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“There are three stages in the life of man.
He believes in Santa Claus; he does not

believe in Santa Claus; he is Santa Claus.”
Bob Philips

Dear Fellow Owls

     THE 1356th MEETING OF THE OWL CLUB,
PRECEDED BY A FESTIVE DINNER, WILL BE
HELD ON THE SECOND (AND NOT THE THIRD)
TUESDAY OF THE MONTH ... THAT WILL BE TUESDAY
12th DECEMBER 2023 ... 6:00 PM FOR 6:45 PM START, IN THE
GRILL ROOM, KELVIN GROVE CLUB.

     This meeting will differ from our usual monthly meetings.  Owls
will gather on the lawns (near the tennis courts) from 6:00 pm onwards 
for a glass of festive ‘bubbly’ and/or orange juice (please note, there will
be no cash bar outside), following which, at 6:45 pm, Owls will proceed to the Grill 
Room for the special, festive dinner and the evening's entertainment.

     President:  Owl Geoffrey Ashmead

     Master of Ceremonies:  Owl David Muller
               Owl David Muller will be compering the entertaining programme (so ably
          compiled by a subcommittee led by Owls Anthea Serritslev and David Little
         and which includes contributions from the following talented Owls ...
               David Muller:  'Herman Charles Bosman's take on Christmas celebrations'
               Jeremy Lawrence:  'Foibles'.
               Peter Underwood:  'Daisy and the prince'.  
          Peter Underwood's presentation will be followed by a group sing-along.
               Mike Bruton:  'Obscure Objects' Quiz.
          (Each separate table to act as a single team of contestants).
     There will be a fifteen minute bar-break.
               Derek Leisegang & others:  Guitar & songs.
               Kate McCallum:   A reading.
               Peter Gilchrist:  An excerpt from 'The Divine Oscar'.
               Tony Grogan:  Harmonica recital.
     The evening's entertainment will end (as is now tradition) with the group's vocal 
participation in the singing of 'An Die Freude’ ('Ode To Joy') to be sung, in the original 
German, to Ludwig van Beethoven’s Symphony No.9 in D minor, Op. 125.

     Dinner price: R320 for Owls and guests alike.

     Dress: Black tie, military dress uniform, traditional or similarly elegant attire.

RESERVATIONS & PAYMENTS:
          Any Owl who does not have internet access is welcome to telephone the
     Secretary Bird at 082 440 8204 or 021 671 3121 to book a perch.
          All other Owls are encouraged to use the Pay’n’Perch procedure by paying
     their dining fee into the Club’s bank account by EFT and instructing the bank
     (using the option provided) to send a remittance confirmation email to
     secretary@owls.org.za whereupon their perches will be booked.
          No further emails will be needed from you unless you have special dietary
     needs or if you are using a dining credit.
     In all cases, bookings will close at 6:00 pm on Saturday 9th December 2023.
     All bookings will be acknowledged.



               then regaled their audience, in rich
                harmony, with a selection of well
               loved compositions from Puccini,
             Mozart and Verdi.
          Following the fifteen-minute bar break   
        the Mzansi Tenors musical repertoire       
      continued with a
        selection from
          Donizetti and
       Claude-Michel
         Schonberg
     and a medley
        comprising
excerpts from
   'Santa Lucia',
               'Granada'
and 'O Sole Mio'.
     As the finale,
JP van Niekerk
was then invited to
fill the Waste Paper
Basket, which he did
with his thought-provoking expose of
'Major medical mishaps, quacks and frauds’.
     To conclude the evening, Owls and their 
guests were invited to raise their glasses in 
the Toast To The Owl Club.
     President Owl Geoffrey Ashmead then 
wished all Owls and their guests a safe flight
               home, following which the evening 
                drew to a close
                   at 22:25.
                        [RD

Grace
In a world

where so many are hungry,
may we eat this food
with humble hearts.

In a world
where so many are lonely,

may we share this friendship
with joyful hearts.

In a world
where so many communities

are riven by warfare,
may we work for peace.

The November 2023 meeting
      A total of 63 Owls and 20 guests met for the 1355th meeting of The Owl Club, held in 
The Grill Room, Kelvin Grove Club, Newlands on Tuesday 21st November 2023.
      The proceedings commenced at 18:45, 
with President Owl Geoffrey Ashmead
welcoming all and inviting Owl Peter
Underwood to deliver the Grace.
     The dinner commenced with a delicious 
mushroom and white truffle soup, followed 
by chicken supreme served with vegetable
cous-cous and garnished with a tomato relish.
The dessert was a chocolate mirror tart 
served with vanilla ice cream.  A welcome 
cup of filter coffee completed the repast.    
     The meal was accompanied by fine red 
and white wines from Perdeberg Winery.
     The President then asked Owls and 
guests to charge their glasses and to rise for 
the Toast To South Africa, which then
led into a short comfort break
whilst the tables were
being cleared.
     The 1355th meeting
of The Owl Club
commenced with the

President reminding all of the second
Colloquium (on artificial intelligence) to be 
held two days later, followed by hearty
congratulations being bestowed on Owls 
who were celebrating notable birthdays 
during the month of November and these 
included Owl Stan Sandler
 (83), Owl Jimmy
Baigrie (80) and
younger Owls viz.
Rudolph Brand,
Mike Bruton, James
Hanley, David Little,
Paul Mills, Medee Rall,
Rob Skelton, Norman
Smuts and Joe Tyrrell.
     The Parliament
was asked to rise in
tribute to two Owls
who had flown to a
higher perch since
the last meeting,
viz. Owl Denis
Davey and 

Owl Mike Cluver.
     Two new Owls, Teresa Raposo and
Robert Skelton, were formally inducted into
the fellowship and invited to dwell in harmony
with their fellow Owls, to be ready to bear 
their respective parts in the Owl Club’s
assemblies and to worthily
maintain the honour of
Owldom.
     Then, whilst guests
were requested to remain
seated, the lights were
dimmed and Owls were
invited to charge their
      glasses, to rise and to
        join in the traditional
         Toast To Our Guests.
           The guest speaker
            for the evening,
           UCT Professor Emeritus
              John Compton, then
              engaged his audience
           with his thought-
         provoking talk
           entitled 

       
           'Life after
         people: Examples
          from the ghost towns
           of Namibia ' in which he highlighted
          the diamond ghost towns of coastal
           Namibia in which the effect of the
                                   elements (especially
                               on the deserted town of 
Kolmanskop) was examined.
     The President then introduced the first
part of the musical entertainment for
the evening.  The Mzansi Tenors
comprising Sipho Fubesi (founder),
Dumisa Masoka, Sakhi Martins
and Vuyisa
Xipu 
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The Mzansi Tenors (left to right:

Vuyisa Xipo, Dumisa Masoka, Sakhi Martins & Sipho Fubesi

Induction of new Owls
Teresa Raposo & Robert Skelton

John Compton

Owl JP van Niekerk



how it got here is about as strange as the 
sight of the town itself. 
     One evening. in 1908, a Namibian
railway worker named Zacherias Lewala 
was shovelling railroad tracks clear of 
creeping sand dunes when he saw some 
stones shining in the low light. Lewala’s 
German employer subsequently identified 
them for what they were: diamonds.
     Very soon the word was out and hordes 
of prospectors descended on the area. By 
1912, a town had sprung up, producing a 
million carats of diamonds a year, or 11.7% 
of the world’s total diamond production at 
that time.
     Wealthy Kolmanskop became an icon 
of luxury in the barren desert. There was 
a butcher, a baker, a post office, and an 
ice factory. Fresh water was brought in by 
rail. European opera groups even came to 
perform. A sort of mad eccentricity reigned. 
One family kept a pet ostrich that terrorised 
other townspeople and was made to pull a 
sleigh (through the sand) at Christmas.
     Kolmanskop’s prospectors were fast  
becoming incredibly wealthy, overnight, 
simply by picking diamonds off the desert 
floor, but the German authorities wanted 
greater control over the incredible riches. 
They cracked down, declaring a vast area 
of German West Africa a ‘Sperrgebiet’ (or 
restricted zone), forbidding entry to the 
public and reserving prospecting rights for 
a single, Berlin-based company. 
     Local tribespeople, displaced from their 
land by the zone’s construction, were often 
employed as labourers in the diamond 
mines and forced to live in cramped, bar-
racks-like compounds for months on end.
     But the euphoria was not to last. Intensive
mining soon depleted the area and, in 1928, 
the town’s fate was sealed when the richest 
diamond fields ever known were found on 
the beach terraces to the south. The towns-
people left in droves, abandoning homes 
and possessions.
     By 1956, Kolmanskop was completely      
                                     abandoned. The
                                     wind and sand that
                                     formed the dunes
                                     that once rolled over
                                     Lewala’s railway
                                     tracks now burst
                                     through the ghost
                                     town’s doors and
                                     porches, filling its 
                                     rooms with smooth
                                     banks of sand.
                                          Life after people
                                     was no longer a 

     What would happen if every human
were to suddenly disappear? What would be
the fate of all our grand urban constructs?
The rest of nature would of course carry on, 
and in our absence would take back those 
areas where they had been excluded. This 
return of nature has been well documented 
in places like Chernobyl following the
evacuation of the city after the nuclear
reactor explosion. It didn’t take long for 
grasses, trees, deer, and foxes to return. 
Even during the lockdowns of Covid, wild
animals started to encroach upon the outskirts
of cities. In places with plenty of rain 
nature returns quite quickly, such as the 
discovery of Mayan monuments completely 
obscured by the dense rainforest of the 
Yucatan Peninsula. 
     In his talk John Compton presented the 
evidence from the diamond ghost towns of 
the desert regions of southern Namibia (the 
‘Sperrgebiet’ or ‘forbidden zone’). These 
towns developed in the early 20th century 
with the discovery of diamonds along the 
coast. These diamonds had been washed 
from the interior by the Orange River and 
carried by ocean coastal currents until the 
wind blew them ashore. Early photos show 
men sprawled on their bellies picking up 
diamonds off the windswept surface with 
tweezers. The diamonds are blown with the 
sand grains by the intense wind, with sand 
dunes several hundred metres high moving
across the landscape. To find diamonds 
in this environment is a one-in-a-million 
chance, but they are concentrated on the 
wind deflated surfaces because diamond is 
significantly denser than quartz sand.
     In the Cape, annual rainfall on the West 
Coast falls off precipitously as you go 
north: 2 metres at Newlands, 0.5 m at the 
airport, 0.25 m at Langebaan Lagoon and 
only a few centimetres of rain fall each year 
(on average) in the Namib Desert of coastal 
Namibia. The hyperarid conditions of the 
Namib enhance preservation but, even in 
deserts, nature claws back at human created
civilisations. Rather than only rain and
vegetation, it is the force of wind and the 

sand it propels that buries and destroys
human structures. There are a number of 
ghost towns within the ‘Sperrgebiet’, but 
the one most easily accessed is the deserted  
town of 'Kolmannskuppe' (Kolmanskop).
     At Kolmanskop you can see homes 
inundated by sand, wind-blasted walls, in
some of which only a lattice-work of mortar
remains with the softer bricks completely 
blown away. The sand grains recycled 
through the town are just a small part of a 
much bigger system feeding sand, most of 
which is delivered to the coast by the
Orange River that is continuously carving 
out the landscape in the interior. 
     As a short addition to John Compton's
presentation, perhaps the history of
Kolmanskop, located in the Namib Desert, 
a few kilometres distant from the coastal
town of Lüderitz, best illustrates the
destructive effects of wind and sand.
     Brightly coloured wallpaper peeling off
the walls, dilapidated houses now inundated
in rolling banks of sand, this is Kolmanskop
today and the strange and painful history of
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 Guest speaker: John Compton
'Life after people: Examples from diamond ghost towns of coastal Namibia'

06/12/1988       07/12/1988
Mukarab (Finger of God) : Namibia

The corrosive & destructive
effect of wind-driven sand

John Compton

Kolmanskop : Namibia



features termed 'yardangs'. So, within the 
space of roughly a hundred years since they
were abandoned, the coastal diamond mining
towns have already been considerably 
consumed by nature and in the course of 
time will be completely recycled back to 
the elements.  Such ‘ruinscapes' serve as a 
humble reminder of the depths of deep time 
and how brief our time has been on Earth 
and how quickly everything we have built 
will return to the elements. Of course, you
do not have to venture as far as Kolmanskop
to see examples of ‘ruinscapes' as these 
are commonly seen in the abandoned mud 
brick farm houses in the Karoo, disused 
railway lines and cedar tree telephone 
poles. Compton's father-in-law used to say
that ‘life is one big maintenance job’ and 
this seems apt considering the amount of
time and money we spend on upkeep. Once
we are gone, all those structures we laboured
so hard to build and maintain will decay
back; the rates of decay will vary but
inevitably they will all vanish.               [JC
     Note: John Compton is Emeritus Associate
Professor in the Department of Geological
Sciences at UCT. He received his bachelor’s
degree from the University of California, 
San Diego, in 1981 and his PhD from 
Harvard University in 1986. Over the last 
30 years he has worked with students and 
colleagues on many different aspects of the 
West Coast geology.
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concept … it was now a reality.
     In 2002, a local private company called 
‘Ghost Town Tours’ was awarded the 
concession to manage Kolmanskop as a 
tourist attraction, bussing visitors into the 
forbidden zone to explore and photograph 
the sand-covered ruins. Today, as many 
as 35,000 tourists visit the site every year, 
bringing money to the nearby coastal town 
of Lüderitz.
     One can no longer argue that the crumbling
walls and sand-filled rooms of these young 
ruins (their age measured in decades, not 
millennia) challenge our assumptions about 
life and the order and progress of the mod-
ern world without people.
     The Kolmanskop ruins are an acute 
reminder that nothing lasts forever. Despite 
ongoing conservation efforts and a yearly 
limit on the number of tourists, studies 
undertaken around 2010 still showed ‘a 
marked deterioration’ of several structures 
in Kolmanskop.
     Before long, the town is likely to vanish 
into the desert.
     Until then, the surreal ruins remind us of
our societies’ power to build, but also of
nature’s power to destroy man’s monuments
as soon as he disappears off the scene.
     Getting back to the essence of Compton’s
presentation, deserts typically provide the 
conditions most favourable to preservation.
     Consider, for example, the Egyptian

obelisk (Cleopatra's Needle) given as a gift 
to New York city in 1881, and which sits 
just outside the Metropolitan Museum in 
Central Park. The carvings in the granite 
are still well preserved on two of the four 
sides but obliterated on the other two that 
face the incoming weather fronts. 
     In fact, most of the desert landscape that 
is visible beyond that buried by the sea of 
sand, including the major ridges and
valleys of the region, were carved out by 
the abrasive power of wind-blown sand,
giving rise to specific desert topographic 

Kolmanskop : Namibia

Kolmanskop : Namibia

Musical notes: Mzansi Tenors
Sipho Fubesi, Sahki Martins, Dumisa Masoka & Voyisa Xipu

The Mzansi Tenors comprising (left to right in the photograph herewith): Sakhi Martins, Sipho 
Fubesi (founder), Dumisa Masoka and Vuyisa Xipu, regaled their audience, in rich harmony,
with a selection of well loved compositions from Puccini (Nessum Dorma from Turandot), Mozart
(Un'aura Amorosa from Cosi Fan Tutte and also Dies Bildnes Ist Bezauberernd Schon from The 
Magic Flute) and Verdi (Brindisi from La Traviata).  Following the fifteen-minute bar break, the 
Mzansi Tenors repertoire continued with selections from Donizetti (Una Furtiva Lagrima from 
Elisir D'Amore) and Claude-Michel Schonberg (Bring Him Home and Do You hear The People
Sing from Les Miserables) and with their finale being a rousing medley
comprising excerpts from 'Santa Lucia', 'Granada' and 'O Sole Mio'.
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sanguine; excess phlegm - phlegmatic; 
excess of yellow bile - choleric; and excess 
black bile - melancholic. Treatment
followed logically: Bleed to get rid of bad 
humours; starve to prevent new ones from 
forming; and purge, from above and/or 
below, to get rid of the rest. These harmful 
practices were applied for some 1500 years. 
     In his youth JP was given both castor oil 
and Brooklax ... and enemas are offered (at 
so-called health spas) to cleanse the bowels.
     We now know that these do more harm 
than good.
     Franz Mesmer was a doctor in Vienna
(and later Paris) in the 18th century. He 
proposed that animal magnetism was the 
natural energy between all animated and 
inanimate objects and claimed that he could 
influence its flow.
     His mesmerism claimed to cure many 
maladies and gained a huge following,
including the French queen, Marie Antoinette.
     This resulted in Louis XVI appointing 
a scientific commission, which included 
Benjamin Franklin, then the American
ambassador, the great statesman and
chemist Antoine Lavoisier, and Dr Joseph
Guillotin, inventor of the guillotine. 
(Lavoisier was subsequently guillotined at 
the height of the French revolution).
     Their study, in which they hid objects 
(which had been
magnetised)

from the subjects, was the first recorded 
instance of a blinded test to expose biases, 
and exposed Mesmer as a fraud.
     In the 1800s Dr Samuel Hahnemann, 
a German doctor, became disillusioned 
with conventional medicine He developed 
his homeopathy theory: like cures like; the 
greater the dilution the greater the effect; 
and vigorous shaking activates the product. 
Effectively nothing remains of the original
substance, and since it does no harm,
Hahnemann’s results were better than
contemporaneous harmful medical practices.
But it also does no better than a placebo 
and to accept homeopathy requires a total 
revision of the laws of chemistry.
     Daniel Palmer was a grocer who 
dabbled in phrenology and spiritualism 
before opening his ‘magnetic healing 
studio’. In 1895 he discovered the universal 
cause and cure of all disease, claiming that 
he cured patients with deafness and with 
heart trouble by spinal manipulation. The 
only admission requirement to his Palmer 
School of Chiropractic was paying the fee. 
His most important student was his son, 
BJ Palmer.  Father and son were charged 
for practising medicine without a licence. 
Daniel was jailed and, after discharge, sold 
his business to BJ, came to hate his son and 
other chiropractors, and died penniless. 
     However, BJ affirmed the Chiropractic 
principle that vertebral adjustment cures all
disease and built a hugely profitable empire.
He invented mail order diplomas and
advertising gimmicks. His school '... is
on a business, not a professional, basis. We
manufacture chiropractors', and he emphasised
the lack of entrance requirements and 
examinations. He lectured on business 
psychology with slogans, such as: 'early 
to bed, early to rise; work like hell and 
advertise' and 'Q: What are the principal 
functions of the spine? A: 1. To support the 
head, 2. To support the ribs, 3. To support 
the chiropractic'. 
    Homeopathy and chiropractic continue 
to flourish despite having absolutely no 
scientific foundation. 
     Next, he presented some examples 
of good science being subverted by bad 
beliefs.
     Vaccination is a major personal and 
public health benefit. The high mortality 
rates of smallpox epidemics decimated 
indigenous populations, including in the 
Cape, when smallpox was introduced from 
the East. Milkmaids did not get smallpox 
and Edward Jenner reasoned that they
were protected because they caught the 
milder related cowpox
(from cows).  Thus

     Owl JP’s presentation was the epitome 
of what a good wastepaper basket should 
be – witty, entertaining and informative!
     He approached his vast subject by 
suggesting that a few strategic biopsies 
would assist in making a diagnosis.
     JPe began with some definitions: A
Mishap is a misfortune. A 'Quack', from 
Dutch 'kwaksalver' meaning 'hawker of 
salve', is an ignorant pretender to medical 
skill. Fraud is deception for illegal gain. 
     JP's stimulus for this topic was the tragic 
tale of Joost van der Westhuizen, a South 
African rugby hero, who died of incurable
motor neurone disease. He believed that he 
had been cured by a former panel-beater,
Anton Neethling, whose machine was 
claimed to test and balance the body at the 
subtle energy level, and integrate the
sciences of mathematics, quantum physics,
fractal dynamics, subspace theory, electronics
and computer programming. Correspondence
in Die Beeld newspaper suggested that 
Joost should be left in peace as no harm 
was done. When asked to comment, JP 
expressed the view that indeed such fraud 
and quackery are harmful: 
     Their harmful effects can be direct e.g. 
poisoning or indirect e.g. vaccine denialism 
     They cause financial waste. 
     The truth suffers. 
     And their continued preying on the most 
vulnerable is cruel.
     But bad science is also harmful. Max 
Planck, the eminent German physicist said 
‘scientific beliefs change one funeral at a 
time’ – here are two examples:
     Dr Ignaz Semmelweiss, in Vienna in 
the 1840’s, demonstrated that the often-
fatal puerperal fever in childbirth, could be 
eliminated by doctors washing their hands. 
He was mocked by his medical colleagues 
and sent to an asylum, where he died aged 
47 of a hand infection.
     The Australians, Drs Barry Marshall 
and Robin Warren, in the 1980’s, showed 
that peptic ulcers are not caused by acid as
we were taught, but by a bacterium,
Helicobacter pylori. Their colleagues 
ridiculed them, claiming that bacteria 
could not live in the stomach’s acid, but in 
2005 (more than 15-years later) they were 
awarded the Nobel Prize for their work. 
     Owl JP van Niekerk then explored some 
errors of reasoning.
     Hippocrates (the Greek father of
modern medicine) and Galen (the great
Roman physician) introduced the theory
of four humours – blood, phlegm, yellow 
bile and black bile, whose disharmony 
caused disease. Personality traits are based 
on those ancient beliefs: too much blood -

 WPB: Owl JP van Niekerk
'Major medical mishaps, quacks and frauds'

Owl JP van Niekerk



infecting people with cowpox, made them 
immune to smallpox, a major medical 
break-through. 
     Critics argued that infecting oneself with
a disease was outrageous, that science was to
be feared, the ruling elite are not to be trusted
and that we should not meddle with God’s 
will. These same arguments are used today.
     Suffice to say that vaccination has
eliminated smallpox and greatly reduced 
many other infectious diseases. 
     Dr Andrew Wakefield’s 1998 paper 
in The Lancet, claimed a link between the 
Measles, Mumps and Rubella (MMR) 
vaccine and autism. This fuelled the anti-
vaccination lobby, caused panic and a large 
reduction in vaccinations. He was exposed 
as a fraud, having falsified the data of his 
cases, and had been generously rewarded 
by those instituting a lawsuit against the 
vaccine manufacturer. Although he was 
struck off the British Medical register, he 
remains a hero of the ‘anti-vaccers’. The 
harmful effects include a worldwide surge 
in measles cases and deaths. 
     Anti-vaccine leaders include US presidential
hopeful Robert F Kennedy Jr. and Joseph 
Mercola, who spreads medical misinfor-
mation and has made a fortune by selling 
supplements that he claims cures diseases, 
including Covid.
     Incidentally, our immune system is 
strengthened by vaccination.
     President Thabo Mbeki, duped by 
discredited denialists, claimed that a virus 
did not cause AIDS. His AIDS denialism 
and conspiracy theories resulted in denial 
of treatment and the explosion of AIDS and 
deaths in South Africa. 1356 : Page 6 of 8
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     Mbeki and minister of health, Dr Manto
Tshabalala-Msimang, made South Africa  
the laughing stock of the world. Manto 
claimed that diet including the African 
potato, beetroot, garlic, and lemon could 
cure AIDS. JP’s debunking editorial in 
the SAMJ led to radio and TV interviews 
and unleashed the cartoonists, who hugely 
influenced public opinion.
      Olga Visser, a medical technician, 
claimed that Dimethylformamide, a toxic 
solvent that she called Virodene, cured 
AIDS. Dr Nkosazana Zuma introduced 
her to Mbeki and the cabinet, where she
received a standing ovation. Financial
support from the president’s office was 
hidden as was the fact that the ANC would 
benefit from its sales. Thus Thabo Mbeki 
supported a cure for a disease he claimed
did not exist! The Medicines Control Council
refused human trials for this poison, prompting
the ruinous political firing of its chairman, 
Prof. Peter Folb, and senior staff.
     Linus Pauling, a leading molecular 
chemist of the 20th century and the only 
double Nobel laureate, plunged into non-
science nonsense. His claim that massive 
doses of vitamin C would cure the common
cold, reduce heart attacks, and prevent
cancers, was debunked by repeated studies 
that also showed the harms of such mega-
doses. His orthomolecular medicine theory, 
his avid adherents and the journal are now 
relegated to the alternative therapies bin.
     He is an example of Nobelitis (or Nobel 
disease), which describes the phenomenon 
of strange and unscientific ideas embraced 
by several Nobel Prize winners, usually 
much later in life. 

     Matthias Rath, a German doctor, who 
had worked with Linus Pauling, without 
ethical approval but with some support in 
government, persuaded AIDS patients in 
Khayelitsha to ditch their medicines and 
take his vitamins as a cure. However, with 
patients soon dying, groups (such as the 
TAC and Doctors Without Borders) had
him ejected. His court cases, against
journalists who had reported adversely on 
his activities, failed (with costs). 
     Probiotic products, sold by pharmacies 
in South Africa, were tested and most did 
not match their label claims. JP was urged 
not to publish these findings in the SAMJ, 
threatened with legal action, and when the 
findings were published, it cost the journal 
a chunk of advertising revenue. Similarly, 
the so-called health products and other
supplements that fill store shelves are an 
unregulated mess as they are classified 
as foods rather than medicines. One has 
no idea what’s in them and they are more 
likely to cause harm than good!
     A cosmetics empire founder, when faced 
by a similar accusation about claims for his 
beauty products replied, “we sell dreams”. 
     Laetrile (or Vitamin B17) is still sold
despite being 'the slickest, the most
sophisticated, and certainly the most 
remunerative cancer quack promotion in 
medical history'.  Ernest Krebs a failed 
science student, promoted Laetrile, derived 
from apricot pips, for treating cancer, which 
became a hugely popular money spinner. 
It contains cyanide, and studies proved its 
harmfulness. After its banning in the USA, 
Americans flocked
to Mexico for this
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        The second Colloquium of the Owl
    Club, on ‘What is AI and how will it
    change our world?’, held at the Kelvin
    Grove Club on 23rd November 2023,
    was attended by 51 people (34 Owls and
    17 guests). 
         The first session, chaired by Owl
    Duncan Martin, entitled ‘AI beyond
    the hype – examining real-world benefits
    and dangers’, was introduced by Owl
   Bill Coetzee who gave a demonstration of
    how one AI tool, ChatGPT, can be used.
         The main talk was by Dr Jacques
    Ludik on ‘What is AI and how will it
    change our world?' who explained the
    role and modus operandi of AI. A lively
    discussion followed the two presentations. 
         The second session, a far more
    philosophical debate on ‘How we think
    about AI?’, was chaired by Owl Mike
    Bruton.
         The first talk, an account of ‘The
    impact of AI upon civilization and
    the meaning of being human’  by Owl
    Duncan Greaves was followed by a

     THE DECEMBER MEETING
     As Owls know, the form of this meeting 
differs. A subcommittee, under Owls Little 
and Serritslev, has prepared a wonderful 
programme of pre-Christmas entertainment.     
     We will gather on the Kelvin lawns for a
drink of 'bubbly' & orange juice from 6.00pm
for dinner at 6.45pm. Owl David Muller 
will act as MC for the entertainment. 

.oOo.
     A NEW OWL
     The Committee welcomes Julian
Wannell (Music) proposed by Owl Ron 
Duff and seconded by Owl Pete Sutherland
to membership of The Owl Club. By 
custom, induction of Owls  does not take 
place at the December meeting so we look 
forward to his induction in the new year. 
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further in-depth analysis by Owl Jim
Leatt on ‘Thoughts on the ethical issues 
arising from developments in AI’. 
     During the second discussion one of
the points raised was that each major
human innovation through the ages, 
whether it is settled agriculture, or the 
invention of the wheel, the printing press, 
steam power or the computer, seems to 
have alienated humanity from nature.
     Many people hope that the increased
connectivity facilitated by the internet,
and the shared intelligence made possible 
by AI, will help us to address this and
other big issues facing humankind, but 
that remains to be seen. Bill Coetzee 
wrapped up the Colloquium with some 
insightful closing comments. 
     After the Colloquium, several Owls
and guests gathered for lunch and for
further discussions on AI.  A video of the 
2nd Colloquium is already available on
the Owl Club website (as well as on
YouTube).
     Please see the YouTube url (link) h/w 

     THE 2024 COMMITTEE 
     In March 2024, The Owl Club will be 
holding its 129th Annual General Meeting
and will elect a new Committee.
     Whilst we expect many of the current 
members to offer themselves for re-election 
the Constitution requires at least one new 
member who has not been a member of the 
Committee before. Additionally, Owl
Bill Coetzee will not be available for
re-election, so the new Committee will have
at least two new members. 
     Please consider whom you might wish 
to see join the Committee (or whether you 
might wish to do so?). If you need further 
information about what this might entail, 
please feel free to contact the Secretary or 
the President.
             .oOo.

treatment (even with its proven poison).      
Those fooled included the actor Steve 
McQueen (under the care of a de-licensed 
dentist and orthodontist).
     McQueen claimed to be cured but soon 
died of his Mesothelioma cancer, related to 
asbestos exposure, perhaps from the suits 
that he wore in his motor racing days. 
     Having examined these biopsies, how 
do we protect ourselves from quacks and 
frauds? Here are some baloney detection 
pointers:
     •  What is the evidence? Ensure that it is 
from reliable sources.
     •  Anecdotes do not make a science.
     •  Rely on real scientific evidence rather 
than celebrities.
     •  Claims that something cures everything
usually cures nothing.
     •  Beware 'sciency' claims not found in 
conventional medicine such as: it improves 
the immune system, it detoxifies, it contains 
antioxidants, and also beware the terms 
alternative, holistic, and wellness.
     JP van Niekerk concluded with a quote 
'Mense will verneuk word' (people want to 
be conned) and he urged us to learn how to 
dodge their seductive pitfalls.            [JPvN

.oOo.
     CHARITY AT CHRISTMAS TIME:
     ONS PLEK
     The Committee invites Owls to support 
Ons Plek at this time of the year.
     The Owl Club has, for some years, 
supported Ons Plek and the Committee has 
agreed to, again, launch another appeal for 
this NGO. Ons Plek provides a sanctuary 
for Cape Town's girl street children, among 
the most vulnerable of the dispossessed.   
     For more information on Ons Plek see 
their website at < www.onsplek.org.za >.
     Owls wishing to contribute to Ons 
Plek via the Club are invited to do so by 
making an EFT payment marked OnsPlek/
your name to The Owl Club bank account 
before 14th December 2023. 

.oOo.

Members' news

< https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9SKlMx0zeWo >

2nd Colloquium of The Owl Club:  'AI'

The main presenters on 'AI' at the 2nd Colloquium of The Owl Club: 23rd November 2023

Jim LeattDuncan GreavesMike BrutonJacques LudikBill CoetzeeDuncan Martin



 
Seen & noted @ the November meeting 
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Sipho Fubesi

Induction ceremony: (l/r) Owl Geoffrey Ashmead, Owl Hugh Amoore,
Owl Teresa Raposo, Owl Mike duToit & Owl Robert Skelton

Mzansi Tenors: (l/r) Vuyisa Xipu,
Dumisa Masoka, Sipho Fubesi & Sakhi Martins Sakhi MartinsOwl Ron Duff

Dumisa Masoka

Owl Hugh Amoore
Owl Mike
James'Life after people' display

                                        The Parliament of Owls in session:
Foreground: (l/r) Owl Julian Wannell & Owl Ulrik Strandvik


