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			Dedicated to two women without whom this book, and my life as I know it, would not exist.


			My wife Jane whose understanding of my UFO obsession is one of the many loving and selfless acts that keep our love alive. I love you, Jane.


			and


			Jenny Randles, a persistent and dedicated researcher unafraid of the truth, and a worthy role model to anyone intent on making a contribution to UFO investigation.


		


	

		

			Introduction


			One of These Days We Might Be Smart Enough to Ask the Right Questions


			We’ll get to UFOs in a few seconds but first let’s talk about the title of this book and how the book is set up. There is a ‘battle for the truth’ raging out there and there has been for most of the history of ‘ufology’. So, this book is partly a primer on the main stories and the history of UFO sightings but it’s also an account of the history of ideas, beliefs and the people who have made ufology what it is. In that context it makes sense to present a history of the whole subject and then examine key aspects (like the best cases) by re-presenting important bits of that history, so the unfolding of these stories and what we know to be true can be shown clearly. The subject is epic, and this book is far from epic in length, so the notes along the way and a helpful list of ten websites at the end could well be your starter for much more involvement. With that in mind the ‘battle for the truth’ here is often presented with a summary of differing opinions about what – if anything – explains significant cases in ufology. All this is designed to allow you to consider for yourself how credible the main ideas which attempt to make sense of the bigger picture actually are. If this book doesn’t get you thinking as well as taking in some amazing stories then it’s failed in one of its main aims. Speaking of which, this publisher and this series of books have a reputation justly built on succinct summaries of their subjects. This subject is different if only because so much of what we ‘know’ is debatable and so much of what ufology is about rests on the people who have made the subject. So, unusually for one of these books the author will intrude occasionally. It’s a fitting way to guide you through the subject if only because I’ve been somewhere in this battle for the truth since I was at school. I’m still involved because I believe there is lots to learn and ufology remains one of the most amazing things anyone can study. I’m also still involved because – as I see it anyway – I’ve developed some survival skills along the way. As you’ll see from what follows in this book, ufology can present a web of conspiracy culture and scientific conundrums. So, those survival skills are essential. 


			UFO means Unidentified Flying Object. The term was originally coined along with several others like UAO (Unidentified Ariel Object) and Flying Saucer to describe unknown objects seen in the sky.


			The late and much missed ufologist Leonard Stringfield (1920-1994) once tried to capture the frustration of chasing the elusive evidence for crashed UFOs by titling a book chapter, ‘The Search For Proof In A Squirrel’s Cage’.1 At this point in the twenty-first century, it is tempting to say that his estimate of the confusion and contradiction he experienced barely does justice to today’s situation. It is a complex subject. The truth is out there somewhere and some of it may be in this book but, to complicate matters, you and I could easily find differing truths.


			Celebrated ufologist Dr J Allen Hynek2 noted that UFOs themselves are not studied. In reality, most of those with an active interest in UFOs only encounter verbal or written reports and reproduced images of the UFOs in question. This is true for both active investigators and armchair students of the subject. Put bluntly, ufology is largely the study of secondary sources of evidence. This situation frequently leaves doubt in the minds of some as to whether the objects in question were ever genuinely unidentified and/or flying. And it gets more confusing! The term UFO on a book or video jacket has proven a sales winner time and again but much of the most marketable material in the last few decades has not been primarily concerned with flying objects at all. Currently, UFO investigation and the popular market on the subject also include reports of other phenomena including: cattle mutilations; human abductions by aliens; people who claim to channel messages from aliens; and ‘alternative archaeology’, which presents a revisionist view of history in which alien intelligences play a pivotal role in the history of life on this planet – especially when it comes to explaining archaeological mysteries.


			Central to all the strands of UFO investigation is that there is a series of phenomena that can be studied. Virtually all amateur UFO investigation assumes that there may be intelligence behind some of these phenomena. The most popular viewpoint amongst the subject’s greatest supporters is that life alien to this planet is involved. There is certainly logic and rational thought behind these notions, but there is also much disagreement.


			The truth about UFOs and UFO investigation is that a central core of mysterious reports are continually being appropriated and hijacked by people with their own agendas. The motivation behind this is often well-intentioned but the result has been to scatter the subject in a way that leaves entrenched camps seething with mutual suspicion and much research being undertaken in isolation. Information travels around, work is published and claims are made, but the major casualty is undisputed truth. The result is that many UFO cases of genuine substance are tainted by the shenanigans surrounding the investigations. Leonard Stringfield’s ‘squirrel’s cage’ comment pre-dated the mass use of the internet. You don’t have to spend long online examining contrasting views to see how personal things can get amongst truth-seekers.


			The many ironies are not lost on some of the key players. Years ago the British ufologist Andy Roberts unleashed the merciless and amusing newsletter ‘The Armchair Ufologist’. His motto: ‘Tough on Ufology, tough on the causes of Ufology.’ This chronicle of political infighting and massive egos built on minuscule ideas casts ufology as a collision between support groups for the socially wretched and an exercise in self-aggrandisement for a select group of the terminally delusional. Roberts’ agenda was, in fact, very positive. He and his colleague Dr David Clarke also wrote the sublime Flying Saucerers3 – a social history of UFO investigation that reads like a plot outline for the greatest movie Terry Gilliam could ever make. Clarke also wrote a book entitled How UFOs Conquered the World. Not an account of an alien invasion but, according to its own subtitle, ‘The History of a Modern Myth’.


			Put simply, it is very often impossible to separate the claims made about UFO events from the people who make these claims. The vast majority of UFO case investigation is amateur and the vast majority of investigators undergo a rudimentary initiation at best. It is easy to condemn the chaos and comedy that often result but there is little or no alternative. In a quiet year there are a few hundred UFO reports in the UK and no professional organisation exists to monitor, investigate and report on the situation.


			There is some professional investigation ongoing, some of it producing vital and challenging work. However, the bad press attached to UFO investigation has left the subject in an academic limbo. On the one hand, UFO reports are fascinating and more substantial in terms of evidence than the cynics would like to admit. On the other, many employed in universities and colleges regard their amateur colleagues in UFO groups as a kind of ‘Care in the Community’ branch of academia. The end result is predictable and tragic for the subject. An earlier edition of this book came out in 2002 and noted: ‘UFO research has been seen as a certain route to career suicide for the best scientific and social scientific minds of several generations. Only a handful of serious, peer-reviewed studies exist. Research undertaken in psychology, tectonics and sociology has made a substantial contribution to the UFO debate but it often fails to impress those involved in gathering field reports in their local area.’ All of that statement remains true. In some cases, those in research groups simply don’t understand the academic research. In most cases, they get the gist of the ideas but, understandably, point out that it doesn’t help them to explain anything to the terrified witness they’ve just interviewed. The most damning argument from the rank and file is also the most obvious. The academics who claim to study UFOs seldom do the local groundwork or meet the witnesses. Much academic work concerns itself with trying to replicate UFO events in laboratories. The academic fraternity for their part have often slammed the primitive and inaccurate investigative methods of the self-appointed research community of ufology.


			Ufology, a loose term coined to include pretty much any investigation related to UFO reports, is not a science. This was eloquently stated in a 1979 paper. NASA scientist James Oberg won a prize offered by Cutty Sark Whisky with his paper ‘The Failure of the “Science” of Ufology’.4 Presenting himself as a benevolent sceptic, Oberg demolished the pretensions of the fledgling science with some substantial points. He saw ufology as a protest movement, or the result of effective myth-making. Almost 20 years later I followed up his report with a much longer paper.5 I found many of Oberg’s points still applied, although the situation had become more complicated.


			Ufology may not be a science. In fact, it is no one thing. UFOs and the study of UFO events resemble, by turns, a protest movement, a branch of the entertainment industry, a collection of religious movements, a well-established scam for fleecing the public and a bizarre fringe profession employing a collection of visionaries and mavericks. The people problem (i.e. those within the UFO community who gravitate towards the answers they want regardless of the evidence) may complicate the whole picture but we have to keep one truth in mind: UFOs and UFO investigation remain alive and well because, despite the problems, people continue to see and experience things they can’t begin to explain and when these stories become public knowledge many others are fascinated to the point that the need to know grips them and doesn’t let go.


			Most of the people on the receiving end of such experiences did not ask for them and do not seek any publicity. They are, by turns, fascinated, frightened, changed as personalities and physically harmed. UFO cases may peak at times when UFOs are a popular media subject but they never go away. Many cases are easily explained. Some of the best known are kept alive by a mixture of faith and bullshit but there are others so indisputably mysterious that they present a challenge to established knowledge in a number of fields. The stories in this book include the terrifying, tragic and incredible. Honest, sincere people report such things every day. Some of the possibilities presented by these cases are so awesome they strike at the very core of the deepest questions we can comprehend.


			Your Guide


			Hello, I’m Neil and I’ve been doing UFOs all my life. Having stated that people with an agenda hijack the information, I had better be honest about myself. Then I’ll mainly get out of the way and let the evidence do the talking.


			The limitless imaginative possibilities of the stories got me involved in the field. Like most of my fellow ufologists I had it sussed within days. People were seeing alien spacecraft and anyone who disagreed was narrow-minded. Sorted! At this point I was around seven years old. Not long after that, I read the famous report of George Adamski’s meeting with a man from Venus and thought, ‘Whaattt!! Maybe some of these stories aren’t true.’


			Since then I’ve remained true to the UFO cause and the pursuit of critical thinking. I’ve been part of investigation groups, stood on the stage at conferences and waded through a library of books even when their covers alone convinced me that the most reliable information inside was the publisher’s name and address. I’m still here because this subject, in my opinion, remains one of the greatest mysteries of the modern age.


			I am sceptical about most claims and I’m highly sceptical of evidence gathered using hypnotic regression. Long ago I came to believe that some figures on the fringes at UFO conferences and media coverage, like Albert Budden, were making a massive contribution to our knowledge on the subject. I value the hard-headed scepticism of people like Brian Dunning6. But I also think that a few cases are so baffling in the face of all our current understanding that we can’t begin to explain them. These are some of my favourite cases, along with the really strange and surreal ones.


			I’ve had my own experiences, but I think them all explicable. By far the most memorable was the time that government agents chased my car up a Kent road with the intention of apprehending me. That day taught me a lot. The story is coming up later in the book.


			Right now, it is time for a brief history of bafflement.


			Historical Precedents


			The modern era of UFO investigation and popular appeal started in 1947 but UFO events are almost as old as recorded time. It is an article of faith amongst many UFO proponents that the ancient texts of several religions describe UFO events. This view is seldom shared by scholars of the religions in question. The claims of the UFO proponents revolve around the description of incredible events and their similarity to modern UFO reports. A further claim amongst the UFO community is that the events described from a range of ancient texts describe the same phenomena. The conclusion drawn is that this consistency is clear evidence that involvement with UFOs and their occupants was a regular feature of the lives of ancient peoples. 


			Erich Von Daniken’s multimillion-selling Chariots of the Gods7 and a host of other successful titles have presented a world in which alien spacecraft regularly landed in ancient times. Within the UFO community itself opinions are divided as to the meaning, if any, of these events. The most ambitious claims posit a kind of galactic garden theory in which aliens engineered Earth’s biological and social future. These claims include the belief amongst some that aliens invented our religions and created mankind. This is often linked to the assertion in the book of Genesis that God made Man in his own image. The ‘God’ in question being an alien scientist. A variant on this story also supports religious beliefs in some UFO-related faiths, notably Raëlism which teaches that the human race as we know it was created scientifically by human scientists from space. 


			Such arguments have many detractors. Some say that the term ‘alternative archaeologist’ is a fitting description for some of the field’s best-known proponents since their main archaeological tools appear to be an armchair, the internet, a pile of books and an active imagination. Alternative archaeology/ancient astronaut investigators, like many proponents of UFO existence, are derided for their reliance on sloppy and unscientific reasoning, but the criticism of the sceptics is probably most cutting for historical investigators whose evidence relies on interpretation of historic events and revisions of scientific viewpoints. Whatever the difficulties of sorting the sense from the nonsense, it’s beyond argument that this variant of the UFO question is highly engaging and television series like Ancient Aliens have proven perennially popular. 


			In his considered demolition of ufology as a branch of science, James Oberg pointed out that the ‘residue fallacy’ in which some unexplained data are used to support a claim is plain bad science. This is certainly true of the basics of the ancient astronaut belief. Essentially, Oberg is saying that the evidence of one hard-to-explain event, like the destruction of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah and the changing of Lot’s wife into a pillar of salt, doesn’t prove that aliens used atomic weaponry on our ancestors.


			There are some gripping mysteries in ancient texts. The pillar in the sky that led the Israelites from Egypt in Exodus Chapter 13 is one prime case. The Israelites were familiar with comets and stars, so the description of an airborne fire at night and airborne pillar of cloud by day may suggest some unique phenomena.


			The descriptions of many key events in ancient texts are vivid and spectacular. It is possible to dismiss many UFO-related claims about this material as supposition but some substantial investigations retain their power. NASA scientist Josef F Blumrich laughed his way through most of Chariots of the Gods and set out to mount a scientific assault on the one section of the book that presented serious evidence he could challenge – the section dealing with the experience of the prophet Ezekiel. Here Blumrich found some details he could develop. At the time Blumrich was chief of NASA’s Advanced Structural Development Branch with a CV that included work on Saturn V rockets, satellites, Skylab and the Space Shuttle. He would go on to earn NASA’s Exceptional Service Medal.


			Working from Ezekiel’s descriptions Blumrich discovered that he could develop technical drawings and specifications that resembled workable spacecraft. Having set out on a part-time quest to rubbish what he saw as fanciful claims, Blumrich, like J Allen Hynek before him, found his scepticism overturned by the evidence. As he noted in the opening of The Spaceships of Ezekiel8, ‘Hardly ever was a total defeat so rewarding, so fascinating, and so delightful!’ Ezekiel’s account is a riot of events: ‘A great whirlwind came out of the North… and a fire unfolding itself… out of the midst thereof came the likeness of four living creatures.’ However, it was Ezekiel’s description of airborne wheels within wheels that prompted Blumrich’s work.


			Ezekiel described a wheel and Blumrich analysed the performance characteristics and appearance in the description. It led to scale drawings, a model craft that performed superbly in a wind tunnel and equations that suggested that all parts of the package, from the likely rate of burn of the propellant to the additional weight of the requisite radiation shield, were constructed to specifications the leading space engineers of Blumrich’s era would recognise.


			Blumrich was not alone in providing scientific support for alleged UFO events in ancient texts. Soviet physicist Professor Mates Mendelevich Agrest was one of a number of scientists to have outlined the obvious comparisons between the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah and an atomic explosion. In his view, Lot’s wife was too close to the event and, far from salt, she was probably reduced to a well-incinerated pile of ashes. Agrest – who died in 2005 – first produced a serious academic paper on aspects of paleocontacts (the theory that Earth has been visited by extra-terrestrials) in 1959 and was a major influence on the beliefs and claims that followed. 


			Astrophysicist Carl Sagan9 had a high-profile career that included cutting-edge work for NASA and an abiding interest in the search for extraterrestrial life. Sagan had little truck with much popular ufology, frequently acting as an erudite sceptic, but in 1966 he co-authored Intelligent Life in the Universe, a book which openly speculated about extraterrestrial visitations to Earth in the distant past. This book and a number of others brought about a golden age of ancient astronaut writing in the 1960s and 1970s.10 The quality of writing and research in the area, both then and now, is variable. Ultimately, it is the evidence that keeps this aspect of UFO interest alive. Some evidence, such as the Biblical account that spawned Josef Blumrich’s book, is really a matter of faith. There is logic in the attempts to revisit fantastic historic accounts in the light of current technology but we can’t prove that Ezekiel encountered space travellers any more than we can prove the Resurrection to an atheist.


			Another strand of evidence is more tangible to modern science. A series of artefacts including the pyramids and ancient maps has continually fed the belief in extraterrestrial intervention in our history. The basis of the belief is that the production of such artefacts was beyond the technology available to ancient peoples. An enticing mystery surrounds a series of ancient maps. The best known is Piri Re’is’s portolan. A portolan is a practical map showing the route from port to port. Erich Von Daniken shows a projection of this ancient map and discusses its uncanny accuracy when plotted against a US Navy map from the 1960s. According to some analysts the staggering feature of the map is its detailed depiction of the east coast of South America and the coast of Antarctica. Piri Re’is was a Turkish admiral in the days when such employment generally amounted to little more than licensed piracy. The map was a distillation of a collection of earlier maps, believed to have been in the possession of Christopher Columbus. Re’is’s professional belligerence finally caught up with him. His final public appearance was a crowd-pleasing gorefest involving the forcible separation of his head from his body in 1554. Officially, the coast of Antarctica was discovered in 1818. In reality, debate has raged for years over when some areas of land were discovered (as in mapped by western nations; clearly, existing inhabitants of these lands had no need to discover them) and the support for Piri Re’is comes from figures like scholar and civil engineer Arlington H Mallery who was a leading figure in arguments suggesting Columbus wasn’t the first to establish contact across the Atlantic Ocean. 


			Von Daniken wasn’t alone in finding significance in this map. Donald Keyhoe, a retired US Marine Corps major, detailed a discussion with Captain John Brent, a military training school buddy. In Flying Saucers—Top Secret (1960), Keyhoe quotes Brent as saying that the Piri Re’is map, ‘is so accurate only one thing could explain it… a worldwide aerial survey.’ This survey would have to pre-date the last ice age. The bold ‘only one thing could explain it’ assertion typifies the style of many of the claims in ancient astronaut/alternative archaeology writing. It is also demonstrably wrong. Professor of Anthropology Charles Hapgood was also aware of Re’is’s map and many other intriguing portolans. His own research, outlined in Earth’s Shifting Crust (1959) and Maps of the Ancient Sea Kings (1966), suggested the possibility that rapid shifts in the Earth’s crust had moved continents thousands of miles, wiping out much evidence of civilisation and leaving a few fragments, like the accurate maps, with the survivors. Hapgood’s theory fits wider legends of lost civilisations as well as most of the ancient astronaut beliefs. Ultimately, much of the evidence for ancient astronauts is a puzzling jumble that makes fleeting sense when woven into a legend that allows the brilliant skill of super-intelligent aliens to fill in the gaps. These stories may be true but, to date, all we’ve proven beyond doubt is the existence of the maps and the mysteries.


			One of the most intriguing stories is covered in The Sirius Mystery, a work first published in 1976.11 Oddly, the author Robert Temple was concerned about his bestselling book being considered in the same breath as works like Chariots of the Gods. By 1976 Von Daniken’s work was already drawing unfavourable comments about the credibility of its claims. So, publicity supporting Robert Temple stressed the differences between The Sirius Mystery and Chariots of the Gods. Temple’s work concentrates on the Dogon tribe of Mali and a belief in their culture that fish-like beings, called the Nommos, had visited Earth in the past. Temple’s assured study links folk beliefs in both Africa and the Middle East, and establishes legends amongst the Dogon, including detailed knowledge of astronomy and physics, which appear to have beaten modern science to key discoveries. Notably, the knowledge that the star Sirius has a heavy companion orbiting the main star once every 50 years. If, as many assert, this is folk belief handed down over thousands of years, then it predates the discovery of Sirius B and the subsequent discovery that it was a super-heavy White Dwarf star. The accuracy of much Dogon knowledge is beyond question and the difference between their own folk legends and those of most other African tribes also lends weight to this ancient astronaut theory. Sceptical views – including those of James Oberg – have suggested that Europeans taught the tribe. Carl Sagan’s book Broca’s Brain (1979) points out that the Dogon were unaware of a ringed planet beyond Saturn in our own solar system (a significant observation since it suggested that the Dogon had the same knowledge gaps as other astronomers on Earth). The Dogon tribe are convinced that there is a third star, Sirius C. If the star or its remains are ever discovered, remember where you read it first.


			These stories are a representative handful in an area of investigation that posits a range of alternative cosmologies and histories of our planet. Much of the alternative archaeology movement concerns itself with reinterpreting past societies and a good deal of this work owes little to present-day UFO investigations and ideas. At the other extreme there are ideas and investigations of mind-numbing complexity. Ancient astronaut theories have some strange relatives. Some investigators firmly believe that alien visitations are the result of highly evolved beings from our own history maintaining their contact with Earth. The survivors of Atlantis are a predictable addition to this debate but they are not alone. British ufologist David Barclay is one of a number of researchers who have argued that dinosaurs evolved into the well-known grey aliens of the present.12 


			The publishing explosion that followed Chariots of the Gods continues but, as with most areas of the UFO debate, the internet is now the real home of unfettered coverage of the UFO mysteries of the ancient past, along with niche-interest television channels. If this opening section has you itching to know more there’s a supply of episodes of Ancient Aliens sufficient to binge-watch yourself into a stupor. If you want the shortest route to an erudite demolition of most of the major claims Wikipedia (an institution we’ll discuss later in this book) remains resolutely sceptical and there’s an explanation of the strange phenomenon known as the ‘Gish Gallop’ in a Smithsonian Magazine blog that is your starter for ten for spotting those moments when ancient astronaut theory might spill over into complete confusion.13 


			Fairies, Flaps and Fundamentals


			Recorded history over the last 2,000 years shows us how everything we know as normal, everyday life evolved. It also suggests that UFO events, in all their varied forms, have been a constant throughout this time.


			We have a strong historical record for most of the last two millennia. This record includes details of religious beliefs, folk wisdom and social panics – all of them relevant to the way people understood their strangest experiences. At times, these records make it clear that people saw strange things in the sky or met strange beings, and struggled to make sense of what was happening. There are thousands of sightings recorded over the last few thousand years: lights in the sky; abduction experiences; the utterly incomprehensible; and the occasional hoax. Making sense of the stories at this distance and with no physical evidence is impossible. Using them to inform our current understanding can be useful. The past lacks photographic and radar evidence but that is about the only significant difference.


			There is no shortage of images. Pictures from China and Persia show airborne craft looking for all the world like small boxes with people inside them. Strange astral events find their way into a series of pictures, often showing unfortunate earthlings throwing back their heads and gesturing at the sky. Probably the most famous image of this time records the appearance of black and white globes over Basle in Switzerland in 1566. It shows a sky crowded with ufology’s answer to Piccadilly Circus whilst a stunned group of onlookers show that overacting was a problem long before cheap Hollywood B-movies. Elsewhere, the technology of the day clearly affected the way people represented the reports. An etching currently in the possession of the New York Public Library shows aerial ships over France. We are talking ships with sails and rigging, observed by the predictably stunned onlookers on the ground. One witness in a small rowing boat is also, unwisely, standing and reacting theatrically.


			Then as now, people read significance into such events. On a number of occasions royal proclamations or parliamentary time somewhere around the world resulted from UFO reports. It has been spuriously reported that the Emperor Charlemagne once outlawed aerial travel. He did, however, decree ‘there shall be neither prognosticators and spell-casters, nor weather-magicians or spell-binders, and that wherever they are found they either be reformed or condemned’; a timely intervention when belief in the paranormal stretched to the point some considered it possible that beings living in the atmosphere controlled the worst weather events.14


			Distant historical accounts contain their rarities. Octagons have never been common in UFO reports but one such object was observed on 15 April 1752 near Stavanger in Norway. They also show a gradual move toward the patterns of today. By the end of the nineteenth century UFO flaps were also becoming common. ‘Flap’ is another loose ufological term, generally used to describe a profusion of events that centre themselves at a particular time and place. There is no agreed number of reports or any definite time period applied to a flap.


			A rash of reports from Wales at the start of the last century represents an early British flap. A brilliant disc over the principality on 1 February 1905 was followed by an intensely dark object over Llangollen on 2 September. On 18 May 1909, a man from Cardiff, walking near Caerphilly, reported an event that would find close parallels with many later reports. He encountered a large cylindrical object next to a road. Two odd-looking men in fur coats were inside, clearly speaking some strange foreign language. As the man approached, the object took off and headed away at great speed.


			This final report bears some similarity to a rash of ‘phantom airship’ sightings that plagued the USA between 1896 and 1897. At the time it was widely believed that at least one brilliant inventor was at work on a craft that would revolutionise air transport. However, there is virtually no chance that such a vehicle was remotely close to a prototype. The vivid reports that became a regular feature of the papers pushed new boundaries in detail and helped to establish several staple items in UFO reports. In one case a railroad conductor, James Hooten, claimed to have come upon a landed airship. He described ‘wheels’ with blades driven by jets of air blown onto them. The captain of the ship had a brief conversation with Hooten during which he explained that the ship used ‘compressed air and aeroplanes’. If this sounds familiar then remember that the bestselling fiction of Jules Verne was written around this time.


			The airship legends continue as a substantial part of most detailed histories of the subject although it is almost certain that the major stories that drive this area of accounts are hoaxes. An animal abduction and mutilation story in which a rancher was said to have found an airship hovering over his cattle, before plucking one on a thin line and leaving it decimated, was concocted by the rancher Alexander Hamilton. The most famous case of the whole flap involved a crash retrieval, including the body of the pilot at Aurora, Texas, on 17 April 1897. The Dallas Morning News report stated of the pilot: ‘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.’ The ship also, apparently, contained writing in ‘unknown hieroglyphics’.


			Since the flap of 1896/7 the stories have circulated widely, appearing in various guises in the UFO literature and being discussed in terms of their importance to the modern day. It is beyond dispute that we have templates we would easily recognise in modern stories. James Hooten’s encounter is typical of many, before and after, in which some aspect of technology just ahead of that known to humanity at the time was confidently demonstrated by a UFO occupant. Cattle mutilations continue to be reported to this day, many showing a clear resemblance to Alexander Hamilton’s hoaxed claim. In other famous crash retrieval stories we find reports of strange hieroglyphic writing on debris from the wrecked UFO.


			Extensive writing has been done on the US airship flap but the few who have checked the original sources have found clear evidence of hoaxing. Alexander Hamilton was a member of a Liars’ Club, of which many existed in rural parts of the USA at the time. There seems little evidence that anyone around Aurora, Texas, ever took the crash retrieval seriously. Recently the story has represented a local nuisance as ufologists push to open graves and exhume the remains of the dead pilot. There is a succinct dismissal of the whole hysterical episode as the opening chapter of a co-authored work The UFOs That Never Were15. The odd aspect from this distance is the way that admitted hoaxes from the late nineteenth century bear an uncanny resemblance to apparently sincere reports in the present day.


			Nowhere is this more marked than in the overlap between reports of meetings with creatures from alternative realities, like fairies and nature spirits, and present-day abduction reports. Substantial histories of such encounters have been produced, notably Walter Evans-Wentz’s The Fairy-Faith in Celtic Countries (1911) and Katharine Briggs’s The Fairies in Tradition and Literature (1967), both of which chronicle complex beliefs, multiple eyewitness accounts and stories of encounters between strange beings and humans which resemble the strangeness and intricacy of present-day abduction reports. This whole aspect of UFO investigation has produced a copious and contradictory literature. Crudely, researchers chase two lines of argument. A literal approach claims that reports of encounters with goblins, fairies and their ilk are the results of meetings between our simple-minded ancestors and aliens. A more involved argument forms part of the so-called ‘new ufology’. This is a branch of investigation taking a broad view and allowing ideas from mysticism, folklore and psychology. These ideas are used to look at UFO events as potential evidence of a range of phenomena including the convergence of one or more dimensions of existence. Less literal than the nuts-and-bolts investigations, new ufology can claim one of two fathers: Carl Jung or Jacques Vallée. Jung’s Flying Saucers: A Modern Myth of Things Seen in the Sky (1959) was years ahead of its time and the first serious book-length study to examine the subject from within the minds of experiencers and those who believed the tales. In the preface to the English edition he states plainly that his work asks ‘Why should it be more desirable for saucers to exist than not?’ Vallée’s early works16 broke new ground in opening up investigations of present-day UFO cases in conjunction with established traditions of folk belief. His most influential work is arguably Passport to Magonia (1969 France, 1970 UK) which includes lengthy discussions highlighting the common ground in historic stories of encounters with beings from the fairy realms with more recent tales of encounters with aliens. Difficult to categorise but often revered by those most sympathetic to the new ufology are the works of John Keel (1930-2009). His book The Mothman Prophecies (1975 and revised subsequently) is an insider account of varied paranormal goings-on, mainly in Point Pleasant, West Virginia, in which the baffling events appear to have a purpose. Keel is caught in the middle of experiencing and attempting to interpret and understand, and his reports from the front line include astute observations such as ‘once you have established a belief, the phenomenon adjusts its manifestations to support that belief and thereby escalate it’. Keel’s tale ends, ultimately, in a tragedy for the town. The whole complex story eventually found its way into a Hollywood movie in which Richard Gere played Keel. 


			It is easy to overlook the fact that for most of the last 5,000 years so-called superstitious beliefs have been part of everyday reality for many people around the world. It is only in the recent past that they have been relegated by rationality to the fringes of our lives. This relegation has, in any case, struggled to succeed. Belief in the power of astrology, the reality of angels and the presence of spiritual entities within nature remains stronger than many people realise – though a few minutes surfing sites on these subjects would soon show you the diversity and passion behind current beliefs. The lore surrounding such beliefs has built up over centuries. Many themes which would subsequently become staples of UFO cases consistently appear in tales of the fairy kingdom. Many attempts to remove items from the fairy kingdom as proof of a visit appear to come to grief. The beings from the kingdom seem able to shape-shift and often appear in unfamiliar and confusing disguises. Time spent in the realm of these elemental beings may pass at a different rate to time for those left behind. In one case from Wales a man missing for three weeks believed he had only been gone for three hours. Messages gathered from the fairy kingdom may be contradictory and predictions have a tendency to amount to nothing. However, despite these problems, there is a peculiar consistency. The people contacted are often left clinging to stories which do them no favours in terms of their credibility. One of my favourite UFO cases of all time started its high-profile life in the writing of Jaques Vallée. Many of the nuts-and-bolts UFO crowd don’t rate the bizarre case of Joe Simonton and his pancakes at all.17, 18 
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