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MARCH MEETING:
NEW MEXICANS FOR SCIENCE

AND REASON WILL HAVE 
A GENERAL MEETING 

and ELECTIONS
WEDS., APRIL 9th, 7 pm

==>MUSEUM OF NATURAL
HISTORY AND SCIENCE<==

==>1801 Mountain Road NW<==
In the Multi-Purpose Room

Bring a friend
FUTURE MEETINGS ANNOUNCED

April  9th,  2014
NMSR  Meeting:
NMSR's  Silver
Jubilee,  Membership
Meeting, and Elections

Can  you
believe NMSR
is  25  years
old? The group
was formed in
1989,  and
we're
celebrating our
Silver
Jubilee!! 

Above: John Geohegan and Alan Hale at past Cosmic Carnivals

Please bring your stories of memorable NMSR
moments to the April meeting to share.  There will also
be  an  election  of  officers.   If  anyone  is  interested  in
seeking election to a board position, please contact Dave
Thomas to express your interest.

May  14th,  NMSR  Meeting  :  Alfred
Russel Wallace - Was He Robbed?

At  our  May  14th

meeting, we'll see part of a
surprising  new
documentary  on  Russell
and  Darwin's  race  to
publish  theories  of
evolution,  and  then  we'll
launch  into  a  vigorous
duscussion.

7 PM May 14th at
the  NM  Museum  of
Natural History and Science.
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New Mexicans for Science & Reason
(NMSR)

NMSR  is  a  non-profit  group  with  the
goals of promoting science, the scientific method,
rational  thinking,  and  critical  examination  of
dubious or extraordinary claims.  NMSR meets at
7 PM on the second Wednesday of each month, in
Albuquerque,  New Mexico,  at  the New Mexico
Museum of Natural History and Science.  NMSR
Reports is its official newsletter. 
NMSR officers:
Dave Thomas, President
P.O. Box 1017, Peralta, NM 87042
nmsrdave@swcp.com
John Geohegan, Vice-President
jgeoh@swcp.com
Nancy Shelton, Treasurer
11617 Snowheights NE,  Albuq., NM 87112
nshelton10@comcast.net
Kim Johnson, Industrial Physicist
kimber@comcast.net
Marilyn Savitt-Kring, Science Mom
Harry Murphy, Physicist, Medical Quackery
Membership: $25/year, includes newsletter,check payable to
NMSR, send to treasurer (Shelton).
Newsletter subscription: $15/year (12 issues)
NMSR Advisors:
• Mark Boslough, 

Physicist (Impacts, Climate Change,
Global Warming).  Sandia National Labs. 

 • Robert Cormack
Professor of Psychology, NMIMT

• Kendrick Frazier
Editor, Skeptical Inquirer

• John Geissman
Professor of Paleomagnetism, UNM

• Alan Hale
Southwest Institute for Space Research

• Randy Thornhill
 Professor of Biology, UNM

Cyber-Cypher Clue: Y = Q
Bonus Puzzle Clue:  Think 'outside' the box!

WANTED: READER ARTICLES AND 
COMMENTARY

Got  something  you  want  to  share  with
NMSR  members?  Send  it  in!  ATTN:  Dave
Thomas, Editor, NMSR Reports.
REMEMBER,  our next regular NMSR meeting is at 7 PM
on  WEDNESDAY,  APRIL  9th,  2014,  at  the  NM
MUSEUM OF NATURAL HISTORY AND SCIENCE!

PUZZLE TIME!
[Please send solutions to Dave Thomas at: 
nmsrdave@swcp.com, or at P.O. Box 1017, Peralta NM 
87042.]

Cyber-Cypher 
APRIL PUZZLE
(Submitted by Dave Thomas)
The following letters are a simple substitution cypher.  If R 
stands for L, R will stand for L everywhere. Your Cyber-
Cypher Clue: Clue? Oh, well - if you must, see p. 2.

“ X D  N E I  Q O U U D L  J P

N E P I  W S O P V B ,  Z K W  X S E W

X D  L D B C D T W  O B  U L D D

O P Y K O L I ,  J C D P -

N O P Q D Q P D B B ,  E P Q  W S D

C K L B K O W  J U  O Q D E B  U J L

W S D O L  J X P  B E F D . ”

- T S L O B W J C S D L  S O W T S D P B

SUPER SECRET WORD!
However you prefer to do the cypher itself (above

or  below),  simply  duplicate  those  actions  on  the
alphabetized row of cypher letters below.  You’ll build an
answer key, and you’ll also reveal - the Super Secret Word!

A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z

MARCH CYPHER SOLUTION 
"THE GREAT TRAGEDY OF SCIENCE - THE 
SLAYING OF A BEAUTIFUL HYPOTHESIS BY AN 
UGLY FACT." - THOMAS H. HUXLEY, ENGLISH 
BIOLOGIS(T)
Esteemed March Code Crackers: Mike Arms*, Terry 
Lauritsen*.Austin Moede*    *Secret Word: FIX 
DEMONSTRABLY 

April Bonus: “Black and White Hats”
Courtesy mathisfun.com

Cannibals  ambush  a  safari  in  the  jungle  and
capture  three  men.  The  cannibals  give  the  men  a  single
chance to escape uneaten.

The captives are lined up in order of height, and
are tied to stakes. The man in the rear can see the backs of
his two friends, the man in the middle can see the back of
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the man in front, and the man in front cannot see anyone.
The cannibals show the men five hats. Three of the hats are
black and two of the hats are white.

Blindfolds  are  then  placed  over  each  man's  eyes
and a hat is placed on each man's head. The two hats left
over are hidden. The blindfolds are then removed and it is
said to the men that if one of them can guess what color hat
he is wearing they can all leave unharmed.

The  man  in  the  rear  who  can  see  both  of  his
friends'  hats  but  not  his  own  says,  "I  don't  know".  The
middle man who can see the hat of the man in front, but not
his own says, "I don't know". The front man who cannot see
ANYBODY'S hat says "I know!"

The April Bonus: How did he know the 
color of his hat and what color was it?

March Bonus: “An Engineer, A 
Physicist, And A Mathematician...” 

Courtesy dailybrainteaser.blogspot.com
A farmer challenges an engineer, a physicist, and a

mathematician to fence off the largest amount of area using
the least amount of fence.

The engineer made his fence in a circle and said it
was the most efficient.

The physicist made a fence all the way around the
world, and said that fencing off one half of the Earth was
the best possible outcome.

The mathematician laughed at the others and, with
his design, beat them all. 

The March Bonus: What was the 
mathematician's design?  
ANSWER:  The mathematician  builds  a  fence
that surrounds just him.  He then states that he is
on the outside of the fence.
Congrats to our March Solvers: Keith Gilbert 
(NM), Rocky S. Stone (NM), Paul Braterman 
(UK), Terry Lauritsen (NM), Eric Hanczyc (WA)  

Feb.  12th,  2014  –  Darwin  Day
Presentations Online at NMSR.ORG

NMSR's Dave Thomas on “New Findings That 
Would Have Thrilled Darwin:” , 
here:http://www.nmsr.org/dday2014_thomas.pdf

UNM  biologist  Paul  Watson  on  “A History  of
Strong Natural Selection for Religiosity.”:
http://www.nmsr.org/dday2014_watson.pdf 

Ron Herman on “A Brief comparison of Science
and Religion.”:http://www.nmsr.org/dday2014_herman.pdf 

 NMSR  thanks  our  Wednesday  presenters  Paul
Watson, Jerry Gilbert and Ron Herman for their fascinating
presentations.

L-R Darwin Day speakers Jerry Gilbert, Paul Watson
and Ron Herman

In its attack on the Second Episode
of  COSMOS,  the  Discovery
Institute  Provides  Us  a  Teaching
Moment of its Own
by Dave Thomas

FOX  TV's  Seth
McFarlane  has  joined
with  astrophysicist
Neil  deGrasse  Tyson
and Ann Druyan, Carl
Sagan's  widow,  to
reboot  Sagan's
marvelous  COSMOS

series of decades ago.  The series is a splendid blend
of homage to Sagan's original series and dazzling new
graphics – and new discoveries.

The second episode of the series, which ran on
March  16th,  2014,   covered  evolution  and  natural
selection.  As expected, creationists were furious. The
main  promoter  of  “Intelligent  Design,”  Seattle's
Discovery  Institute,  has  run  several  anti-COSMOS
blogs  on  its  ENV  (Evolution  News  and  Views)
website.

In their zeal to attack Tyson and the COSMOS
series, however, the Discovery Institute has provided
everyone  with  a  teaching  moment  all  their  own.
You've  probably  heard  of  the  “Straw-Man”  logical
fallacy, so named because it involves attacking one's
opponent –  not by an honest dissection of their actual
views –  but by attacking a caricature, a distorted mis-
representation of the views actually put forward by the
person  being  attacked.   The  Discovery  Institute's

http://www.nmsr.org/dday2014_thomas.pdf
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attack on the evolution episode of  COSMOS was a
particularly stunning  and  egregious  example  of  this
fallacy – a Straw Man for the ages, as it were.

The  Institute's  Casey
Luskin dashed off a post on the
morning  after  Episode  2  aired:
(March 17, 2014): The post was
titled  “Cosmos  Episode  2:
'Mindless Evolution' Has All the
Answers  --  If  You  Don't  Think
About  It  Too  Deeply,”  and  was
posted on ENV.  Luskin quoted
Tyson's  comment  comparing
artificial to natural selection, and
proceeded to argue that Tyson believes that evolution
can produce anything:

[LUSKIN]Cosmos  Episode  2
structures  its  argument  much  as  Charles
Darwin  did  in  the  Origin  of  Species.  The
opening scenes discuss how human breeders
artificially selected many different dog breeds
from  wolf-like  ancestors,  including  many
popular breeds that "were created in only the
last few centuries." The argument is simple --
and  it's  the  same  one  Darwin  made:  "If
artificial  selection  can  work  such  profound
changes in only 10 to 15 thousand years, what
can  natural  selection  do  operating  over
billions of years?" The answer, I recall Tyson
saying, is most "anything." Just as he did in
Episode 1, Tyson has overstated his case. The
great  evolutionary  biologist  Ernst  Mayr
explains precisely why Tyson is wrong:

[MAYR]“Some  enthusiasts
have  claimed  that  natural  selection
can  do  anything.  This  is  not  true.
Even  though  "natural  selection  is
daily  and  hourly  scrutinizing,
throughout the world, every variation
even  the  slightest,"  as  Darwin
(1859:84)  has  stated,  it  is
nevertheless  evident  that  there  are
definite  limits  to  the  effectiveness  of
selection....”

If Tyson had indeed said that natural selection
can  do  anything,  Luskin  would  have  been  entirely
correct to point out that the claim has been thoroughly
refuted by mainstream biologists like Ernst Mayr. The
problem is that Tyson said nothing of the sort.

Here's  what  Tyson  really said  about  what

natural selection over eons can explain:
[TYSON]  If  artificial

selection can work such profound
changes  in  only  10  or  15
thousand years, what can natural
selection  do  operating  over
billions of years? The answer is:
all  the  beauty  and  diversity  of
life.

In  other  words,  Tyson  was  saying  that
Selection plus Mutation explain the stunning diversity
of like on our planet –
warts and all.  He never
said  that  natural
selection  can  do
anything,  and  later  in
the  episode,  gave  a
great  example  of  how
selection + mutation are
limited by historic contingency.  In a lengthy segment
on evolution of complex structures like eyes, about 30
minutes  later  in  the  episode  than  his  comment  on
artificial selection, Tyson said the following:

[TYSON] In the eyes of primitive fish,
the transparent  gel  near the pinhole formed
into  a  lens.  At  the  same  time,  the  pinhole
enlarged, to let in more and more light. Fish
could now see in hi-def, both close up, and far
away.

And  then,  something  terrible
happened.

You ever notice that a straw in a glass
of  water  looks  bent  at  the  surface  of  the
water?  That's  because  light  bends  when  it
goes from one medium to another,  say from
water to air.  Our eyes originally evolved to
see in water.  The watery fluid in those eyes
neatly  eliminated  the  distortion  of  that
bending effect.

But for land animals, the light carries
images  from  dry  air  into  their  still-watery
eyes.  That  bends  the  light  rays,  causing  all
kinds of distortions.

When our  amphibious ancestors  left
the water for the land, their eyes, exquisitely
evolved to see in water, were lousy for seeing
in the air. Our vision has never been as good
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since.

We like to think of our eyes as state of
the  art,  but  three  hundred  and  75  million
years later,  we still  can't  see things right  in
front of our noses, or discern fine details in
near darkness, the way fish can. When we left
the  water,  why  didn't  nature  just  'start  over
again,'  and evolve us a new set of eyes that
were optimal for seeing in the air?

Nature  doesn't  work  that  way.
Evolution  reshapes  existing  structures  over
generations,   adapting  them  with  small
changes. It can't just go back to the drawing
board and start from scratch.

At every stage of its development, the
evolving  eye  functioned  well  enough  to
provide  a  selective  advantage  for  survival,
and among animals alive today, we find eyes
at all these stages of development.

And all of them, functioning.

After I had mentioned
Luskin's  egregious
misquotation  of  Neil
deGrasse  Tyson  on  the
Panda's  Thumb  blog
(Thomas  2014),  Luskin
was  tipped  off  by
someone  (or  perhaps  he
lurks  at  Panda's  Thumb),
and  he  changed  the
editorial later on the same
day it first appeared.  Now
it  included Tyson's  actual
words,  but  Luskin  had

also added new verbiage just after that, to further his
still-false claim that Tyson actually  does believe that
natural selection can do “most anything.”  The revised
comment by Luskin now reads

[LUSKIN]  The  answer,  Tyson  tells
us, is "all  the beauty and diversity of life."
In other words, Tyson wants you to believe
that  natural  selection  provides  all  the
answers for everything since life arose.  Just
as he did in Episode 1, Tyson has overstated
his case. ...

In both versions  of  his  post  (pre-  and  post-
correction),  Luskin  vigorously  repeated  his  colossal
straw-man argument:

[LUSKIN]  Tyson's main argument that
selection  and  mutation  can  evolve
anything  focuses on the evolution of the
eye. Here, he attacks intelligent design by
name...

In  addition  to  a  spectacular  example  of  the
Straw Man fallacy,  the  affair  provides  some  insight
into the dangers of pseudoscience.  If only Luskin had
decided to simply watch the show, and give Tyson a
chance  to  explain  the  case  for  evolution,  he  would
never had made such a serious error.  Instead, Luskin
had no  time  for  actual  comprehension  of  what  was
being  said;  he  was  far  too  busy  looking  for  any
possible point on which to condemn Tyson, COSMOS
and evolution.  Luskin was so busy constructing his hit
piece, he wasn't even aware that Tyson was vigorously
agreeing  with  Ernst  Mayr:  evolution  can't do  just
anything.  It's a perfect illustration of the mindset of a
pseudoscientist.

Will there be more gaffes from the Discovery
Institute? Will the sun rise tomorrow? Stay tuned!

March 12th, 2014 NMSR Meeting
Barry  Spletzer  spoke  on  “Yardsticks  in  the

Sky:Measuring the Astronomical Unit” at our March
12th meeting.   Barry  is  active  in  The  Albuquerque
Astronomical Society (TAAS.org).  

Barry began by declaring that
“ALL  astronomical  distances
and  sizes  are  based  on  the
Earth-Sun  distance.”   While
there  is  no  “THE  Land  area
unit”  or  “THE Power  unit”  or
“THE  Length  unit”  etc.,  it  is
uniquely  called  THE
Astronomical Unit. How was it

determined? The Astronomical Unit has a fascinating
history. 

Eratosthenes (240 BC) of Alexandria made the
first  measurement  of  the  diameter  of  the  earth,  a
precursor  to  the  earth-sun  distance.    He  was  a
librarian of world’s greatest library, a mathematician,
inventor, astronomer, historian, and collector of arcane
knowledge. He'd read about the Sun shining down a
well  in  southern Egypt  on the solstice,  and realized
that that never happens in Alexandria. 
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By having a “grad student” pace the distance
from Alexandria to southern Egypt (some 500 miles),
and by realizing that this distance must  be about an
eighth of the world's  radius,  he correctly deduced it
was  therefore around 4,000 miles. 

Aristarchus (280 BC) put it all  together, and
used the time it took the earth's shadow to cross the
moon during a lunar eclipse to determine the moon's
diameter, and thus, its distance from Earth (~240,000
miles).   He  developed  a  method  that  could  have
yielded the earth-sun distance in principle; however,
the  sun's  great  distance  made  it  impractical,  and
Aristarchus estimated the sun was a mere 5 million
miles  away (missing  the  true  value  by  95%).  This
value was also used by Ptolemy,  and was the status
quo for over a thousand years.  

Around  1610,  things  got  interesting  again.
Kepler's  laws  of  planetary motion  produced a  scale
solar  system,  and  the  distance  to  any planet  would
then yield the Astronomical Unit. Jeremiah Horrocks
(1639) predicted and observed a transit of Venus , and

combined science and mysticism to measure the AU. 
Furious  efforts  by  Cassini,  James  Gregory,

Edmund  Halley,  used  the  rare  transits  of  Venus  to
estimate the AU to within 2.3%.   Simon Newcomb
used the speed of light to get an estimate of the AU
accurate to .064% in 1895.  Bouncing radar off Venus
(1961)  finally  pinned  it  down:  the  AU  =  149 597 
870 .700 ± 0.003 km.

NMSR thanks Barry Spletzer for a fascinating
presentation.
DUES - check the date on your mailing label.  If it's 
time for you to renew, or to make a contribution,  
please check the box and send a check to
NANCY SHELTON, NMSR Treas
11617 Snowheights NE, Albuq., NM 87112
Name ________
Address______________________
Membership $25__     Paperless or Newsletter Only 
$25 __
On the Net? Ask for the Paperless NMSR Reports! 
Send an email to nmsrdave@swcp.com “Dave 
Thomas” 

The NMSR e-mail list is fun!  It’s an e-mail list 
with news announcements of interest to NMSR 
members, discussions about news of the times, and 
more.  To join, send a request to 
nmsrdave@swcp.com.
Thanks to: John Geohegan, Debbie Thomas and our
Puzzlers!


