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INTRODUCTION

On my first day as Deputy Editor of the weekly publication The Unexplained in late 1979, I was asked which subjects I would like to deal with. As an enthusiast about all matters paranormal and weird, I was only too happy to be spoilt for choice, but finally mentioned I had an abiding interest in Unidentified Flying Objects (UFOs) and would look forward to commissioning, editing and generally overseeing any articles on that subject. Assuming that I might have to fight for the honour, I was taken aback by the reaction of the team, who by the time of my arrival had already been working on the planning stages of the publication for some weeks. “UFOs?” said one doughty sub-editor scornfully. “You’d like to do UFOs? You won’t last two weeks.” I was astonished. Was this because of the workload? Perhaps the office was regularly overwhelmed with reports of strange flying craft. Or perhaps I had the look of someone whose psyche was too fragile to deal with case histories of such “high strangeness”? But no. The sub-editor said, “You’ll go round and round in ever-decreasing circles. You’ll hate it. The big problem is that there are no answers.”

I didn’t hate it. On the contrary, I found the subject enormously fascinating. But I do admit that my UFO job often suffered from phases of deep frustration, feelings that have often resurfaced over the years. Now, having delved considerably deeper into the subject, I disagree that there are “no answers”. If anything, the reverse is true. Often it seems as if the real problem with studying UFOs is that there are far too many answers – often apparently mutually exclusive, but each appearing to carry virtually equal weight. But I agree that the subject, unless approached with an open mind and a taste – even a relish – for the absurd, can be maddeningly elusive, confusing and contradictory.

This book will attempt to present all sides of the great UFO debate, for while there are cases that seem to demonstrate that the strange objects seen in our skies are unknown craft (which may or may not be reassuring), others appear to be more apparitional, properly belonging to the paranormal realm of ghosts, fairies and vampires. Inevitably, given the elusive nature of the phenomenon, some cases straddle the borderline between the two categories – almost as if cheekily defying ufologists to pin them down in one category or another.

There are many thousands of sightings of anomalous craft in our skies: hard shiny discs, solid metal triangles, three-dimensional cigar shapes or any variation of these. They gleam in the sun, cast shadows, leave traces such as burn marks on the ground – and occasionally on people who have witnessed them. And sometimes, it is believed, they crash . . . They are witnessed by sane, sober and eminently sensible people, besides cranks – and also, infrequently, by those, like myself, whose self-appointed business it is to try to make sense of it all. UFOs are no respecters of persons.

These swooping, darting, very real objects were once considerably more people-shy than they are now: these days whole cities stop to witness their aerial choreography, as during the curiously intensive Mexico City sightings in the early 1990s, which continue sporadically to this day. And although it is a shame in some respects that the cities over which they choose to dance in great numbers so blatantly do not include London, New York or San Francisco – which would certainly make the world’s media take the subject more seriously – the fact can no longer be ignored that this phenomenon is real.

It is true that many a promising sighting of an apparently unexplained aerial object comes to nothing, the UFOlogical equivalent of fairy gold. After all, ‘UFO” is merely the acronym for “Unidentified Flying Object”: disappointingly, most of those reported rapidly become IFOs – Identified Flying Objects, be they misidentified aircraft, satellites (still a last guess to a surprising number of people), hot air balloons or advertising airships, some sort of unusual atmospheric or meteorological phenomenon such as a lenticular cloud, sunlight bouncing off flocks of birds or a bright planet. Recent research has shown that even some of the most famous sightings may have a mundane explanation. Yet there is still a small number – about ten per cent – of all sightings that remain stubbornly unexplained, the “true” UFOs.

Many people automatically assume that they are extraterrestrial craft come to reconnoitre, and they may be right, at least in some cases. Even if there are other, no less disturbing explanations, the very presence of strange craft in the Earth’s air space might reasonably be expected to ruffle the feathers of any responsible government. Moreover, strange craft that shape-shift and transmute from hard, shiny discs into amorphous blobs of dancing light should prompt intensive investigation by the think-tanks of the world’s top brains. There is massive, and ever-accumulating, evidence that our skies are routinely, even insolently, being buzzed by UFOs that show no greater fear of us than an elephant shows for a dung beetle. Even so, most people ignore the subject, relegating it at best to a fringe interest all too often associated with cranks. In academic circles UFOs are bad taste, and a sure way of having university research grants withdrawn (at least in the UK) is to admit an interest in them. Astronomers may debate the existence of extraterrestrial life, but any suggestion that aliens may already be here is to invite ridicule and derision. Who wants to be known as anoraks who believe in “little green men?”

Perhaps, as increasing numbers of conspiracy theorists believe, the world’s governments are not only as ignorant of them but also as arrogant about them as they appear to be, and the only people who worry about the shiny craft skipping across the twenty-first century are we superstitious peasants. Then again, perhaps, as many have claimed – including those who should know, such as the Ministry of Defence’s Nick Pope – the only conspiracy, if it can be called that, is not one of secret knowledge, but one of ignorance. The powers that be maintain their lofty disregard for UFOs because they refuse to admit that not only have they no idea what the craft are, where they come from or why they’re here, but also have no means of dealing with them.

Certainly, governmental obsession with secrecy makes UFO research extremely difficult and confusing, especially in Britain (top UK UFOlogist Jenny Randles tells how it is illegal to reveal what brand of teabags are used in the Ministry of Defence’s canteen, for example, and any breach of that extraordinary law is punishable by imprisonment), but what of the Americans, with their Freedom of Information Act, and the Australians with theirs? Have their files finally resolved the mystery of the UFOs? Unfortunately not. In fact, if anything the vast mountain of paper generated by the release of previously classified information seems only to cloud the issue further, although individual items – some of which will be dealt with later in the book – may seem exciting confirmation of one particular theory, or another . . . And of course most truly sensitive or revelatory documents are still routinely withheld, or released with so many words blacked out as to be worse than useless – except to fuel the never-ending controversies yet further.

However, those tons of paper prove something. They show that despite long campaigns of denial that UFOs are anything other than weather balloons, the planet Venus or the tooth fairy (and all the other fatuous non-explanations), governments have taken them seriously enough to write reports, convene committees (behind very firmly closed doors) and cover their tracks. If the American government has behaved in this way since at least the end of the Second World War then you can be sure that Her Majesty’s Government has followed suit, and that there are somewhat weightier matters being obscured by the Official Secrets Act than the use of PG Tips teabags in the MoD canteen.

The usual line is that governments are keeping lips firmly buttoned about UFOs because they have no wish to cause mass panic. Perhaps this paternalism has a point: who needs another 1930s War of the Worlds fiasco? The loss of the last shred of faith in our governments when we realized they know virtually nothing about the UFOs and worse, and are helpless against them, would be a traumatic blow, possibly with terrible results. No Hollywood blockbuster would have prepared us for the moment when the US President tells the world that the Reta Reticulans or aliens from Sirius are about to take over. But is that really so likely? Some believe that the “aliens”, while immensely powerful, do not come from the stars at all, but from much closer to home.

It does seem that the unknown craft have a strong kinship with the paranormal, despite their three-dimensional appearance. They shape-shift from hard-edged metal to luminous, amorphous lights, travel in ways that defy the known laws of physics (possibly simply to show that it can be done) and leave witnesses in a state of turmoil, beset with a kaleidoscope of emotion ranging from fear to awe and an almost religious sense of wonder. And in this, I speak from experience.

One insomniac night in 1983 I gazed idly out across the South London sky and saw what I thought to be the lights of two planes, one behind the other, flying slowly into view from behind the grey mass of the South London Polytechnic (now the University of South London). It only occurred to me much later that it would have been very unusual for two planes to follow the same flight path so closely, especially at three in the morning when the sky was almost completely clear of air traffic. But at the time I simply stared in fascination, soon feeling compelled to concentrate hard, because the two lights suddenly diverged, skipping about like maddened insects, in great loops within the rectangle of sky framed by my window. They kept up this wild inchoate dance for perhaps two minutes before suddenly colliding and coalescing into one great, bright light, which then zoomed off out of sight at a phenomenal speed. Then there was nothing, just the dark sky and dull rooftops of Borough Road, SE1.

There is no doubt that I saw a UFO – or two – that night, if only technically, in the sense that I witnessed something that was both unidentified and flying, although whether it was truly an object in the usual sense of the word will never be known. It seemed not to be, being more of a blob of energy.

Whenever I tell the story I am inevitably asked whether I reported it. With apologies to UFOlogists who are keen to do everything by the book, I can only answer that it never occurred to me to report my strange nocturnal sighting of the dancing lights. Nor, indeed, did it occur to me even to tell anyone about it for several days, and even then I deliberately played it down, not so much in case I was ridiculed (after all, I was working on The Unexplained: weirdness was our daily bread) but because the experience seemed somehow too precious to discuss. The dancing lights were my connection with a numinous world, a place beyond the normal rules of life, and the allegedly inviolable laws of physics where lights do not dance in the sky – certainly not above the South Bank Polytechnic, anyway.

But had I really seen a spaceship from some distant star system? Or was it a misidentification of some, to me, unknown natural phenomenon, an artefact of my own idling mind, an intrusion from a magical realm, or just something elusively and unknowably other?

The second UFO I saw, some years later, had a considerably less powerful effect on me, and is perhaps a cautionary tale of the danger of falling in love with the excitement and awe of the UFO experience. At about six o’clock on a late spring evening I was in the back of a black cab as it drove from Hampstead to St John’s Wood in north London where I live. Somewhere close to the area of Swiss Cottage we stopped at a red light. And waited and waited and waited . . . even though the lights changed several times. Yet curiously the cab driver did not lean out of his cab and shout some colourful expletives at a daydreaming driver in the time-honoured fashion. I thought it odd that there was not a huge impatient queue backed up behind us at that busy spot, and it seemed strangely quiet for what was still rush hour. Then I looked up.

A massive craft almost blotted out the sky. It was dark grey with a row of illuminated portholes, at first appearing to be cigar-shaped, but as I continued to look, awestruck, I realized it was actually a round craft tilted on its side, creating the illusion of being cylindrical. Hoisting my jaw up from the floor, I glanced hurriedly around, fully expecting to see throngs of passersby staring up at the sky, or at least the cabbie looking upwards. Nothing. A couple sauntered past deep in conversation. The cab driver stared stolidly ahead. Plucking up courage I pointed upwards, asking him what he thought “it” was. He just said: “Can’t see anything.” When I looked up again, there was nothing there. We drove off.

This time, although once again I had the sense of witnessing something awesome and special, I couldn’t wait to tell the few good friends who would take me seriously. Telling even the most understanding of pals, however, about such an experience can only ever be partially satisfying. They weren’t there and you were. Even though they believed me and were supportive and excited for me, I still felt obscurely that I was wrong in mentioning it, making a pact with myself not to tell anyone else – which, as things turned out, may have been just as well.

A day or so afterwards, a colleague casually mentioned that the Goodyear blimp was flying over London that week on some advertising stunt . . . Instantly my stomach turned over. I was filled with terrible humiliation and self-doubt. I tried my hardest to recall exactly what I had witnessed, seeing again in my mind’s eye the tip-tilted roundness, the yellow porthole lights, feeling again the strange silence. I interrogated myself to try and find some answers. If it was the Goodyear dirigible why hadn’t the cabbie seen it? Answer: perhaps he couldn’t have seen the same patch of sky I could see from his window. Why weren’t other people looking up at it? Answer: why should they? Maybe they were much too world weary and blasé to bother to look up at the Goodyear ship. This was London, after all.

Did I really see a gigantic round spaceship with porthole lights? Perhaps the Goodyear ship looks like that when seen from underneath. I was sorry I’d shared my experience even with close friends, and hot with horror at the thought I could have done so to a considerably wider audience – after all at that time I had a weekly slot on a local radio programme (on the Clive Bull Show on LBC). The very thought brought me out in a cold sweat.

Suddenly, I was willing, even strangely eager, to explain away my “sighting” as the Goodyear blimp, even though in the deepest recesses of my mind I knew nothing would change what I saw – or, at least, what I thought I saw. And as I write this, a decade or so later, I can still recall the massive “UFO” with its lights above my cab in Swiss Cottage.

That experience perfectly illustrates the extraordinary difficulty of dealing with reporting UFOs at all objectively. There is something about seeing unknown things in the sky that can create powerful feelings of wonder, almost of being “chosen”, while sometimes the very suggestion of an alternative explanation can provoke such intense self-doubt that the original sighting is denied.

But at least my own experiences, which were kept at an anecdotal level and never reported to UFOlogists, the RAF, police or the military, have made me wonder how many other people have never so much as mentioned their own sightings? I suspect that the UFO phenomenon must be massive.

Over the past decade I have been involved in working with Clive Prince on several books, all of which, in their way, are about the power of belief. Turin Shroud: In Whose Image?, (1994), argues that Christianity’s greatest relic, the Shroud of Turin – long believed to be the winding sheet of Jesus, miraculously imprinted with his image – was in fact a cynical fake by that tormented genius, Leonardo da Vinci. Even though the cloth was conclusively shown by carbon dating to be at least 1,000 years too young to be the miraculous cloth, there are those to whom any suggestion that it is a fake is tantamount to an attack on their entire religion. This is, surely, a sad reflection on the depth of their faith, just as challenges to the Roswell story provoke intense anger in certain UFOlogists. Interesting though the Shroud and the Roswell Incident are in their very different ways, why are they so important, when both religion and UFOlogy contain so much else that is exciting, challenging and rewarding?

Following on from our Shroud book, Clive and I decided to follow Christianity back to its roots, totally ignoring all preconceptions and prejudice – beginning, as it were, from scratch. This resulted in The Templar Revelation, Secret Guardians of the True Identity of Christ (1997), which revealed that the religion actually began in ancient Egypt.

The last Picknett and Prince book was an appropriate starting point for The Mammoth Book of UFOs. The Stargate Conspiracy: Revealing the truth behind extraterrestrial contact, military intelligence and the mysteries of ancient Egypt (1999), dug deep into the background of New Age channelling cults and famous twentieth century prophets, revealing the amazing ease with which quite outrageous concepts can be accepted unquestioningly by thousands of people. As a species, it seems we would rather believe something than nothing, and believe so intensely that those who do not agree with us are the objects of derision or worse.

Nowhere is that more apparent than in UFOlogy, which for many people is nothing less than a substitute religion, with articles of faith, prophets – and heretics. For example, where those who believe in the Extraterrestrial Hypothesis (ETH) are concerned, to question the nuts and bolts reality of the craft is tantamount to blasphemy. UFOlogy is an uncomfortable place to be at the best of times, but to question the sacred cornerstones of the religion is to be cast into outer darkness or publicly vilified. Equally, to those who fervently believe that all UFOs are paranormal in origin, caused by mental aberration, or simple misidentifications, to suggest otherwise is to rock their world, too.

As someone who has never been anything other than a commentator on the outside of the UFOlogical community, my own observations have led me to conclude that the phenomenon is so fluid and changeable that no one is always right. Conversely, this means that everyone is sometimes right, which may be little comfort to the zealots of any persuasion!

Acting as Devil’s Advocate, I have attempted to present all the major theories, challenging them vigorously if they appear to deserve it. Neither am I afraid to attack the great sacred cows of UFOlogy – such as the Roswell incident – if the evidence is lacking. We do no one any favours by avoiding the truth, unpalatable though it may seem. Being over-selective with the data in order to make one particular hypothesis look good is threatening to bring the whole field into disrepute. What is needed now is complete open-mindedness and a glasnost between the various factions.

Hopefully, this book will demonstrate to those already in the UFO world that there is enough room for everyone, and to those who are new to the subject, perhaps it will excite, intrigue and inspire them to do their own research. Between us we may find that, of all the possible answers, there is one that makes sense of all the nonsense, taking us forward into a less dogmatic era. And somewhere along the way, our individual lives may be transformed by the phenomenon we have chosen to investigate.

Lynn Picknett
London, 2000


CHAPTER 1

UNIDENTIFIED FLYING
OBJECTS: THE PREQUEL

“We know that . . . this world was being watched closely by intelligences greater than man’s and yet as mortal as his own. We know now that as human beings busied themselves about their various concerns they were scrutinized and studied, perhaps almost as narrowly as a man with a microscope might scrutinize the transient creatures that swarm and multiply in a drop of water. With infinite complacence people went to and fro over the Earth about their little affairs, serene in the assurance of their dominion over this small spinning fragment of solar driftwood, which by chance or design man has inherited out of the dark mystery of time and space. Yet across an immense ethereal gulf, minds that are to our minds as ours as to the beasts in the jungle, intellects vast, cool, and unsympathetic, regarded this earth with envious eyes and slowly and surely drew their plans against us.”

The opening words of Orson Welles’
War of the Worlds broadcast, 30 October 1938.

Today the UFO phenomenon is generally thought of as beginning in 1947 when Kenneth Arnold saw nine objects flying in formation that he described, memorably, as “flying saucers”, but history has recorded strange objects being seen in the skies and encounters with otherworldly entities for many centuries before that classic sighting. Perhaps what we call UFOs have been observed by people from all times – even when human beings lived in caves – the only difference being the theories put forward to account for them.

Almost all Bible scholars and church-goers refuse to accept that UFOs have any connection with their beliefs, but a great many UFOlogists have come to accept that countless descriptions of heavenly appearances may actually have been misinterpreted alien activity. For example, in Chapter 2 of the Second Book of Kings in the Old Testament, we read how Elijah guides Elisha into the desert where a chariot of fire comes down from heaven to carry him off to safety. However, in the original Hebrew text, the “chariot” was actually a fish-shaped vessel, with flames spewing from its tail – perhaps an uneducated description of a spaceship?

Certainly, Soviet physicist Professor M. Agrest had no doubts about what really happened to the infamous cursed cities of the plains – Sodom and Gomorrah, which God is said to have destroyed because of their wickedness. Agrest believes that they were annihilated by an atom bomb,1 and that Lot’s wife was not turned to salt, as in the Biblical account, but to ash. He also made the astonishing claim – made famous by the Swiss writer Erich von Daniken2 – that ancient Baalbek was the “Cape Kennedy of its day”, the launchpad for alien craft, citing the vast numbers of “tektites” (pieces of glass, created by fierce heat) found at the site, which are usually found after atomic blasts.

During the Exodus from Egypt,3 the Children of Israel, led by Moses, are believed to have been preceded by a pillar of fire in the sky (Exodus Chapter 13). And when Moses went up to the top of Mount Sinai to converse with God, he disappeared into a cloud that kept him from sight for forty days and nights. As some commentators4 have pointed out, it seems there was more to this “cloud” than meets the eye. Even though the phrase “forty days and forty nights” is no longer taken literally by theologians – who see it as a figure of speech intended simply to imply a long time – clearly it was an impressive length of time to be enshrouded in cloud on top of a bare mountain top. Was Moses taken away from Sinai during this lengthy period? Did he actually meet God, not merely on the top of Mount Sinai, but way beyond it, in his alien spaceship? Even though belief in the ancient astronaut theory has long since peaked, there are still those who believe this to be the case, and that the Bible and other ancient texts are records of alien intervention in human lives many millennia ago.

Erich von Daniken and others believe that certain ancient texts, limited by the writers’ knowledge and experience, actually describe the arrival of astronauts from elsewhere, who were then worshipped as gods by the ignorant primitive humans, just as the GIs with their luxury goods were worshipped by the “cargo cults” of the South Seas in the mid-twentieth century. Adherents of the “ancient astronaut” school of thought believe, for example, that when the ancient Egyptians wrote of the god Osiris bringing the secrets of civilization to their ancestors, they were really describing the bestowal of knowledge by a superior being from elsewhere in the universe.

Even the young Dr Carl Sagan,5 intrigued by Professor Agrest’s speculations, suggested that the old myths should be re-analyzed in the light of modern knowledge about space travel, citing the Old Testament story of the prophet Enoch, who dreamed of “two men, very tall, such as I have never seen on earth. And their faces shone like the sun, and their eyes were like burning lamps . . . They stood at the head of my bed and called me by name. I awoke from my sleep and saw clearly these men standing in front of me.” What we would call “bedroom visitors”, these “men” carried Enoch off on a trip around the “seven heavens”. Although Enoch wrote about his incredible experience widely,6 his works are not well known today.

The New Testament, too, some believe, contains references to contact with extraterrestrials. John A. Keel suggests that the lurid prose of the Book of Revelations – which either defies interpretation or only too often provides fuel for the more extreme Fundamentalist vision – may actually contain startling new information about the intervention of aliens in human affairs. In Chapter 4 we are told that “a door was opened in heaven” and in Chapter 10 that the writer, the visionary John of Patmos, “saw another mighty angel come down from heaven clothed with a cloud ; and a rainbow was upon his head, and his face was as it were the sun, and his feet as pillars of fire”. Speaking for many other UFOlogists of the 1970s, John A. Keel wrote:7 “It sounds as if he were describing a brilliantly glowing sphere surrounded by vapors (“cloud”) and colored lights (“a rainbow”) and two beams of light or flame were jetting down beneath it (“pillars of fire”).” Although there are other, perhaps more valid, interpretations of Revelations,8 it would be a mistake not to consider all the possibilities.

Open-minded researchers inevitably come across strangely compelling stories from history that appear to be tales of alien contact, although obviously the terms of reference, and therefore the mode of describing them, are very different from our own.

While researching for an article on the Rosicrucians for the Dutch magazine Bres, Ludo Noens of Antwerp, Belgium, came upon a fascinating story in a book entitled Le Comte de Gabilis (Count Gabilas), by the Abbé Montfaucon de Villars in 1670. This described one of the revelations of the mysterious Count Gabilas, an initiate into much esoteric lore (including the Kabbalah), who wrote of a strange event from Charlemagne’s time, c. AD 800:

. . . it so happened that one day in Lyon, people saw three men and a woman descending from these Aerial Ships; the whole town assembled around the place, crying that these people were Magicians, sent by Grimoald, Duc de Bennevent, Charlemagne’s enemy, to destroy the French harvest. The four innocents defended themselves by saying that they were from the country as well, and that they had been kidnapped shortly before by miraculous Men who had shown them unheard-of wonders and who had asked them to tell the world about it . . .9

As we will see in the Explanations chapter, many of these early stories were intimately bound up with belief in fairies or little people, and a host of phenomena were described that are now associated with UFO sightings, such as mysterious moving lights. One such tale tells how, when the sixteen-year-old German poet Goethe10 was on his way with two fellow travellers from Frankfurt to the University of Leipzig, they sometimes had to walk beside the coach because rain made its progress difficult. It was during one of those periods in their journey that the poetic genius noticed something very strange a little distance away – some kind of mysteriously shining object. He described what happened next:

All at once, in a ravine on the right-hand side of the way, I saw a sort of amphitheatre, wonderfully illuminated. In a funnel-shaped space there were innumerable little lights gleaming, ranged step-fashion over one another, and they shone so brilliantly that the eye was dazzled. But what still more confused the sight was that they did not keep still, but jumped about here and there, as well downwards from above and vice versa, and in every direction. The greater part of them, however, remained stationary, and beamed on. It was only with the greatest reluctance that I suffered myself to be called away from the spectacle, which I could have wished to examine more closely. The postilion, when questioned, said he knew nothing about such a phenomenon, but that there was in the neighbourhood an old stone-quarry, the excavation of which was filled with water. Now whether this was a pandemonium of will o’-the-wisps, or a company of luminous creatures, I will not decide.11

Without more information it is impossible so long after the event to decide whether these strange lights were indeed, as Goethe himself suggested, caused by natural gases – will o’-the-wisps – or by a phenomenon such as earthlights (see page 451), or by some kind of supernatural event, possibly associated with non human entities. It may be significant that Goethe himself was given to psychic experiences, at least once seeing his own double, for example. Yet this story has a timeless ring to it, evoking the classic scenario of modern UFOlogy where weird lights suddenly appear to travellers on a lonely road, heralding a brush with “high strangeness”.

However, more recent witnesses to anomalous things seen in the sky, while being just as confused and scared, are less hampered by a lack of vocabulary or convenient point of reference. In the late 19th century, when technology had progressed enough to produce hot-air balloons and prototype airships, those were what people saw in the skies as UFOs.

Yet before the great ‘scareship’ flaps of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, a formation of circular objects was actually photographed. On 12 August 1883 Mexican astronomer José Bonilla was looking through his telescope at the Sun at his observatory at Zacatecas when suddenly a formation of 143 unknown objects slowly flew across his field of vision, which he then captured for posterity with his new technological toy – a camera. The developed photograph revealed solid, spindle- and cigar-shaped objects flying at an estimated altitude of 200,000 miles (320,000km). Intrigued and perhaps a little excited, Professor Bonilla despatched a copy of the photograph and his notes about the event to the French scientific publication L’Astronomie. Although it was published, this astonishing event made no impression on the scientific community, who hastened – only too characteristically – to expunge it from their minds. Bonilla had obviously upset them with his “damned data”, countless examples of which filled the files (and books) of the great American collector of anomalies, Charles Fort.12

(No doubt there will be those eager to declare that what Professor Bonillo had actually witnessed was a flock of geese flying across his field of vision, and that he had misjudged the distance involved. While there is something to be said for this kind of interpretation in other cases,13 it would be unfair and arrogant to suggest that a well-respected astronomer was as bad at calculating speeds as lesser mortals might be, not to mention being incapable of interpreting what he saw through a telescope.)

A few years before Bonilla’s uncomfortable observation, Texan farmer John Martin was reported in the Dennison Daily News as seeing a large round UFO pass overhead – very fast.14 He described it as a “saucer”, thus anticipating Kenneth Arnold’s famous phrase by nearly eighty years.

Then the airships began to arrive in force. For example, in November 1896 crowds of people around San Francisco witnessed a huge, black cigar-shaped object pass over their heads, illuminating them as it did so with its powerful searchlights. Although this mystery airship disappeared from sight for the first three months of 1897, suddenly it was the centre of attention again, this time with many thousands of witnesses as it flew over the Midwest, causing such wild speculation as to its origins and intentions that it verged on hysteria.

Able to fly against the wind, it had turbine wheels and a glass-covered portion through which strange entities could be seen: it was like nothing known to have been designed, certainly anything that was capable of flight, at that point in history. Then in March the airship suffered a spectacular mishap when its trailing anchor caught in the clothes of farmer Robert Hibbard near his home outside Sioux City, Iowa, pulling him into the air for many yards before he fell back down to earth. Unlike modern UFOs, which on the whole avoid flying over cities, the “scareship” seemed positively to wallow in overflying large conurbations where huge crowds gathered to watch its progress. (Of course in those days there was no danger of its being chased in the air or shot down.) But like some reported UFOs of the modern era, the mysterious airship is said to have “dropped probes”, while exhibiting the same tendency to change course without warning and manoeuvring with astonishing speed and dexterity. But what of the crew of the airship? Were they merely human, or were they truly alien in appearance and behaviour?

Unfortunately, we will never know for certain. Some witnesses described them as being “hideous people”, a group of two men, one woman and three “children”, all constantly jabbering in an unknown tongue among themselves. Of course in those more circumscribed and uneducated times, most unrecognizable foreign languages would have seemed barbarous to the good people of the Midwest, but it is clear that many witnesses truly believed the occupants of the scareship not to be of the human race (although there were reports of crews that looked like “Japs”, prefiguring the modern Men In Black phenomenon by decades). Several people reported that they had communicated with the visitors, sometimes having proper conversations with them, as the story of Captain James Hooton, an Iron Mountain railroad conductor, reveals.

After hunting for a few hours in the countryside around the area of Homan, Arkansas, he had begun to make his way back to the train station when:

. . . my attention was attracted by a familiar sound, a sound for all the world like the working of an air pump on a locomotive.

I went at once in the direction of the sound, and there in an open space of some five or six acres, I saw the object making the noise. To say that I was astonished would but feebly express my feelings. I decided at once that this was the famous airship seen by so many people about the country.

There was a medium-sized looking man aboard and I noticed that he was wearing smoked glasses. He was tinkering around what seemed to be the back of the ship, and as I approached I was too dumbfounded to speak. He looked at me in surprise, and said: ‘Good day, sir, good day.’ I asked: ‘Is this the airship?’ And he replied: ‘Yes, sir,’ whereupon three or four other men came out of what was apparently the keel of the ship.

A close examination showed that the keel was divided into two parts, terminating in front like the sharp edge of a knife-like edge, while the side of the ship bulged gradually towards the middle, and then receded. There were three large wheels upon each side made of some bending metal and arranged so that they became concave as they moved forward.

‘I beg your pardon, sir,’ I said, ‘the noise sounds a great deal like a Westinghouse air brake.’

‘Perhaps it does, my friend: we are using condensed air and aeroplanes, but you will know more later on.’

‘All ready, sir,’ someone called out, when the party all disappeared below. I observed that just in front of each wheel a two-inch tube began to spurt air on the wheels and they commenced revolving. The ship sprang forward, turning their sharp end skyward, then the rudders at the end of the ship began to veer to one side and the wheels revolved so fast that one could scarcely see the blades. In less time than it takes to tell you, the ship had gone out of sight.

Making a detailed sketch of the airship, Captain Hooton remarked that he was greatly shocked to discover that the ship had no evidence of a bell, because he thought “every well regulated air locomotive should have one.” But bell or no bell, the scareship was clearly so far ahead of known human technology as to be almost incomprehensible – almost, but not quite. People at the time knew about airships, even though they were rarely seen. But significantly, they did not see flying saucers or space-shuttle-style UFOs, either because their minds would not have allowed them to see something so beyond their experience (the vagaries of human perception are discussed in the Explanations chapter), or because whoever or whatever was in control of the phenomenon were only one step ahead of known terrestrial technology themselves. When human technology produced airships, the aliens (whoever or whatever they were and are) also produced airships, although more advanced and awe-inspiring than the human sort; when the Space Age began to dawn, the aliens were slightly ahead of that technology, too.

It is interesting that when the nineteenth century witnesses refer to the UFO being a “ship” they meant an airship, just as today we mean a spaceship. But in the eleventh or twelfth century a ship seen in the sky was just that – a real ship, one that might otherwise sail on the sea quite happily. An Irish tale of about AD 1211 tells how:

There happened in the borough of Cloera, one Sunday, while the people were at Mass, a marvel. In this town is a church dedicated to S. Kinarius. It befell that an anchor was dropped from the sky, with a rope attached to it, and one of the flukes caught in the arch above the church door. The people rushed out of the church and saw in the sky a ship with men on board, floating before the anchor cable, and they saw a man leap overboard and jump down to the anchor, as if to release it. He looked as if he were swimming in water. The folk rushed up and tried to seize him, but the Bishop forbade the people to hold the man, for it might kill him, he said. The man was freed, and hurried up to the ship, where the crew cut the rope and the ship sailed out of sight. But the anchor is in the church, and has been there ever since, as a testimony.

Another version of this story15 puts the scene at Gravesend in Kent, England, when the trailing anchor of the poetically-named “cloudship” became entangled in the gravestones, requiring one of its crew to slide down a rope and cut it free before returning to the safety of the ship, which then flew off, never to be seen again by the people of that area.

The Middle Ages may not have been hospitable enough for the celestial mariners – there was always the danger they would have been captured, condemned as diabolical in origin and treated to the usual fate reserved for all such unfortunates – but the nineteenth century seemed to appeal more to their apparently sociable natures. In April 1897 the Houston Post16 reported two astonishing episodes of human/“scareship” crew interaction within four days of each other. On 22 April it reported:

Rockland: Mr John M. Barclay, living near this place, reports that last night at about 11 o’clock, after having retired, he heard his dog barking furiously, together with a whining noise. He went to the door to ascertain the trouble and saw something, he says, that made his eyes bulge out and but for the fact that he had been reading of an airship that was supposed to have been in or over Texas, he would have taken to the woods.

It was a peculiar shaped body, with an oblong shape, with wings and side attachments of various sizes and shapes. These were brilliant lights, which appeared much brighter than electric lights. When he first saw it, it seemed perfectly stationary about five yards from the ground. It circled a few times and gradually descended to the ground in a pasture adjacent to his house. He took his Winchester [rifle] and went down to investigate. As soon as the ship, or whatever it might be, alighted, the lights went out. The night was bright enough for a man to be distinguished several yards [away], and when within about thirty yards of the ship he was met by an ordinary mortal, who requested him to lay his gun aside as no harm was intended. Whereupon the following conversation ensued: Mr. Barclay enquired:

‘Who are you and what do you want?’ ‘Never mind about my name, call it Smith. I want some lubricating oil and a couple of cold chisels if you can get them, and some bluestone. I suppose the saw mill hard by has the two former articles and the telegraph operator has the bluestone. Here is a ten-dollar bill: take it and get us these articles and keep the change for your trouble.’

Mr Barclay said: ‘What have you got down there? Let me go and see it’ He who wanted to be called Smith said: ‘No, we cannot permit you to approach any nearer, but do as we request you and your kindness will be appreciated, and we will call you some future day and reciprocate your kindness by taking you on a trip.’

Mr Barclay went and procured the oil and cold chisels, but could not get the bluestone. They had no change and Mr Barclay tendered him the ten-dollar bill, but same was refused. The man shook hands with him and thanked him cordially and asked that he not follow him to the vessel. As he left Mr Barclay called him and asked him where he was from and where he was going. He replied, ‘From anywhere, but we will be in Greece day after tomorrow.’ He got on board, when there was again the whirling noise, and the thing was gone, as Mr Barclay expresses it, like a shot out of a gun. Mr Barclay is perfectly reliable.

Just 30 minutes after this extraordinary encounter took place, Mr Frank Nichols of a neighbouring town had his own fifteen minutes of fame17 as the local newspaper revealed:

Josserand: Considerable excitement prevails at this writing in this usually quiet village of Josserand, caused by the visit of the noted airship, which has been at some many points of late. Mr Frank Nichols, a prominent farmer living about two miles east of here, and a man of unquestioned veracity, was awakened night before last near the hour of twelve by a whirring noise similar to that made by machinery. Upon looking out he was startled upon beholding brilliant lights streaming from a ponderous vessel of strange proportions, which rested upon the ground in his cornfield.

Having read the despatches, published in the [Houston] Post of the noted aerial navigators, the truth at once flashed over him that he was one of the fortunate ones and with all the bravery of Priam at the siege of Troy [sic] Mr Nichols started out to investigate. Before reaching the strange midnight visitor he was accosted by two men with buckets who asked permission to draw water from his well. Thinking he might be entertaining heavenly visitors instead of earthly mortals, permission was readily granted. Mr Nichols was kindly invited to accompany them to the ship. He conversed freely with the crew, composed of six or eight individuals about the ship. The machinery was so complicated that in his short interview he could gain no knowledge of the workings. However, one of the crew told him the problem of aerial navigation had been solved. The ship or car is built of newly-discovered material that has the property of self-sustenance in the air, and the motive power is highly condensed electricity. He was informed that five of these ships were built at a small town in Iowa. Soon the invention will be given to the public. An immense stock company is now being formed and within the next year the machines will be in general use. Mr. Nichols lives at Josserand, Trinity County, Texas, and will convince any incredulous one by showing the place where the ship rested.

Unfortunately, as the history of UFOlogy has repeatedly shown, it takes more than pointing to the “place where the ship rested” to convince most people of the truth of a frankly incredible story. Yet there is little reason to doubt Mr Nichols, or most of the others who came forward with their airship stories (although some are more dubious – see below). The tales do have a kind of consistency, although not one of rationality but rather of absurdity: what was the “newly-discovered material that has the property of self-sustenance in the air”, for heaven’s sake? And although some form of “condensed electricity” could, in theory, drive an airship, it is highly unlikely that such a power was harnessed in those days, as the greatest scientist and innovator of his day, Thomas Alva Edison18 pointed out, saying of the scareship:

You can take it from me that it is pure fake. I have no doubt that airships will be successfully constructed in the near future but . . . it is absolutely impossible to imagine that a man could construct a successful airship and keep the matter a secret. When I was young, we used to construct big colored paper balloons, inflate them with gas, and they would float about for days. I guess someone has been up to that fine game out west.

Whenever an airship is made, it will not be in the form of a balloon. It will be a mechanical contrivance, which will be raised by means of a powerful motor, which must be made of a very light weight. At present no one has discovered such a motor, but we never know what will happen. We may wake up tomorrow morning and hear of some invention which sets us all eagerly to work within a few hours, as was the case with the Roentgen rays. Then success may come. I am not, however, figuring on inventing an airship. I prefer to devote my time to objects which have some commercial value. At the best, airships would only be toys.19

And in the late 1960s, the British expert Charles H. Gibbs-Smith, stated: “Speaking as an aeronautical historian who specializes in the periods before 1910, I can say with certainty that the only airborne vehicles, carrying passengers, which could possibly have been seen anywhere in North America in 1897 were free spherical balloons, and it is highly unlikely for these to be mistaken for anything else. No form of dirigible [a propelled gasbag] or heavier-than-air flying machine was flying – or indeed could fly – at this time in America.”20

Nor is there any evidence of five such ships having been built at “a small town in Iowa” – although some might take this as an indication that there was a nineteenth-century equivalent of Area 51, where strange craft were built in great secrecy, perhaps even through reverse engineering from captured alien airships. But if so, why has no hint ever come out about the existence of such a place over the last hundred years or so – even through the delving of the most rabid conspiracy theorists? And, once again, why is the aliens’ technology only one step ahead of our own?

It seems that the crew and/or controllers of the mystery airships were either from a world or dimension that was very similar to ours, but a sort of Looking Glass Land, where science and technology, while recognizable up to a point, have an air of high strangeness about them, a surreality that inevitably seems to smack of fantasy. And their fine words are totally insubstantial – even deliberate lies – told, if not simply to invite ridicule on the heads of the poor deluded witnesses, then perhaps for the pure joy of lying. Could it be that these “aliens” are some kind of race of tricksters, whose descendants now haunt our own skies and darken our dreams?

In his masterly Passport to Magonia, Jacques Vallée recounts several cases of peculiar encounters with UFOnauts, few of which, superficially at least, seem to make any sense (indeed, some might think all alleged contact with aliens suffers from the same marked air of complete mystification underpinned with a hefty wadge of nonsense). Vallée21 cites the case of Monsieur Carreau from Chaleix, Dordogne, who, on 4 October 1954, saw a “cauldron-shaped” object, the size of a “small truck” land in his field, out of which came two “normal” – European-looking – men wearing brown overalls. They shook hands with the startled Frenchman and asked abruptly: “Paris? North?” Tongue-tied with shock, Garreau could not answer. After stroking his dog, the men climbed back into their craft and flew off. The whole exercise was completely pointless. Why ask a question – to which presumably they really did need an answer – and not wait for the man to recover his wits? And why would “men” who flew around in such superior craft need to ask a farm worker the way to Paris? One assumes they had navigational aids on board, such as good old-fashioned maps. The whole event seems somehow staged, as if the point of the exercise was simply to cause consternation, or to flag up the very existence of the weird. Perhaps with the coming of modern sophistication the Otherworld needs to reassert its reality in the minds of increasingly sceptical human beings. But in that case, why appear to a farm worker in the back of beyond – something “aliens” are very fond of doing, even today? Why not stage-manage an appearance to ultra sophisticated city dwellers in their thousands?

A similar case involved forty-year-old Lazlo Ujvani just sixteen days after M. Carreau’s brush with the world of the unexplained. At 3 a.m. he was on his way to work near Raon-L’Etape in the Vosges area of France when he came across a man in a grey jacket with strange insignias on it, wearing a motorcyclist’s helmet and carrying a gun. The man said something to him in an unidentified language. Knowing a little Russian, the Czech-born worker tried it out on the stranger, who replied immediately, “in a high-pitched voice”: “Where am I? In Italy? Or Spain?” He also asked how far he was from the border with Germany and what the time was. On hearing it was 2.30, the stranger looked at his own watch, which said 4 o’clock, then brusquely instructed Ujvani to get on with his business. After walking on for a while, the worker encountered a bizarre craft in the middle of the road, shaped like “two saucers glued together, about five feet [1.5 m] in diameter and three feet [900 cm] high”. The stranger told him not to get any closer, and then the UFO flew up vertically “with the noise of a sewing machine” before disappearing into the sky.

Again, little of this makes any sense. A stranger in a weird assortment of clothes – which, despite the unknown insignia, were recognizably European-style – and who hails from a very advanced craft, accosts a man in the early hours of the morning and asks whether he is in Spain or Italy, when he is actually in France. His watch is wrong. But the strangeness is not all on the visitor’s side. At first Ujvari does not recognise the language the alien speaks, but after trying Russian, they successfully have a brief conversation. Was the stranger speaking Russian to start with? And if so, why did Ujvari not recognize the language? If it was some other language, it was mighty convenient that the stranger also spoke Russian. What a coincidence. Like a great many other alien encounter stories it seems like a practical joke, albeit rather pointless. But who are the jokers? And what is their game plan – if any?

Sometimes, however, it is the humans who appear to be the hoaxers, as may be seen in the classic nineteenth-century scareship story that became a cult classic when rediscovered in the 1960s. The mystery began on 19 April 1897, when the Dallas Morning News carried the following story:

Aurora, Wise County, April 17 – About 6 o’clock this morning the early risers of Aurora were astonished at the sudden appearance of the airship which has been sailing throughout the country. It was travelling due north, and much nearer the earth than before. Evidently, some of the machinery was out of order, for it was making a speed of only ten or twelve miles an hour, and gradually settling towards the earth. It sailed over the public square and when it reached the north part of town collided with the tower of Judge Proctor’s windmill and went to pieces with a terrific explosion, scattering debris over several acres of ground, wrecking the windmill and water tank and destroying the judge’s flower garden. The pilot of the ship is supposed to have been the only one aboard, and while his remains are badly disfigured, enough of the original has been picked up to show that he was not an inhabitant of this world.

Mr T.J. Weems, the US Signal Service officer at this place and an authority on astronomy, gives it as his opinion that he was a native of the planet Mars. Papers found on his person – evidently the records of his travels – are written in some unknown hieroglyphics, and cannot be deciphered. The ship was too badly wrecked to form any conclusions as to its construction or motive power. It was built of an unknown metal, resembling somewhat a mixture of aluminum and silver, and it must have weighed several tons. The town today is full of people who are viewing the wreckage and gathering specimens of strange metal from the debris. The pilot’s funeral will take place at noon tomorrow. Signed F.E. Hayden.

This story was resurrected in the January/February 1967 issue of Flying Saucer Review in an article co-authored by Donald B. Hanlon and Dr Jacques Vallée, entitled ‘Airships Over Texas’, together with a postcript to the effect that Dr J. Allen Hynek had despatched a friend to Aurora, Texas, to check out the details. Very quickly it transpired that the original newspaper story was riddled with errors: Judge Proctor had no windmill; T.J. Weems was not an officer in the Signal Service, but was the local blacksmith, and there was no evidence of unidentified graves in the cemetery. More damningly, according to Hynek’s informant, one Oscar Lowry, the journalist responsible for the story who had been eleven at the time of the alleged incident, was known to have been greatly concerned at the ill-luck that plagued the town – an epidemic, a fire and destroyed crops, besides being left off the railway route – and sought to make Aurora a tourist attraction. Having heard of the interest generated by other mystery airship stories, Hayden decided to put his beloved town on the map with the most sensational of them all.

Then when, in the late 1960s, local historian Etta Pegues raked over the scareship story, interviewing some of the senior citizens who had been alive at the time, none of them could remember the famous airship. Ms Pegues wrote: “Cliff D. Cates would have included it in his Pioneer History of Wise County which was published in 1907. It would have sold him a billion copies. Also, if it had been true, Harold R. Bost would have included it in his Saga of Aurora. It would have been the highlight of his theme. But neither men [sic] mentioned it because it had been forgotten as any other piece of fiction would have been forgotten.” She added that, “It was all a hoax cooked up by Hayden and a bunch of men sitting around in the general store”, and that the journalist was well-known for his hoaxes, although some thought Judge Proctor himself was behind it – one old man saying that his father had remarked that the Judge had “outdone himself this time”.

So was the phantom airship of Aurora merely a hoax, or at best an attempt to exploit the scareship phenomenon as a public relations exercise for the town? Renewed interest in the story in the 1970s seemed, for a while at least, to cast doubt on the negative verdict of the 1960s. In March 1973 Bill Case, aviation writer for the Dallas Times Herald interviewed some of the old timers of Aurora for a series of articles about the crash, including Brawley Oates, resident on the Proctor farm since the end of the Second World War, who said readily that “I’ve heard this story all my life”, adding that he had found a cache of metal under the windmill. An eighty-six-year-old claimed his father had seen the airship moments before it crashed, while Mrs Mary Evans, aged ninety-six, said her parents refused to let her see the crash site at the time, but did tell her about it afterwards. More spectacularly, ninety-eight-year-old G.C. Curley claimed that two of his friends had seen the crash site and the “torn up body”.

Case’s articles unleashed the floodgates. Within two months, one Fred N. Kelly, who styled himself “a scientific treasure hunter”, claimed to have found something of which he said: “I’ve never seen any metal like that in twenty-five years of experience” – a scoop that Case was not slow to splash under banner headlines such as “UFO alloy unknown back in ’97”. Having allegedly located the UFOnaut’s grave with a metal detector – and declared it bore “a unique handmade headstone” – certain UFOlogists sought a court order to enable them to have the body exhumed.

While the big UFO organizations argued vehemently about the story, matters were taken out of their hands by an unknown grave robber who broke open the alleged tomb of the alien in the Aurora cemetery. While it is still possible that there was a lone alien airman lying in the tomb, photographs of the headstone showed nothing more unusual than bad carvings and a crack, and when the International UFO Bureau tracked down Case’s witnesses the story fell apart. It transpired that they either said nothing of the sort (as reported by Case) or were never even interviewed in the first place.

It took a while for the tale of the Aurora crash to lose its appeal. As Frank X. Tolbert, a Dallas journalist wrote in June 1973: “. . . I understand the yarn of the 1897 visitor from another planet rivals Watergate for space in European publications.”

While the Aurora incident may have been a hoax, there were many other strange sightings of roughly that time that must have had other explanations, if only we knew what they were. The year 1908, for example, brought a wave of airship sightings to the same area around Tacoma, Washington, that was to play host to the Maury Island hoax of 1947 (see page 49). A brilliant reddish craft – described as “two or three times as bright as Jupiter” flew over Kent, Washington on 1 February and again twenty-four hours later, witnessed by whole crowds, some of whom said it was “cigar-shaped”.22 The Tacoma newspaper, the Daily Ledger of 4 February wrote: “During the same week, on clear nights, colored lights were displayed at high altitudes, and on one occasion a rocket was discharged high in the air, it is asserted.”

Because the Russian-Japanese war of three years earlier was still fresh in the minds of the populace – and the so-called “Yellow Peril” a source of continuing paranoia – some columnists suggested that the dirigible was an unknown Japanese surveillance craft. This reinforcement of underlying bigotry and war hysteria was to surface in Europe within a few years when countries on both sides of the English Channel were visited by their own “scareships”.

On the night of 13 or 14 October 1912 an aircraft was heard flying close to Sheerness and the Naval Flying School, Eastchurch, in Kent, England. At that time night flying was virtually unknown – not surprisingly, for daytime aviation was dangerous enough, but to fly those flimsy craft in the dark was usually asking for trouble. It was all very odd. But, as Nigel Watson admits in his article on the subject in Strange Magazine23 the matter would have been quickly forgotten had the Member of Parliament for Brentford, Mr Joyston-Hicks, not asked Winston Churchill (then First Lord of the Admiralty) for a statement about the mystery. Churchill replied that flares had been lit that night at the Flying School but nothing had actually landed there. Privately, he let it be known that he suspected that the phantom craft was German in origin, although he said nothing of this in public. Suspiciously, the Admiralty Air Department requested a report on the subject only two weeks later, so obviously in their eyes at least it was neither serious nor urgent.

The report stated that a Lieutenant Fitzmaurice said he heard the aircraft as he walked through Sheerness, but it was only the next day, when the matter escalated, that he thought any more of it. A crowd grew in Sheerness High Street to watch as a strange light, with a dark object accompanying it, flew eastwards over their heads. The Sheerness Guardian24 reported that the “mysterious light” travelled at great speed towards the harbour, where it “turned sharply and went off back in pretty much the same direction as it came. The sound of an aerial engine was heard from the direction in which the light (was there more than one light?) appeared.”

Although this engine was fast, implying it was one of the early airplanes, most people at the time assumed it was an airship, or dirigible, of some kind. At that time Germany had a few advanced Zeppelin airships, but only one of which was considered capable of having overflown Sheerness – the L.I. (LZ14), which at the time had just begun a marathon flight across Germany – perhaps it could have been blown off course? Or perhaps it could have “accidentally on purpose” strayed over the east coast of Britain? At that time there was no love lost between the two countries: the First World War was just over a year away, and tension, not to mention suspicion amounting almost to mass paranoia, was high.

The Editor of The Aeroplane, Mr C.G. Grey, noted that the airship may have been the Hansa, privately hired by Prince Henry of Plesse and a party often German officers with the intention of visiting “a certain nobleman” (presumably British), but the weather had made a landing impossible.

Then another unknown dirigible was spotted on the afternoon of 3 December over Portsmouth, flying the White Ensign and apparently carrying four passengers. Rumours spread and excitement grew, but disappointingly this “phantom” airship turned out to be the British Army airship Beta II on its way on a return journey from Farnborough to Portsmouth.

Then on 4 January 1913 three witnesses – one John Hobbs and two policemen – heard the sound of a powerful engine overhead and witnessed a huge dark object, together with a light, as before, venturing inland. One of the constables reported admiringly: “It could only have been a very powerful engined aircraft to have flown in such a wind, and daring airmanship was also involved in the flight.”

The previous day, the Clément-Bayard IV/Dupey-de-Lôme of France was known to have been in service just over the Channel, so it was wondered if it had been blown off course. There were, however, several other suggestions, including the Zeppelin Hansa and – much more bizarrely – a new motor boat showing off, although that fails to take into account the anomalous accompanying light and the fact that this was an aerial phenomenon.

Although there were other sightings, the “scareship” flap only really took off on that magical date, 17 January25 when unexplained aircraft were seen in several areas of Britain, but mainly South Wales, which continued to act like a magnet for the phenomenon for a while. In early February it was the turn of the north-east and Yorkshire, and, after a brief period when nothing happened, the mystery dirigibles were back in force. Many hundreds of people saw something in the sky that they interpreted as German Zeppelins. Their feelings at that particular time can only be imagined, particularly if they knew just how unprepared the British Government and military were for any show of Teutonic aerial might. In The Standard on 25 February 1913 a Royal Flying Corps officer from Aldershot had warned about the pathetic state of British preparedness, writing:

We are helpless. We have neither aeroplane nor dirigible capable of coping with these vessels in the air . . . The fact is that we have been hopelessly left behind in military aeronautics, and there seems little prospect of any advance being made as long as responsible Ministers give public utterances of their being content to wait to pick the brains of foreigners.

Hoaxes, pranks and the inevitable “explanations” of misidentified stars and planets, searchlights, balloons and so on, seemed to mark the end of the scare, although there were a few reported from time to time for a few more months. The populace remained firmly convinced that the Germans were to blame, which did nothing to quell the suspicions of that nation when they suffered their own airship scare in March 1913 over the Eastern provinces. The London Daily Telegraph26 reported that two women witnessed the progress of a strange craft, which:

. . . had two cars, and while they were watching it a black cloud of smoke suddenly rose from one of these. Then flames appeared, and quickly enveloped the hull of the airship, which began to fall rapidly towards the earth. Just before it reached the tree-tops one of the cars became detached, and the vessel, thus lightened, soared rapidly upwards.

Firemen, a large detachment of troops, ambulances and police raced to the area, but failed to locate the wreckage. Although there was a rumour that someone had smelt gas from the punctured infrastructure, this was dismissed because airships used odourless hydrogen, which in any case would have dispersed rapidly. The only rational explanation was that the two women had seen sparks from the exhaust of a test plane under the command of one Lieutenant Zwickan.

It is interesting that the scareships were interpreted by the British (and, incidentally, the French and Belgians) as being German – probably carrying spies – while the Germans thought the anomalous craft hailed from England, from perfidious Albion. At least, as Nigel Watson points out, in both countries the scares had the effect of galvanizing the build-up of air defences, not to mention death-dealing aerial weaponry. But although the pre-war tension, rapidly escalating into something approaching full-blown paranoia, may have coloured the perceptions of the scareship witnesses, the origins of the craft remain unknown to this day. As Watson muses: “Are ambiguous lights in the sky interpreted according to prevailing social pressures and concerns allied to individual fears of invasion and attack?” Then he asks the great Fortean question: “Or is there something or somebody out there playing games with us?”

Like many other UFOs, these craft seemed to taunt and distress those on the ground with scraps of evidence of their existence – noise, lights, shadows, sparks, and so on – seemingly proving their hard, solid reality. But then they disappear without trace, leaving a bewildered and frightened population believing their skies were being overflown by representatives of a nation that was shortly to become their enemy.

Perhaps the scares were cleverly organized by British and/or German Governments to be tantalizing glimpses of something terrible looming in order to prepare the people for the imminent conflict, although in the case of Britain’s woeful unpreparedness, that seems highly unlikely. Perhaps the rising war-hysteria induced false perceptions: ensuring that people took perfectly ordinary experiences to be extraordinary because emotion had temporarily hard-wired their unconscious, dreaming minds to their consciousness, so what they saw had a dream-like quality. After all, history has repeatedly demonstrated that hysteria is a powerful creator of the most convincing – and terrible – special effects.

But hysteria, even if it could explain a few of the sightings of mystery airships, by no means explains them all. Unfortunately, as with many aspects of this phenomenon, even the most likely-sounding explanations turn out to conceal mysteries of their own. The favourite explanation for the airship flaps in the United States in the 1890s was that they were the creations of a mystery inventor, whose hangars lay hidden in remote rural areas, and who took them for outings where they were seen. At first glance, there did seem to be hard, checkable
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