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INTRODUCTION




“Something is seen, but one doesn’t know what.”





That was how Swiss psychologist Carl Jung summed up the UFO controversy in 1958. It’s still a valid description. Plenty of people have their own theories about what the mysterious objects seen in the sky might be, or must be, or certainly cannot be, but the proof that would confirm any of these theories is lacking.

Are unidentified flying objects (or, as the US government now likes to call them, UAPs, “unidentified anomalous phenomena”) spaceships from other planets crewed by alien astronauts? Are they, as Jung himself believed, manifestations of the deep layers of our minds, bursting into sight to warn us of impending changes in consciousness? Are they the latest manifestation of those strange beings that people in ancient times called gods, spirits, and elves? Are they living creatures from the upper atmosphere, as some UFO researchers in the 1950s believed? Is the whole phenomenon, or some part of it, the product of deliberate fakery on the part of one or more governments, perhaps to conceal experimental aircraft, perhaps for some other reason? Or is it all just a matter of misperceptions, hallucinations, and hoaxes, as the skeptics claim?

In my previous book on the subject, The UFO Chronicles, I have tried to summarize the evidence and suggest some of the things that may be behind it. This book has a different purpose, however. In the pages that follow, I have set out to tell the story of the UFO phenomenon from ancient times to the present through 100 incidents. I have included sightings, close encounters, and abductions, as well as other events that have shaped the collective narrative concerning UFOs. The one thing I haven’t done is attempt to explain what was behind any of the sightings. That, dear reader, is up to you.

Each of the events discussed in the pages that follow could easily be the subject of an entire book, and some of them have had books—sometimes many books—written about them. Others have been neglected by UFO researchers and skeptics alike. I could easily have filled ten books this size with UFO-related incidents, but I have tried to focus on those events that are well documented and have played a significant role in shaping public opinion about the phenomenon. The incidents included here cluster in space and time because UFOs are unevenly distributed; there are places and times where many people see them, and others where they are few and far between. Why? There are theories, but once again, nobody knows.

As you read through these pages, I encourage you to keep an open mind, to be ready to look for further details on the internet or in books, and to enjoy your own vicarious close encounters with one of the most astonishing mysteries of our time.

—JOHN MICHAEL GREER
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Hazy photos of what might be UAPs …
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WHEN DID EXTRATERRESTRIAL LIFE EMERGE?:This figure from Odilon Redon’s “The Temptation of Saint Anthony” series sums up a quote from Oannes: “I, the first consciousness in Chaos, rose from the abyss to harden matter, to determine forms.”






MYSTERIOUS VISITORS
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He emerged from the waters of the Persian Gulf at sunrise in full view of the astonished tribespeople: a mysterious living being with a scaled body like a fish but a face, hands, and feet like a human being. He spoke to the witnesses in their own language. He gave his name as Oannes. Day after day he returned to the shore and taught the tribespeople the arts of civilization but returned to the sea every night.

This is how the ancient writer Berossus described a close encounter with an alien intelligence. There are thousands of such stories preserved in the myths and legends of peoples around the world and throughout history. Some of these accounts include details that seem weirdly prescient in the light of more recent events. Many Native American cultures, for example, preserve tales of people who live in the sky and who occasionally descend to Earth and take people away with them—an eerie parallel to the alien abduction phenomenon that has played so important and baffling a role in UFO research circles.

Most modern scholars refer to these beings as gods, spirits, and culture heroes, and dismiss these accounts as empty fictions circulated by superstitious people. Even so skeptical a scientist as Carl Sagan, however, argued in one of his early books that the legend of Oannes might record a dim memory of human contact with nonhuman intelligences. Many other writers less committed to the intellectual status quo have raised similar questions about a wide range of other traditional stories. These questions are among the many unsolved riddles associated with the strange objects many people have seen in the sky over the centuries.

SEE ALSO: Voyagers from Magonia (815), The Utsuro-Bune Incident (1803), Chariots of the Gods? (1968)
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EARLY SIGHTINGS:This sixteenth-century book on comets records an unsettling display in the heavens.





SHIELDS AND LIGHTS IN THE HEAVENS
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The ancient Romans were no strangers to unknown aerial phenomena, and some of their reports have a remarkably modern flavor. In his entry for 216 BCE, for example, the great Roman historian Livy reported that “shields” had been seen in the sky above the Italian town of Arpi. The Latin word that Livy used, clipei, was used for round bronze shields and could also simply mean metal disks of any kind. According to Julius Obsequens, a Roman scholar who studied anomalies, more shields were spotted fighting with each other in the sky above Amelia and Todi, near modern Rimini, in 103 BCE, and another flying shield was sighted over Tarquinia, near modern Viterbo, in 99 BCE, crossing the sky from west to east.

Strange lights were also spotted in the heavens by sharp-eyed Roman observers and chronicled by Roman writers. In 218 BCE, a light like the sun was observed in the night sky in several places in Italy, including Capua and Pisa. In 76 BCE, a Roman official and his entourage saw something that looked like a spark descending from the night sky; as it descended, it seemed to grow until it was as large as the moon. After a short time, it rose back up again into the sky, where it resembled a torch. In 187 CE, bright lights like stars were observed over Rome in the daytime, and in 195 CE, three starlike lights were seen from Rome close to the sun.

All these strange objects were interpreted by Roman intellectuals as omens from the gods. In terms of the ideas of their own time and culture, this was the logical explanation for them. One question that every modern investigator of unidentified aerial phenomena needs to keep in mind is how much of our interpretation of unknown lights and shapes in the sky may be equally a product of our time and culture.

SEE ALSO: Battle in the Skies (1561), The Foo Fighters (1944)
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CLOUDSHIPS OR FANTASY?:This Medieval illustration records a depiction that prompted both awe and skepticism.







VOYAGERS FROM MAGONIA
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According to contemporary records, medieval France was visited repeatedly by “cloudships” crewed by humanlike beings who came to gather up crops from the earth and carry them back to a distant region called Magonia. We know about these visitations primarily from the writings of one of the first known UFO skeptics, Archbishop Agobard of Lyons (769–840), who wrote a book titled On Hail and Thunder (in Latin, De Grandine et Tonitruis) condemning popular beliefs concerning Magonia and its cloudships. Agobard explained in his book:


We have even seen several of these lunatics who, believing in the reality of such absurd things, exhibited before an assembled crowd four people in chains, three men and one woman, said to have descended from one of these ships. They had been holding them bound for several days when they brought them before me, followed by the crowd, in order to stone them.



Agobard was able to save the lives of the four people by pointing out that anyone who believed in Magonia must also believe in the power of sorcery. At that time, this belief was forbidden by the Church, and anyone affirming it was therefore liable to serious punishment! (It was not until four centuries later that theologians changed their minds on this point and set in motion the witchcraft persecutions of the late Middle Ages.)

The belief in cloudships from some distant place was not limited to the region around Lyons. Until the time of Charlemagne, who forbade the practice, French peasants used to try to ward off the depredations of the cloudships by setting up tall poles in their fields with magic parchments tied to the top. All across Europe in the early Middle Ages, stories of ships sailing in the sky were equally common.

SEE ALSO: Mysterious Visitors (5000 BCE), The Utsuro-Bune Incident (1803), Pancakes from Space? (1961), The Cussac Close Encounter (1967), Chariots of the Gods? (1968), The Rise of High Strangeness (1969)
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A BRILLIANT LIGHT CROSSING THE MILKY WAY:Accounts of unidentified anomalous phenomena were not uncommon in imperial China.







THE BAODING SIGHTING
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Mysterious flying objects also occur frequently in the records of imperial China. One classic sighting of a kind familiar to modern researchers was chronicled by Liu Yin, an influential scholar whose commentaries on the Confucian classics are still treasured. Just after dawn on June 3, 1277, while he was living just outside the village of Baoding in Hebei Province, he witnessed an unnerving spectacle in the heavens.

He woke before sunrise and looked out the window of his room to see a brilliant light crossing the Milky Way. Then, in the southern sky, three glowing objects appeared. Two moved away at high speed, but the third remained. Liu Yin made out five lights of varying brightness underneath it, while the upper surface was dome-shaped. As he watched, it moved in a zigzag fashion, like a falling leaf. Meanwhile, something surrounded by flames fell from another part of the sky. As the sun rose, the first object flew northward out of sight, but another object, shaped like a flat oval, descended suddenly out of a greenish cloud. It was surrounded by flames and rose and fell in the air.

Amazed by this spectacle, Liu Yin ran to the village to alert his friends, but as his friends came outside to look, the flying object disappeared. Afterward, baffled by the nature of the sighting, he wrote down a detailed account of the events of the morning in the hope that some other scholar would be able to explain the strange flying things he had seen. Three-quarters of a millennium later, we are not much closer to finding a convincing explanation, but some of the details of Liu Yin’s sighting—especially the “falling leaf” motion, which has been reported many times by modern witnesses—make his account startlingly modern.

SEE ALSO: The Dinghai Sighting (1562), The Swamp Gas Incident (1966)
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THE BATTLE ABOVE NUREMBERG:This sixteenth-century illustration was printed in a news notice and distributed to residents.






BATTLE IN THE SKIES
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The people of the free city of Nuremberg, one of hundreds of quasi-independent statelets in the sprawling Holy Roman Empire, were no strangers to warfare. Still, the battle that erupted in the skies above the city early in the morning of April 14, 1561, was as new to them as it was terrifying. According to a news broadsheet published later the same month, the struggle took place between 4:00 and 5:00 a.m. and was witnessed by many people in and around the city.

The incident began when witnesses on the ground observed two semicircular arcs like blood-red lunar crescents in the rising sun. Shortly thereafter, flying spheres—some red, some black, and some a mixture of the two colors—emerged from the sun and began to fight with one another. Cylindrical and cross-shaped objects then joined the struggle, darting in and out of the sun. As the struggle reached its peak, spheres, cylinders, and crosses alike plunged down onto the earth emitting great clouds of smoke as though they were burning. Next, a triangular black object like a huge spearhead appeared from the east and flew westward. This marked the end of the battle as far as the people of Nuremberg could tell.

Nuremberg was far from the only city in sixteenth-century Europe to witness such a spectacle. Five years later, on July 27 and 28 and then again on August 7, 1566, a similar event took place in the skies above the Swiss city of Basel and was duly recorded by the town newspaper. According to that account, once again red and black spheres participated in the struggle. Scholars of the period have noted that there are many other such events chronicled in the broadsheets and newspapers of central Europe during this period. No convincing explanation of these events has yet been offered.

SEE ALSO: Shields and Lights in the Heavens (216 BCE), The Foo Fighters (1944)
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UAPS IN SIXTEENTH-CENTURY CHINA:Sightings were frequent during the period between 139 BCE and 1918 CE.






THE DINGHAI SIGHTING
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The middle years of the sixteenth century seem to have been a busy time for unidentified aerial phenomena. Just over a year after the remarkable events above Nuremberg, for example, villagers in Dinghai County in Zhejiang Province, China, observed a strange object descending out of the northwestern sky. The date was July 24, 1562; the time, a little after sunset. Witnesses said that the object resembled a dou, a traditional rice-measuring container; it had a pointed top, a rounded bottom colored yellow and white, and a maroon bracket on one side.

The object descended rapidly, surrounded by flames. Its light was so brilliant that witnesses could see the fine hairs on their skin. Just before it hit the ground, it suddenly rose higher in the air and then went up and down several times, sending shadows dancing. What happened to it then has not been explained in the one account of this sighting in a Western language. The descent of the strange object, however, was witnessed over an area more than five hundred miles across, and the accounts of witnesses were gathered by the imperial Chinese government and forwarded to the office that handled reports of omens and strange events.

As this suggests, ancient China was rich in reports of mysterious aerial phenomena. One collection of these reports lists no fewer than 741 UFO sightings between 139 BCE and 1918 CE. Very little of this material has yet been examined by UFO researchers in Western countries, and even less has been translated into Western languages. When the abundant Chinese UFO lore is finally compared with its Western equivalents, we may know much more about the history of the phenomena.

SEE ALSO: The Baoding Sighting (1277), The Tunguska Event (1908), The Kecksburg Crash (1965)
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STRANGE NOCTURNAL LIGHTS:The first governor of Massachusetts, John Winthrop, recorded several sightings in his diary.






THE MUDDY RIVER SIGHTING
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Strange aerial objects also appeared in the area that would become the United States of America, starting long before the colonies revolted against Britain. John Winthrop, governor of the Puritan colony on Massachusetts Bay, recorded several classic sightings in his diary. The earliest was dated March 1, 1639. Earlier that year, Winthrop wrote, colonist James Everell and two others were in a rowboat on the aptly named Muddy River, a tributary of the Charles River.

That night, all three men saw a strange light in the sky. When first seen, it was about three yards across, or so the men estimated, but it contracted to the size and shape of a large pig and began to move “as swift as an arrow,” back and forth between the Muddy River and the village of Charlestown two miles away. It kept up this movement for several hours and then vanished. When it disappeared, the three men found that somehow they had moved a mile upstream, with no memory of having rowed that distance against the current. This is one of the earliest known examples of the “missing time” syndrome now associated with abduction experiences.

Another set of strange nocturnal lights appears in an entry in Winthrop’s diary dated January 18, 1644. Once again, three men were involved in this sighting, and they were traveling in a boat. About midnight, Winthrop noted, the three men saw two lights rising out of the water of Boston Harbor. The lights were the size and approximate shape of human beings. They flew over the town to South Point and then abruptly vanished.

Winthrop, a devout Puritan, interpreted these and other strange events in terms of the religion and folklore of his own era. Three centuries and many cultural changes would happen before anyone thought to identify them as evidence for visitors from outer space.

SEE ALSO: The Baoding Sighting (1277), The Barney and Betty Hill Abduction (1961), Communion (1987)
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BURNED BY FIRE FROM ABOVE:Fishermen near the Russian village of Robozero were injured after a sighting of a mysterious object in the sky.






THE ROBOZERO SIGHTING
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Another intriguing early modern sighting of an unidentified aerial object took place in 1663 near the Russian village of Robozero. On Saturday, August 15, peasants from the region had gathered at the church in Robozero. Around noon, while the service was taking place, a loud noise was heard outside, and many people ran out to see what was happening. They sighted a glowing shape like a ball of fire, about 140 feet across, flying across the sky from the north. From its leading edge, two burning rays extended another 140 feet or so. It passed over the church and flew off toward a nearby lake.

Less than an hour later, the object was back, flying from the lake to the western sky, where it vanished briefly. Then it returned and hovered over Robozero for an hour and a half before disappearing again. Then word came that two fishermen who had been in a boat on the lake had suffered burns from the heat radiated by the object. They told others that they had seen the lake water illuminated to a depth of thirty feet, while the fish fled toward the shore to get away from the light and heat. They also said that the water appeared to be covered with rust under the reddish light from the object.

A local official, Ivachko Revskoi, learned about the sighting from a farmer, Levko Fedorov, and went to Robozero to investigate. The priests in the district confirmed that Fedorov’s story was accurate, and Revskoi forwarded a detailed report to the monastery of St. Cyril, where it was entered into the records. This thoroughly modern UFO case remains among history’s many unexplained sightings.

SEE ALSO: The Stadio Artemio Franchi Sighting (1954), The Westall School Sighting (1966), The Ariel School Close Encounter (1994)
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STRANGE NEWS OUT OF HERTFORDSHIRE:This English woodcut pamphlet was distributed to the residents of the town after an unexplained occurrence.






THE MOWING DEVIL
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Crop circles are another aspect of the modern UFO phenomenon that can be traced back many centuries. One unusually well-documented example took place in Hertfordshire, England, in 1678. Like most early accounts of UFO-related phenomena, it was interpreted by the witnesses in terms of the folklore and religious beliefs of its own place and time, which focused on the Christian devil rather than aliens from distant planets.

The story, which was recorded in a cheap pamphlet at the time, ran as follows: A farmer in Hertfordshire wanted to hire a laborer to harvest three and a half acres of oats. The laborer he approached asked so high a wage, however, that the farmer swore that he would sooner let the devil mow the grain than have it done at that price. That night, witnesses saw what seemed to be flame rising from the oat field. The next morning, the oats had been mowed with supernatural neatness, and the farmer found that he was unable to take them from the field.

The picture in the pamphlet, a crude woodcut, shows a black humanoid figure with a scythe laying down the grain in a spiral pattern like the one commonly found in late-twentieth-century crop circles. The image, along with the story, led to the “mowing devil” incident being identified as one of the first recorded crop circles. The situation was not identical, however, since the oats in 1678 were cut rather than being bent, as in later crop circles. Nonetheless, the story of the mowing devil of Hertfordshire serves as another useful reminder that many aspects of the modern UFO experience go back far into antiquity.

SEE ALSO: The Tully Crop Circles (1966), The Circle Makers Unveiled (1991)
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