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Minor or not, a stroke has the ability to stop an otherwise healthy person in their tracks. 
And so it  was for Dr. Richard Dawkins on Saturday, February 5, 2016. Thanks to 
medical science and his determination to recover, the brilliant 74-year-old scientist 
immediately began a rehabilitation program. It  appears now, a mere nine months later, that 
Dawkins is almost fully recovered. 
 Dawkins was unable to go on a planned February 2016 Australian and New Zealand 
tour, which was geared to focus on his second memoir and 13th book, Brief Candle In The 
Dark. His first  book, The Selfish Gene, published in 1976, has sold more than one million 
copies. The God Delusion has sold more than three million copies.
 As an evolutionary biologist, Dawkins has been named one of Britain’s top 
intellectuals. He is also the world’s most  prominent  atheist. After medical analysis, 
Dawkins concluded that stress had most likely caused the stroke. He suffered a 
“hemorrhagic stroke” which affected his physical coordination solely. 
 Dawkins was in England, alone at home, when he felt his left arm was “not behaving 
properly.” He stood, staggered and took a fall. Dawkins was in the hospital for four days. 
For quite some time, Dawkins has been dealing with chronic blood pressure problems, but 
he and his doctors thought  the condition was well-managed and under control. Dawkins 
said he was stressed about being disinvited from the Northeast Conference on Science and 
Skepticism (NECSS) after he became involved in a tweet controversy. He said doctors 
“keep advising me not  to get  involved in controversies and I am afraid I had to tell them 
that controversy — that  not getting into controversies — is one of the things I am not 
particularly talented at.”
 The stroke occurred on the same day he received what  he called a “gracious” apology 
from NECSS and a reinstatement  of his invitation — which he called “good news.” 
Dawkins released the following statement shortly after the minor stroke:

I seem  to be recovering according to plan. The physiotherapist and other aftercare 
therapists have completed their six weeks of home visits. At least one of them 
came to my house every single day except weekends, which I think is astonishingly 
good service, considering that it was all totally free, on the NHS, as was my stay 
in hospital complete with scans and specialist medical attention. I can now type 
with both hands, fast but still inaccurately. Still get tired, still can’t sing (not a 
great hardship), still speak croakily. 
 My balance is improving with physio exercises such as impersonating a stork 
standing on one leg. And I can ride my bike, albeit a little unsteadily on tight 
corners. Blood pressure still veers toward the high side, despite medication, and 
I’m under orders to avoid long distance travel or getting involved in controversy. 
Controversy? Moi?
 Otherwise I am doing well and I consider myself lucky to have escaped the 
potentially much more severe consequences of a stroke. With Gillian Somerscales 
I have begun planning my next book (a collection of essays like A Devil’s 
Chaplain) for which Evernote is clearly going to be an invaluable aid.
 And my enforced stay at home has prompted me to attempt the mammoth task 
of cataloguing my alarmingly large collection of books. I was beginning to 
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despair at the sheer quantity of work that would be 
needed, typing in authors, titles etc. Then yesterday I 
chanced upon a brilliant piece of software called 
Book Collector, which I think is going to change my 
life. It’s produced by Collectorz.com, which is run by 
Alwyn Hoogerdijk (the programmer) and his wife 
Sytske Hermans: 

http://bit.ly/2fTTOFU

 It runs on Mac and Windows. There’s an 
associated app called Barry (http://www.clz.com/
barry) which runs on iPhone, iPad and Android. To 
enter a book in the database, just pull it from the 
shelf far enough to see the barcode on the back. 
Point the smartphone at the barcode. You don’t even 
have to press the “shutter”. As soon as the phone 
sees a barcode it auto-focuses, buzzes to signify 
satisfaction, then transmits the ISBN number 
wirelessly to the computer. The Book Collector 
software does the rest. Using the ISBN number, it 
locates the book on the Internet and downloads 
every detail and more than you need for a catalogue, 
including even a picture of the book jacket (if it can 
find one). It displays the books either as a list or in 
more visually appealing ways.
 Older books have no barcode on the jacket, so 
you have to do a little typing. But even then you only 
have to type author and part of title for the software 
to retrieve all the rest of the information from the 
Internet. The software also keeps your data in a 
cloud (space on which is automatically provided 
when you buy the program). Seamless syncing means 
you can use any computer you like to access, or 
update, your database.
 I’m still on the nursery slopes of the learning 
curve but already I can say, with unusual confidence 
for a beginner, what a truly beautiful piece of 
programming. Recommended with enthusiasm.

 Admirers of Dawkins were overjoyed with the positive, 
informative and eager to recover statement, but only seeing 
him in person could ease concerns about  his well-being. 
Dawkins knew this and as soon as it was possible he began 
booking appearances. The following was his intense travel 
schedule:

October 27-30: Las Vegas, Nevada
Center for Skeptical Inquiry Conference

(interviewed by Jamy Ian Swiss)

November 1 and 2: Los Angeles, California 
(interviewed by Sam Harris)

November 5: Portland, Oregon 
(interviewed by Charles Simonyi)

November 7: Grand Rapids, Michigan 
(with Julia Sweeney)

November 9: Indianapolis, Indiana  
(with Julia Sweeney)

November 10: Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
(with Josh Zepps)

 I was fortunate to see Dawkins at  the Center for 
Skeptical Inquiry’s (CSI) October 2016 conference. He was 
interviewed on stage by Swiss and charmed the audience 
with his wit, intelligence and interesting stories. It  was soon 
obvious that Dawkins had recovered nicely from the 
February stroke. Dawkins more than recovered, however, as 
evidenced by the following story about  the CSI Halloween 
party.
 I had planned to dress as a Monarch butterfly for the 
party and my husband, Tom Schottmiller, was trying to 
decide if he wanted to dress as a butterfly catcher or a 
butterfly collector. While I had a nice Monarch butterfly 
costume to wear, I brought  along a pair of wings in case I 
had a costume malfunction. As a semi-professional costumer, 
I’m always prepared with backup options.
 I mentioned my costumes to  Eugenie  Scott and asked 
her if she would like to wear one. She told me that she would 
let  me know. Later that  day, as I was chatting with Dawkins 
outside the conference meeting room, Scott approached me 
and said that  she was more than likely not going to attend the 
party, and if she did, she had a costume idea that she could 
put together using her own clothes. She thanked me for the 
offer, but wanted to let me know right away so that I could 
offer the costumes to anyone else who might be interested. I 
said that I would offer the costume selections to Elizabeth 
Loftus. 
 Having witnessed this exchange between Scott  and me, 
Dawkins asked, “Why don’t you offer a costume to me?”
 I said that he would need shorts and a shirt, but I could 
supply the rest  of what he would need to be a butterfly 
catcher. He confirmed that  he had indeed packed that  type of 
clothing so the plan took flight. Dawkins, Schottmiller, 
Loftus and I would attend the party as “The Lepidopterology 
Team.”
 Dawkins was enthusiastic the entire evening and said 
that the butterfly catcher costume took him back to his 
childhood in South Africa where he actually did chase 
butterflies. The party attendees delighted in seeing Dawkins 
having a wonderful time as he introduced the team on stage, 
posed for fun photos, and participated fully in the party 
activities. We felt  fortunate to see this fun side of Dawkins. It 
was obvious that he is truly enjoying life and making 
wonderful memories with his secular friends once again.
 I attended the November 2, 2016 event in Los Angeles, 
California and was thrilled to visit  briefly with Dawkins and 
Harris prior to the start of the on-stage interview. The lovely 
setting was a sell-out with standing-room-only being offered. 
 Patti  Butcheck and Glen Loev comprised the 
Freethought Society team of volunteers who took care of 
Dawkins’ needs when he spoke in Philadelphia, Pennsyl-
vania on November 10, 2016 — again to a sell-out crowd. 
Please see the following two pages of the Dawkins 
November 2016 United States tour photo collection.           p
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Photos From the Dr. Dawkins 2016 U. S. A. Tour

Pictured above are Margaret Downey and 
Dr. Richard Dawkins. The photo was taken 
at the Center for Skeptical Inquiry’s 
Halloween Party where a costume contest 
took place. Dawkins portrayed a butterfly 
catcher and Downey was a Monarch 
butterfly.

In the above right  photo, Hunter Perrin is 
dressed as “Zombie Trump” and Eugenie 
Scott is dressed as Hillary Clinton (AKA a 
“Nasty Woman”). Perrin won first  prize in 
the costume contest.

The below right  photo was taken at  the 
November 2, 2016 VIP party that  took place 
prior to the onstage interview of Dawkins by 
Sam Harris, who is pictured left  along with 
Downey and Dawkins. The last time the 
three had been together was in 2007 when 
Downey hosted Harris and Dawkins at  the 
Arlington, Virginia Atheist  Alliance Inter-
national Crystal Clear Atheism conference.



More Photos From the Dr. Dawkins 2016 U. S. A. Tour
Pictured left is Freethought  Society Board Member Patti 
Butcheck flanked by Dr. Richard Dawkins  (left) and 
Freethought Society Vice-President Glen Loev (right).

Loev and Butcheck formed the Dawkins volunteer 
transportation team during his visit  to Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. 

The photo was taken at the November 10th venue at the 
Penn Museum’s Harrison Auditorium.

Dawkins signed books after the onstage interview and his 
energy level seemed unlimited. He has truly rebounded 
from his February 2016 stroke and was the picture of good 
health.

In the photo at  left, Zenos is shown busily 
taking facial measurements for a possible 
future bust of Dawkins. The measure-
ments are now recorded in the hope that  a 
commission will soon follow. Also in the 
photo is a photographer from The Atlantic 
magazine, who was sent  to cover the 
Dawkins speaking event. 

Frudakis is an internationally-known and 
well-respected sculptor whose studio is 
located in a suburb of Philadelphia. 

Frudakis is currently working on a 7 foot-
high statue of Clarence  Darrow, which 
he plans to install at the courthouse where 
the famous Scopes Trial took place in 
1925. To donate to the Darrow effort see: 

https://secure.americanhumanist.org/

In the photo at right, Freethought  Society supporter Zenos 
Frudakis  poses with Dawkins at  the Philadelphia “An 
Evening With Richard Dawkins” event.

Frudakis is the creator of the Philadelphia landmark 
sculpture entitled Freedom. The 7,000-pound, 20 foot-long, 
8 foot-high piece is located at  16th and Vine Streets. The 
Freedom sculpture has recently been declared one of the 
“Top 5 Must-See” attractions in the city of Philadelphia. To 
learn more about the Freedom sculpture see:

http://www.zenosfrudakis.com/freedom-sculpture/





Dennis Middlebrooks:
On Tuesday, October 25, 2016, fellow Freethought  Society 
(FS) board member Alan Gold and I attended a meeting of 
the Non-Governmental Organizations’ (NGO) Freedom of 
Religion or Belief Committee at  the Baha’i International 
Community United Nations Office in New York City 
(Manhattan). In attendance were approximately 20 
representatives from various NGOs, only two of which, FS 
and the Center for Inquiry, appeared to be nonreligious in 
focus. Jewish, Baha’i, Unitarian and Seventh Day 
Adventists organizations were also represented. 
 The guest speaker was Dr. Ahmed Shaheed, the 
former United Nations Special Rapporteur on the Situation 
of Human Rights in the Islamic Republic of Iran and the 
current Special Rapporteur on Freedom  of Religion or 
Belief Committee. Dr. Shaheed noted that his United 
Nations Special Rapporteur positions are only part-time 
activities, as he has a full time job in order to earn a living. 
He did not indicate whether he received a salary of any 
kind from the United Nations, although his travel expenses 
were reimbursed. 
 He stated ruefully that  he has a very limited staff to 
perform his important  work at the United Nations. He also 
spoke about  his efforts to address Teheran’s persecution of 
Baha’i adherents and other non-Shia Iranians. He was quite 
emphatic as to how the powers that  be in Iran basically 
ignored his reports to the United Nations. He was, 
however, encouraged by recent and much needed reforms 
in the Iranian court system, but noted that those changes 
have yet to be put into practice.
 Dr. Shaheed then spoke at  length as to his goals in his 
current position, which in effect is global in scope. His 
focus will be on “hot  spots” such as Iran, Pakistan, India, 
and Saudi Arabia. He was frank enough to admit that he 
would not  be confronting “taboos.” I took this to be an 
admission on his part that  the United Nations would 
probably not  be anxious to see reports highlighting the 
injustices inflicted on the LGBT  community or even the 
denial of women’s rights in many countries — “taboos” 
being a code word for “religious practices and traditions.” 
Dr. Shaheed indicated that he was not  going to waste his 
time over emphasizing these issues. A sad commentary, but 

likely a realistic stance on Dr. Shaheed’s part given his 
limited time and resources.  
 There was a lively question and answer session 
following Dr. Shaheed’s talk. Gold asked whether Dr. 
Shaheed would include nonbelievers among the persecuted 
groups that he intended to defend. Dr. Shaheed gave an 
emphatic affirmative reply, although his talk made no 
mention of the recent  spate of often lethal attacks against 
secular bloggers and journalists in Bangladesh.  Gold also 
suggested that  Dr. Shaheed’s reports be delivered to the 
ambassadors of the offending nations in Washington, D.C. 
Dr. Shaheed responded that he felt such an action would 
not be effective since many  of these ambassadors were not 
focused on their nation’s internal affairs. 
 I asked Dr. Shaheed if he was concerned about the 
erosion of secular institutions in Turkey under Islamist 
President Erdogan and mentioned the mass arrests and 
purges of secular journalists, jurists, academics and high- 
ranking military officers in the wake of the aborted summer 
coup. Dr. Shaheed replied that  he was indeed very worried 
that the legacy of Kemal Attaturk, the founder of modern 
Turkey after World War I, was being dismantled. 
Unfortunately, Dr. Shaheed has repeatedly been denied 
entry into Turkey. 
 My impression was that Dr. Shaheed is a dedicated 
defender of human rights, but he is not  being given the 
necessary support by the United Nations in order to be 
effective. His position should be full time with a much 
larger staff. It would also help if his reports received media 
coverage both here and abroad. I am painfully aware that 
competing with the entertaining pop culture is simply too 
much.

Alan Gold:
I was happy that Margaret asked me to come to the U.N. 
NGO (Non-Governmental Organization) Committee for 
Freedom of Religion or Belief. I had attended in a previous 
year and it was most interesting.  I arrived several hours 
early at the Baha'i International Community U.N. Office in 
NYC and was able to attend a serious session addressing 
Iranian persecution of Baha'i. Activists and concerned 

Freedom of Religion or Belief Committee Report
The Freethought Society (FS) became involved with the United Nations Freedom of Religion or Belief Committee in the 
mid-90s when Margaret Downey submitted a report  about the discriminatory policies of the Boy Scouts of America (BSA). 
The report made it  into the Special Rapporteur list of worldwide reports of intolerances and Downey attended a Freedom of 
Religion or Belief Committee conference in England to represent the atheist community. 
 FS’s Anti-Discrimination Support Network (ADSN) continued to gather information and narratives for reports to the 
Committee about  discrimination facing the nontheist community. In 1998 Downey spoke at  the United Nations Summit 
when the Special Rapporteur visited the United States, where she stressed the continuing discrimination children from 
nontheist homes face at the hands of BSA and highlighted many other cases of bigotry against nontheists. In 2001 Downey 
attended another Freedom of Religion or Belief Committee conference in Madrid, Spain.  
 Since FS does not  have staff, ADSN is now being managed by the Secular Coalition of America (SCA). There, 
discrimination reports from the Center for Inquiry, American Humanist Association, Freedom From Religion Foundation, 
American Atheists and from individuals are being tracked. FS is working with SCA to continue to offer reports to the 
Freedom of Religion or Belief Committee. 
 Recently, two members of the FS board of directors represented FS at an important  meeting of the Freedom of Religion 
or Belief Committee. Their reports are as follows:



citizens were brought in from all over the world, some of 
whom suffered abuses due to being non-Muslim in Iran.
 A paperback book entitled The Baha’i Question 
Revisited: Persecution and Resilience in Iran was dis-
tributed. This book was extremely well-crafted and 
documented. It outlined the suffering of the Baha’i in 
particular.
 Some people in attendance who managed to escape Iran 
spoke eloquently on the subject. Their experiences were very 
similar to early genocide movements elsewhere in history.
 It  was explained that Iran was upset that  the world was 
taking note of their treatment of the Baha’i. Consequently, 
the Iranian government removed many negative laws, but 
actively campaigned for Iranian citizens to demonize this 
minority religion with lies, thus fostering a great hatred that 
the Baha'i community must presently endure.
 The main speaker was United Nations Special 
Rapporteur Dr. Ahmed Shaheed, who was the liaison for 
the Baha'i and other minority groups. 
 In the afternoon, I met up with Dennis Middlebrooks, a 
fellow FS board member, and we attended a meeting of the 
Non-Governmental Organizations’ (NGO) Freedom of 
Religion or Belief Committee as representatives of FS.  
 From the start, after introductions, I made it clear to the 
group that  after 25 years and much work, nothing of note 
had been done to move the mission of this Committee 
forward. I stressed that we should take action — real action 
— very soon. 
 Dr. Shaheed and others agreed, but  were cautious 
politically. I suggested that  we develop a simple declaration 
stating we deplore countries that  subjugate and mistreat 
minorities. Such a declaration should, at  the same time, 

condemn the demand by some Muslim countries to force all 
countries to institute severe blasphemy laws. I said that  such 
laws are a violation of human freedoms, in particular 
freedom of expression. 

I contend that we have all experienced the stifling 
limitations which blasphemy laws have applied to our 
efforts, creating an impasse we cannot  seem to break. Some 
present  that day said they had no authority to sign a 
statement without  the discussion and agreement of their 
component organizations. 
 I pleaded for all to go back to their groups and have 
them draft  a clear statement to present  to the ambassadors of 
various obstructionist countries, if nothing more than to be a 
little thorn in their side. In my opinion, we should 
collectively sign such a statement and empower Dr. Shaheed 
to present our words to the United Nations.  
 Chairman Michael  De Dora agreed to draft  a short  and 
easy to read statement. I suspect that most or all of the 
groups composing the Freedom of Religion or Belief 
Committee will be eager to sign, since they have all 
experienced first-hand repression and hardship. Baptists, 
Lutherans, Christian Scientists, Mormons, and other sects 
were represented at this meeting. I was told that last year 
more religious representatives attended, including one from 
the Voodoo movement. 
 I was proud to represent the nontheist community with 
Middlebrooks as we appear to be the “Holy Grail’ for the 
rejection of theocracies. Middlebrooks and I contributed 
well to the meeting. I look forward to attending future 
events. 
 Pictured below at the meeting location (left to right) are 
Middlebrooks, De Dora and myself.                                    p



January 13-15
A new scientific skeptic’s conference will take place in Los 
Angeles, California January 13-15, 2017 at the Hyatt 
Concourse Hotel located next to the Los Angeles airport.
 The LogiCal-LA conference Director is Bruce Gleason 
(Founder of Backyard Skeptics and the Freethought 
Alliance). Margaret Downey is working as an event advisor 
and will help kick off the conference with a Friday-the-
Thirteenth Anti-Superstition Bash and the opening of a West 
Coast Friggatriskaidekaphobia Treatment Center. Special 
guests that  night include a live band (The Heathens), 
entertainers Heather Henderson  (Miss Fortune Teller), 
Buck Bowen, Christine Jones and Dave DeLuca.
 The Saturday and Sunday LogiCal-LA speakers are Dan 
Barker, Don Prothero, Eugenie  Scott, Seth Andrews, Joe 
Nickell, Harriett Hall, Jerry Coyne, Gad Saad, Angie 
Mattke, Elizabeth Loftus, Brian Dunning and Sean 
Carroll. 
 Two panels focusing on the arts and skepticism will take 
place during the conference. The “Comics Panel” features 
Celestia Ward, Lee  Moyer and Tom Chalkley. The 
“Skeptics in Entertainment Panel” is comprised of Emery 
Emery and Michael Rowe. 
 There will be a lot of entertainment during Saturday and 
Sunday evenings, including a comedy show featuring Paul 
Provenza, Tim Lee  and Ian Harris and a concert with 
entertainers Barker, Shelley Segal and Roy Zimmerman. 
 Prothero will lead a field trip on Sunday for geology 
enthusiasts. The movie A Year Without God will be shown on 
Sunday evening. After the movie, questions will be answered 
by the star Ryan J. Bell and the executive producer. 
 Discounted room prices are $135 (single or double). 
Book your stay directly with the hotel by calling (424) 
702-1234, or book online at: https://is.gd/LogiCal_LA.
 Sign up for the party, conference, shows, and/or the field 
trip individually, or purchase a package at: LogiCalLA.com. 
 There is so much to see and enjoy in the Los Angeles 
area and January is the perfect time to take advantage of the 
lovely California weather. Please consider extending your 
trip and see nearby California sites.

March 20
On Monday, March 20, 2017 at  7:00 
PM, The Freethought Society and the 
Philadelphia Ethical Humanist  Society 
will host  Lawrence Krauss as an 
honored speaker. He will discuss his 
newest book, The Greatest Story Ever 
Told  -- So Far, which is scheduled for 
release just a few days before his 
appearance. In this book, Krauss 
connects the world we know with the 
invisible world all around us. Krauss 
explains our current  understanding of 
nature and the struggle to construct the greatest  theoretical 
edifice ever assembled, the Standard Model of Particle 
Physics — and then to understand its implications for our 
existence.
 Krauss is a teacher, physicist, television, film personality 
and a much-in-demand lecturer because of his ability to 
clearly convey complex ideas to the general public. He is a 
professor in the School of Earth and Space Exploration and 
in the physics department  at  Arizona State University. He is 
also the inaugural director of The Origins Project.
 Whether you already understand this cutting-edge 
science, or just  want to understand it, there’s no doubt you 
will learn from his presentation. 
 There are several options available to enjoy “An Evening 
with Lawrence Krauss” being held at 1906 South 
Rittenhouse Square, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.

VIP Full Party Pass 5:00 PM-6:45 PM
$100
Ticket  includes VIP  seating, open wine bar, food service, 
meeting Krauss, photo opportunities, his new book, a private 
autograph session and beverage service at the reserved seat.

VIP Reserved Seating Without a Party Pass 
(arrive by 6:45 PM, please)
$50
Ticket  includes beverage service at the reserved seat, a book 
and a guaranteed private autograph session at the end of the 
evening with photo opportunities.

Reserved Seat Only
$10
A seat in the auditorium is guaranteed.

Open Seating
$5 
Suggested Donation

Please make your choice of reservation at the below site as 
soon as possible. Seating is limited. No VIP  Full Party 
Passes/reservations taken after March 19, 2017. See: 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/an-evening-with-lawrence-
krauss-tickets-30498140760

The Freethought Society’s 
2017 Two-Month Activities Calendar
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Dear Professor,  
 I am writing to inform you about an opportunity for your 
students to participate in a discussion concerning important 
Constitutional principles — freedom of speech/expression 
and separation of religion and government. 
 The issue at  hand is whether the nontheist  community has 
the right to have their Winter Holiday Symbol included in the 
West  Chester public Winter Holiday display. This display is 
sponsored by the Chester County Commissioners office and 
is prominently installed on the lawn of the Chester County 
Courthouse (at the intersection of High and Market Streets) 
every year for the month of December.
  Since 2007, the nontheist  community has presented The 
Tree of Knowledge (photo below) as our preferred Winter 
Holiday Symbol to the Commissioners and to the public. 
Since 2010, however — after having been part  of the Winter 
Holiday display for three consecutive years — The Tree of 
Knowledge has been banned from the public square. 
 In 2010, the Commissioners passed Resolution 58-10, 
allowing the Commissioners to be the sole arbiters over the 
choice of symbols allowed on display. The Commissioners 
decided that the nontheist  community is represented 
satisfactorily by a display of reindeer, candy canes, Santa 
Claus, and other such juvenile objects.  
 Nontheists are insulted by the Commissioners choice, and 
refuse to accept such a dismissive representation of our 
community. We continue to press our case with the 
Commissioners — that The Tree of Knowledge is our symbol 
of choice. The Tree of Knowledge represents our values, 
goals, mission and history, yet  we face Commissioner-
imposed restrictions that  prevent  our ability to participate 
equitably in a government-sponsored community event.  
 We invite you and your students to an open forum during 
which we will be voicing our complaint against  this 
discrimination. The event will be taking place at  the Chester 
County Commissioners Sunshine Meeting on Tuesday, 
November 29, 2016 at  10:00 AM, in the Commissioners 
Board Room on the Sixth Floor of the Chester County 
Municipal Building located at  313 West Market  Street, West 
Chester, Pennsylvania 
 Hugh Taft-Morales, Leader of the Ethical Humanist  
Society of Philadelphia, will be testifying on behalf of The 
Tree of Knowledge. Glen Loev, Vice-President of the 

Freethought Society and a member of the Secular Jewish 
community, will also be speaking. 
 Members of the public are welcome to attend and 
participate in this meeting. Doing so would provide a great 
opportunity for students to experience “democracy in action” 
and if they so choose to voice their opinions as well.  
 Those who support  including The Tree of Knowledge in 
the public winter display do not  need to speak in order to 
show their support. Small hand-held signs will be available 
for audience members to raise when the issue is up for 
discussion at the end of the formal session.  
 If a student  cannot attend the Sunshine Meeting but 
would like to send the Commissioners their thoughts on this 
(or any other) issue, each of the three Chester County 
Commissioners, Kathi Cozzone  (D), Michelle H. Kichline 
(R) and Terence Farrell (R) can be contacted by email at:

cccommissioners@chesco.org

 Thank you for considering this opportunity to engage 
your students in an example of civil rights advocacy in front 
of actual policy makers.
 If appropriate, I would 
be pleased to speak to your 
students on the topic in your 
lecture hall or classroom. 
Feel free to contact  me at 
any time. 
 Separately, or in the 
interim, kindly provide your 
students with the above 
information so that they may 
become involved should they 
find the subject of interest. 

Margaret Downey
Freethought Society 
Founder and President

Email:
Margaret@FtSociety.org

Phone:
(610) 793-2737
 

The Ongoing Tree of Knowledge Project
Each year since 2010, representatives of the Freethought Society (FS) and leaders from many secular organizations have 
spoken at  the Chester County Commissioners Sunshine Meeting advocating for the inclusion of the secular community symbol, 
The Tree of Knowledge, in the 2016 Winter Holiday public display that is placed on the grounds of the Chester County 
Courthouse located at Market and High Streets in West  Chester, Pennsylvania. The Tree of Knowledge was banned from public 
display when, in 2010, the Commissioners adopted Resolution 58-10 deeming that  they, and they alone, would determine which 
symbols would represent the secular community.
 Since then, the Commissioners have determined that the secular community is sufficiently represented by the following 
items: A Santa Claus figure, candy canes, reindeer, and/or a wire train with white lights. FS contends that  these items are not 
representative of secularists. Year after year, FS conducts an effort to convince the Commissioners that  only The Tree of 
Knowledge symbol is acceptable as a secular winter symbol.
 Another attempt  to reason with the Commissioners took place on Tuesday, November 29, 2016. In preparation of the 
Sunshine Meeting testimony plans, Margaret Downey, the President  of FS, wrote to professors at West  Chester University 
hoping to enlist their help and to alert them to the local controversy. Her September 30, 2016 outreach letter is printed below: 
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Glen Loev Testimonial:
My name is Dr. Glen Loev. I am here as Vice-President  of 
The Freethought  Society, and as Board member of Shir 
Shalom, a secular Jewish organization — both groups having 
members who reside here in Chester County. 
 Margaret Downey, Founder and President  of The 
Freethought Society, was hoping to be able to address the 
Commissioners today, but  was called away due to pressing 
family matters.  I will be speaking in her stead.  
 My son, Noah, a music education major at  West  Chester 
University, would have liked to be here to comment as well, 
but is unable because of an audition as violinist  for the West 
Chester University symphony orchestra.
 I am wearing a few hats, but will keep these comments 
succinct.
 The winter holiday symbols displayed on the public 
grounds of the County Courthouse in West Chester for a 
month every year include a Chanukah menorah, a Crèche, 
and a brightly-decorated Christmas tree. These beautiful, 
meaningful, and varied displays reflect some of the great 
diversity of Chester County.
 The Tree of Knowledge is a symbol developed years ago 
by the nontheist community, and is displayed in many towns 
and cities and in private homes nationwide. It  is simple and 
elegant: an evergreen tree decorated with laminated color 
copies of book covers from a wide range of subjects 
including, among others, philosophy, teaching of critical 
thinking skills, skepticism, religion, science and history. 
 For three years, from 2007 through 2009, local secular 
residents were permitted to place a Tree of Knowledge on the 
side lawn area of the courthouse designated for winter 
holiday displays.  
 Since 2010 however, permission for us to place a Tree of 
Knowledge among the holiday displays has been denied. 
Instead, secular residents have been represented by a plastic 
Santa Claus, a wire-lit choo-choo train and plastic candy 
canes. These items do not  satisfy the nontheist community. 
 While cute, and sufficient  to satisfy minimum legal 
obligations, those displays are unsatisfactory, even de-
meaning, as symbols for our community.
 Religious communities are permitted to select  and install 
symbols of their choosing on the courthouse lawn. But after 
three years of successful, peaceful Tree of Knowledge 
displays, our symbol was disallowed, and permission 
revoked. Without explanation we can only suspect  that  the 
reasoning relates to complaints from some vocal, yet narrow-
minded complainers. But complaints from a few should not 
be allowed to cause policy changes that  result in unjust 

discrimination. 
 The Tree of Knowledge is a symbol designed to promote 
knowledge, education, reading, and exposure to a wide range 
of ideas. Surely these are laudable ideals for all. Our request 
is simple, and should be non-controversial — to be allowed 
the same opportunity for expressing our civic pride as other 
groups, nothing more. 
 Every year since 2010, representatives from the nontheist  
community have spoken in front of you, advocating on behalf 
of The Tree of Knowledge. These community groups include 
nontheist citizens of Chester County, Hispanic Freethinkers, 
South Asian Freethinkers, Military Atheists, Humanists, and 
Secular Jews. We have contacted your offices with an online 
petition, emails, and telephone calls.
 Commissioners, the decision is yours. Please reconsider 
our request, and allow The Tree of Knowledge to once again 
join the other holiday symbols on the West  Chester county 
courthouse grounds that bring light and joy to the darkest 
days of winter. 
 Nontheists are a growing constituency, and allowing us 
to place a Tree of Knowledge on the Chester County 
Courthouse lawn will simply afford us our choice of 
symbolic representation in the public square.
 We hope that  this will be the last time we will need to 
make this request, one that while modest, holds very 
important  symbolism for everyone, Allowing a Tree of 
Knowledge to join the other winter holiday displays will 
show that  we are a community that  moves forward, accepting 
diversity of thought, celebrating freedom of expression.
 Thank you for your consideration.

Hugh Taft-Morales Testimonial:
My name is Hugh Taft-Morales and I serve as Leader at  the 
Philadelphia Ethical Society. Our building is located on 
Rittenhouse Square in Center City Philadelphia. We also 
have property in Chester County on the Brandywine River, 
where for decades we have organized and sponsored a 
summer day camp for young, underserved Philadelphians.  
 I am here today representing humanists, but explicitly 
members of the Ethical Society, some of whom live in 
Chester County. Many of our members have experienced 
hostile and exclusionary behavior as a result  of their 
nontheist beliefs. These are average folks who want to try to 
make the world a better place, but  who also want  to be able 
to express their constitutional right to freedom of religion and 
speech.  
 Since the founding of the Philadelphia Humanist Ethical 
Society in 1885, we have nurtured cooperative relationships 

Tree of Knowledge Testimonials
On November 29, 2016, Hugh Taft-Morales and Glen Loev arrived to the Chester County Commissioners Sunshine Meeting 
prepared to advocate for the inclusion of the secular community symbol, The Tree of Knowledge, in the 2016 Winter Holiday 
public display. The display is placed on the grounds of the Chester County Courthouse located at Market and High Streets in 
West  Chester, Pennsylvania. The Tree of Knowledge was banned from public display when the Commissioners adopted 
Resolution 58-10, deeming that they, and they alone, would determine which symbols would represent the secular community.
 At the last minute, the Chester County Commissioner cancelled the Sunshine Meeting. Taft-Morales and Loev left copies 
of their presentation with the Commissioners so that  the Commissioners would remain aware that  the nontheist  community 
intends to continue to ask for Resolution 58-10 to be rescinded or amended to allow for a Tree of Knowledge display. The 
Loev and Taft-Morales testimonials are as follows:



between all people of good will. We believe in the inherent 
worth of every person and strive to honor one of our mottos: 
“deed before creed.”  
 We are committed to living our values, and part of that 
effort involves being inclusive of people from all faiths and 
philosophies. I am engaged in many interfaith coalitions 
working to build community and social justice. In this way, I 
know we can continue to gain greater inclusion and 
cooperation. That  is why the Ethical Society strongly 
supports The Tree of Knowledge as a symbol for holiday 
season celebration for humanists, nontheists, atheists, 
secularists and freethinkers. In the spirit of good will that 
emerges most  during the winter holidays, I ask that  you 
rescind or amend Resolution 58-10 so that  more residents of 
West Chester feel included in community celebrations.
 This coming Sunday, December 4, 2016, the Ethical 
Society community and friends from Philadelphia will gather 
to decorate a Tree of Knowledge in our lobby. We have been 
doing this for the past five years. We believe that  residents of 
West  Chester deserve to feel similarly included in holiday 

spirit. As you can imagine, many of our members associate 
the so-called “secular” display that includes Santa Claus and 
reindeer with Christmas and/or the whole materialistic gift-
giving frenzy that  surrounds this time of year. A Tree of 
Knowledge is a much more appropriate symbol to let  them 
know they are included.  
 For our members and other humanists, The Tree of 
Knowledge represents deeply-held values, including 
openness, tolerance, and freedom of conscience. The Tree of 
Knowledge praises the quest  for knowledge and the joy of 
reading. It  is an inclusive holiday symbol decorated with 
book covers from humanist, atheist, and agnostic authors as 
well as books from other faith traditions, like the Bible and 
the Koran.  
 Now more than ever, as our country and our county 
earnestly want a spirit of cooperation and respect  for all to 
help heal our social and political divisions, I urge you to put 
the exclusion of the past aside. Let’s show the best of Chester 
County by including every one in public winter holiday 
displays.                                                                                 p

Why Blasphemy? 
In America, one is expected to smile deferentially while 
listening to the nonsense parroted by the religious: that the 
Ten Commandments are the basis of morality, that all religious 
people mean well, and that you can’t be good without God. 
The rules of “polite society” also dictate that one should not 
question the content, logic and instructions of the holy books. 

Well, we shouldn’t do that anymore. No one has the right not 
to be offended — especially when his or her alleged moral 
code is itself offensive. 

Verily I say unto you: The abandonment of religion will make 
the world a happier place. People are better without God. And 
it is the moral duty of the nonbeliever to hasten religion’s 
demise through an uncompromised and well-informed 
blasphemy. 

Get it now — before it’s banned 
in the name of religious freedom: 

Paperbacks & eBooks available at Amazon.com, 
Barnes & Noble, Lulu Bookstore, other retailers & bookstores 

Attention Authors: Freethought Society Advertisement Policy and Scan Project
Complimentary advertisement space in The Freethought Society News ezine is available to supporters and friends of the 
Freethought Society, pending space availability and Editors’ approval. Submit high-resolution PDF files with embedded fonts. 
Please make sure all files are RGB before submitting a PDF or JPEG files. Graphics must be 300 dpi or higher. Send to:

Ezine@FtSociety.org 
 
Send a scan of your book jacket to the email address above. The Tree of Knowledge Committee will create an ornament  for 
display on the next Tree of Knowledge.
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The Freethought Society (FS) promotes freedom of thought, expression and choice. FS also advocates separation of religion 
and government. FS publishes The Freethought Society News every other month. The publication is delivered as an ezine via 
email and is complimentary to supporters, donors, like-minded individuals and those who are interested in learning more 
about freedom of thought. 
     Monthly events take place in many locations across the United States, with emphasis in the tri-state area of Pennsylvania, 
Delaware, New Jersey as well as Southern California. FS activities and services depend on financial contributions from 
supporters. Funds may be sent using this form or via the FS website (www.FtSociety.org/donate/). All contributions to FS are 
tax-deductible to the fullest extent of the law (Tax ID Number: 23-2738574). Please donate generously.
Yes! I want to:
(  ) become a supporter / renew support of FS (Please enclose checks payable to the Freethought Society): 
      $30 Individual Supporter             $40 Family Supporter             $20 Student            $1,000 Supporter for a Lifetime
(  ) become a “Freethought Star” by setting up an automatic monthly donation to FS from my bank or through
     PayPal in the amount of (circle one): $5   $10   $15   $20   $25   $30   $35   $40   $45   $50   $55  $_____other (per month)
(  ) earmark a donation to (insert project, event or committee name): _____________________________________________

Name: ______________________________________________________________________________________________

Street Address: _______________________________________________________________________________________

City, State and Zip: ____________________________________________________________________________________

Email Address: _______________________________________________________________________________________

Phone: ___________________________________________Cell: _______________________________________________
(  ) Check here if you prefer your sponsorship to remain anonymous.
FS will send a complimentary ezine (or hard copy upon request) to potential supporters. Please provide contact  information 
for anyone who might be interested in receiving an FS publication.

Name: ______________________________________Email: __________________________________________________

Mail this form to: Freethought Society, P.O. Box 242, Pocopson, PA 19366
This form can be scanned and emailed to: Ezine@FtSociety.org

Volunteer Opportunities Through the Freethought Society
Supporters of the Freethought  Society (FS) often want to do more than just  donate. Listed below are various committees 
organized by FS. The committees are designed to fulfill the mission, goals and vision of FS. We seek to be of assistance to 
nontheists, educate the public about nontheism, and provide social opportunities where like-minded individuals can meet, 
socialize and share ideas. Please see the FS website or contact FS to volunteer at: volunteers@FtSociety.org. 

Anti-Discrimination Educational Committee
(nontheism explained in classroom settings)

Anti-Discrimination Support Network
(assist Secular Coalition for America gathering reports)

Community Outreach
(locate tabling opportunities)

Diversity Outreach Committee
(brainstorming about and developing programs 

to appeal to minorities) 
Free Speech Zone Committee

(research and implement displays in public venues)
Helping Hands

(provides helpers to seniors and in emergency situations)
Jump Into the Jean Pool

(collection of jeans for the homeless)
Meetup Committee

(social events and improving online communications)

Monthly Meeting Coordinators
(schedule and manage speakers and venues)

Secular Celebrations
(develop, organize, and implement 

new nontheist celebrations)
Speakers Bureau

(provide FS a resume, photo and speech subjects/titles)
Special Events

(coordinate interesting and unique nontheist events)
Sole Searching

(collection of athletic shoes for donating to the homeless)
Thomas Paine Memorial Committee

(assist with assemblies, city proclamations, and 
work on themed events)

Tree of Knowledge/Winter Display Committee
(make ornaments, find venues, write articles,

and support the winter symbol concept nationwide)
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