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Introduction
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For thousands of years people have been looking into the sky and seeing things they simply did not understand. They labeled them as best they could, calling them flaming swords, fiery chariots, twirling shields, and, eventually, flying saucers. They offered descriptions of these bizarre objects that seem, even today, to defy explanation. These early accounts suggest something that is beyond the commonplace and the mundane, something that is extraordinary, a phenomenon that began appearing before there was a written language to record observations of it.
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In today’s world, there have been hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of reports of flying saucers, cigar-shaped craft, glowing spheres, and bright nighttime lights. These reports differ from their older counterparts only in number. We are still confused about what the reports represent and what they may mean. We describe them in the best language available and use the best of the electronic, optical, and unaided observations as we can. And even with all our sophisticated monitoring, sensing, and detection equipment, we are sometimes as confused about what we’ve seen as our ancestors were.


That is not to say that we haven’t been able to learn something about the phenomenon. We have collected hundreds of thousands of reports, as well as thousands of photographs, of those strange things in the sky. We have an advantage because we can record precisely what was seen. Photographs have allowed us to show our fellows what was in the sky that confused, frightened, astounded, and astonished us.


We have been able to use motion pictures to show the movement of these strange things. And when all else failed, we used illustrations and drawings that represented clearly what we saw. These methods have provided us with a record that allows research to be conducted.


To compile this work, we used, literally, hundreds of different sources, ranging from the original reports of the witnesses to the books and magazines that have appeared in the last fifty years. We used the records compiled for Project Blue Book, the official U.S. Air Force investigation. We were also able to use the records originally compiled by the now-defunct civilian inquiries, including those by the National Investigations Committee on Aerial Phenomena (NICAP) and the Aerial Phenomena Research Organization (APRO).


It has been suggested, however, that our view of what the alien spacecraft look like, though once heavily influenced by ancient myths and legends, is now influenced by movies and books. Close Encounters of the Third Kind, the spectacular movie that presented an image of alien visitors coming down to Earth, is supposed to have been responsible for our modern view of what alien visitors look like today.


Others have suggested that flying saucers owe their existence to a misuse of the descriptive term by a newspaper reporter. Businessman Kenneth Arnold described the “crescent-shaped” object he had seen as moving with a motion like that of “saucers skipping across the pond.” Within days, there were hundreds of sightings of “flying saucers” rather than the crescents seen by Arnold. Without an illustration to accompany the story, people assumed that the flying saucers were disc-shaped.


Of course, as we look at the sighting reports made prior to Arnold’s, we note that many did have a disc shape. But we also notice that other shapes seemed to dominate in some eras. The Great Airship stories were not of flying saucers, but of huge, cigar-shaped objects that resembled the airships built on Earth in the years to follow.


The Scandinavian ghosts rockets of 1946 were nearly all shaped like the V-2s that had caused so much fear and destruction at the close of the Second World War. It wasn’t until 1947 that these objects began to be reported with any regularity as saucers. However, it must be noted that beginning in the late 1980s, UFOs were being reported as triangular-shaped.


What we see in the survey of the literature, then, is a diversity in the descriptions of alien craft. Although media influence can be seen in some accounts, it also seems that media influences, at least concerning the shape of the craft, have often been ignored. Even when thousands were reporting flying saucers, there were those reporting other, often intriguing shapes. While there is little doubt that the media have influenced the descriptions of alien spaceships, there is also little doubt that many individuals are reporting some craft that were at variance with those media-driven descriptions.





We should note here that we are not suggesting that all the stories are science fiction and based on media accounts, or, on the other hand, that all of them are true. These tales are what the witnesses themselves have reported to the air force or the civilian UFO organizations. Those witnesses may have been influenced by what they have seen in the pop culture world around them. They may have been influenced by television and movies and the reports of others. Or, they may not have been influenced by anything other than their own imaginations or by what they saw during their encounters.


We have gathered what we consider to be a representative sample of the visitor-spaceship reports. . . . We have also attempted to tell the story of each encounter in sufficient detail to enable the reader to make an intelligent decision about the validity of the report. And if that is not enough, we have tried to provide a variety of sources where additional information or contrary views can be found.


We have also devised a rating system: We have assigned a “reliability” value to each of the case studies. The rating scale ranges from zero, which means no reliability, to ten, which means that there was actual proof that an alien ship was seen.


It might be useful to note the way that we did assign some of the numbers. There are some truly incredible cases that we rated fairly high. The reason for doing so is the number of witnesses involved in those specific events. A case in which a dozen people report the same thing, and corroborate the tale told by the others, demands that we give it a higher reliability rating because of the large witness count.


On the other hand, there are some cases that are almost universally accepted as reliable that we gave low numbers. Again, it is because of the lack of good corroboration in the form of additional, independent witnesses. The number and the credibility of the witnesses must be taken into account.


But it should be noted that the reliability rating reflects our subjective opinion. We are aware that we tend to believe some of the unbelievable stories over other unbelievable stories. It is a factor that comes from our long work in the field and just how wild some of the tales have become.


What we have here is an encyclopedia of the alien spaceships seen around the world. It is a compilation of the testimonies of hundreds of sources. It is an attempt to inform you about the diversity of the phenomenon and the numbers that have been reported.


So here are the alien craft that have been reported to have visited us in the past. Here are the stories of their visits, based on the testimony of the people who witnessed them. Here is the best analysis we can make of those tales so that you will have a feel for what may just be true and accurate and what is a hoax or a misdirection. And finally, here are the sources of those tales so that you can check them for yourself.





Part I :



ANCIENT HISTORY


 


From the beginning of time, humankind has kept a record of unusual events. Prehistoric man recorded his history and lore in the form of cave paintings, petroglyphs, and geoglyphs, that is, artificial rock formations. Many of the cave paintings depict creatures and events that could be viewed as sightings of great burning ships in the sky or helmeted alien creatures. Of course they also can be seen as comets, meteors, strange cloud formations, and gods in headdress. When we deal with prehistory, we also deal with prelanguage, and from images without written words to explain them, many conclusions can be drawn.


Some of the best evidence for early alien contact was brought to the public’s attention in 1968 with the publication of Chariots of the Gods? by Erich Von Daniken. Von Daniken’s theory of ancient astronauts is based on early cave drawings and geoglyphs of figures in attire that resembles modern-day space suits and strange helmetlike headgear. Von Daniken’s thinking has been influenced by studying ancient roadways and large geoglyphs.


Many large and enigmatic geoglyphs are located on the plain of Nazca in Peru. Some of the glyphs are roadways that look very similar to modern aircraft runways; many are straight-line roads that lead to nowhere. A huge figure more than 820 feet in length is carved into the side of a mountain above the Bay of Pisco, seemingly pointing in the direction of the Plain of Nazca. The archaeologists claim that the giant markings are Inca roads and religious symbols, but Von Daniken sees them as space ports and aerial direction markers. Who is right? We don’t know.


There are many unsolved mysteries of the past, and sad to say, most of them will remain mysteries because, once again, we are dealing with prehistory—before discernible record keeping and easy-to-understand language. We must move on to ancient cultures that had language and mathematics that we can understand before we can rate the sightings of unidentified objects.


When we look at early civilizations, we are amazed at their accomplishments: cities that are aligned with the stars, accurate calendars, pyramids, and structural artifacts of gigantic proportion. It is truly a wondrous thing when modern humans look at ancient cultures and marvel.


Or is it a wondrous thing at all? Maybe not!


We tend to underestimate the intelligence and ingenuity of early mankind. We see pyramids that are astronomically aligned, scratch our heads, and wonder, How did they do that? Of course a simple explanation is that if you stack rocks without establishing an internal framework, you get a pyramid. Astronomical alignment has a number of logical explanations. Early humans were hunter-gatherers; they lived by the seasons and documented them well. Logic tells us that if we lived in a time that did not have the diversion of television, radio, or the Old Farmer’s Almanac, we would spend more time looking to the skies and documenting the movement of celestial bodies. Historians have proven that most early cultures were acutely aware of the movement of the stars and seasonal changes.


In many early civilizations, astronomy was sufficiently advanced to the point that highly reliable calendars had been developed. In China, a calendar had been developed by the twenty-sixth century B.C. Also, a Chinese astronomer, Shih Shen, drew up what might be the earliest star catalog, which listed more than eight hundred stars. Shih Shen’s catalog also listed comets, meteors, large sunspots, and supernovas. All of this detailed work in astronomy was done without the benefit of a telescope, which would not be perfected until A.D. 1609.


Humankind has been blessed with brilliant minds since the beginning of time. The first atomic theory was put forward by the Greek philosophers Leucippus and his disciple Democritus, in the fifth century B.C. These men taught that everything is composed of infinitely tiny indivisible particles called atoms.
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Nearly everything in the night sky fooled ancient people.


Dating to 5000 B.C., Mesopotamia is often called “the cradle of civilization” because it is believed to be the oldest of the ancient civilizations. Mesopotamia developed the first known calendars and cities, the earliest known written language, the advancement of commerce and such sciences as astronomy and mathematics. About 2000 B.C., King Hammurabi set down a code of laws that is still the basis for all of the laws in the free world.
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A NASA engineer reproduced Ezekiel’s wheel using modern techniques.


In the old testament of the Bible, the prophet Ezekiel relates a sighting of great import: a large structure comprising four sets of sparkling rings, each set a wheel within a wheel. Above the craft, according to some sources Ezekiel saw a burning godhead, “like glowing metal, as if full of fire,” surrounded by a brilliant light. He described it as a great cloud with “brightness round about” it and fire flashing forth. From the center, there was gleaming bronze and the “likeness of four living creatures” in the form of man, but each had four faces and four wings. Ezekiel interpreted this sighting as “the likeness of the glory of the Lord.”


Ezekiel’s wheels could possibly be the first documented sighting of a UFO, or so thought Erich Von Daniken, who stated his belief to that effect in his 1968 book Chariots of the Gods?
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It seems that the object above the city is piloted.


Upon reading about Ezekiel’s biblical vision, Josef F. Blumrich, an engineer with the National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA), set out to debunk the Von Daniken theory, using a rocket engineer’s rigorous examination. After all, who would know how to investigate the theory better than an engineer who was involved in aircraft design since 1934? Blumrich had played a major role in building NASA’s Saturn V rocket, and he was convinced that Ezekiel’s wheels would never work. After a great deal of work on the design described in the Bible, Blumrich was surprised and shocked to find that he could adapt it into a practical design for a landing craft. He was so elated with what he found that he worked out the format in detail and published an account of it in a 1973 book titled The Spaceships of Ezekiel. A man who set out to disprove Von Daniken’s theory did just the opposite. Blumrich wrote, “Seldom has a total defeat been so rewarding, so fascinating, and so delightful!”
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A storm or a manufactured craft?


The date of Ezekiel’s sighting was approximately 593 B.C., making this the first UFO sighting that was documented with the written word.


For the next thousand years or so, we slip back into verbal legend or visual images. Many of the biblical scenes painted by fourteenth- and fifteenth-century artists have strange craft in the background. One such piece even has what looks like a rocket piloted by a man.


In the fifteenth century, the invention of the printing press and movable type enabled written and pictorial matter to be reproduced in quantity. From the sixteenth to the eighteenth century, news of all kinds reached the general public by way of illustrated, printed broadsheets. We now had a medium that consisted of written language with pictures, which could document events of the time. It is in just such a broadsheet that we find what could be the first well-documented UFO sighting.
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The year was A.D. 1561 in the German city of Nuremberg. A battle in the sky over the city was reported, involving strange craft that were described as red, blue, and black balls; crosses; and tubes. As much as some theorists would like us to think that this was nothing more than a large storm, the fact that many people saw the same thing and all of them described it as colored balls, crosses, and tubes tells us that no storm produced those visions. As history has shown us, it has been thousands of years since humankind thought that a storm was a portent or a vision from God.


In 1566 the citizens of Basel, Switzerland, witnessed a similar display. According to the accounts that were published, the sky was suddenly dotted with large black spheres that were zooming toward the sun and maneuvering around each other. Then as quickly as they arrived, they turned a fiery red and vanished. Basel’s story is another well-documented account of strange craft that were witnessed by many and doubted by few.


In the 1680s a French coin was minted, depicting a large saucer-shaped craft over a placid village in broad daylight. Unfortunately there is no printed material that can be found explaining the craft or the reason that the French government chose to place it on their coin.


[image: Image]


The acclaimed British astronomer Edmond Halley not only found and plotted the comet that was named after him, he also had sighted some unexplained aerial objects. It was March of 1716 when Halley spotted a number of objects in the sky. One of them was glowing so brightly that it lit up the sky for more than two hours, and he claimed that he could read written text by its light. He watched as the glow began to wane, and then it suddenly flared up again “as if new fuel had been cast on a fire.” If we were to rate this sighting based on the credibility of the witness, we would have to give Edmond Halley a 10.


Were these sightings spaceships of the visitors?


We may never know, but whatever they were, history has shown us that they have been here for a very long time.







Part II :


THE GREAT AIRSHIP OF 1897


 


Contrary to popular opinion, the first UFO wave was not in 1947, or even during World War II with its Foo Fighters and glowing balls of gas. It actually began in 1896 and carried over into March and April of 1897. It was a full-blown UFO wave, complete with occupant sightings, abductions, cattle mutilations, landings, and crash retrievals. It foreshadowed all of the modern UFO sightings right up to, and including one or two photographs of, the craft.


It was on the evening of November 17, 1896, that a light like an “electric arc lamp propelled by some mysterious force” passed over Sacramento, California, and touched off the reports of the Great Airship. Once that information had been printed in one of the northern California newspapers, other papers started to make their own announcements and print similar stories.


Almost from the beginning, the San Francisco Chronicle claimed that the Sacramento airship was a hoax but also noted that those who had made reports were sincere. On November 20, just three days after the sighting, the San Francisco newspaper quoted Professor George Davidson, who believed the whole episode was the result of “a sort of free masonry of liars. Half a dozen fellows got together, sent up a balloon with some sort of an electric light attached, and imagination has done the rest. It is a pure fake.”
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Airship described by eyewitnesses as it passed over Sacramento, California, in November 1896.





Even so, the airship returned to Sacramento on November 20 and then appeared over the San Francisco area on November 21. Passengers on a streetcar in Oakland saw something that was described as a “peculiar-looking contrivance.”


As one San Francisco newspaper, the Examiner, was reporting these events, the Chronicle was suggesting that a lawyer, George D. Collins, had met with the inventor of the airship. Collins, according to the Chronicle, had seen the machine which he described as being 150 feet long with two canvas wings and a rudder like the tail of a bird. The airship had been built in Oroville, California, by a wealthy man who had moved there from Maine. As soon as the inventor resolved some minor technical problems, he would fly the ship over the city so that everyone could get a good look at it.


The Examiner sent a reporter from San Francisco to Oroville, but the man could find no one in the town who knew of the inventor or of a wealthy man who had moved there from Maine or of the airship. Without any sort of corroboration for the story, he concluded that it was nothing more than a hoax. That was supposed to signal the end of the airship.


To make matters worse, Collins approached still another California newspaper to tell them that the Examiner had misquoted him. The quotes about the airship had come from a friend of Collins’s whom the Examiner had interviewed. Collins, who had not spoken to anyone at the Examiner, said that everything his friend had told the reporter was a lie.


Confusion reigned as suspicion fell upon a dentist as the suspected airship inventor. He had come from Carmel, Maine, and spent time tinkering with inventions. He also seemed to fit the profile of the mysterious airship inventor. It was confirmed that his attorney was Collins, but he claimed that all his inventions had to do with dentistry. The dentist, sick of all the attention, hid out somewhere, and reporters, searching for a story, illegally rifled through his possessions, finding nothing other than copper dental fillings.
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Airship as described in California in November 1896


Once it was believed that the identity of the inventor and the location of his invention had been discovered, the story began to fade, only to be revitalized almost immediately. On November 24, 1896, the Oakland Tribune reported that George Carleton, a local resident, knew the inventor, or at the least, knew his name. Of course, Carleton was sworn to secrecy and wouldn’t expose the inventor. All he would do was confirm that the craft was being tested in the Oroville area, which fit nicely with all the other stories that had been reported previously.


W.H.H. Hart, onetime attorney general of California, announced that the inventor, irritated with Collins for talking too much, had fired Collins and hired Hart. According to Hart, there were two airships, and his job was to consolidate the interests. Hart seemed to believe that one of the airships would be used for war, and there was talk of dropping dynamite on Havana, Cuba, where the Spanish were causing a great deal of trouble.


Hart’s confirmation of the airship, and a “secret informer’s” new information that the ship had been flown from Oroville to Sacramento to a barn, seemed to prove the existence of the airship to some. It had been flown every night, according to various sources, and that was exactly what people had been reporting. The “voices” heard by some on the ground were identified as engine noise rather than human speech.


Hart, however, began to retract a number of his earlier statements, suggesting that he had never actually seen the airship himself. He had talked to a man who had claimed to be the inventor but had no proof that such was the case. He had been convinced of the reality of the airship by the unidentified inventor.


Hart’s retractions didn’t end the sightings, however. They continued to be made all along the California coast. While some of the sightings were little more than nocturnal lights, that is, strange lights seen in the distance late at night, other sightings were more detailed. On November 26, 1896, for example, Case Gilson claimed that he had seen an unlighted airship in the sky above Oakland. Gilson said that it “looked like a great black cigar with a fishlike tail. . . . The body was at least 100 feet long and attached to it was a triangular tail. . . . The surface of the airship looked as if it were made of aluminum. . . .”


Others reported they had seen the airship on the ground. John A. Horen told San Francisco’s Examiner that he had met a stranger who took him to a remote location where the two of them boarded the airship. Horen was then treated to a trip to Hawaii and back, made in a single night. Horen’s wife, however, found the tale ridiculous, saying that he had been at home sound asleep, next to her, when the flight had allegedly taken place.


On December 2, fishermen near Pacific Grove, California, supposedly saw an airship land on the water and then float slowly to shore. It was occupied by three men, one of whom was addressed as “Captain” by the others. The fishermen were told that the ship required some repairs and that the captain was not yet ready to announce his invention to the rest of the world.


After that, still more people came forward with tales of meeting with the crews of those piloting the airship. In most cases, the airship had some kind of mechanical problems requiring it to land for a short period for repairs. George Jennings told reporters that a traveler had entered his business—a man Jennings claimed to have recognized but whom he would not identify—who was one of the airship inventors. Jennings said he knew the man well and there had been no reason for him to lie about his invention.


What might be the first recorded claim of an attempted alien abduction associated with the airship stories came during the early evening of November 25, 1896. Colonel H. G. Shaw said he and a companion, Camille Spooner, left Lodi, California, “when the horse stopped suddenly and gave a snort of terror.”


Shaw claimed that he saw three figures who stood nearly seven feet tall and were very thin. They looked human and didn’t seem to be hostile, so Shaw tried to communicate with them. According to Shaw, they didn’t seem to understand him and responded with a “warbling” type of monotone chant.


Shaw continued his description in the newspapers, saying, “They were without any sort of clothing, but were covered with a natural growth as soft as silk to the touch and their skin was like velvet. Their faces and heads were without hair, the ears were very small, and the nose had the appearance of polished ivory, while the eyes were large and lustrous. The mouth, however, was small and it seemed . . . they were without teeth.”


Shaw also said they had small nailless hands and long narrow feet. By touching one of the creatures, he discovered that they were nearly weightless. Shaw said he believed they weighed less than an ounce.


With Shaw so close to the beings, they tried to lift him with the intention of carrying him away. When they couldn’t budge either Shaw or his companion, they gave up and flashed lights at a nearby bridge where a large “airship” was hovering. They walked with a swaying motion toward the craft, only touching the ground every fifteen feet or so. Then, according to Shaw, “with a little spring they rose to the machine, opened a door in the side and disappeared. . . .”


A week or so later, in early December 1896, two fishermen, Giuseppe Valinziano and Luigi Valdivia, said they had been held captive for a number of hours while the airship crew made repairs. The “captain” of the craft would only provide vague clues about the origin of the ship but did say the invention would be announced to the world within weeks. When the repairs were completed, the men were allowed to leave unharmed.
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The California airship arrived in Nebraska, February 1897.


By the middle of December 1896, the airship stories began to fade once again from the California newspapers. On January 16, 1897, however, former attorney general Hart reappeared to say that the airship inventor had left California and was on his way to Cuba where war between the United States and Spain was brewing. Apparently the airship inventor, a patriotic American, thought his invention could be of some use against the Spanish.


In February the airship craze began to spread from California. The Omaha Daily Bee reported on airship sightings in the south-central part of Nebraska, which had begun to occur in the fall of 1896. The airship had been seen about five hundred feet above the ground as it hovered for about thirty minutes, according to those early reports.


Near Big Springs, Nebraska, on February 17, three men reported a “barrel-sized light” rising into the air and saw it descend rapidly as it shot out sparks. On February 18, the Kearney Hub reported that the “now famous California airship inventor is now in our vicinity.”


Late in the month, February 26, a group of people at a railroad depot in Falls City, Nebraska, saw a “big searchlight, moving in a westerly direction, apparently at a speed of about sixty miles an hour, and in the same portion of the sky a red light, much like a [railroad] switch lamp, was plainly seen.”


The light seemed to be moving toward Stella, Nebraska, and railroad dispatcher Ike Chidsey, wired the agent there. Within minutes the light was seen over Stella. Other reports were made from Beatrice, Wymore, Hastings, Kenesaw, and Hartwell, all in Nebraska. Some of the witnesses said that they had seen the light for several nights but had been reluctant to report anything for fear of ridicule. Those reports, coming from railroad dispatchers and telegraphers, would foreshadow a much larger and more complex wave of sightings that would begin in a few weeks and that would be reported throughout the Midwest.
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With its searchlight beaming, the airship hovered over a number of cities in March and April 1897.





The wave seemed to explode on March 29, 1897, when an airship was again reported over Omaha, Nebraska. At the same time, another airship was reported chasing a farmer near Sioux City, Iowa. Robert Hubbert said that he was riding his bicycle and hoping to see the airship “that the whole country [was] talking about.” An anchor was being dragged along the ground by the airship, and it grabbed Hubbert, hauling him from his bike. Suddenly, and “none too soon” his pants ripped and Hubbert fell back to the ground. Although he was physically unhurt, he was angry. He told reporters that it was criminal “for the skipper of the ship to let a grapnel drag on the ground.”


The very next night, March 30, the people of Denver, Colorado, reported an airship overhead, and on April 1, it was seen above Kansas City, Kansas. Hundreds reported it as it paused from time to time to play with its searchlight among the clouds. About a half an hour after it disappeared from Kansas City, it was reported over Everest, Kansas. Witnesses there said that it resembled a cigar with wings and that it glowed brightly while hovering.


On April 2, it was seen near Decatur, Michigan. According to the story, the first evidence of the airship was a bright light and then behind it was a dark shape. The witnesses said that they could hear a sharp crackling sound and voices.


On April 10, an airship was over Illinois. From Chicago, thousands of people watched an airship displaying its lights. Later the same evening the airship made at least one landing. As it descended near Calinville, Illinois, a crowd began to gather. It settled into a pasture, and the curious started forward. Apparently the crew thought the townspeople were too close, and the ship took off abruptly.


Also on April 10, an airship was seen over several Iowa towns. Clinton, along the Mississippi River reported it first, then Ottumwa and Albia. That was the third time that the residents of Albia had seen the ship. They were also credited with the first report from Iowa.


On April 12, the airship landed once again. According to the witnesses, the object was large, cigar-shaped, with wings and a canopy over the top. A man climbed out and walked around as if looking for damage. After fifteen minutes, the airship “rose to great height” and disappeared to the north.
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The railroad employees join the search for the Great Airship.


On that same evening, an engineer on a train near Chicago said he watched an airship for several minutes but “was forced to turn my attention back to my duties.” When he looked up again, the airship was far ahead of the train, and near Lisle, Illinois, he lost sight of it.


The middle of April brought the reports of a series of landings in Iowa. The Cedar Rapids Evening Gazette reported that an airship had landed on the Union Station in the “wee morning” hours and that several local citizens were taken on board. Charley Jordan quickly made his story known and even signed an affidavit attesting to the truthfulness of his tale of his flight. He was described as “never telling but a few lies and then only about things of importance.” Also taken for a flight, W. R. Boyd said his whole purpose in going was to “get as high as possible so that he could learn about the condition of the post office.” The members of the strange crew were reported to be tired from their journey but promised to lecture about their trip quite soon. The topics to be discussed included the unlikely subject of hell.
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The Waterloo Airship was an admitted hoax.


The night after the Cedar Rapids report, the airship was captured in Waterloo, Iowa. The Waterloo Courier reported that the unusual craft “came to rest on the fair ground” and one of the pilots went to the police station to ask that they guard his ship. Arriving at the fairgrounds, the police found a large, twin-cigar-shaped object. All during the day people came to see the ship, the first tangible object to be found that didn’t disappear into the night sky. That made the airship stories a little more plausible.


A “professor,” who spoke with a heavy accent and claimed to come from San Francisco, told of the dangerous flight across the country that ended in tragedy when the leader of the expedition fell into the Cedar River. Attempts to rescue the man failed.


By late afternoon, interest in his story was waning, and then ended abruptly. The professor was recognized as a local man, E. A. Feather. He dropped his accent and the ship was finally removed from the fairgrounds, but not before hundreds had seen it and more than one newspaper article had been written about it.


An airship was also making the rounds in Texas during April.





A man from Denton, north of Dallas, said that he had seen the object and it was definitely some “kind of manufactured craft.” From Hillsboro, Texas, came the report of a “brilliant light, as if coming from an arc light . . .” and then it was seen gliding over a field near by.


Early on the morning of April 17, two men from Rhome, Texas, said that they saw the airship heading west at 150 miles an hour. The same day, the Fort Worth Register, which “hardly cares to repeat it,” reported that a man traveling near Cisco, Texas, saw the airship landed in a field. Several men were standing around the craft, and Patrick Barnes went over to talk to them. At the ship he was told by the crew that they had some kind of engine trouble but would be leaving soon to go to Cuba to “bomb the Spanish.” By one o’clock they had repaired the craft, and they took off for the Ozarks to train for their mission.


In Paris, Texas, a night watchman said that he saw a cigar-shaped craft, two hundred feet long, with large wings. Later, in Farmersville, several people said they heard the crew of an airship singing.


April 17, 1897, might be said to be the high point of the airship stories. The most spectacular, best-known, and most widely reported of the tales came from Aurora, Texas, on that day. According to the newspaper reports, at about dawn, an airship appeared on the horizon south of the town. Dozens in Aurora watched as it came in low, buzzed the town square, and then continued on to the north. On Judge Proctor’s farm, it struck a windmill and exploded. Proctor’s house and flower beds were damaged as the airship disintegrated. Dozens of people ran to the scene. In the mangled wreckage they found the body of the pilot badly disfigured. According to the early reports, T. J. Weems, a U. S. Signal Corps (intelligence) officer, said that the poor dead creature probably came from Mars.


Searchers also found several documents covered in a strange writing. They managed to decipher it, learning that the airship weighed several tons and was made of silver and aluminum. By noon, however, all the debris had been cleaned up, and late in the day, the “Martian” was given a Christian burial in the local cemetery.


It must be noted here that there is no good evidence that the story is true. Those mentioned in the original stories published in 1897 are not who they were described to be. T. J. Weems, for example, was not, as printed, a member of the army’s Signal Corps but was, in fact, the local blacksmith. Claiming that he was a Signal Corps officer was an attempt to lend additional credibility to the story.


Longtime residents of the area, interviewed by Kevin Randle in 1972, including members of the Wise County Historical Society (in Aurora, Texas), said that the explosion and crash hadn’t happened. Records suggested that there was a Judge Proctor and he did own land in the area in 1897. However, according to those who lived there, Proctor did not have a windmill. (At least the landowner in 1969 said that, but later with all the publicity about the crash, he claimed that Proctor had two wells, including one with a windmill.)


The Aurora story originated with H. E. Hayden, a stringer for the Dallas Morning News in 1897. According to some sources, Hayden admitted to inventing the tale to put his hometown back on the map. In 1897, after a disastrous outbreak of disease, and a decision by the railroad to by-pass Aurora, the town was dying. Hayden wanted some way of promoting its existence (not a bad idea when the fame of Roswell, New Mexico, is considered today.)


The Aurora crash wasn’t the only destruction of an airship reported. In late April 1897 a longtime resident of San Angelo, Texas, claimed he saw an airship fly into a flock of birds and explode. He was unable to find the wreckage and had nothing to prove his story.


On the other hand, other airships were still intact. On April 22, in Josserand, Texas, Frank Nichols was awakened by a whirring noise like that of machinery. On the ground, in his cornfield, was an airship, and near it were two men with buckets. They asked Nichols for permission to use his well. Before they took off, they told Nichols they were from Iowa, and in a few weeks, they would reveal their invention.


[image: Image]


One of the strangest of the airships, reported near Dallas, Texas, in April 1897.


The day before, according to an affidavit signed by a number of men in and around LeRoy, Kansas, the airship had been hovering over the ranch owned by Alexander Hamilton. Hamilton, in April 1897, reported that one of his cows had been stolen from a closed corral late at night. The entire account of the aerial cattle rustling was published in the Yates Center Farmer’s Advocate on April 23. Hamilton and a number of his friends signed an affidavit attesting to the truthfulness of the story.


Last Monday night [April 19] about half past ten we were awakened by a noise among the cattle. I arose thinking perhaps my bulldog was performing some pranks, but upon going to the door, saw to my utter amazement, an airship slowly descending over my cow lot about 40 rods from the house.





Calling Gid Heslip, my tenant, and my son, Wall, we seized some axes and ran to the corral. Meanwhile the ship had been gently descending until it was not more than 30 feet above the ground and we came up to within 50 yards of it. . . . It was occupied by six of the strangest beings I ever saw. There were two men, a woman and three children. They were jabbering together but we could not understand. . . .


When about 30 feet above us, it [the airship] seemed to pause, and hover directly over a three-year-old heifer which was bawling and jumping, apparently fast in the fence. Going to her, we found a cable about half an inch in thickness . . . fastened in a slip knot around her neck, one end passing up to the vessel. . . . We tried to get it off but could not, so we cut the wire loose, and stood in amazement to see the ship, cow and all rise slowly and sail off. . . .


Link Thomas, who lives in Coffee County about three or four miles west of LeRoy, had found the hide, legs, and head in his field that day. He, thinking someone had butchered a stolen beast and thrown the hide away, had brought it to town for identification but was greatly mystified in not being able to find a track of any kind on the soft ground.


The affidavit was signed by a number of men who claimed they had known Hamilton for years, stating, “that for truth and veracity we have never heard his word questioned and that we do verily believe his statement to be true and correct.”


During the mid-1960s, the Hamilton tale surfaced again and was repeated in a number of magazine articles and UFO books. Each time, the statement of Hamilton’s friends, attesting to his veracity, was mentioned without question. Here was a tale that deviated from the airship stories in a number of ways, suggested an extraterrestrial explanation for the event, and involved the rustling of a cow. It proved the strangeness of some of the airship tales and suggested to those who wanted to believe in them that something otherworldly was happening.
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