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To Lydia and Sebastian,

The most extraordinary beings I’ve ever encountered





INTRODUCTION

It feels like I know you.

You’re somewhere between five and seven feet tall, roughly one hundred to four hundred pounds, and you’ve been blessed with a custom-tailored unit of the most impressive and complicated machine in the universe, the human brain. Better yet, you’re among the subset of Homo sapiens endowed with a sense of wonder so commanding that, for a moment at least, you’ve forsaken the temptations of countless high-dopamine stimuli to dip your nose into a book. A book about the unexplained, no less. You’re curious, you enjoy a good mystery, and part of you really enjoys mysteries that can’t be solved.

I knew we had something in common.

This book has been written for you. It’s supposed to be fun. It is not supposed to be work. You can pick and choose which chapters to read, and you don’t need to read them in order. You can agree or disagree with its findings, sneer at what it’s left out, or belittle what it regards as important. The only thing you can’t do is get bored. It’s my job to make sure that doesn’t happen.

At its core, this book is about anomalous phenomena that have been documented on video, still photography, or audio recordings. But on its deepest level it is about the human desire for answers, for adventure, and for meaning. And on its most superficial level—which also might be the most fun—it’s about a TV show. Let me tell you about it.

The Proof Is Out There® series has been running on the HISTORY® network since 2021, and I’m the guy who, much to my own surprise, wound up running it. In each episode we scour the world for compelling videos of unexplained or anomalous phenomena; then with the aid of some of the world’s top experts, we try to figure out what these videos have actually captured. Most of the time we solve the puzzle—a UFO turns out to be a drone; a Bigfoot turns out to be a bear. But sometimes we get stumped—not just our producers, not just the eyewitnesses, but the experts too. In short, there are some things we simply can’t explain, things that provoke profound thoughts about our universe, our natural history, and our reality. As our team painstakingly forges our way to completing our one hundredth episode, we find we’ve worked with a treasure trove of amazing encounters, compelling images, and fascinating ideas. In short, the surprises, revelations, and laughs we’ve encountered along the way could fill a book. Now it’s time to do just that.

A little bit about me: I’ve been a TV journalist for thirty years, most of those at national news networks, making a living telling tough stories about crime, fraud, politics, and war. Then I wrote a book about rare diseases and breakthrough medical treatments, based on my family’s experience with our son, Sebastian. Absolutely none of this had anything to do with “the paranormal.” On paper I might be the last person on earth who should be writing a book like this.

Since I started producing this show, however, the situation has changed. After five years neck-deep in the world of the unexplained, I find that I’ve arrived at a peculiar place—a position of agonizing and exhilarating equipoise in the no-man’s-land between two warring camps that have been locking horns for centuries: the Skeptics and the Believers.

The Skeptics reject any claims of extraterrestrial visitation, cryptozoological sightings, miracles, you name it. They’re the proud “serious people” who see themselves defending the fortress of the scientific method against the barbarians at the gates: the hoaxers, the charlatans, and the pitiably misguided suckers who are little more than slaves to their own confirmation bias.

The Believers insist there is ample proof that UFOs, among other things, do exist, and claim it requires the willful blindness of an ostrich or the malevolence of a serpent to argue otherwise. Many base their beliefs not only on official reports, testimonies, empirical data, and yes, video, but on what they describe as intense, incontrovertible personal experiences that have influenced their lives profoundly.

For the first decades of my career, anyone hoping to pay a mortgage working in journalism was unofficially required to side with the Skeptics. Believers, frequently derided as newsroom “kooks,” might not get fired, but they certainly did not get promoted. Then something happened. On December 16, 2017, the New York Times published its first story on the now-famous Pentagon UFO videos—known as “GIMBAL,” “FLIR,” and “GOFAST.” They depicted what were classified as “Unidentified Anomalous Phenomena” (the military’s current euphemism for UFOs) recorded years earlier by US Navy aviators stationed on the USS Nimitz and the USS Theodore Roosevelt. The videos—which allegedly recorded an object in the shape of a Tic Tac and another described as “a sphere encased in a cube”—were backed up by testimony from the aviators themselves, and later officially verified by the Pentagon.

Of course, none of that inhibited the Skeptics from having their say about those UAPs, which they’ve dismissed alternately as software malfunctions, Chinese military probes, or weather balloons. And in 2024, the Pentagon said it had in fact been able to explain one of the incidents. It didn’t matter. Almost overnight, it became OK to talk about UFOs in polite company. Lengthy articles on the topic popped up in Popular Mechanics and the Washington Post. It took them till 2021 to do it, but even 60 Minutes covered the story without derision. Decades after the “flying saucer” craze of the 1950s had been written off as a quaint Cold War relic, the twenty-first-century UFO renaissance was born, and it shows no sign of abating. The Pentagon has formed a dedicated task force to investigate UAPs, the All-domain Anomaly Resolution Office or AARO. And in the spring of 2022, Congress held the first of a series of historic UFO hearings, during which several new UAP videos have been released. The government has evolved past denying the issue to publicly acknowledging its national security implications. And for every anomalous military-grade video that gets debunked, a fresh one gets leaked: in 2025, yet another Tic Tac video, shot in the same area off the California coast as the original Nimitz UAP, handed the Believers another clip of ammunition.



Intrigued, I embraced the opportunity and the challenge: launching the show was an embarkation. A journey had begun—a journey that would lead us into the rogue fields of UFOlogy, cryptozoology, secret archaeology, miracle hunting, and anomalies of physics, to name a few. And as I learned, there was no shortage of compelling footage. In fact, it’s become my sincere belief that of the world’s 6.92 billion smartphones, at any given moment at least 2 million of them are recording video of something anomalous, at least according to the excited person holding the camera. That’s how we’ve found stories everywhere from the bottom of the sea to the fringes of the known universe, from the Mesozoic era to the distant future. Along the way, we did what journalists are supposed to do—we listened, we gathered data, we kicked the tires on every theory we were presented, and above all, we considered whether what we thought we knew about our world might be incomplete, or in some cases, completely wrong.

The first thing one realizes when one opens one’s mind to this kind of stuff is that there is actually quite a bit to know—events, places, dates, controversies, and above all people whose work and experiences form the current foundation of these bodies of knowledge. This book is designed, primarily, to give the reader an accessible and concise introduction to these curious fields, to deliver in the course of a six-hour read a fluency in the lingua franca of the unexplained that it’s taken me five years to acquire. If you want to participate in an informed conversation about Bigfoot, for instance, you really need to know something about the famous Patterson-Gimlin film, anatomy professor Jeff Meldrum’s theory of the midtarsal break, and the audio recordings known as the Sierra Sounds. If you want to discuss psychic powers, you really should have some familiarity with the CIA’s Project Stargate, the debunking of Uri Geller, and the work of the Princeton Engineering Anomalies Research lab (PEAR).

I am at all times a journalist or documentarian, and not the expert here. But I am absolutely confident in this: this book will give you solid grounding in the realms of the unexplained in a hurry. And if you make it to the end, you will be well prepared to become the life of any cocktail party. Is there really any higher goal to be achieved in this world?

In a sense the book will also be a travelog, chronicling my journey into this world and my encounters with some of its most well-known figures. For as the show has endured and grown, I’ve become personally familiar with many of its most famous characters. I’ve spent several days on Skinwalker Ranch; I’ve gone “Bigfooting” with the man behind some of the most famous Sasquatch footage ever; I’ve sipped bourbon with Lue Elizondo, the original Pentagon UFO whistleblower.

These people have shown me that the world of the unexplained contains multitudes—it is a realm of journalistic inquiry; it touches on a broad swath of scientific disciplines; it is sometimes a matter of national security and defense; it can bear resemblance to the realms of spirituality and religion; and it engages numerous fields of philosophy from epistemology to metaphysics.

It is also a world hideously polluted by fakery and fraud. Seeking profit, attention, or simply their own amusement, an army of hoaxers forms a halo of flies around any truth-seeking endeavor in this space. That’s why, using a high-tech arsenal of forensic analysis, we make it our business to expose them.

But a hiccup remains, and it’s taken some time for me to digest this: even with our most sophisticated tools of dissection and analysis, not everything can be explained. Even those of us who nod our heads in agreement when we’re told to “follow the science” find that in many cases “the science” leads into a dark forest where we have no bearing and no answers. At the end of our journey, we find that there is so much left to be discovered and understood, it is not only permissible but perhaps necessary to view the world of the unexplained as an ongoing theater of wonder and yes, even enchantment.

This book is a road map for that world.





Chapter 1 HOW DO YOU KNOW?


A BIGFOOT BELIEVER

Claudia Ackley was terrified. The tremolo in her voice, the intermittent stutter from the back of her throat—Jamie Lee Curtis in the last reel of Halloween never conveyed fear so convincingly. It had been years since the encounter, and she was calling from the safety of her home, yet the simple act of retelling had transported her back to the tension and helplessness of those shocking moments.

Her account, in brief, was this: on the evening of March 17, 2017, Ackley was hiking in California’s San Bernardino Mountains with her two daughters. The girls were the first to spot what Ackley would later describe to a local news outlet as “a Neanderthal man with a lot of hair” perched in a tree about thirty feet above the ground. The creature was huge, roughly eight hundred pounds by her estimate, and despite the cuddly depictions of Sasquatch in films like Harry and the Hendersons, Ackley did not view this thing as benevolent. “All I’m thinking is, ‘Please don’t go near us, because I have my children,’ ” she said.

Claudia called 911. The cops dismissed her story, suggesting she’d likely seen a bear. Outraged, Claudia not only stuck by her account; she filed a lawsuit against the California Department of Fish and Wildlife for refusing to acknowledge the existence of Bigfoot and taking proper measures to protect it from the public and vice versa.

She was speaking to me in 2022 because she’d recorded several seconds of the encounter on home video. Like almost all Bigfoot sightings, the footage was mediocre, and what was actually recorded open for debate. That was fine by me—my job was to get people like Claudia to share her video and her story, put everything in front of a team of experts, and if possible determine what we were really seeing.

Claudia was willing to share her video, but she refused to go on-camera. She told me she’d spoken to the media already; she felt that the play-by-play of her experience had been covered enough. Plus, as she was already making clear, recounting those events—regardless of what she had or hadn’t seen—upset her profoundly. If she was going to put herself through that, she wanted to do it in a different forum. Specifically, she wanted me to produce a show built around a group therapy session with a trauma expert treating people like her who had suffered emotionally and psychologically from their Bigfoot experience, and paid a staggering social cost to boot as friends, family, and colleagues dismissed, ridiculed, or shunned them when they tried to share what had happened.

I thought the idea might have potential. I told her I’d bounce it off the network and get back to her. She never returned my follow-up calls. In 2023 Claudia died of a heart attack at the age of fifty-one. Her lawsuit, to no one’s surprise, was dead on arrival.

Despite our brief and attenuated communication, I think of Claudia semi-regularly, not because I believed her, but because I believed she believed herself. In a space crowded with hoaxers and publicity hounds, Claudia stood out as one of those committed, unwavering individuals who had attained a genuine and rare intellectual state when it comes to the realm of the anomalous. A state of absolute certainty.

In our everyday lives, whether we consciously work through our thought processes or not, we all arrive at this state of certainty, or at least “reasonable certainty,” every time we take a deliberate action. How? Just as there are varying degrees of certainty, there are a variety of ways of achieving it—of determining what we believe to be true.

It is the business of our show to make the most confident statements we can about claims of anomalous phenomena. To maximize our own certainly before putting something on air, we employ many of these diverse “truth-finding” methods that professionals and laypeople alike have been using for centuries. A big part of being confident in what you’re saying is knowing how you know. A big part of being inquisitive is thinking about thinking. We want what we say to be taken seriously, and assuming you do too, it’s worth reviewing the handful of methods by which people arrive at certainty. They are not all created equal.



I KANT BELIEVE IT (… BUT SHOULD I?)

The eighteenth-century philosopher Immanuel Kant used the term “pure reason” to describe a kind of truth we attain using nothing but a set of givens and the rules of logic. These are things we can conclude without having to see, hear, or feel anything. This “a priori knowledge” is knowable prior to any observation, with no support from real-world data.

Simple examples are everywhere. You can believe me when I say “my cat is a mammal” without observing my cat; all you have to do is accept the initial claims that I do indeed have a cat, and that all cats, definitionally, are mammals. If you accept as a given my statement “I have three children,” you don’t need to meet and physically count them to believe I have more than two children. The truth of the statement proceeds not from observation, but from the a priori truth that three is greater than two. All of mathematics is constructed this way, from elementary school geometry up through multivariable calculus and beyond.

“But,” you might say, “this book is about experiences and documented phenomena, the validity and interpretation of empirical evidence. Why mention a priori knowledge at all?”

Two reasons:

One, as we shall see, there are quite a few people walking our planet right now firmly convinced of things that simply don’t make sense. I’m not necessarily saying their belief systems are silly. I’m saying that even within their own belief systems, and even if we accept their own postulates no matter how absurd they might sound, their ensuing reasoning is illogical.

Take, for example, the popular online theory that a mysterious aircraft spotted over Wichita, Kansas, in 2016 was a secret prototype of the Navy’s Avenger II aircraft, a project that was canceled in 1991.

Even if we accept that the Avenger program was never canceled, and that its development continued secretly under the Pentagon’s “black budget,” the logic of the theory falls apart because of an inherent contradiction: the military would never conduct a test flight of a secret aircraft in a location where it could be observed by the public.

And two, there is also the matter of those who make a fetish of formal logic, who don’t accept the fact that strict provability is not the sole valid evidence of truth. These are the folks who reject the humility demanded by Hamlet’s great line:


There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio, than are dreamt of in our philosophy.



(That Shakespeare guy sure could write!)

As we weigh the credibility of people’s accounts—anomalous or otherwise, mind you—we must constantly ask ourselves, Does this claim make any sense? And, conversely, are our critiques of extraordinary claims grounded in logic or are they grounded in prejudice? Are we being honestly skeptical of the anomalous claim, or are we merely expressing bias against a challenge to presumptions we hold dear?

Once we confirm the foundations of everyone’s abstract reasoning, it’s time to step into the material world and evaluate the observable evidence.



ARE YOU EXPERIENCED?

Is there anything more real than what we experience with our five senses? The color of my floor tiles, the touch of these keys on fingers, the sound of the airplane passing overhead. If I didn’t trust the veracity of these sensory inputs, reality would become quite impossible to navigate, would it not?

I’m reasonably certain the laws of physics will apply when I throw my son a football, whether or not I’ve studied them; I’m reasonably certain the recipient of my last email will get it soon, whether or not I know much about how the internet works (and I don’t); and I’m reasonably certain the drivers in the opposite lane of traffic will not cross into mine and hit me head-on, whether or not I know if they recently chased three Hindu Kush gummies with a couple of BuzzBallz. Why? The short answer is past experience. Nothing anomalous has happened when I’ve done these things before, so I shouldn’t expect them to happen the next time.

The trouble, as pointed out by great thinkers from Plato to the creators of the Matrix movies, is that our senses are not as reliable as we’d like. Not only do we often perceive our dreams as real while we’re in the middle of them, but even in waking life basic perceptions turn out to be maddeningly subjective.

Anyone who wasn’t living in a cave in 2015 will recall the online phenomenon known simply as “The Dress,” which had the internet aflame with debate over whether a dress shown in a viral photo was white and gold, or blue and black, underscoring the sometimes-drastic differences in human color perception. That was superseded by the famous “Yanny/Laurel” phenomenon of 2018, in which the same recording was perceived by different people as the sound of two entirely different words.

This curious notion that we might all be living, to some extent, in our own individual realities has contributed to the popularity of the term “my truth.” It can pose quite a challenge to those of us, like the team on The Proof Is Out There® series, charged with evaluating the testimony of the people who report strange phenomena. My truth can be so intense, so impactful, so transcendent, that for those who live through alleged anomalous events, my truth is not just real, but more real than even their daily reality thereafter. People can go on to reorient their whole lives around that my truth experience as my truth becomes something larger, an epiphany as powerful as Paul’s on the Damascus road.

Claudia Ackley was one such person, and while it’s easy—perhaps convenient—to dismiss her as a kook, as we will soon see, many such people have been equally transformed whom we’d otherwise regard as credible, trustworthy, and responsible. These people include commercial and military pilots, Pentagon intelligence officers, and covert operatives. They speak fluently and precisely in the language of science and national security, usually with the earnest and honest mien of a Boy Scout. These are your upright citizens, who would perform well on any witness stand; the kind of guys you wouldn’t mind marrying your daughter, either as groom or officiant.

But where does that leave the rest of us, the ordinary folks who weren’t there, who haven’t been to the mountaintop, whose perceived experiences have been consistently ordinary? On The Proof Is Out There® series, we listen to these wondrous accounts with respect, even hospitality. But we need more.



THE SCIENTIFIC METHOD

There are very few conveniences of the modern world for which we do not owe the scientific method a debt of thanks. The computer I’m typing on, the refrigerator from which I just retrieved my third lime La Croix of the morning, the toilet I’ll be flushing shortly—none of these would exist were it not for people today and generations preceding implementing its procedures and adhering to its standards. If math is sense, science is progress.

There are various versions of the scientific method, and many important thinkers have disputed it as vulnerable to bias or mythmaking, but the basics haven’t changed much at least since Francis Bacon was making the case for empiricism back in the seventeenth century: the formulation of hypotheses based on prior study of a given topic; the performance of repeatable experiments that generate observable evidence to test the hypothesis; and the analysis of the data that leads to conclusions that either confirm, modify, or disprove it. Above all, the scientific method relies on the principle of falsifiability, the foundational criterion that any given hypothesis must be able to be disproved through experimentation. The term came about in the 1930s in the work of philosopher and scientist Karl Popper, though it was applied long before there was a name for it.

In my short time on this planet, I’ve noticed that science is, strangely, a polarizing force. When they’re not casually taking science for granted, people seem to actively hate it or love it. From Frankenstein to Jurassic Park to The Social Network, Hollywood movies traditionally demonize scientists as ego-driven misfits compelled to achieve greatness and fame through their brilliant discoveries, numb to the human wreckage their great breakthrough might leave in its wake. Those humorless geeks—they’re all head, no heart.

On the other hand, there are those who don’t just respect science; they worship it, and are eager to inflict severe sanctions on anyone who questions or deviates from its orthodoxies.

The science fetishists forget or willfully ignore two key points. First: in the early phases of any emerging area of research, data will be limited, and inevitably the first generation of hypotheses will be weak. Second: scientific progress itself would never happen without the pesky questioning of perceived verities and the promotion of “radical” theories that seem risible at first, only to be recategorized as “groundbreaking” after they’re proved.

Sometimes that takes a while, and the innovative genius who first proposes the new theory suffers immensely for his trouble. Among serious scientists who devote energy to “wacky” ideas like UFOs, the tragic tale of Ignaz Semmelweis has become the epitomic example.

The story goes like this: In the 1840s Semmelweis was a physician and scientist who was working in the respected Vienna General Hospital’s obstetrical clinic, where pregnant women had their babies delivered in either one ward staffed by midwives, or another staffed by doctors. A strange and disturbing pattern had emerged: women who delivered in the doctors’ wards were dying at three times the rate of those treated by midwives.

Semmelweis noticed that many of those same doctors were also performing postmortem examinations on corpses and hypothesized that the doctors were carrying what he called “cadaverous particles” from the morgue to the obstetric clinic. He proposed a simple solution: the doctors should wash their hands between conducting autopsies and delivering babies. When this “radical” suggestion was adopted, maternal mortality plummeted on the doctors’ ward.

Nevertheless, Semmelweis’ theory was widely ridiculed and ignored. He became increasingly bitter, lost his job, was committed to a lunatic asylum, and died after a vicious beatdown by the guards. More than twenty years passed before Louis Pasteur redeemed Semmelweis’ name and work by presenting an adequately articulated germ theory of disease that we now all accept as not only true but obvious. How many people died unnecessarily in the interim is unknown. We do know Semmelweis himself was one of them.

Of course, not every crackpot idea is a paradigm-shifting breakthrough. Most are simply crackpot ideas. Similarly, most sightings of allegedly “anomalous” phenomena aren’t truly anomalous; they are misidentified or under-identified prosaic events that, when subjected to proper scrutiny, can be properly demystified.

In mathematical probability, the likelihood of a truly anomalous event is represented as 𝜖, epsilon, a nearly infinitesimal (though existent) value.

It pops up in equations like this:


P[|Xn-X∞|>𝜖]→0



Epsilon can be understood as the mathematical representation of the great astronomer Carl Sagan’s famous dictum “extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.” And as I delved into this field, I was surprised to discover that it’s a phrase many current scientists actively despise. Physicist Kevin Knuth is one of many who argue that Sagan’s decree contributes to a widespread problem: our epsilons are too small. We’re writing the improbable almost entirely out of the equation, handcuffing us to an extreme posture of skepticism that reality does not warrant. How rare are anomalous events anyway? Even as I was in the course of working on this chapter, three historically unprecedented events have unfurled before us: Hurricane Helene wiped out a good chunk of western North Carolina; Freddie Freeman hit a walk-off grand slam to win Game 1 of the 2024 World Series for the Dodgers; and Donald Trump pulled off the most improbable political comeback since the founding of the American republic. And those are just the three that come most easily to mind.

“Black Swan” events do happen, often enough that we need to account for them. As The Black Swan author himself, Nassim Nicholas Taleb, has noted, every farm-raised turkey could logically conclude, based on past experience, that the turkey farmer is dedicated single-mindedly to the care and growth of the turkey population—right up till early November. The turkeys would assign a very small epsilon to the probability of their mass slaughter at the hands of their benevolent master as Thanksgiving approaches. And they’d be mistaken.

Perhaps we are looking at the world upside down—instead of expecting an “equilibrium state” of normality to be interrupted by singular anomalous events, we should approach existence as a series of anomalous events spaced out by stretches of normality. In any event, the scientific method remains the most solid means of generating truth, but it is obligated to make space, amicably and humbly, for what remains to be discovered.



LEGAL TRUTH, JOURNALISTIC TRUTH, AND “THE PROOF METHOD”

The justice system, when it works, is a marvel of truth finding. Adversarial parties present evidence from diverse sources, construct logical arguments around it, and then a jury deliberates and delivers a verdict that carries the force of law. And yet, courts acknowledge their own fallibility, and have institutionalized that acknowledgment through the appeals process. We journalists don’t have the same evidentiary standards or the authority of the courts, but we aspire to truth nonetheless. We aim to tell factually accurate, narratively compelling stories, using sources as varied as official documents, published research, computer-assisted data analysis, individual testimonies provided through on the record interviews, the firsthand observations of the journalists themselves, and audio/video recordings and photos. When it’s done well, journalism performs a crucial function—taking important information that was either suppressed or unnoticed and giving it merited public attention. When it’s done badly, which is often, journalism is little more than gossip. As Paul Newman noted in my favorite journalism movie, Absence of Malice, “You don’t write the truth. You write what people say.”

To deliver something better than “what people say,” we’re supposed to have standards such as independent, contemporaneous attestation from multiple sources. You can get closer to the truth that way, right? But for us TV journalists, there’s no source as trustworthy, nor any catnip more stimulating, than video evidence. It’s irresistibly compelling in a visual medium, and it’s potent ammunition in the fight for truth. A twofer!

Video evidence has become so closely associated with our common understanding of truth, we often don’t believe something really happened unless it was captured on video. This parallels a development in criminal law sometimes known as “the CSI effect” regarding DNA evidence. Harking back to my early days in journalism, O.J. Simpson was found not guilty, the verdict derived in part from the jury’s suspicions about DNA evidence, which was new and not widely understood at the time. Fast-forward thirty years, with popular TV shows like CSI leading the charge, and the culture has done a 180. Now prosecutors often tell me that if they don’t have rock-solid DNA evidence tying defendants to the crime, the jury will perform intellectual acrobatics to keep reasonable doubt aloft, whether that doubt is reasonable or not.

But our faith in video, however fervent, can be misguided. We’re well aware that CGI and deep fakes are all over the internet, an issue that will get worse, perhaps exponentially, as AI elevates the capabilities of digital manipulation to dizzying heights. The bad actors are bad enough. But even when no one is intentionally trying to deceive us, our own eyes often can, and do. Optical illusions such as the parallax effect, natural illusions like fata morgana mirages, and technical illusions such as the artifacting that occurs with cheap consumer security cameras in low light lead us to think something is there that’s not there. Misinformation gets all the headlines; in my world the real boogeyman is misidentification.

That’s because the explosion of video and audio evidence has profoundly transformed the field of the unexplained. The same dominant cultural mindset that applies to criminal investigations applies to paranormal investigations (although the preferred term these days is “metanormal”). If it wasn’t caught on-camera, it didn’t happen; if it was, it did.

That’s why video authentication is key to our process on The Proof Is Out There® series. One of the first calls I made when I was creating the show and trying to assemble our all-star roster of experts was to Michael Primeau, a mustachioed, chain-smoking, and implacable video forensics analyst who works out of Michigan for the company his father started in the late 1980s, now known as Primeau Forensics. Most of their clientele are prosecutors or defendants in criminal cases who need video or audio recordings authenticated and analyzed, often with sworn testimony in court. They’ve worked on high-profile cases including the Trayvon Martin case and the Alec Baldwin shooting. I figured if Michael is good enough to withstand a Daubert challenge—a motion made at trial to exclude testimony from an unqualified expert witness—he’d be good enough for us. The bigger question was whether a guy devoted to weighty legal matters would have any interest in the weird world of the anomalous. It turns out that he does: “The show gives me a unique opportunity that many experts won’t have,” he said, “which is to apply methodology to a different set of source data, which stretches my capabilities and comfort zones. I’m exposed to things that I can’t explain, so it has enlarged my world.”

Primeau’s specialty is determining whether or not a given video was digitally manipulated. That weeds out most of the CGI hoaxes, but the question remains—assuming something really is there, what is it? Most of our other experts have expertise in various fields—aviation, anatomy, physics, and so on—to help us nail down an answer. You’ll meet many of them as we proceed.

In the chapters that follow, you’ll see how we’ve applied “The Proof Method”—if you can call it that—to evidence of every popular type of anomaly that has captivated the public’s attention. Our format draws inspiration from the judicial system. In essence we consider each piece a bench trial where evidence is presented to the audience, with eyewitnesses and experts “testifying” in favor of its anomalous bona fides; and others making the case for how it can be explained. At the end, our “judge,” host Tony Harris, renders our verdict. We actually call it that. We’ve purloined the term to underscore our efforts to weigh all the facts and arguments.

We are not in the business of making leaps—of logic, judgment, or faith. Our journey is a plodder’s path. At every cautious step we take our bearings, test the ground beneath our feet, look behind at where we’ve come from, try to correct our prior missteps, and look ahead at what’s coming up over the horizon.

Are you ready to join us?






Chapter 2 SIGNS AND WONDERS


AN ANGEL IN THE CLOUDS

Cory Hearon knew where he was going, yet he was lost. Behind the wheel of his Ford F-350, he was en route to his job as a yard foreman at Wolfe Mechanical in Camden, South Carolina, on a sunny morning in October 2016. Nothing unusual distinguished this commute, but Cory was accompanied by a familiar companion: the lingering feeling that something wasn’t right. At age thirty, Cory’s life was progressing with the expected allotment of joys and sorrows—he’d describe himself as generally content and he had people who loved him—but it seemed as if the days were simply playing out, one after the next, with no sense of purpose or direction.

Then something caught his eye. Up in the sky, suspended in the cobalt blue, a humanoid shape with wings, a translucent robe, a faceless, marshmallowy head, and what appeared to be hands folded in prayer. Was it… peering down on him? It sure looked like it. Of course it was a cloud, but it looked so unmistakably like an angel that Cory was transfixed.

He knew it was often the case that clouds resemble something familiar or meaningful at first glance, only to shape-shift into amorphous blobs as the wind remolds them. But this one didn’t move. It simply hung there like a Christmas tree ornament, for five minutes, then eight, then ten. Dumfounded, Cory took out his phone and began live streaming on Facebook. “I know nobody would believe me unless I got this on-camera,” he narrates. “You can almost see a face…. Isn’t that amazing? I’m seeing an angel. I don’t know if anybody sees anything different….”

Within a week the video had been viewed more than 7 million times, generating 126,000 comments and landing Cory on the Today show. And soon the story was about more than the cloud angel. It was about how Cory felt he’d been touched by the divine, and inspired to recommit himself to the Christian faith in which he’d been raised. As the song goes, he was once lost. Now, thanks to whatever he’d seen in that sunny South Carolina sky, he was found.



THE M-WORD

Miracles abound in every major religion, yet The Proof Is Out There® series doesn’t cover many—maybe three every season—so why start here with a beefy chapter about alleged acts of God? Quite simply because God is the original anomaly, the original supernatural force, the original explanation for the unexplained. And in today’s smartphone-saturated world, some of the most popular shared videos are those that purport to document God’s works in various forms of miracles.

I have a complicated relationship with the M-word. It irks me that people toss it around casually to characterize any event that is both fortuitous and improbable. I’d prefer we stick to a stricter definition—an occurrence that’s both fortuitous and impossible, according to our latest science.

But maybe I’m missing the point. Maybe, as Samuel L. Jackson’s Jules Winnfield opined in Pulp Fiction, what matters is not whether a given event was an “according to Hoyle” miracle, but whether the experiencer genuinely “felt the touch of God.”

If the polls are accurate, the general public is with Jules on this one. Miracles maintain a firm grip on the public consciousness, at least in the United States. A recent Pew study is one of several that have consistently shown a whopping majority of Americans—in this poll it was 80 percent—say they believe miracles “probably or definitely” happen. In a data-driven age where everything seems either known or immanently knowable, why this persistent attachment to a concept any sapient species should probably dismiss as magical thinking?



THE HOLE IN PASCAL’S HEART

The more we can explain empirically, the less we should depend on “superstition.” Still, even though the cosmos, evolution, and the human body have been demystified, billions of people persist in their belief in an almighty deity that created everything, knows everything, and can intervene in our everyday lives whenever He chooses to do so. We can dismiss these billions offhand as fools, but as we shall see, there’s video evidence suggesting such a dismissal would be both hasty and arrogant.

Indeed, long before video cameras were invented, most of the world’s smartest people were people of faith. For the better part of the past two thousand years, academically gifted individuals became clergymen of one sort or another—it’s what bookish types did. (Followers of Abrahamic monotheistic religions are in fact often referred to as “People of the Book.”) Nor were these Believers uniformly opposed to the bold men of science to whom we owe what we call progress—on the contrary, some of them were scientific pioneers themselves, personally responsible for a portion of that same progress.

Blaise Pascal is just such a figure. A seventeenth-century polymath who made substantial contributions to mathematics and physics, the French whiz kid was also a devout Catholic who spent his later years writing almost exclusively on matters of faith. This pivot was accelerated by two major events. The first, which he called his “Night of Fire,” was an intense experience of religious ecstasy that occurred in 1654, some say after a near-death experience involving an accident with a horse carriage. The second, in 1656, was Pascal’s close encounter with a miracle. Specifically, his ten-year-old niece, Marguerite Périer, who’d suffered for years with a disfiguring eye tumor, was allegedly cured when she touched a sacred relic—a Holy Thorn from Christ’s crown—to her eye. The miracle became a famous event throughout France.

Pascal’s faith went from mild to superspicy thanks to these intensely personal experiences—“his truth.” But for those who hadn’t lived through such transformative events, he reached back into his mathematician’s bag of tricks and, using some rudimentary principles of probability, formulated a game theory argument for religious piety that became his biggest claim to fame: Pascal’s Wager. As shown in the following table, based on the logic of expected returns, Pascal makes a convincing case in his Pensées that, whether or not you feel the stirrings of the divine in your soul, it’s in your best interest to have faith—or at least to fake it till you make it.





	 

	You bet that He exists

	You bet that He does not exist





	God exists

	+ ∞ (infinite gain)

	– ∞ (infinite loss)




	God does not exist

	– x (finite loss)

	+ x (finite gain)







As the table makes clear, even if the odds of God existing are slim, the expected return from betting on Him far exceeds what one can expect from betting against Him.

This argument appeals to a primitive instinct—pain avoidance. But Pascal didn’t think such a blunt sales pitch was necessary, because God, in his view, was a product that sells itself. He believed that humans are driven by more than mere self-interest—they are born with a built-in demand for spiritual fulfillment. He made this point in perhaps his second-most famous concept, the “God-shaped vacuum,” which is articulated later in the Pensées:


There is a God-shaped vacuum in the heart of every man which cannot be filled by any created thing, but only by God the Creator, made known through Jesus Christ.



It is this God-shaped vacuum, now commonly referred to as the “God-shaped hole,” that explains why, in the face of overwhelming empirical evidence, people have persisted in their devotion to religious practice. Clearly it fills some basic human need.

The sociobiologist E. O. Wilson had a Darwinian explanation for this. In his great book On Human Nature, he argued that societies in which a measure of altruism is established as a cultural norm have a reproductive advantage over those that don’t. A tribe in which people care for each other, at least to some degree, will endure and expand over generations better than one in which it’s every man for himself. Religion usually inculcates and reinforces some sense of altruism, regardless of how misguided its cosmology may be, so people drawn to it by some genetic predisposition—hearts with “God-shaped holes”—will reproduce more than those who don’t, passing on that predisposition until the God-shaped hole becomes a standard feature of the species.

I once had the opportunity to bounce Wilson’s argument off the great philosopher and atheist Daniel Dennett. He replied that the God-shaped hole may have been a reproductive advantage at some point in our evolution, but it is now a trait that has slipped into obsolescence. He compared it to the sweet tooth—it was once very helpful for primitive Homo sapiens to crave the taste of sugar, as it quickly provides the glucose necessary for survival. But now, with sources of sustenance in abundance, it is not only unnecessary, but often disadvantageous.

The social utility of organized religion in today’s world is a thorny issue to ponder. On the one hand, as the great atheist Christopher Hitchens once said, it would be hard to denounce it as bad news if there were a sudden and widespread outbreak of secularism throughout the Middle East. On the other, there is a compelling mental experiment formulated by Stephen Fry: imagine yourself alone at night, in a city you’ve never visited before, walking down a street, when you see a group of large men coming straight for you in the opposite direction. Would you feel more or less endangered if you knew they were coming from a prayer meeting?

I’ve seen up close how the power of faith can sustain families through periods of crisis, especially the death or illness of a loved one. Faith can provide solace, strength, peace, the power to push through. The need for spiritual fulfillment is tied to our survival instinct.

But that need is not necessarily met by religion. Importantly, as I will argue throughout these chapters, many of the most fervent Believers in anomalies and the theories behind them aren’t only reporting what they’ve witnessed; they’re filling this God-shaped hole with belief systems that aren’t religious per se, but perform the same function. UFOlogy often veers into theology; Bigfoot researchers often invoke Native American spiritual traditions. Ghost sightings are, definitionally, spiritual phenomena. As we approach all these accounts, we must constantly confront the question—are these strange events truly anomalous, or are they merely being used to fill someone’s God-shaped hole?



THE WORDS OF THE LORD

As we take up the question of miracles, a quick disclaimer—while I have a healthy respect and passing layman’s knowledge of most world religions, the lion’s share of this chapter will focus on Christianity. For one thing, almost all of the alleged miracles we’ve investigated are within the Christian tradition. Secondly, it’s the religion in which I was raised—Roman Catholicism to be precise—so it’s the only one I feel even remotely comfortable writing about.

Let us stipulate that every religion includes in its sacred texts and traditions events that the faithful consider wondrous, and non-Believers might consider absurd or ridiculous. This encompasses everything from burning bushes; prophets ascending to heaven; lotus petals sprouting from footprints of the great teacher. But Christianity is distinguished by its self-identification as a historical religion. The Gospels assert that certain events happened at specific times and places. The preamble to the Gospel of Luke, in particular, unabashedly declares itself a serious journalistic enterprise. The author has spoken to multiple “eyewitnesses,” achieved a “perfect understanding” of what events transpired, and will be providing the reader “certainty of those things.” As such it is entirely reasonable that practicing Christians interpret the scripture’s descriptions of miracles not as allegories or compelling but fictional “literary truths,” but as documented instances of divine intervention in the physical world.

If Christian fundamentalists are vulnerable to the critique that they take things too seriously and too far, a similar critique can be leveled at those extreme atheists who insist not only that God doesn’t exist, but that Jesus too is a myth. Let’s dispense with that misconception quickly, for as the biblical scholar John Dominic Crossan puts it, as much as we know anything about the ancient world, we know Jesus lived and was crucified. All four Gospels say so, but even if we want to dismiss them as theological propaganda, two other independent, contemporaneous, non-Christian historians of the first century note his emergence, ministry, and execution. The Jewish historian Josephus and the Roman historian Tacitus, neither of whom had any interest in promoting the seditious new Jesus cult, each separately remark upon the phenomenon of Jesus and his followers. While there will forever be debate about what deeds and words included in the New Testament Jesus actually did and said, we know for a fact they were disruptive enough to get Him crucified. Make no mistake: whether or not Jesus was the son of God, Christians’ claims to be a historical religion have some basis in the historical record. They’re not just making the whole thing up.

And yet Christianity’s sacred texts aren’t so easy to take literally, even if one is predisposed to do so. There are four of them, and they often contradict each other. This was a new religion, violently opposed by both the Jewish faith from which it sprouted and the Roman polytheism that was the official religion of an occupying hegemonic power. One might assume its early adherents would have had the good sense to get their own story straight. But no, we have four separate accounts, four separate sets of miracles performed in different orders. Four different Jesuses really, ranging from a traditional Jewish messiah (in Mark) to a Divine-with-a-capital-D savior in John.

These four made it into the canon (whereas many others didn’t) because they were each being used throughout early Christian communities and therefore each had a constituency. And it has long been argued that the life of Jesus is so important and complex that it defies the constraints of a singular linear narrative. Like a great city or a building, it can only be comprehended from a variety of viewpoints and perspectives. Fair enough, but did Jesus’ miracles really happen?

Crossan argues no—they are presented by the evangelists as morally instructive and inspiring stories. Jesus spoke in parables about God; why wouldn’t the Gospel writers have spoken in parables about Jesus? Evangelical scholar Ben Witherington argues yes—many of the miracle stories are so fantastic—starting off with a real doozy, the Virgin Birth—that an upstart religion trying to convert Skeptics would not have promoted such wild tales for fear of alienating potential converts… unless they’d really happened. The stories are too crazy not to be true. (Thomas Jefferson, it is worth noting, didn’t think the miracles mattered at all. His Jefferson’s Bible stripped out all the miracles and supernatural events, and presented the words






THE MIRACLE HUNTER







TEARS OF GLASS






OUR LADY OF CLEARWATER







THE BLOOD OF SAINT JANUARIUS







MYRNA’S STIGMATA









TOUCHED BY ANGELS













“MIRACLE” SURVIVALS





















	Everything that begins to exist was caused to exist.

	The universe began to exist.

	Therefore, the universe has a cause—which we call the Creator, or God.
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