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DISCLAIMER









All the stories in this book have at some point been expressed in the public domain. Every effort has been made to ensure that all information is correct. Should there be any errors, we apologize and shall be pleased to make the appropriate amendments in any future editions.











INTRODUCTION









Humans have always looked to the skies and pondered what is up there and beyond. Over the centuries, knowledge has expanded through scientific experiment and observation, and things that were unknown were explained. For example, the Moon darkened each month not because it was being chased and then devoured by a celestial wolf, but because as it circled the Earth, the different angles of the Sun's light hitting the lunar surface created phases.




  However, not everything has been explained. Human minds have also pondered questions that remain unanswered.




  Away from Earth, is there life in the Universe? Theories have been espoused, and calculations made, to show the probability of extraterrestrial life on far-away planets. Powerful telescopes have imaged planets that may be potential homes for aliens. These exoplanets receive extra attention in the search for signs of intelligent life. Radio telescopes listen out for signals from advanced civilizations.




  Once found, what would these alien beings be like? "Little green men" bipeds, like humans? Or are they of a form and shape beyond our experience? Science fiction books, TV shows and movies like Arrival, Independence Day and War of the Worlds have attempted to portray aliens in different ways, but there are many who believe that we already know what they look like, because they have already visited planet Earth and been seen by humans.




  This book highlights the famous and the less well-known reported sightings of aliens and their vehicles. The term "UFO" – meaning "unidentified flying object" – was coined to describe actual objects or lights seen in the skies. The term soon became used by everyone to describe the flying saucers, cigars and other mysterious shapes described by witnesses up to the present day.




  Among these encounters will be names familiar to the UFO enthusiast: Roswell, Phoenix and Rendlesham. But there are also smaller stories of those people whose lives have been changed forever following their own "close encounter".




  UFO expert J. Allen Hynek came up with three main categories of alien encounter: a close encounter of the first kind is a visual sighting of a UFO which is less than 150 m (500 ft) away. The second kind is where physical effects are evident: marks on the ground, electronic interference and such like. A close encounter of the third kind is where occupants of UFOs are seen.




  These categories don't cover all the experiences. In 1997, thousands of Arizonians claimed they all saw a massive object in the skies above the city of Phoenix. Other encounters can be much more personal. In 1979, a Scottish forestry worker reported contact with a UFO on the ground in a wood near the town of Livingston. He maintained strange spheres grabbed and pulled him towards the craft.




  Those who have gone public with their accounts have not only faced public amusement or ridicule but have been left with post-traumatic effects. These stories can be upsetting and frightening, so be careful not to read them while alone at night…




  Whether you believe now – or want to believe – in the existence of aliens and their visitations to our home planet, you will find plenty to intrigue and fascinate as you enter this world of mystery and secrecy.




  You will gain a knowledge of this subject's own vocabulary, some of which may already be familiar. "Flying saucers" was the name given to the disc-shaped craft seen in the postSecond World War period. "UFO" was used for decades, before being replaced by the more recent adoption of "UAP" for "unidentified anomalous phenomena" by governments attempting to distance themselves from some of the wild and far-fetched associations of the previous acronym. But what are "Greys"? "Men in Black"? "Tic Tacs"? These will all be explained.




  The modern era of seeing UFOs began in the 1940s and there is no sign of them disappearing from view. For those keen to have their own encounter and make up their minds for themselves, take this piece of advice from "Scotty" Scott in the 1950s science fiction movie The Thing from Another World: "Watch the skies".






ANCIENT MYSTERIES AND HISTORICAL SIGHTINGS







Planet Earth has been in existence for around 4.5 billion years. It is generally accepted that a coalescence of material circling a star, the Sun, formed the sphere we call home. Amid the material were the building blocks of life in the form of chemicals that when brought together, created the liquids, gases and solids that would eventually lead to the wide range of biodiverse living creatures that inhabit the planet.




  Among the theories of how life on Earth began is the one that such life is actually extraterrestrial; that far back in time, objects from space arrived on Earth containing complex organic molecules required to kick-start life as we know it. It is thought that this catalyst material may have been carried by comets, pulled in by Earth's gravity.




  While this idea may account for the beginning of life, there might be another causation: that intelligent "ancient aliens" were the carriers. And not only that: as the idea goes, through the evolutionary process, they have revisited Earth to steer humans at crucial times.




  The scenario is best depicted in the 1968 movie 2001: A Space Odyssey. Written by American director Stanley Kubrick and British science fiction writer Arthur C. Clarke, this story shows how aliens have visited Earth over a period of millions of years, leaving important devices behind to guide humans in their development.




  It can be both a comforting and unnerving thought that aliens are constantly in contact with us, overseeing and guiding when they deem it necessary. A benevolent presence to ensure human development and survival? Or a malignant one, preparing humans for purposes unknown at some point in the future?




  Much of the material for the ancient aliens theory is brief or open to interpretation. Its provenance can also be doubtful. The veracity of the account of strange discs in the sky that gave off foul odours during the time of Egyptian pharaoh Thutmose III is viewed as being unverified, as no original papyrus exists to back up the story.




  Even sightings from a few hundred years ago are difficult to evaluate. In Edinburgh in 1787 a fiery globe bigger than the Sun was seen crossing the sky, rising, then exploding behind a cloud. Was this an alien craft or a meteor entering the atmosphere then fragmenting? It is impossible to say.




  While accounts of aerial phenomena from past times may not have been subject to as much scientific scrutiny as modern-day sightings, they still provide considerable interest and intrigue. This chapter will explore these ancient mysteries and show that there is much to ponder when we look back through history.














CHARIOTS OF THE GODS









One of the chief voices behind the contentious ancient alien theory is controversial Swiss hotel manager and writer, Erich von Däniken. In 1968, von Däniken published a book which became a huge success, selling over seven million copies. Chariots of the Gods is a provocative exploration of ancient human civilizations and their potential encounters with extraterrestrials. This confrontational work ignited a global conversation about humanity's origins, its relationship with ancient civilizations and the possibility of otherworldly influences shaping our history.




  Von Däniken's ideas challenged conventional archaeological and anthropological explanations. The central premise of the book is based on the idea that ancient human civilizations lacked the technological prowess to achieve remarkable architectural feats, such as the construction of the Egyptian pyramids, the Nazca Lines in Peru or the Moai statues on Easter Island. The Nazca Lines are where surface stones have been scraped away to form animal shapes (birds, spiders, dogs and cats) and straight lines. These are supposedly runways (although UFOs appear to be able to land and take off vertically). The lines are best seen from the air.




  Von Däniken proposed that these achievements may have been facilitated by advanced extraterrestrial beings who visited Earth in the distant past and shared their knowledge with ancient peoples. He interpreted various artefacts, texts and structures from different cultures as evidence of extraterrestrial interactions.




  One well-known example is a sarcophagus lid from the Mayan era that shows a humanoid figure sitting in a knees-high position, similar to that adopted by the NASA Mercury astronauts in their capsules during the early 1960s.




  The figure is using one hand to hold what appears to be a control while looking towards what could be an eyepiece. These items are part of a tower that extends up to the top of the lid. The figure sits on a complex structure encased in a fuselage that appears to have flames coming out of the bottom side.




  Is this an alien pilot?




  It is generally accepted that the sarcophagus is for Pakal, a Mayan ruler who died in 683 CE. The top part of the "rocket" represents the Mayan World Tree, which reaches through the heavens, human world and Underworld. The structure underneath him depicts the Underworld, the jaws of which form part of what is taken to be the lower fuselage of the spaceship. What did not aid von Däniken's theory was getting facts wrong: he misidentified the location of where the lid originated.




  Von Däniken wrote on how religious events and characters regarded as gods could be interpreted as extraterrestrials. He also highlighted numerous archaeological anomalies that defy conventional explanations. He pointed to the precision and complexity of ancient structures like the Great Pyramid of Giza, proposing that the builders must have had access to advanced tools and knowledge beyond what was available at the time.




  He questioned how ancient civilizations could have accurately mapped celestial bodies or aligned their structures with astronomical phenomena without assistance from beings with superior technology.




  Most members of the academic science community argue that the theories in Chariots of the Gods (and subsequent books on the same theme) are speculative and lack evidence. They point out that many of von Däniken's interpretations rely on selective readings of historical texts and archaeological findings, overlooking more plausible explanations supported by mainstream scholarship.




  Additionally, some accuse von Däniken of promoting pseudo-archaeology and sensationalism for commercial gain. There is also criticism that these ideas veer into white-supremacist territory, that somehow indigenous and ancient peoples were incapable of developing their own culture, technology and architecture without the intervention of superior beings.




  Despite these criticisms, von Däniken's ideas have had lasting impacts on popular culture and the general public's perception of ancient history. His books spawned numerous documentaries and TV programmes exploring similar topics. The TV series Ancient Aliens has run for 20 seasons, with over 250 episodes including "Aliens and Bigfoot", "Aliens, Plagues and Epidemics", "Aliens and the Founding Fathers" and "Aliens and Dinosaurs".




  Despite the controversy, Chariots of the Gods remains a seminal work in the fields of ancient alien theory and alternative archaeology. Whether embraced as a groundbreaking exploration of humanity's extraterrestrial connections or dismissed as speculative pseudoscience nonsense, as it has been by most scientific thinkers, von Däniken's provocative thesis continues to spark debate and fascination. 














PHANTOM SHIPS AND BURNING SHIELDS









The term "phantom ships" refers to vessels found on the high seas without a crew. Also known as "ghost ships" they have been spotted for centuries, with the most famous being the Mary Celeste, found drifting in 1872. However, the phrase is also used to describe something seen in ancient times…




  In The History of Rome, written by historian Titus Livius (Livy), there is reference to something which may be of interest to modern UFO watchers. In Book 21, the line appears, "phantom ships had been seen gleaming in the sky". This sighting was in the winter of 218 BCE.




  This has been taken as an early mention of alien craft. No other details are given, just this tantalizingly brief phrase. But the theory that they were extraterrestrial visitors lessens when the context is given.




  Livy is listing a series of portents – signs that indicate forthcoming events of an alarming nature. Among them are six-month-old babies that cried out "Triumph!" in the marketplace; an ox that after climbing the stairs of a three storey house and being startled by the occupants' cries jumped out the window; a wolf that pulled a sentry's sword from its scabbard and ran off with it; and a raven that flew into the temple of Juno and landed on her throne.




  These were all seen as signs worthy of action, whether it was carrying out sacrifices or making offerings to the gods. Livy does not fully endorse them as being reliable portents, saying that many were "too easily credited". This was a time of anxiety for the Romans, fearful of attack by Carthage as the Second Punic War began in 218 BCE. Seeing unexplained objects in the skies during periods of great public anxiety is a phenomenon that would reappear centuries later.




  Other aerial craft are described in Asia. In ancient Indian texts, Vimāna are described as thrones, chariots or even palaces used by rulers to fly through the air. The most notable is the Pushpaka Vimāna, used by Ravana, a king of the island of Lanka. Ravana features in the Hindu epic the Ramayana.




  The Vimāna are said to appear like clouds – and perhaps they could be explained as particularly shaped clouds. Humans have a propensity for trying to see shapes in ordinary things. This psychological action is called pareidolia and is often exercised when cumulus clouds are in the sky and we might see an elephant, a crocodile or a bear. The face of Jesus appearing in freshly toasted bread, pancakes and coffee cups is a well-documented more recent event.




  Back in Rome, there were other portents highlighted by Livy that could indicate less easily explained phenomena. He wrote, again of events taking place in 218 BCE: "In the district of Amiternum [a city in central Rome], in many places, apparitions of men in shining raiment [clothing] had appeared in the distance but had not drawn near to anyone."




  A similar occurrence was reported four years later when at Hadria in Northern Italy an altar was seen in the sky surrounded by men dressed in white.




  What could these have been? Armour-wearing knights would not appear in Europe for another thousand years. Could they be explained by other figures? As with many of these mentions from antiquity, the details are tantalizingly brief.




  In 217 BCE, the Second Punic War saw Hannibal, one of the greatest military men of ancient times, take on the Romans. The Carthaginian general advanced through Italy until he reached Arpi. There, it was said that "round 'parmas' were seen in the sky". Parmas were shields, made of metals like iron or bronze. Were these objects metallic in structure?




  A few years later, in 212 BCE, there was a report of a "huge stone seen flying about". Sighted at Reate in Lazio, again it received a very short mention that left many questions unanswered. Viewers of the movie Arrival may conjure up visions of a similarly shaped extraterrestrial vehicle in the sky.




  Years later, another Roman described unusual sightings. Pliny the Elder was a keen observer and writer on the natural world. In the first century CE Pliny wrote Naturalis Historia (Natural History), a work which includes a broad range of subjects and paved the way for future encyclopaedias by having an index and referencing sources.




  Pliny was not ignorant of the night or day sky and suggested charting the position of the stars so that any movement or increase or decrease in their brightness could be tracked through the years. He knew of comets, and pointed out that Rome was the only place in the world that had a temple dedicated to a comet – the one that had appeared in the sky not long after the death of Julius Caesar. This comet had been taken as a good omen for Caesar's son, the Emperor Augustus. Pliny was also conversant with meteors and eclipses.




  Then he mentioned something that could not be so easily explained. Under the heading of "An ominous appearance in the heavens that was seen once only", Pliny wrote: "We have an account of a spark falling from a star, and increasing as it approached the Earth, until it became the size of the Moon, shining as through a cloud. It afterwards returned into the heavens and was converted into a lampas [intricate fabric]." Just what this intriguing account was describing cannot be stated with certainty.




  In 91 BCE, two other Roman writers, Orosius and Obsequens, recorded an unusual occurrence. Near Spoletium several Romans reported seeing a "gold-coloured ball roll down from the sky to the Earth. After growing larger, it was seen to rise upward again from the Earth toward the rising sun and to block the Sun itself by its size."




  It has been suggested that this was ball lightning, although the sizes do not match known sightings of such phenomena. Another possibility is that it was a meteor, although a change of trajectory suggests it was something different. Quite what this was remains elusive. Meteors can break into pieces but generally don't manage to get so close to the observer as to approach the size of the Moon – and certainly don't change direction and ascend back out into space.




  One of the first possible sightings of extraterrestrial beings took place on a day in around 150 CE. The witness was Hermas, whose brother was Pope Pius I. Hermas was on the Via Campana, one of the main Roman roads, between Rome and Capua. The day was described as being sunny. A 30-m-long (100 ft) "beast" made of materials more like ceramic than flesh and blood supposedly landed in a cloud of dust. He described it as multicoloured with rays of fire shooting out of its topside. With this beast was a "maiden" dressed in white. Was this a close encounter of the third kind?




  In the ninth century in Lyon in France, there was a belief, widely held among the population, that a land existed called Magonia. The people of Magonia, it was told, could travel in "cloud ships" to take grain during storms or carry children abducted by aerial sailors (which some thought were witches). Bishop Agobard of Lyon bemoaned this belief as "so much foolishness". He once encountered four of the cloud sailors that had been captured by locals, enraged at the loss of their crops. The clergyman's dismissing of witnesses' accounts would be a common theme in future incidents.




  Another religious figure to be involved in apparent otherworldly visitations was Matthew Paris, a thirteenth-century Benedictine monk. He was a chronicler, based at St Albans Abbey in South East England. Paris recorded some remarkable events, witnessed on New Year's Day 1254 CE. He described how at midnight on a calm, starry night with an eight-day-old waxing moon, a large ship appeared in the sky. It was "well-shaped, of remarkable design and colour". The monks who saw it called on others to come and see this "wonderful apparition". The object remained in view for a long time and seemed as real as a ship made of planks, before it gradually dissolved and disappeared. Afterwards it was thought to have been a cloud but "a wonderful and extraordinary one".




  Although these accounts date from many centuries ago, from times when scientific observations were not as advanced as nowadays, it is clear that things were seen that the finest minds of the time could not explain. And all these years later, they remain intriguing. 














RELIGIOUS ALIENS









In the ancient alien hypothesis, sacred texts are said to include references to events that may be extraterrestrial encounters. Super-beings, described to us as gods and deities, could perform incredible feats and change the fortunes of individuals.




  In the Bible, there are several examples. In the book of Genesis, Enoch, great-grandfather of Noah, became the father of Methuselah when he was 65 years old. Enoch had other children, and it is said lived for another 300 years. It was written that he walked with God through these centuries and then "he was no more, because God took him away". Alien abduction or a natural death?




  The same book alludes to the Nephilim, mysterious figures described as being of gigantic form. The Nephilim were the children of Adam's daughters and the "sons of God". It is related how they "were on the Earth in those days", suggesting that this was not their natural habitat.




  Also in the Bible, the book of Ezekiel tells of six visions of the prophet of the same name, who lived in the sixth century BCE. His first vision describes how he saw a large cloud filled with lightning, surrounded by bright light. In the centre was fire, like glowing metal, and, incredibly, inside this fire were four living creatures. He described them as human-like in form but with four faces and four wings each. Under their wings they had human hands. These beings had the feet of calves and straight legs, and gleamed as if made of burnished bronze. For faces, they each had one of a human, a lion, an ox and an eagle.




  These highly unusual creatures appeared as if on fire, like torches. They could move at lightning speed. Ezekiel saw that beside each of these beings was a wheel. They sparkled like topaz, and each appeared to be made like a wheel intersecting a wheel. They could move in four directions without turning. The wheels' rims were said to be full of eyes. They moved whenever the beings moved.




  Above the beings was something that looked like a crystal vault where another figure in the form of a man sat on a throne. This figure's top half was like glowing metal; he was surrounded by bright light.




  Any thought that these might be extraterrestrial beings is countered by Ezekiel himself stating that these were visions, the appearance was "of the likeness of the glory of the Lord". The beings with the four faces were cherubim – angelic beings. And the wheels were indicative of heavenly chariots. While they do not resemble aliens later described, they are an extraordinary addition to UFO lore.




  When it comes to lights in the sky, there can be no greater example than the Star of Bethlehem. The light that guided the Three Wise Men (also known as the Magi) to the birthplace of Jesus appeared out of nowhere in the east, then moved before them, and then "stood where the young child was". It has been speculated that an astronomical event could explain the Star's origin. As stars hang far up in the sky it is not clear how a real astronomical event could pinpoint an individual building. It could have been an invention by a later chronicler, or it could have been a flying object able to shine a light right above the stable.




  It wasn't just unexplained bright lights in the sky that attracted the attention of the ancients.




  Saint Anthony the Great was a Christian monk, born in 251 CE. His life of monastical devotion would result in him being called the "Father of All Monks". His biographer, Athanasius of Alexandria, recalled an incident which happened around 285 CE in the Egyptian desert. Anthony spoke of a large silver disc on the ground. As later witnesses experienced, this disc suddenly disappeared "like smoke". Accounts have this disc placed there by the Devil, who was trying to tempt Anthony away from his life of worship. When Anthony saw the disc and, surmising that it was the work of the Devil, called out to him, that's when the disc then disappeared in a cloud of smoke.




  Several centuries later, unusual sightings in Ireland were recorded. Clonmacnoise is a Celtic monastery in County Offaly in Ireland. It was founded in 544 CE by Saint Ciarán and became a major religious centre. Much of the history of Ireland up to the middle of the sixteenth century is recorded in the Annals of Ulster. An entry under 749 CE records that at Clonmacnoise "ships with their crews were seen in the air". Another entry in the Annals of Ulster records a similar sighting in 743 CE, where an airborne ship with its crew was "plainly seen in the sky" above the monastery.




  One account of the sighting at Clonmacnoise relates how the ship dropped an anchor that got caught on a church door. A crew member then, it is told, came down, as if swimming in the air, to free it. Churchgoers came out and attempted to grab the figure, but the bishop told them he would die "as if from drowning" if he was detained, and so, as the tale goes, they cut the rope and let the ship go on its way.




  This wasn't the only such sighting in Ireland. At a country fair in Teltown, County Meath, in 956 CE a ship was spotted in the air. The ship was seen moving, then one of the crew, it is said, fired a dart at a salmon in the river. Another account had three ships at Teltown, seen in the presence of King Domnall mac Murchada.




  Whether these were flights of fantasy or early UFO sightings, we will never really know. As faith played a major role in the lives of the people in this and previous eras, a religious significance and explanation was often attached, something not as prevalent in these more secular times.














AERIAL BATTLES









Moviegoers are familiar with aerial battles on screen, whether it's fighter planes dogfighting against each other in the First World War movie Aces High or Spitfires against Heinkel bombers in the Second World War epic Battle of Britain. In the summer of 1940, down on Earth, the population of South East England could look up and see aircraft battling in their own skies. Go back several centuries and we find residents of a city in Southern Germany being captivated by a very different battle seemingly happening right above them.




  At sunrise on the morning of 14 April 1561, citizens of Nuremberg were mesmerized by an unusual sight in the sky. Hundreds of objects shaped like cylinders, rods and spheres were seen to move across the Sun as if in combat. Two large crescent shapes were also observed, which might have been something that would become familiar to UFO watchers centuries later: a large, black triangular shape.




  The event was recorded by a Nuremberg artist called Hans Glaser. He made a woodcut of the scene which came with a written description and was published in a local broadsheet. Included in the description of this "dreadful apparition" was this: "Beyond spheres of red, blue or black and circular discs, two large pipes were seen… and within the small and big pipes were found three balls, also four or more. All these started fighting against one another."




  To the military eye, the pipes recorded by Glaser in his woodcut look not unlike cannon barrels and the spheres like cannonballs. Some of the spheres are mounted together to form crosses. Other crosses can be seen hanging in the air by themselves. Lengths of material have the appearance of broken pieces of worked timber.




  The battle was said to last an hour before the strange objects fell burning to Earth and were completely destroyed.




  In the years since the incident, several theories have been put forward to explain what happened. They include "sun dogs" – parhelia – optical illusions formed when the Sun's light shines through ice crystals in the upper atmosphere. Another has it that the sighting was the result of mass hallucinations, caused by fungus growing on wheat. A further theory suggested that rockets could have been used at that time, as a major book on how to employ them in warfare, written by Italian Vannoccio Biringuccio, had been published the previous year. Glaser himself regarded the event as a sign from God that those on Earth should be more grateful for what had been provided and should seek repentance.




  Five years later, a similar sighting was made at Basel in Switzerland. On the evening of 27 July 1566, the Sun and Moon turned red. The next morning when the Sun came up, it was still the same red colour and lit everything with a blood-red hue. This could be explained by volcanic ash in the upper atmosphere making these celestial bodies appear more reddish in appearance or it could have been a lunar eclipse, which is when the shadow of the Earth causes the Moon to turn red.




  Another strange sight observed in the city on the morning of 7 August that same year is less easily explained. Large black and red spheres were said to have fought in the dawn sky. They moved about with "great speed and precision" before the Sun. Eventually they were seen to disintegrate and fall to Earth.




  A century later, on the afternoon of 8 April 1665, six herring fishermen were out in the Baltic Sea near the German coastal town of Stralsund. They claimed that they saw flocks of birds transform into ships and engage in an aerial battle. Strange phantom-like figures were seen on the ships' decks.




  Oddly, that evening something else caught the attention of the citizens of Stralsund. A large, flat round shape was noted to appear above St Nicholas Church. The population, understandably, went into a state of fear. The next day there were reports of people shaking and in pain.




  How to explain such events?




  One explanation was that the 1665 aerial battle was the result of a superior mirage. This is where something appears above its actual position, when light waves are bent due to certain atmospheric conditions A real battle out at sea, which was below the horizon, would then be seen as if it were in the air.




  The disc is less easily explained away, but its size and shape and the intriguing idea that it emitted some sort of transmission that affected those bystanders mean there are claims it was a UFO. The objects in the skies above Basel also lend themselves to possible extraterrestrial origins. As with many other sightings from centuries long past, the real explanations remain out of our grasp, but the possibility of extraterrestrials will always remain.














MYSTERY OF THE UTSURO-BUNE









It was not just in Europe that strange objects – and their occupants – were being encountered. On 22 February 1803, a group of Japanese fishermen near Hitachi spotted a boat near the shore. They described it as rounded in shape, like a cooking pot and measuring about 5 m (16 ft) in diameter. Its top half was made of wood, with metal plates segmenting the lower half. 




  Intrigued, the fishermen brought the object to dry land to examine it. When they got inside the utsuro-bune ("hollow or empty boat") they found strange writing in a language they couldn't translate. The craft was clearly designed for occupants, as on board they found bedding material, food and water. However, they didn't just find inanimate objects. Someone was still in the boat: a young, feminine figure with red hair, complete with what they described as hair extensions of a skin- or fur-like material. They said that she wore a dress of unusual material and held on to a small wooden box, which she refused to let go.




  The arrival of this unusual figure and her transport caused great interest. Locals speculated on who this young woman was. Some were anxious that she might be a murderer on the run (the box was rumoured to contain the head of a former lover). There was also speculation that she was British, American or Russian. Japan at this time was not open to the world and so any writing in the craft would not be so easily identified.




  Worried that they'd have to spend money to find out more about her and her strange boat, the locals cast the woman back out to sea.




  The story was reproduced in several Japanese books published in the years afterwards and it remains part of UFO lore. Was the story factual or made up? Folk tales can be based on an incident which acts as a catalyst. While it seems a strange encounter, there are many who believe it to be one of the first close encounters with an extraterrestrial being. The mystery continues over just what was seen that day in the nineteenth century on the coast of Japan – and what was in the young being's wooden box.














LIGHTS OVER MOUNT AUCKLAND









In the nineteenth century, the British Royal Navy was an enormously powerful military force, with its warships dominating the seas around the world. Its main task was to maintain the trade routes that kept the British Empire functioning and counter any other country's navies wishing to expand their own empires.




  One of the ships of the British fleet was HMS Caroline. Launched in 1882, the ship was a corvette, with a crew of around 200 men. She was assigned to the China Station, based in Hong Kong. The ship was captained by Charles J. Norcock and a letter by him, published in science journal Nature on 25 May 1893, gave an account of an unusual sighting a few months previously.




  Norcock described how, on the evening of 24 February that year, the Caroline was sailing eastwards from the Chinese port of Shanghai towards the Sea of Japan, which sits between Korea on the mainland and Japan.




  The night was described as windy, cold and moonlit. At 10.00 p.m., as the ship passed about 26–27 km (16–17 mi) south of Quelpart Island (now Jeju Island), the officer of the watch reported seeing some "unusual lights". The lights were seen between Caroline's position and Mount Auckland (now Hallasan), which is the highest peak on the island.




  Norcock first thought they were from fires on the island's shore, higher up than horizon level, or from a junk's "flare up" lights, which were elevated by a mirage.




  He went on to describe the lights of this "curious phenomenon" as sometimes gathered together in a mass and sometimes, spread out in an irregular line. They were spherical in shape and resembled Chinese lanterns strung out between the masts of a high-masted vessel.




  The Caroline changed course to sail due north and continued until the lights could no longer be seen, around midnight. When the ship passed the east of the island it was clear that the lights were not on the land.




  The next evening, strange lights were seen again. The ship was heading east, having passed Port Hamilton (now Geomundo), a group of islands that lie to the north-east of Quelpart Island.




  Norcock described how the lights appeared to hover about 3 to 4 degrees above the horizon and were collected together with one light off on its own to the right. This light would sometimes not be visible, he said, and the other lights would "take the form of a crescent or diamond" or hang in a curved line. When the ship's passage brought them near to a small islet, the lights were eclipsed.




  Norcock reported that he watched the lights for several hours and closely observed them with a telescope. He described them as "oval, globular" in form and fiery and red coloured. They seemed to give off a thin puff of smoke. The reflection of these "globes of fire" could be seen on the water.




  The ship stayed on the same bearing and the lights seemed to Norcock to be on a parallel track, as if on a vessel travelling in the same direction and at the same speed. They stayed visible until dawn.




  This sighting by the Caroline's crew was not unique: local Japanese fishermen had also often seen something similar, what was termed isaribi kochu, "the unknown light of Japan". This light was said to be seen regularly in conditions of cold, stormy weather and clear skies.




  Captain William Castle, commander of fellow Royal Navy ship HMS Leander, told Norcock that his crew had also seen the lights in the same location and thought they were from a ship on fire. The Leander altered course to give aid. However, as the cruiser approached, the lights increased in altitude. He thought they might be due to some sort of volcanic disturbance.




  Norcock reasoned that because he had seen the lights against the backdrop of Mount Auckland, they couldn't be from a distant volcano. He thought they were "atmospheric phenomena" such as St Elmo's Fire (which is a continuous, luminous electrical discharge which can be seen from tall objects such as ships' masts) but quite what caused them remains unknown.




  Unexplained strings of lights in the sky are not an unusual event in the UFO world. A century later, in the US, they would bring enormous attention to the skies over Phoenix in Arizona.











PHANTOM AIRSHIPS









"Balloonmania" is a term used to describe the interest in balloons that started with the flights of the Montgolfier brothers in the eighteenth century. Hot air and then hydrogen balloons were our only means of aerial transport for over a century. They can lift passengers up into the air but lack any proper ability to steer and their direction of travel is dictated by wind direction.




  In the late nineteenth century pioneers in Germany and France were looking to develop airships that were to be an advancement on balloons as they could be steered and used engine power to overcome the limitations of the wind. The Brazilian Alberto Santos-Dumont built and flew several airships in the 1890s and into the twentieth century, but the main innovator was the German Ferdinand von Zeppelin, whose aluminium-framed airship, LZ-1, first flew in 1900 and could reach speeds of up to 32 km/h (20 mph). At the same time, in the US, aviation pioneers were working away on the same issues, often in seclusion.




  In 1896, a number of residents of California reported seeing a bright light moving about in the sky. It seemed to circle for a few minutes before descending and then disappearing. It then reappeared for several successive nights. Was this a visit from beyond the skies or had someone simply made an airship and was testing it?




  The following year, in February, another bright light was seen in the skies above Hastings, Nebraska. It was thought to be at an altitude of around 245 m (800 ft).




  A few days later at the town of Inavale, a short distance away, south of Hastings, residents reported a bright light passing right over their heads as they returned from church. The light, they said, came from a 12 m (40 ft) cone-shaped object, which had two sets of wings and a large fan-shaped rudder. The witnesses heard voices and laughter coming from the craft.




  The Nebraska sightings weren't over as a few days after this, the light was seen at a location to the north-east, not far from Hastings. An explanation was thought to have been found when a local man was revealed to be attaching lights to kites which he flew near Hastings.




  But this was not the end of the sightings.




  Later in February that same year, a flashing light was seen over South Omaha, over 240 km (150 mi) from Hastings. Witnesses then saw a flying object that they described as having a tail and either one or two eyes. It was said to be the size of a barrel and had sparks coming out of it as it rose or fell. In Kearney, a city official said to have a good reputation for telling the truth described a strange light in the western sky. He said that he wasn't sure what it was.




  On 25 February, in Wymore, Nebraska, a hundred people saw the airship. Its light dazzled the onlookers as it circled the town before rising out of sight.
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