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He is in love with the land that is always over the next hill and the next, with the bird that is never caught, with the room beyond the looking-glass.

He likes the half-hid, the half-heard, the half-lit, the man in the fog, the road without an ending, stray pieces of torn words to piece together.

Arthur Seymour John Tessimond (1902–62),

from “Portrait of a Romantic”
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INTRODUCTION:

E=mc² OR NOT?

There are known knowns. These are things we know that we know. There are known unknowns. That is to say, there are things that we know we don’t know. But there are also unknown unknowns. There are things we don’t know we don’t know.

Donald Rumsfeld (1932–)

Donald Rumsfeld’s bizarre utterance sat uncomfortably in the world of politics and international terrorism, and it may well be a puzzling quotation to open any written work. Yet when adapted for use in this book, those six staccato sentences possess an eerie resonance. What do we know?

Already, as I write, the towering genius of Albert Einstein is being challenged. The speed of light has been regarded as the universe’s ultimate speed limit and the central plank of Einstein’s theory of special relativity is the idea that nothing can exceed it. However, in its complexly titled report “Measurement of the Neutrino Velocity with the Oscillation Project with Emulsion-tRacking Apparatus (OPERA) Detector in the CNGS Beam” submitted to Cornell University, the world’s largest physics laboratory near Geneva, CERN (the European Organization for Nuclear Research or, in French, Organisation Européenne pour la Recherche Nucléaire), has carried out experiments that suggest that neutrinos (subatomic particles) have gone faster than the speed of light. If similar experiments back this up, then the pillars of physics as we know them could come tumbling down. Finding the elusive, nigh-on incomprehensible Higgs boson is one thing, but exceeding the speed of light is something else. However, other scientists have already reacted to this possibility with caution. At the University of Surrey, Professor Jim Al-Khalili, a popular broadcaster, has expressed his incredulity by putting his public image on the line, saying, “If neutrinos have broken the speed of light I will eat my boxer shorts on live TV.” Shades of Laurel and Hardy there, but that’s science.

In addition, some scientists working with CERN’s Large Hadron Collider – the world’s largest atom smasher – think that it could be the first machine capable of enabling matter to travel backwards in time. This notion revolves around M-theory, a “theory of everything” that accommodates all the known properties of subatomic particles and forces, including gravity, but instead of the four dimensions we’re used to, M-theory requires ten or eleven. Eleven dimensions? We’re into the twilight zone here. The thought is staggering. So the idea of time travel, belatedly the province of science-fiction writers and Hollywood, as we shall see, is already under serious discussion. This will be examined when we come to the conundrum of UFOs. Are they time-travelling tourists? Anything seems possible. Whatever is revealed, proven or otherwise, at least Albert Einstein always expressed magnanimity among his peers, as evidenced by his statement “No amount of experimentation can ever prove me right; a single experiment can prove me wrong.” If, however, we are eventually able to travel back in time, we might consider the entry for “time” in Ambrose Bierce’s Devil’s Dictionary:

PAST, n. That part of Eternity with some small fraction of which we have a slight and regrettable acquaintance. A moving line called the Present parts it from an imaginary period known as the Future. These two grand divisions of Eternity, of which the one is continually effacing the other, are entirely unlike. The one is dark with sorrow and disappointment, the other bright with prosperity and joy. The Past is the region of sobs, the Future is the realm of song. In the one crouches Memory, clad in sackcloth and ashes, mumbling penitential prayer; in the sunshine of the other Hope flies with a free wing, beckoning to temples of success and bowers of ease. Yet the Past is the Future of yesterday, the Future is the Past of to-morrow. They are one – the knowledge and the dream.

For the purposes of this book and for the scientific layman, and that includes this writer (the bottom of his class for mathematics at every school he attended), everything around Albert Einstein is crucial. That said, we need not become bogged down with the often perplexing intricacies of physics. There are plenty of books and websites if maths is your thing. However, we are about to embark on a voyage into all manner of anomalies from near-death experiences, spiritualism and ghosts to UFOs, coincidences, synchronicity and bizarre biology. All these subjects are part of our universe and, as such, in ways which most of us, excusably, might fail to comprehend, will be connected to such subjects as Space Time, Time Dilation, Chaos and Quantum Theory. So, let’s offer some basics before we move on. First of all, what does E=mc² mean? It’s simply Einstein’s equation formulated in his special theory of relativity. E stands for Energy, m stands for Mass, c is the speed of light. It states that energy is equal to mass multiplied by the speed of light squared. It demonstrates that mass and energy are two forms of the same thing and can be interchanged. The energy released by the sun or by an atomic bomb is an example of the effect of mass-energy equivalence.

Space Time is a physics model connecting three-dimensional space and one-dimensional time to form the idea of space-time continuum. This enables physicists to render the laws of physics easier to grasp, so that we mere mortals might have a faltering grip on how the universe works on the big level, for example the stars, and right down to atoms. How many dimensions are there in Space Time? There isn’t a fixed number, but usually four dimensions are worked with: three of space and one of time. Yet as we’ve already learned, this limitation is already being challenged. Albert Einstein, through his relativity theory, is usually associated with Space Time, but it was Hermann Minkowski, Einstein’s teacher, who came up with the idea in the hope of making the theory of special relativity clearer.

Time Dilation posits that as you move through space, time itself is measured differently for the moving object than the unmoving object. As we approach the speed of light, this effect becomes apparent and might enable us to travel into the future faster than we normally do. One of the earliest predictions of relativity, in short, time dilation allows motion in space to actually alter the flow of time. It has been claimed that this manner of time travel is completely allowed by the known laws of physics, but we could only go into the future, not the past. Time dilation could suggest enthralling ways of extending life. Science fiction uses the idea because it allows humans to live long enough to travel between galaxies and stars.

Quantum Mechanics represents a collection of scientific principles that, together, try to explain the behaviour of matter and its interactions with energy on the scale of atoms and atomic particles.

Chaos Theory suggests that the big, complex systems in nature, for example the weather, possess an underlying order, but remain unpredictable and chaotic. Very tiny changes can have major effects (look up the “butterfly effect”: for example, the flapping of a butterfly’s wings in one location may affect the weather on the other side of the earth).

Do all these complex areas have connection to or an impact on unexplained phenomena? All we can really say is … perhaps. They are the mysteries of science that are still in the process of being unravelled and, no doubt decades from now, any one of these theories might come into play if we ever get to understand ghosts, UFOs and other aspects of the paranormal.

We are in a period of human history that is referred to by many spiritual and religious gurus as “The Quickening”. In short, this means that things are beginning to move phenomenally fast. In 1977, when I was still using a typewriter and carbon paper, and travelling miles each week to access information in a public library, Ken Olsen, President of the Digital Equipment Corporation (now part of Hewlett-Packard), offered the opinion that “There is no reason for any individual to have a computer in his home.” Less than four decades later, the typewriter is the equivalent of a chisel and a stone tablet, and the library is at my fingertips. Back then, the all-singing, all-dancing computer was simply a space cadet’s dream as portrayed so perceptively in Stanley Kubrick’s 2001: A Space Odyssey. There is probably more technology in your mobile phone than there was in Neil Armstrong and Buzz Aldrin’s Eagle landing craft when NASA went to the moon in 1969.

As the decades roll on, science will gather even more speed and no doubt many of the weird events outlined in this book may well leave the realm of the unexplained. But for now, they exist as a serious compendium of abnormal enigmas, and as such continue to exercise their grip on human imagination, sustaining our passion for romance and mystery.

This is a book about the things we can’t explain, and a few of the things we think we can explain, yet still leave us puzzled. For example, as I write this, the UK newspaper the Daily Mail offers this weird report dated 15 December 2011:

IT’S RAINING APPLES! TRAFFIC GRINDS TO A HALT AS “MINI TORNADO” DUMPS A HAIL OF FRUIT

FREAK STORM “CAUSED BY WIND VORTEX” LIFTED FRUIT FROM GARDEN OR ORCHARD

After a series of storm warnings, drivers in the evening rush hour were prepared for almost anything. Except, that is, for it to start raining apples. Scores of them battered car roofs and windscreens before landing in the road at a busy junction in Coundon, Coventry. The deluge of fruit brought traffic to a standstill at 6.45 p.m. on Monday. A 20-yard stretch of the B4098 was left strewn with green slush after the incident. One motorist, who was travelling with her husband, said: “The apples fell out of nowhere. They were small and green and hit the bonnet hard. Everyone had to stop their cars suddenly.” Brian Meakins, 63, was stunned when he opened his front door and found his garden full of smashed apples. The retired forklift truck driver said: “At first I assumed kids must have thrown them because we do get the occasional egg and apple thrown but there’s way too many for that.”

On 4 February 2012 the Guardian featured a bizarre report of a fall of mysterious blue balls of a gel-like substance from the sky in a Dorset garden. A local science lab had found them to be similar to sodium polyacrylate or “waterlock”, the kind of stuff they put in babies’ disposable diapers. They also fell in Bournemouth, where resident Steve Hornsby said that the sky above his house turned dark, then yellow, and the balls came down in a violent hailstorm. Because such inexplicable, illogical events fall outside the parameters of mainstream science, they are classified as phenomena, but even then, science can’t always leave it at that. Research assistant Josie Pegg, who studies aquatic ecology and examined the mysterious blue balls, put readers’ minds at rest: “Perhaps someone was having a clear-out and chucked them over the fence.” Scientific neatness, good housekeeping; another anomaly tidied up and filed away.

As human beings, we’re conceited enough to believe that we are our planet’s superior species. We’re the ones who try to tame everything; we build the skyscrapers, make the roads, jumbo jets and the space shuttle. Spiders make webs and bees make honey, but we do everything else. This all adds an extra level of human confidence – we like to think that we can explain everything. After all, unlike chimpanzees, we have science. And so, just in case the media readership gets carried away with the inevitable drop-jawed “wow” factor engendered by any anomalous phenomena, the difficulty of falling apples must be explained, as follows:

The explanation is down to a typical spell of British summer weather, where a few hot days are often followed by a thunderstorm. The phenomenon is believed to be down to a mini tornado which touched down elsewhere, sucking apples from the ground or from trees. Such a powerful vacuum could have travelled for many miles before the tornado’s energy dissipated, depositing the fruit over Coventry. Another theory is that the apples could have fallen from the hold of a plane.

A senior meteorologist from British Weather Services, Jim Dale, was called upon to add his comments. He told us that the falling apples were probably the result of “returning polar maritime air”. Mr Dale continues:

Essentially these events are caused when a vortex of air, kind of like a mini tornado, lifts things off the ground, rising up into the atmosphere until the air around it causes them to fall to earth again. Returning polar maritime air is such an unstable condition and it basically means air returning from the polar regions which is very unstable. We’ve all heard of fish and frogs falling from the sky, and apples is certainly unusual because they have some weight to them but it is not out of the realms of possibility.

Phew! Thank heavens for that explanation. For a moment, we all thought something weird was going on! After all, stuff’s always falling from the sky. Yet some of it isn’t as prosaic as little green apples. In Colombia in 2008 a red rain fell upon the small community of La Sierra, Chocó. It was analysed by a local bacteriologist who certified it as blood and this was further confirmed when a sample was sent to the nearest town, Bagadó. Inevitably, the local priest read this as a sign from God that people needed to change their sinful ways.

For Argentinean Christian Oneto Gaona, 6 April 2007 was quite a day. He not only witnessed a rain of spiders, but also became probably the first person in the world to catch this anomaly on camera. Along with some friends, for their Easter vacation Christian decided to take a hike up the San Bernardo Mountain in Salta Province. Around 5 p.m. on 6 April, they found the ground around them was blanketed with spiders, each measuring about four inches (10 cm) across, and they were of various colours. As the party progressed up the mountain, with spiders actually falling on them, they found more and more of the eight-legged horrors covering the ground. In this broad mountain valley, there was nothing above but the sky, and as they all looked up, there were masses more spiders falling down.

In 2009, scientists commissioned by National Geographic carried out tests on a rain of jelly that fell in Scotland, but failed to find any DNA in it. Jelly falls are not as rare as we would imagine. Reports of rains of what’s become known as “star jelly” abound. One theory on offer is that the substance is regurgitated frog or toad ovaries, vomited by buzzards or herons because it is indigestible. Other explanations refer to the remnants of meteor showers or even fungus. In August 2007 fish also rained down in the streets of Great Yarmouth, Norfolk, after a mini-tornado at sea.

Throughout the decades, as far back as you’d like to look, you will find reports of weird stuff hitting the earth. On 18 August 2004, fish fell from the sky on to the village of Knighton, Powys, in Wales. If spiders are creepy, how about maggots? On 5 October 1967, thousands of maggots fell like rain over Acapulco, Mexico, after a heavy storm. In 1996 dozens of frogs were reported to be falling from the sky in Llanddewi, Powys, and again in Croydon, London, in 1998. Always, the scientists step forward because these things must be explained. Yet what do they make of angel hair? Angel hair falls have happened throughout history. Today it is described as a “siliceous cotton substance” and is claimed by the UFO community to be ionized air sleeting off an electromagnetic field dispersed from UFOs as they fly. It is described variously as a cobweb or a jelly, and is often reported on those holy occasions when the Virgin Mary is sighted (for example, the Miracle at Fatima in September and October 1917) but it soon disintegrates or evaporates. On 2 November 1959 in the city of Évora, Portugal, after a wave of UFO sightings, angel hair was collected and analysed through the microscope by a local school director. It was then examined by technicians from Portugal’s armed forces and in the science faculty at the University of Lisbon. No firm conclusions were reached. What was established, however, was that angel hair was formed by a small organism featuring ten “arms” stretching from a central core. Some suggested that this might be a single-celled organism of some kind. OK – if we accept mini-whirlwinds, tornados and typhoons dumping frogs, fish and maggots on our shoulders, that’s fine. Sceptics and debunkers rightly accuse total believers in ghosts and UFOs of being blinkered by their non-scientific acceptance of the unexplained and the paranormal, due to their deep desire for such things to be real. Yet it is those same elements that science omits in its mission to explain which maintain the high profile of these subjects.

Therefore, let us ask this question; when those apples fell over Coundon in Coventry, or the fish, the frogs, the spiders, how is it that meteorological “abduction” only selects one organism or item? Why were the apples not accompanied by leaves, some grass, the odd twig, a bit of earth? If the spiders were sucked up, why were the other members of the ugly bug ball left on the ground? And where are there such dense congregations of frogs to explain such a concentrated, four-legged amphibian downpour? Where are the weeds, the bits of water-lily, some mud, grass, the newts and tadpoles? And where in hell’s name does the proposed “tornado” target itself to suck up enough blood to splatter a few acres elsewhere at random? What science adequately clarifies, we can accept. What it omits in its hypotheses, for sceptical convenience or lack of knowledge, simply leaves the ball in the air. How can the massed brains of the world’s science faculty explain such anomalies as copper nails or an artefact resembling a spark plug, chipped out by miners from seams of prehistoric rock a mile underground? As the man we are about to meet, Charles Fort, once commented: “The fate of all explanation is to close one door only to have another fly wide open.” Colin Wilson, in his 1978 book, Mysteries, sums up Fort’s attitude thus: “Expressed in a sentence, Fort’s principle goes something like this: People with a psychological need to believe in marvels are no more prejudiced and gullible than people with a psychological need not to believe in marvels.”

These subjects have been entertaining us for decades. Without them there would never have been The Outer Limits, The Twilight Zone, Doctor Who or The X-Files, and both Steven Spielberg and Dan Brown, among others, would have some wide, empty spaces in their lives. Flying saucers are just one aspect of aberration, but even allowing for the possibility that UFOs could be a mass hallucination or a construct of our deep subconscious, they have a potential framework of logic; mechanical devices and technically advanced travellers from another world or dimension, they are currently an enigma yet are still something we may be able to explain in time. However, I recall my first jaw-dropping brush with the utterly baffling when, as a teenager in Yorkshire, I thumbed through a book in Hull’s Central Library. Among reports of falling flesh and blood I was astounded to read a report from the Victorian era of a wedding party in a churchyard on a cold, foggy day. The cloud base was low and from this grim overcast sky, a rope descended. Sliding down the rope was a sailor, a Jack Tar of Nelsonian vintage. As he reached the ground in the churchyard, in view of the dumbfounded nuptial party, he collapsed, dead, and the rope was pulled back into the clouds above. The dead sailor was diagnosed as having expired from drowning. I cannot give you the precise provenance of this report, but let’s meet the man who took my breath away all those years ago.

The Patron Saint of Strangeness

If the world of unexplained phenomena has a patron saint, then it has to be Charles Hoy Fort (1874–1932). Born in Albany, New York, of Dutch ancestry, he was a writer and researcher into anomalous phenomena. Although highly intelligent, with a deep interest in the natural world, he was not particularly bright at school. Yet Fort had a healthy curiosity about all things. He was a voracious reader, and through books he expanded his knowledge of the world day by day. When he was eighteen, a strong, hefty six-footer, he waved goodbye to New York for a while and embarked on his journey around the globe, saying it would “put some capital in the bank of experience”. He trekked across the American west, sailed to Scotland and journeyed into England, but illness in South Africa (probably malaria) propelled him home, where he met up with Anna Filing, a friend from childhood. A Yorkshire girl, born and raised in Sheffield, England, she was married to Fort on 26 October 1896. She was twenty-six and he was just twenty-two. Opposites attract. Anna was a long way from the literary character of her husband. She wasn’t much of a reader, and beyond her fascination with parrots, the cinema was her greatest passion. They lived frugally, with Charles doing a variety of day jobs, until in 1916 his uncle died and left him and his brothers Clarence and Raymond enough money for him to quit work and begin writing full-time. The following year Clarence died and his portion of the inheritance was shared between Charles and Raymond.

Fort struggled as a short-story writer and his success as a journalist was sporadic to say the least. But he did write no fewer than ten novels. Sadly, only one, The Outcast Manufacturers (1909), was published. It was well reviewed but a commercial flop. Two of his other manuscripts, oddly titled X and Y, which had unusual plots involving Martians controlling the earth and the possibility of an unknown civilization living in Antarctica, were championed by the great novelist Theodore Dreiser, yet even Dreiser’s influence in the publishing world failed to get Fort a deal. The dismayed Fort threw X and Y on to the fire, so we shall never know what they really contained. However, by this time, he had spent much of his life in libraries and museums, as well as absorbing the contents of numerous newspapers each day. He spent twenty-six years amassing boxes of bizarre data, notes from journals and newspaper clippings, all dealing with weird and inexplicable events that science would reject and not explain. He put all this material to good use and wrote the work that would ultimately change his life, and with Dreiser’s help, The Book of the Damned (1919) was published.

For two years, 1924–6, the Forts lived in London, not far from the British Museum on Marchmont Street, above a greengrocer’s shop. The Book of the Damned and other works that followed, such as New Lands (1923), Lo! (1931) and Wild Talents (1932), were critically praised by some prominent literary practitioners, among them screenwriter, director, producer, playwright and novelist Ben Hecht, who unwittingly gave birth to a new noun when, reviewing The Book of the Damned, he wrote: “I am the first disciple of Charles Fort. He has made a terrible onslaught upon the accumulated lunacy of fifty centuries … he has delighted me beyond all men who have written books in this world. Mountebank or Messiah, it matters not. Henceforth I am a Fortean” (my italics). As an Englishman, I like to ponder over Fort’s 1920s London sojourn. There is something vaguely cinematic about the life of this fascinating American and his daily routine in that dark social valley between two great wars. He would start work at eight on his writing and files, then after lunch head off to the British Museum and British Library, where Karl Marx had spent many similar days of research, albeit utilizing vastly different shelves. After dinner Fort would sometimes walk in the park and talk to Londoners. What were those conversations like? And before the day was through, he would take Anna to see the latest movie.

A man of great wit and humour, Fort may well have found Donald Rumsfeld’s weird words worthy of jotting down, for as he said, “We cannot define. Nothing has ever been finally figured out, because there is nothing final to figure out.” His attitude to phenomena was arguably a healthy one, yet as to his sainthood, there are a few flaws. His dismissal of what he called “the priestcraft of science” often led him to some pretty odd conclusions; for example, he believed that the earth probably only rotated once every year, and that the moon was only 11,500 miles (18,507 km) distant with a diameter of 100 miles (161 km). Had he used some of the scientific methodology he sometimes despised, he might have reached the conclusion, based on tidal calculations, that for his tiny moon theory to work our satellite would need to have the density of lead multiplied ten times. But that was Fort’s frustrating charm; he set out to enrage and affront the boffins, and his quirky style always leaves one smiling. He stated that the ideal was not to be a true believer, nor a total sceptic, and that “the truth lies somewhere in between”. He knew that the many bizarre anomalies he collected would be brushed aside by science. Writing The Book of the Damned, he referred to his accumulated data as: “A procession of the damned. By the damned, I mean the excluded. We shall have a procession of data that science has excluded.” Newcomers to his work will not find him a particularly easy read, but he is always entertaining. He appears by turns partisan and neutral, choosing not to challenge or support the provenance or veracity of many of his collected reports – he leaves it to us, the readers, saying, “Here it is – make up your own mind.” This represents all the common sense you’ll need as we trawl through the Sargasso Sea of strangeness in this book.

Some of the phenomena that inspired Charles Fort, such as frogs, fish, blood and jelly falling from the sky, could reasonably fit into the category “things we think we can explain”. Hurricanes, typhoons, tornados may all play their part. The weird events they have been blamed for have been happening for centuries, and they keep on happening. A large shower of frogs fell over Hungary in 2010. In 2011, in Arkansas, over 4,000 red-winged blackbirds fell to earth; most were dead, others had damaged internal organs. In the same area 83,000 dead fish washed up on the banks of the Arkansas River. In Western Australia, thousands of assorted birds, pigeons, crows, wattles and honeyeaters fell dead from the sky. The question is: how – and why?

Yet these are events, although mysterious, with which science occasionally attempts to wrestle. There are many other phenomenal scenarios that fall way outside the borders of logic: near-death experiences, strange disappearances, the continuing riddle of UFOs, the spirit world, ghosts, spontaneous human combustion, synchronicity and coincidence. It’s a long list.

In many ways, it seems apt that this book will appear in 2013, when the Mayans prophesied the end of the world as we know it to be in 2012. I am writing these first lines on 26 October 2011. American doomsday prophet Harold Camping was wrong when he predicted the world would end on 21 May 2011 and now he has been proved wrong again in thinking the “Rapture” would happen on Friday, 21 October. As one of those agnostic miscreants who would have been left behind, the sense of relief is enormous, although there was a bit of wind and rain last Friday.

However, the prophets and soothsayers are always telling us that we’re not out of the woods yet. According to the skilful and meticulously produced videos of Keith Wyatt on such subjects at www.AwakeningAsOne.com, which certainly leave one pondering over the nature of faith, the Mayans may have been a year out, because according to predictions made earlier in 2011, Comet Elenin would bring great changes to the earth on Friday, 28 October 2011. Therefore if you’re reading this, the Godly have all succumbed to the Rapture and you’ve been left behind or, once again, the mysterious Elders have got it wrong. Comet Elenin (astronomical title, C/2010 X1) was detected by Russian astronomer Leonid Elenin of Lyubertsy, Russia, in December 2010. Its approach fitted in well with the Mayan prophesy, and with those of Grandfather Martin of the Hopi tribe. This comet was regarded by the Hopi as one of two fateful stars, the blue Kachina and the red Kachina. The blue, Elenin, would be the harbinger of a global cataclysm, and once we had all found faith, the red Kachina, the redeemer, would arrive to begin a new age for humanity. However, Don Yeomans of NASA’s Near-Earth Object Program Office at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Pasadena, reassuringly informs us that:

Elenin did as new comets passing close by the sun do about two per cent of the time: it broke apart. Elenin’s remnants will also act as other broken-up comets act. They will trail along in a debris cloud that will follow a well-understood path out of the inner solar system. After that, we won’t see the scraps of comet Elenin around these parts for almost 12 millennia.

So, thanks, NASA, I can continue writing.

I fell into the honeytrap of unexplained phenomena many years ago at the tender age of thirteen. Browsing in my local library after finishing my paper round, I came across a book by George Adamski (1891–1965), Flying Saucers Have Landed. Back then in the 1950s, our vision of the planets was coloured by the works of H. G. Wells, Jules Verne and Ray Bradbury. I was well and truly smitten. Every press report went into my scrapbook. Well into the 1970s, a huge amount of bestselling Adamski-inspired dross was published around the world. Outer space seemed to be teeming with wise golden beings determined to show us mere Earthlings the error of our atomic ways. Then came the “Was God an Astronaut?” period, with the prolific Erich von Däniken cleaning up with his attempts to convince us that ancient civilizations were regular space travellers and that the pharaohs had helicopters. Yet as the years passed, NASA, astronomy and science caught up and, despite YouTube and Photoshop, it’s no longer possible (although many still try) to stick half a tennis ball on to a trash-can lid or a hub cap, dangle it from a tree on a fishing line and concoct a photograph of an “alien spacecraft”. However, such self-obsessed chicanery made a number of authors a lot of money. Adamski’s claims to have gone to Venus with his Nordic-type visitors in their one-piece Abba jumpsuits don’t look so good now that we know that the planet has an atmospheric surface pressure ninety-two times that of earth, clouds composed of sulphuric acid and an average surface temperature of 461.85°C. Tough cookies, those Venusians.

Debunkers, such as the erudite sceptic and stage magician James Randi, who we shall meet later on, have a valuable role to play in at least one branch of phenomena – the paranormal. Scepticism is a requirement when entering the world of the unexplained because it keeps us grounded. The territory occupied by assorted mediums, spiritualists, prophets and fakirs is a minefield. In 1972 Randi publicly challenged the spoon-bender Uri Geller, accusing him of being nothing more than a charlatan or a standard magician in his paranormal acts. In 1991 Randi’s book The Truth about Uri Geller led to Geller suing Randi for $15 million. The suit was against CSICOP (Committee for Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal), of which James Randi is a founder member. The case was dismissed in 1995 with Geller having to pay out $120,000 for filing a frivolous lawsuit. So, as we set off on this Mary Celeste of a voyage, let’s keep Charles Fort in mind. Make your own interpretations. Be as cynical as you see fit, yet enjoy the sheer fun and wonder that the fascinating world of unexplained phenomena has to offer. As a safety belt, remember the observation of Sherlock Holmes: “The temptation to form premature theories upon insufficient data is the bane of our profession.” The great Baker Street detective also said, “When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.” Perhaps. Maybe … who knows. Incidentally, it is now Saturday, 29 October 2011. Although there was an earthquake in Turkey this week, yesterday’s expected apocalypse did not happen. Well, at least not in this dimension. E=mc² or not? It’s back to you, Mr Rumsfeld.

Roy Bainton


PART 1:

THE AGE OF UNREASON

If an elderly but distinguished scientist says that something is possible, he is almost certainly right; but if he says that it is impossible, he is very probably wrong.

Arthur C. Clarke (1917–2008)

It was the introduction of the printing press in c.1440 that made Europe’s philosophers, writers and the propagators of new ideas realize that knowledge and the written word could be finally prised from the tight-fisted coterie of cloistered monks and scribes of Christendom. Through the printed page, knowledge could be rapidly dispersed to a wider world.

Eighteenth-century Europe saw a new, brave philosophical movement that has become known as the Age of Enlightenment or the Age of Reason. Intellectuals, mathematicians and philosophers led by such men as Isaac Newton (1643–1727), Voltaire (1694–1778) and John Locke (1632–1704) harnessed the power of reason in an attempt to promote science and advance society. The movement faced staunch opposition in the shape of centuries of ingrained superstition, religiously inspired intolerance and the abuse of politics. Some rulers, whilst remaining despots, took up some of these Enlightenment ideas, but by 1800 the sun had set on the Age of Reason, which would be replaced by Romanticism. Enlightenment stressed the superiority of reason, Romanticism emphasized emotion, intuition and imagination, all to such a degree that some Romantic thinkers have been accused of irrationalism.

It may sound extreme to call what we are now living in the “Age of Unreason”. However, the two opposing camps experienced by the Enlightenment philosophers, science and religion, are still as entrenched as ever, fully armed, locked, loaded and facing one another from their opposing trenches across a no-man’s-land of vitriolic argument and suspicion. If this book you are reading has a location, then you’ll find it there, in no-man’s-land. At one extreme we have deep-space probes and the Hubble telescope revealing the wonders of the universe. At the other, we have the Taliban, attempting to build a fossilized future from the past by seeking to recreate the twelfth century, whilst Western evangelists throw centuries of scientific advancement and research on to history’s garbage dump in favour of creationism. That both these movements travel the world by jet plane, propagate their ideas via the internet, the iPhone, TV and radio, and with some seeking to utilize nuclear weaponry, all of which are the products of scientific research and technical genius, seems to be a paradox that has escaped them. But these are the views of one lone writer, and he, too, is guilty of Romanticism. Unexplained phenomena still hold us in the realm of shock and awe, and the juries of both science and the Godly remain “out” on the subject.

Outside of religion, where an afterlife is often promised, no one has yet discovered the ultimate secret of eternal life. Why do we die? How many years will we live? It used to be three score and ten – if you were lucky enough. Yet in the twenty-first century we are indeed living longer. We know so much more now about the human body. Many of the diseases that once ravaged the globe – bubonic plague, smallpox, for example – have been in the main consigned to the medical archives. Quite often, what medical science has historically deemed efficacious and utterly correct can seem ridiculous to future generations. The use of leeches, bloodletting and the crazy ingestion of mercury seem almost tragi-comic today, but not long ago such methods represented the pinnacle of research. Qin Shi Huang, the first emperor of unified China, is supposed to have died by ingesting mercury, which was intended to give him eternal life. One might imagine such an ancient debacle would have taught medicine a lesson. Centuries later, however, in the Practitioner’s Encyclopaedia of Medical Treatment published in 1915 by Oxford Medical Publications, Mr McDonough FRCS tells his colleagues the following about how to deal with syphilis: “When a patient cannot get regular medical attendance, mercury should be taken internally in some form; if this method causes depression or sets up gastro-enteritis or diarrhoea, a suppository of 1 gr. of mercury salicylate in Oleum Theobromi 1/2 gr. inserted every night just before going to bed will often meet the difficulty.” The well-meaning Mr McDonough assures his students that “three drugs only need be considered, mercury, iodine and arsenic”. As if the Great War wasn’t enough! If there was any transcendent punishment beyond a sexually transmitted disease for a hapless soldier, philandering with a mademoiselle behind the front line in France, the medical profession could provide it. Today, with our CT scanners, super drugs, lasers and laparoscopic surgery, our doctors would have appeared to Mr McDonough as Leonard “Bones” McCoy, portrayed by actor DeForest Kelley, does to us in the Star Trek movies. Yet cancer persists, malaria is still a major killer and heart disease continues to wreak havoc. There are strange locations, however, where possible cures still await discovery.

With its black stripes and iridescent scales, the zebrafish, a native of India’s Ganges River, is a cute addition to any home aquarium. But this is a little fish with a big secret. One species of the zebrafish, Danio rerio, is offering us new hope in heart research. Astonishing though it is, if you cut out part of a zebrafish’s heart, it will grow back again. A regenerating heart? It may seem like science fiction, but once researchers have finally figured out how this process takes place, it could mean a great stride forward in the repair of human hearts. The zebrafish’s natural state is a gift to medical research, because it’s translucent – we don’t always need to cut into them; we can see what’s going on inside their bodies. To enhance this beneficial state, in the city of Sheffield in England scientists in the field of genetics have been engineering these little Ganges wonders by lining their blood vessels with a fluorescent green protein that enables them to study their circulation more easily. At the University of Oxford the zebrafish has revealed another weird advantage. It possesses a substance known as fibroblast growth factor (FGF) which “instructs” embryo cells to become either blood vessel cells or heart cells. Scientists refer to this anomaly as a “switch”, and they are searching for a way to click this on in human stem cells. If that’s possible, then the humble zebrafish will be helping heart-attack victims by building new heart muscle cells. In Oxford, the suitably named Professor Roger Patient, who is leading this project, has expressed his confidence in the overall research, stating, “At the very least, our research will help the production of these cells in the laboratory for use in heart repair.”

Hopefully, this non-human branch of stem cell research will keep the Baptists, Catholics, Methodists and Pentecostal faithful happy. Their opposition to such research has focused on human embryonic stem cells. The Southern Baptists are clear on their stance here: “The Bible teaches that human beings are made in the image and likeness of God (Genesis 1: 27; 9: 6) and protectable human life begins at fertilization.” So, little fishes to the rescue. Over the past century man has developed all manner of scientific methods in his mission to explain the universe. We have carbon dating, we know that the Great Pyramid at Giza has been there for five millennia and that the dinosaurs died out millions of years before humanity emerged from the slime. We know that seams of coal are formed from the compressed sediment of forests that existed millions of years ago. From a purely scientific view, this all seems perfectly reasonable. We’re living with electricity, the internet, the cell phone, TV, radio and nanotechnology, and satellites orbit the earth telling us where to go whilst we’re studying our satnavs. The scientific human race has achieved all this. Yet there are many who exercise the human right to believe differently, even in the twenty-first century. Some would deem that the peculiar properties of the zebrafish are just another example of something called “intelligent design”.



FAITH V. FACTS

It seems amazing, almost four centuries after the great astronomer and scientist Galileo (1564–1642) was ridiculed by the Vatican for suggesting heliocentrism – the fact that the earth revolves around the sun – that even a discussion on the dichotomy between religion and science can result in a threatening response. Some religions even respond by inflicting the curse of eternal damnation or prescribing death, despite all the repetitions in the great tracts of religion that proclaim God’s mercy, understanding and compassion. Matthew 5: 39, “If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also”, is conveniently overlooked by most zealots.

Eventually tried by the Inquisition, Galileo was found “vehemently suspect of heresy”. He was forced to recant what he believed to be true and condemned to spend the rest of his life under house arrest. Yet whilst locked away in his house, he produced his finest work, Two New Sciences. These are now known as kinematics and the strength of materials. Of course, due to his pragmatism in recanting, Galileo was lucky. Unlike his brave predecessor, Gordiano Bruno (1548–1600), Galileo survived the Inquisition. Bruno stubbornly advocated the doctrine of the universe as we have come to understand it – infinity – and proudly maintained his theory of the “plurality of worlds”; in other words, the earth was not the be-all and end-all centre of the universe – there were others. Bruno stuck to his conclusions in the face of the Vatican’s proud bigotry and was burned to a crisp at the stake in 1600. Such is the heroism science often requires.

There’s nothing wrong with faith; it demands respect, it provides millions of people with immense comfort and, as the saying goes, faith can move mountains. Yet as Arthur C. Clarke observed, “A faith that cannot survive collision with the truth is not worth many regrets.” However, if God made us all, he included scientists in the mix. If heaven is holding back countless hidden secrets that the angels expect us to work out for ourselves, then science could well be one of the main channels for such revelations. Yet reason and religion continue to be uneasy bedfellows.

A tool in Google Earth shows you the effect of climate change in your area. Using Google Earth’s “Climate Change in Our World”, you can look at climate effects under three different scenarios and see what temperature changes can be expected by the end of this century. Other new tools let you examine other aspects of climate change and suggest how we might adapt to this. The science is there and it’s still in motion – and there is already serious melting of the polar ice regions. Yet to hear the GOP (that’s the “Grand Old Party”) one-time presidential front-runner, Republican Governor of Texas Rick Perry and some Tea Party-backed lawyers talking, it seems as if the Republican position on global warming is that it doesn’t even exist. Perry, in his 2010 book Fed Up, called climate science a “contrived phony mess”. And this is in twenty-first century America – whose cutting-edge science brought us the atomic bomb, space missions and the internet. Yet when we look closer at this denial of science, a survey by the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, tracking what people believe about global warming, throws up even scarier statistics. The percentage of American evangelical Protestants who do not believe global warming is happening reached 50 per cent by October 2009. Republicans of all denominations believing the same reached almost 60 per cent, and even 26 per cent of the religiously unaffiliated US population refused to believe in global warming. Among those who suspect global warming is happening, less than 30 per cent of Republicans believe it has anything to do with human activity, as opposed to almost 60 per cent of Democrats, with the evangelists coming in around 33 per cent. Our technology is in overdrive, yet the minds of many men are obstinately stuck in first gear.



ONE TRUTH OR TWO?

In a BBC poll carried out in 2002, Sir Winston Churchill was voted as the greatest Briton of all time. On a political level, the illustrious war leader wasn’t always everyone’s cup of tea, but some of his aphorisms reveal a great mind at work. For example: “True genius resides in the capacity for evaluation of uncertain, hazardous and conflicting information.” Even so, in 1957 he was so concerned about a reported encounter between a UFO and RAF bombers that he ordered it be kept secret for at least fifty years to prevent “mass panic”.

As Charles Fort said, “I offer the data; you decide.” Phenomena, the unexplained, politics, religion – it is anyone’s privilege to believe or disbelieve. None of this is included here as political flag-waving for any church or party. It’s simply present to demonstrate that the age of unreason through which Bruno and Galileo struggled is still with us. Beyond politics, it is that same unreason that crops up when a UFO is proved to be a weather balloon or a Chinese lantern. “Ah … it’s a CIA cover-up.” No, not necessarily – it’s a weather balloon! There are a lot of Republicans and good Christians with commendably open minds, and unreasonable inflexibility exists equally on the left-wing as much as it does the right, and in the world of the unexplained, even more so.

If they would delve a little deeper, the bane of many evangelists, Darwinism, might not seem so spiritually bereft. Although Darwin, who originally intended a life as a clergyman, lost his faith, if we look into the work of his contemporary and collaborator, Alfred Russel Wallace, we can see in his detailed essay The Scientific Aspect of the Supernatural (1866) that laudable facility for an open mind that a frustrated Charles Fort found so lacking in the scientists of his day.

Wallace prefaces his piece with a quotation from Sir John Herschell (1792–1871): “The perfect observer in any department of science will have his eyes as it were opened, that they may be struck at once by any occurrence which according to received theories ought not to happen, for these are the facts which serve as clues to new discoveries.” Herschell, astronomer, inventor, mathematician, experimental photographer, chemist and botanist, and father of twelve children, also said, “We must not impugn the Scripture Chronology, but we must interpret it in accordance with whatever shall appear on fair enquiry to be the truth – for there cannot be two truths.” Will he be proved wrong? If there are really eleven dimensions as opposed to four, could there be a different version of the truth in each? Herschell named seven moons of Saturn and four moons of Uranus, investigated colour-blindness and the chemical power of ultraviolet rays. And they even named a crater after him on the moon. What would he have made of the Large Hadron Collider?

So, if strange things are happening, let’s keep an open mind. If we’re being visited by alien beings, even if there is, indeed, a possibility of other dimensions, all we can do at this stage of our existence is examine the ones in which we live, and go back to the very basics. Who are we and how did we get here? Let’s leave our clumsy politics and observe some religious phenomena. Can religion be regarded as part of “the unexplained”? The first potential answer is that religion relies on faith. Therefore, Christians will faithfully accept that a man, claimed as the Son of God, was born to a virgin, could turn wine into water and perform all manner of miracles. The first miracle, the five loaves and two fish, known as “The Feeding of the 5,000”, appears in all four canonical gospels (Matthew 14: 13–21; Mark 6: 31–44; Luke 9: 10–17; and John 6: 5–15). Then there’s a second miracle, with the seven loaves and fish, “The Feeding of the 4,000”, in Mark 8: 1–9 and Matthew 15: 32–39, but Luke and John leave it out. Add to these feats walking on water and the keystone of Christian faith, the Resurrection, or delve even further back in the Holy Bible to Moses and the parting of the Red Sea, the visions of the prophet Ezekiel or the terrors of the Book of Revelation, and to the secular reader the term “unexplained phenomena” has true distinction. To the devoted Bible student, these events are articles of faith.

When it comes to religion’s relationship with science, according to the prolific works of the Muslim scholar Harun Yahya, Islam provides extensive lists of miracles in the Qur’an. Just a few of the wide-ranging examples and explanations you will find in the study of the Qur’an include the ozone layer at the poles as the sun rises, cloning, heart massage, the expanding earth, quasars and the gravitational lens effect, and a warning that the sun will eventually expire. As for the solar system, how about this: “Do you not see how He created seven heavens in layers, and placed the moon as a light in them and made the sun a blazing lamp?” (Qur’an 71: 15–16). Not exactly Galileo, but centuries ahead of the stubborn Vatican in the sixteenth century.

Whereas many self-proclaimed “rational” people who adhere to the world’s religions may snigger at the paranormal or the unexplained and fall about laughing at the notion of extraterrestrials (ETs), the pillars of their faiths are often constructed of the same phenomena, a richly embroidered tapestry of supernatural legend and miraculous magic. The massed congregations will accept anything their faith commands. As Ignatius of Antioch observed in the first century A.D, “Where the Bishop is, there let the multitude of believers be; even as where Jesus is, there is the Catholic Church.” And wherever they all gathered, anything, from visions to miracles, could happen.

On 29 December, the fifth day of Christmas, after having honoured the martyrdom of St John the Evangelist, St Stephen and the Holy Innocents, England’s Christians remember yet another martyr – St Thomas Becket (sometimes known as Thomas of Canterbury or incorrectly as Thomas à Becket). For those less familiar with what is a particularly English strand of history, Becket’s tragedy was deemed important enough to inspire major playwrights and make it as far as Hollywood. The French writer Jean Anouilh (1910–87) wrote the play Becket, or The Honour of God, which was adapted by screenwriter Edward Anhalt (1914–2000) as the 1964 movie Becket released by Paramount Pictures. It won the Academy Award for Best Adapted Screenplay. Starring Richard Burton as Thomas Becket and Peter O’Toole as King Henry II, it contains a variation on that line all British schoolkids were taught (at least back in my distant childhood), “Will no one rid me of this meddlesome priest?” With legendary thespians such as Burton and O’Toole involved, the movie has enjoyed a long shelf-life, with extensive restoration and newly restored prints re-released in 2007. There’s even a 3D version, with a new Dolby soundtrack, and it came out on Blu-ray in 2008. So, Becket is important; yet beyond celluloid, he was already the subject of a bizarre religious cult.

Thomas Becket of Canterbury (1118–70) was made a saint in 1173, only three years after his murder, at a time when Rome and Santiago de Compostela in Spain competed as the most popular destination for pilgrims. Canterbury became number two on the pilgrim’s tour charts. Astonishing claims and mythical magic made these places of pilgrimage. Legend has it that the apostle Saint James the Greater brought Christianity to the Celts in the Iberian Peninsula. In AD 44 he was beheaded in Jerusalem. Later, his remains were removed to Galicia, Spain. In the third century, after the Romans had been persecuting Galicia’s Christians, his tomb was abandoned and its location forgotten. Now another legend arises, that a hermit called Pelayo rediscovered the tomb of St James in 814. How was this discovery made? Pelayo had seen “strange lights in the night sky”. Bishop Theodomirus of Iria recognized this as a miracle. He informed King Alfonso II of Asturias and Galicia (791–842). Ever since, the cathedral at Compostela has been a top destination for Catholics.

The murder of Thomas Becket was just what Britannia’s Christian pilgrimage business needed. Becket became a huge European cult. Soon, churches were being dedicated to Thomas as far afield as Iceland. He was a charismatic priest who had suffered a dramatic death. We all know about the four knights and his bloody assassination. He had fallen out with his erstwhile friend King Henry II over the relative rights of Church and State, and was sent into exile. Becket remained banished for seven years despite the mediations of Pope Alexander and King Louis VII of France. However foolhardy it seemed, he nonetheless decided to return home. His last words to King Louis were: “I am going to seek my death in England.”

At this stage another phenomenal occurrence plays its part. Becket’s death was predicted by a young man who had undergone a near-death experience. He had died and by some miracle had been resurrected. He claimed that during the short period he remained “dead” he had been led to the highest circle of the saints. Amidst the apostles he saw one empty throne. He asked the angels whose throne this might be and the heavenly host replied that it was reserved for a great priest from England. King Henry’s rash intimation that Becket should be killed was ruthlessly acted upon by the assassins. Yet legend informs us that God’s anger and vengeance brought the murderers madness, illness and death whilst others recorded that they all died “true penitents”. There are other stories that some of them gnawed their fingers to shreds.

When the murderous knights had left the cathedral, every drop of Thomas’s blood was collected. Pots were placed beneath his wounds. Not a drop of blood would be wasted, as it was to have miraculous powers. Still warm, it was smeared on the eyelids of a blind man who instantly recovered his sight. To make the blood go further, it was watered down. In what reads today like an early version of homeopathy, each minute drop was repeatedly diluted so that his blood lasted for centuries. Phials made of tin or lead were worn round the necks of Canterbury pilgrims and the diluted solution was applied for all manner of physical ailments. Petitioning Thomas in prayer also worked wonders – the deaf could suddenly hear, the blind saw, the dead were brought back to life and the lame could walk. Prayers to Thomas revealed the location of a lost horse, a missing loaf of bread was miraculously returned to its hungry owner and, after squeezing himself under railings to lie on top of Becket’s coffin, an obese man, by the power of prayer, managed to squeeze himself free again. The miracles continued; a bird that had learned to speak had been taught the phrase “Saint Thomas, help me!” Whilst being chased by a hawk, the talkative fowl uttered the plea, the pursuing hawk fell dead and the bird escaped.

So is there a boundary between all these articles of faith and the modern fascination with the paranormal, UFOs, spiritualism and ghosts? What people are still prepared to believe would seem to confirm some kind of connection. If you thought the seemingly irrational beliefs of the Middle Ages were long gone, think again.



MEASURING A CIRCLE: WHO MADE US?

It is difficult to keep Charles Fort at arm’s length when attempting to study the world of the unexplained, but his highly quotable words can be irresistible: “Wise men have tried to understand our state of being, by grasping at its stars, or its arts, or its economics. But, if there is an underlying oneness of all things, it does not matter where we begin, whether with stars, or laws of supply and demand, or frogs, or Napoleon Bonaparte. One measures a circle, beginning anywhere.” It’s a big circle. There are a number of worldwide organizations who firmly believe in an idea touched upon by Fort: “We are property.” That is, we’re either being supervised (or even “farmed”) by extra-terrestrials, or alternatively, we’re descended from them. Ever since the first great UFO flaps of the 1940s and 1950s, from George Adamski onwards, contactees have been inundating us with messages concerning the watchful benevolence of the aliens. Because humanity is perceived to be making a hash of things, the Aetherius Society (www.aetherius.org) tells us that:

The Cosmic Masters, our spiritual elders from other worlds, have come again to help us in our time of need. They have delivered their messages to the political and religious leaders, and have been ignored. They come now to you, with compassion and desire to help. They come with great hope, offering mystical tools of white magic that can give you the spiritual power available only to advanced adepts centuries ago.

Then we have the premier league of UFO enthusiasts, the Raelians, who have a message from space for us all. Their website (www.rael.org) informs us:

Thousands of years ago, scientists from another planet came to Earth and created all forms of life, including human beings, whom they created in their own image. References to these scientists and their work can be found in the ancient texts of many cultures. Due to their highly advanced technology, they were considered as gods by our primitive ancestors and often referred to as “Elohim” which in ancient Hebrew meant “Those who came from the sky”.

Like many such
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