knows that they are taking it. Experts such as psychiatrist Patrick Lemoine have asserted that between 35 and 40 per cent of all

  dispensed medications are actually ‘impure placebos’ – that is, they contain just enough genuine active ingredient so that doctors don’t have to lie about what they

  have prescribed, but not enough that will have an effect. A 1998 study by researchers at the University of Hull found that up to 75 per cent of the effect of brand-name

  antidepressants such as Prozac might be down to placebo; Professor David Wootton of the University of York has written of one estimate that indicates that ‘a third of the good done by modern

  medicine is attributable to the placebo effect’; while an acknowledged world expert, the University of Turin’s Professor Fabrizio Benedetti, has gone so far as to state that

  ‘Placebo is ruining the credibility of medicine.’




  An individual’s placebo response is dependent on their conditioning – their experience of similar past events – and on their perception – their expectation of what will

  happen. This is why expensively packaged brand-name headache pills work better than their supermarket equivalents, even when the cheap ones are identical in their ingredients; why zero per cent

  ‘alcohol’ can make you feel drunk; why completely fake drugs can benefit the symptoms of Parkinson’s, arthritis, ulcers, hypertension, depression, panic disorders, sexual

  dysfunction and angina; why they can make athletes go faster, for longer and with less pain and convince asthma sufferers they’re better, even when they’re not. It is why four sugar

  pills work more effectively than two; why sham injections work better than sham capsules, capsules work better than pills, big pills work better than small pills; and why healing effects can be

  summoned from complicated but useless electrical equipment, pointless electrodes in the brain and an application of smelly brown paint. One study has even indicated that the unspoken

  thoughts of your doctor can alter the efficacy of pain-relief drugs.
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