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Write Your Way To A New Career!

Writers Bureau Celebrates Twenty-three Years

of Helping New Writers

by Nick Daws

When distance-learning pioneer
Ernest Metcalfe founded The Writers
Bureau in the late 1980s, he can
hardly have dared hope that twenty-
three years on it would be
acknowledged as Britain's leading
writing school. Yet so it proved, with
thousands of Writers Bureau students
seeing their work in print for the first
time. And, for many of those who
persevered with their writing, the
dream of becoming a successful writer
has turned into reality.

Students such as
Tim Skelton. An
engineer by
profession, he had
always harboured
an ambition to write, and at the age
of 40 signed up with The Writers
Bureau. The decision changed his life:
"My writing career took off
exponentially. In 2005 I started
appearing regularly in lifestyle and
in-flight magazines. The following
year | was commissioned by Bradt
Travel Guides to write a guidebook to

“My writing
career took off
exponentially.”

Luxembourg. I've appeared in The
Times and The Independent, and
updated guidebooks for Fodor's,
Thomas Cook, and the AA."

Another student who benefited was
Hazel McHaffie. Hazel wanted to
make her academic work in Medical
Ethics more accessible to people, and
decided to write the themes into
novels. Following her Writers Bureau
course, Hazel has had five novels
published, and appeared at the
Edinburgh International Book
Festival in 2008. She also has her
own website at
www.hazelmchaffie.com.

Sometimes studying with The Writers
Bureau takes students down new and
unexpected paths. Patricia Holness
originally enrolled on The Writers
Bureau's Writing for Children course.
However, she soon realised that what
she was learning applied to other
types of writing as well.

She is now a full-time writer,
regularly selling short stories for both

Hazel
McHaffie

Tim Skelton

children and adults. She also has a
monthly column in Devon Life.

These are just a selection from the
inspirational true stories from
students of The Writers Bureau.
There's no reason why YOU couldn't
be their next success story. With a 15-
day free trial and money-back
guarantee, there is nothing to lose
and potentially a whole new career to
gain! So why not visit their website at
www.writersbureau.com or call on
Freephone 0800 856 2008 for more
information?

WHY
NOT
BE A

As a freelance writer, you can earn very
good money in your spare time, writing
the stories, articles, books, scripts etc that
editors and publishers want. Millions of
pounds are paid annually in fees and
royalties. Earning your share can be fun,
profitable and creatively most fulfilling.

To help you become a successful writer we
offer you a first-class, home-study course
from professional writers — with individual
guidance from expert tutors and flexible
tuition tailored to your own requirements.
You are shown how to make the most of your
abilities, where to find ideas, how to turn
them into publishable writing and how to
sell them. In short, we show you exactly how
to become a published writer. If you want
writing success — this is the way to start!
Whatever your writing ambitions, we can
help you to achieve them. For we give you
an effective, stimulating and most enjoyable
creative writing course... appreciated by
students and acclaimed by experts.

It’s ideal for beginners. No previous
experience or special background is
required. You write and study at your own
pace — you do not have to rush — as you have
four years to complete your course. Many
others have been successful this way. If
they can do it — why can’t you?

RITER?

We are so confident that we can help you

AWARD WINNING WRITER

Christina Jones, Oxfordshire

“So far, | have had eighteen novels
published. The Writers Bureau helped
make this possible for me. Within six
months of enrolling on my course | was
having work commissioned by editors and |

become a published writer that we give you
a full refund guarantee. If you have not
earned your course fees from published
writing by the time you finish the course, we
will refund them in full.

If you want to be a writer start by requesting
a free copy of our prospectus “Write and be
Published’. Please call our freephone
number or visit our website NOW.

Michael Foley, Essex

“Completing The Witers Bureau course has
made it possible for me to attain my life-long
ambition of becoming a published writer. The
level of success | have achieved has far
outweighed what | was hoping for when
beginning the course. By the end of this year | should have eight
books already published and hopefully two more finished.”

still work regularly for magazines.”

COURSE FEATURES

Cindy-Lou Dale, Kent
“I thought you'd like to know that seven
years since doing my course at WB I've

0800 856 2008

email: 12W1@writersbureau.com
Please include your name and address

I Freepost RSSK-JZAC-JCJG

I The Writers Bureau

! Dept AT2212
Manchester, M3 1LE
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. magazines around the world. I've now
S 20T ENASSIGIMENTS got to the stage where I'm turning
® ADVISORY SERVICE down all-inclusive exotic press trips!”
® TUTORIAL SUPPORT ----------->‘~gﬂ
® FLEXIBLE STUDY PROGRAMME Please send me free details on how to become a successful,
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editorial

It's the End, again...

s Ted Harrison notes in his article

this special issue (pp34-37), there’s

something of a sense of déja vu about

waiting for the end all over again. After
all, 13 years ago (can it really be that long?), we
forteans were paying
close attention as the
planet (or at least some
of its more impression-
able inhabitants and
an excitable media)
appeared to be going
slightly crazy as we
approached the dawn of
the 21st century —and,
according to some, the
end of the world as we
knew it.

Despite a number

of more or less widely
publicised prophecies
since then — most not-
ably, Harold Camping’s
two failed efforts of last
year (FT269:11;277:26)
- the Millennium was
the last Doomsday date
that provoked a world-
wide flurry of bizarre
prophecies, eschato-
logical speculations and
technological anxieties
on such a grand scale
(as well,indeed, as a
special themed issue

“Oh no, hang o

I'm helping annihilate Earth.”

New Agers awaiting the dawning of some kind
of new galactic consciousness - that it’s tempt-
ing to think that we’re witnessing, as Terence
McKenna once suggested, a “Balkanisation of
epistemology”, a fracturing of any semblance
of consensual
understanding as we
approach our much
and variously mooted
end. 2012, it would
seem, can mean 60
different people
believing 60 different
impossible things
before breakfast.
Some of these
people - UFO freaks,
dubious Native
American gurus,
channelling ‘cults’ -
have been gathering
in the area around
the French village
of Bugarach ahead
of schedule, appar-
ently believing that
whatever happens
will happen here and
that by being in the
right place at the
right time they might
just be saved. While
the mayor worries
and the French gov-
ernment’s cult-buster

from us - FT129).

But, here we are again, with a whole new
date for the apocalypse/alien invasion/massive
paradigm shift in human consciousness, this
time supposedly prophesied by proper indig-
enous types using their ancient wisdom and/or
contacts in outer space. Joseph Gelfer takes note
(pp38-39) of the ways in which the West projects
its fantasies onto indigenous peoples, frequently
muddling one culture with another or appropri-
ating their iconography for its own completely
different ends.

The whole thing is a bit of a muddle, to say
the least, but John Hoopes provides some help
(pp40-43), tracing the various antecedents of the
whole 2012 mythos - from Lovecraft and Blavat-
sky to von Daniken and Graham Hancock - and
its gradual evolution into what we are currently
witnessing. But what might that be, exactly?
Should we expect death from outer space, as
Planet X makes a beeline for Earth? Will we wit-
ness natural catastrophes as our planet’s poles
shift? Will some of us be raptured or saved by
kind-hearted aliens? Or will we witness a mass-
ive and positive change in global thinking? As
Kevin Whitesides points out (pp44-47), this time
around we are faced with such a smorgasbord
of sometimes competing, sometimes seemingly
complementary, scenarios - taking in everyone
from Armageddon-fearing bunker-builders to

keeps a beady eye
on the situation (FT272:9), Richard Stanley
has been nosing around this funny old neck of
the woods for FT and shares his findings in this
issue’s special Fortean Traveller (pp72-75).

Of course, there’s 10 months to go before we
reach the date that’s causing all the excitement;
s0, just as we did 13 years ago, we’ll be mount-
ing our own Doomsday watch once again. Start-
ing next issue, we’ll be counting down the days
until 21 December 2012 and bringing you the
latest prophecies, predictions and piffle as we
approach the final days...

DaaMA_—

DAVID SUTTON

BOB RICKARD

PAUL SIEVEKING

Why fortean?

Everything you always wanted

to know about Fortean Times
but were too paranoid to ask!

SEE PAGE 78
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strangedays
Attacks blamed on ABC

OF THE WORLDWIDE WEIRD

DNA test could confirm presence of big cat in Gloucestershire after deer carcases are found

DNA tests on the mutilated car-
cases of two roe deer could prove
they were brought down by an
Alien Big Cat (ABC). Dr Robin
Allaby, Associate Professor at
the School of Life Sciences at
the University of Warwick, vis-
ited the kill sites and took saliva
samples for DNA testing. The
results were due after FT went
to press - so by the time you
read this, it could either be big
news... or not.

The first carcase was found
near the village of Dursley in
Gloucestershire, and the second
on 4 January, seven miles (11km)
northeast on National Trust land
by Selsley Hill near Stroud. A
local walker sent photographs
of the second carcase to experts.
Rick Minter, author of Big Cats:
Facing Britain’s Wild Predators,
said the injuries were highly
indicative of big cat activity. The
deer’s abdomen had been torn
open and major organs including
the heart, kidneys and liver were
missing. The snout had been
severed clean off - a significant
detail because big cats clamp
their jaws over the mouth, caus-
ing death by suffocation. Tufts
of the deer’s fur were also found
piled by the body - such predat-
ors neatly pluck the hair from
the body before shearing their
teeth into the flesh.

Mr Minter commented: “It
is hard to think of anything
indigenous that could have done
this. It was very fresh when it
was found. If it had been several
days old we would have been less
certain because fox scavengers
could have done this.” There
were also paw prints nearby.
“There’s a saying with paw prints
that ‘if it’s round it isn’t a hound’
and these are quite round,” said
Mr Minter.

4 Fr28s
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Several ABC
sightings have
been made in

the area lately

David Armstrong, National
Trust Head Ranger for the
Gloucestershire Countryside,
said: “The [second] deer was
found close to Woodchester Park
in an area where there is nice
beech woodland sloping down
to pastures below. It was close
to a footpath popular with dog
walkers, but there is plenty of
space for wildlife to live relat-
ively undisturbed. There are 120
hectares [300 acres] of woodland
nearby at Woodchester and both

areas provide a good habitat for
large numbers of deer, both roe
and muntjac.”

Several ABC sightings had
been made in the area recently.
A dog walker reported seeing
one in a field half a mile from
the Woodchester carcase. The
unnamed woman said: “It was
jet black and at least the size
of a German Shepherd, very

LEFT: DNA is taken from the carcase
found on National Trust land at Wood-
chester Park.

BELOW: The damage caused by an
unknown assailant on a roe deer.

powerfully built and with large
paws, a long tail and a smallish
head.” And on the morning of

10 December, Andy Todd saw an
ABC sniffing in undergrowth in
the town of Nailsworth, a couple
of miles south of Woodchester.
He said: “It stood there for about
a minute or two - I'd say it was
larger than an Alsatian. It was
pure white - that’s what shocked
me. It almost looked like a small
polar bear.” It then strolled out
of sight.

On 17 January, a dog walker
found another mutilated deer
carcase between Whiteway and
Rendcomb, near Cirencester —
around 10 miles (16km) from
Woodchester. She went home
to get a camera, but by the time
she returned the deer had been
stripped down to its spine. As
in the Woodchester carcase, its
snout was missing, along with its
heart, kidney and liver, and tufts
of hair were found nearby.

ABCs - most often described
as black and Alsatian-sized -
have been sighted in almost
every county in Britain for the
last 50 years, from Cornwall to
the tip of Scotland, and carcases
indicating ABC kills are nothing
new. Fortean Times has covered
the phenomenon since before
the Dangerous Wild Animals Act
of 1976. For a general history of
British ABCs, see FT167:28-37;
for the latest round-up see
FT282:42-46. National Trust
Press Release, Stroud News and
Journal, Independent, D.Mail,
11+17 Jan; [PA] Guardian, 12 Jan;
D.Telegraph, 13 Jan 2012.
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eBay exorcist

Casting out demons in the Internet age

Horse herpes outbreak

forces rodeo queens
toride stick ponies

ksl.com, 26 May 2011

Car worshippers
welcomed
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Late-night drivers
fall prey to Anubis

Swan warns of a
world in turmoil

Australian Financial Review, 7 July 2011

PHANTOM
HOUND

Dambusters
mascot returns
from grave for
photo op

PAGE 18

You can buy spells on eBay for health,
wealth or love, from £5 to £50. But
now a minister from Minnesota is
offering a thorough exorcism for
anyone with serious spiritual prob-
lems - at a price.

Reverend Dan and an assistant will
visit your location, “anywhere in the
lower 48 United States”, for $15,000
(£9,652). It might seem pricey, but it
covers travel and accommodation for
up to a week for at least two people.

The minister told Fortean Times
he has been offering this service for
about a decade, “sometimes by fight-
ing dark forces where I come across
them, and sometimes through out-
right exorcism rites”. He said: “This
eBay thing is an experiment but not
our usual zone of comfort.” So far, he
admitted, “I have yet to be paid for
this service. Ever. I make my living
outside of the ministry so as not to be
tainted by Mammon within it. I listed
this extravagant price to see what
would happen. I experiment. I intend
to gain no riches.” But he accepted

PARROT
FASHION

Life-savers,
crime-stoppers,
speech teachers
and guard birds

PAGE 9

that “I would certainly profit off of
the $15K and don’t want to give illus-
ions that I wouldn’t.”

Reverend Dan accepts that many
cases of supposed demonic possession
are actually psychological problems,
and states firmly that he cannot
“treat, diagnose, or cure any psycho-
logical disorders and will not attempt
to do so”. Unlike the sometimes vio-
lent “deliverance ministry” practised
by some churches, he emphasises that
he “will not physically restrain any
afflicted humans in order to perform
the exorcism”.

The eBay listing concludes: “The
price is high, but you are getting
the help you need and using real
and hardened battlers of evil to get
results... The price for inaction may
be higher. Combat evil. Stop the
dark hand from winning and end
the harassment from the unwanted
elements.”

Sources: http: /bit.ly/Ashwdv (eBay); email
correspondence with Reverend Dan.

David V Barrett
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into the unknown
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US consumers
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world economy
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Stnday Telegraph, 26 June 2011.
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This emperor penguin chick has a white heart-shaped
patch on his chest. “It’s the only one | have ever
come across with a bib of this shape,” said wildlife
photographer Sue Flood, who has been taking
pictures in the Antarctic for 20 years. “I took the
picture at a time when emperor penguin chicks are
gaining their adult plumage and are a mix of grey
baby down and ‘penguin suit’ colours. This one is one
in @ million. When | saw it, | just couldn’t believe it.”
D.Telegraph, 14 Mar 2011.

PHOTO: GETTY IMAGES / SUE FLOOD




BESIDE THE SEA SUDS

On 29 December, strange foam covered the
promenade at Anchorsholme, near Blackpool,
and some areas were left buried under a 3ft
(90cm) white blanket. It looked like snow or
suds from a washing machine, but a local
resident said: “It stains clothes and windows.
It needs to be investigated.” The Environment
Agency said initial tests showed no signs of
detergents. “We think it could be a combin-
ation of decomposing algae churned with the
tide and the westerly wind which is causing the
foam,” said a spokeswoman. “If this is caused
by any kind of polluting material, we need to
know. We will be looking into it further.”

A foam-drift around Whitby harbour, North
Yorkshire, on 29 January 2003 was ascribed
to the blowing ashore of a plankton-like
creature, Phaeocystis [FT170:28], while in July
2003, a foam about 6ft (1.8m) deep that
enveloped Pirapora do Bom Jesus in Brazil was
caused by detergents dumped in the River
Tiete [FT176:6-7]. On 25/26 August 2007 at
Yamba in New South Wales, foam covered the
entire beach and half the nearby buildings.
One minute, surfers were waiting to catch a
wave, the next they were swallowed up in a
giant bubble bath. The foam was so light they
could puff it out of their hands and watch it
float away. It stretched for 30 miles (48km)
out into the Pacific, and was said to have been
created by impurities in the ocean, such as
salts, chemicals, dead plants, decomposing
fish and excretions from seaweed, churned up
by powerful currents [FT229:6-7]. Dramatic
photographs accompany all of these reports.
Sun, D.Mail, 30 Dec 2011.

PHOTOS: MEN MEDIA / BLACKPOOL GAZETTE
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LION DAY

A driver reported seeing a
lion and her cub at 3.30pm
on 6 November outside the
Cask & Spindle pub in Shep-
ley, near Huddersfield, West
Yorkshire. Another witness
also rang the police. A dozen
officers and a helicopter
searched the area in vain for
two hours, while train pass-
engers were forbidden to
alight at Shepley station.
About 9.20pm on the
same day Down Under,
three carloads of sober
people reported seeing
a lion walking across the
Stuart Highway at Pinelands
just south of Darwin in the
Northern Territory. The only
place where lions are kept in
the Territory is at Crocodylus
Park, but police said all were
accounted for. BBC News,
6 Nov; Metro, D.Telegraph,
7 Nov; Big Rigs (Australia),
25 Nov 2011.

DEAR LEADER’S EXIT

When Kim Jong-il died on 17
December, waves rose by
up to 3m (10ft), layers of ice
ruptured with the loudest
crack ever heard at Chon
Lake on Mount Paektu (the
Dear Leader’s legendary
birthplace) and a snowstorm
hit the area, after which
Paektu glowed brightly for
three days, according to the
North Korean news agency.
Meanwhile in Hamhung, a
Manchurian crane flew three
times around a statue of
Kim Il-sung before alighting
in a tree with head bowed,
and weeping owls flew into
the Kim family mausoleum
in Pyongyang. D.Telegraph,
23+29 Dec; Independent,
23 Dec 2011.
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RICHARD HULS

What lurks beneath?

Ogopogo spotted, plus goose-eating monster in River Lea

OGOPOGO - POSSIBLY
On 27 October 2011, while visit-
ing a winery overlooking Lake
Okanagan in British Columbia -
said to be home to the celebrated
lake monster known as Ogopogo
- local man Richard Huls shot a
video of something in the water.

“It looked like two slightly ser-
pentine objects, roughly 30 to 40ft
[9-12m] long and about 1.5km [0.9
miles] away,” Mr Huls told Fortean
Times. “What seemed odd was that
they slightly changed in shape
and moved sideways to the waves,
probably 30ft in the 30-second clip.
It was hard to keep a steady image
when zoomed in from such a dist-
ance or even to see if it was hold-
ing focus when zooming in and
out, which I did to show there were
no boats. They drifted behind the
trees in the foreground and I never
saw them again. The fact that they
had angled bends in them that
changed slightly ruled out logs
in my opinion, and the sideways
movement ruled out a sandbar or
something stuck on a sandbar. One
possibility is what’s called a seiche
wave, but as it stands what it was
is still a mystery.”

The Lake Okanagan critter,
dubbed ‘Ogopogo’ in 1926
[FT34:11], has allegedly been

Ogopogo has
allegedly been
spotted scores
of times

spotted scores of times, resulting
in a handful of grainy photographs
and films. There were many
reports in the 1920s, then a lull in
the 1930s and 1940s before things
picked up after 1950. The most
common description is a 40ft-long
sea serpent with humps, but some
witnesses describe a scaly green-
ish creature with flippers, and
others a brownish beast with a
horse-like head and ridged back.
While some sightings have been
witnessed by up to 30 people at

a time, they have often been dis-
missed as otters, floating logs - or
the venting of natural gas (hence
the occasional pong interpreted as
Ogopogo’s farts).

In 1991, an expedition financed
by Japan’s Nippon Television
searched for the monster using a
remotely operated vehicle and a
miniature submarine. The pilot

LEFT: Richard Huls's photo shows a
strange disturbance in the water.

took the vehicle to the deepest
part of the lake, but no monsters

- or bones - were found. Benjamin
Radford, Joe Nickell and John
Kirk conducted an equally thor-
ough but fruitless investigation

in 2005 [FT211:52-58]. Regarding
Mr Huls’s video, Radford said:
“There are no humps, nor head,
nor form... Perhaps not coincident-
ally, Lake Okanagan has tens of
thousands of logs harvested by the
timber industry floating just under
the lake’s surface.” Vancouver Sun,
3 Nov; whatsonningbo.com/news,

9 Nov 2011. For more on Ogopogo,
see FT46:42-50.

OLYMPIC MONSTER

An unidentified giant predator

is lurking in waters near the
Olympic Park in east London. In
early November, Mike Wells, a
boat-dweller living on the River
Lea, was sitting on his barge with
a friend, watching a Canada goose
30 yards away when it suddenly
disappeared. “It went down vertic-
ally,” he said. “There wasn’t any
hesitation, it went straight down.
It didn’t come back up. My friend
and I looked at each other slack-
jawed... A Canada goose weighs
about 161b [7.2kg], so whatever
took it was also large.” He believes
it is the same (or similar) creat-
ure witnessed dragging a goose
beneath the Lea on 10 July 2005
[FT204:5]. Back then, wildlife
experts suspected it was an alliga-
tor or a giant turtle after finding
8ft (2.4m)-long holes burrowed in
the bank. Richard Freeman from
the Centre for Fortean Zoology
favoured a giant wels catfish as
the culprit. Tales of dogs being
snatched from the towpaths were
doing the rounds among local
fishermen. Current suggestions
include an escaped pet python, a
giant pike or a mink. Ominously,
the number of swans on the river
and waterways near the Olympic
Park is dropping. Sunday Express,
6 Nov; Sun, 13 Dec; dailymail.co.uk,
14 Dec 2011.
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We're no bird brains!

Parrots teach speech, save lives and help catch crooks

am, an 18-year-
old African
grey parrot,
saved the lives
of five new-born pupp-
ies by jumping on his
owner in the middle of
the night and squawk-
ing in her ear. Suzanna
Bolton was roused by
Sam shouting “Come
on! Come on!” Mrs 4
Bolton, 55, got up to ¥
find her four-year-old i
Pomeranian bitch,
Sally, had given birth
to the puppies a week
early and was in dis-
tress on the cold, wet
kitchen floor. One had
died, but the other five
survived after being
placed on a heated
mat. “Sam’s never
been in my bedroom before in the
eight years I've had him,” said Mrs
Bolton, from Darwen, Lancashire.
“But that night he flew upstairs,
climbed on the bed and started
talking to me in my own voice. I
honestly believe that, if Sam hadn’t
acted how he did, then the others
could have died during the night.”
The puppies were doing well and
were to be found new homes. Metro,
D.Telegraph, 9 Nov 2011.

Naturalists have reported a grow-
ing phenomenon of pet parrots
that have been taught phrases
before escaping from their cages
and then passing on the technique
to the wild flocks they join. Natu-
ralist Martyn Robinson, based at
the Australian Museum in Sydney,
said that he had received numer-
ous calls from people “who think
they have had something put into
their drink” after hearing voices
calling to them from trees in their
gardens: “Hello there!”, “Hello
darling!”, “What’s happening?”
and “Who’s a pretty boy, then?” It’s
usually the younger birds in the
flock; the older ones are unlikely
to start learning. Mr Robinson
said that because of a drought

in the western regions of New
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Sam the parrot
saved the lives
of five new-
born puppies

South Wales, flocks of wild birds
-‘speakers’ among them - have
been flying to Sydney, where more
food is available, and have been
hanging around suburban gardens.
When chicks are born, they hear
the words being spoken by the
older birds and grow up repeating
them. And so it continues, gener-
ation after generation. D.Mail,

15 Sept 2011.
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Green-winged macaws Elvis and
Cilla have been on guard duty at a
security company for the past year
after learning to imitate barking.
Their owner, Trevor Bate, 44, said:
“They picked it up when we lived
in Spain, where our neighbour
had a dog that would bark all the
time. Once we returned to the UK,
we thought this would be an ideal
way of saving money on a guard
dog.” The parrots stand watch

ABOVE: Sam, an 18-year-old African
grey parrot with the puppies he saved.

outside MP Guarding security
company in Telford, Shropshire.
Besides barking, they also shout
“Go away!” at people they do not
recognise. They can also be quite
affectionate, squawking “Give us
akiss”, “Hello”, and “Fabulous”
whenever they get a treat. Metro,
Sun, 19 Sept 2011.

A parrot helped catch a suspected
burglar by squawking a warning
to its owner. The bird became agi-
tated after an intruder entered its
home in Wallsend, North Tyneside,
and woke its owner by calling

out. (Queensland) Courier-Mail,

12 Sept 2011.

Burglar Hu Feng stole a parrot
and sold it to a pet shop, which
was later visited by the bird’s
distraught owner. When the parrot
saw its master, it “shouted out”
and the thief’s name and address
were handed over by shop staff.
Owner Wang Lu, of Beijing, said:
“The shop owner hadn’t been able
to make the bird talk, but as soon
as he saw me he wouldn’t stop. He
even did impressions of the geese
on our farm.” Metro, 6 Sept 2011.

PORTSMOUTH PENGUIN

Day-trippers on Southsea
beach near Portsmouth,
Hampshire, were astonished
to see what appeared to be a
South African jackass penguin
frolicking in the shallows on

2 October. It was also spotted
earlier, waddling round the
harbour. “It certainly looks like
a penguin,” said a zookeeper
from the Isle of Wight, after
viewing grainy video footage
taken by Joanne Gordon. Sun,
telegraph.co.uk, 4 Oct 2011.

DRAWN TO ITS NAME

A pet bearded dragon

that went missing from its
owner’s garden turned up
two miles (3.2km) away, at
the George and Dragon pub
in Seaton, Leicestershire.
The lizard, called Giz, owned
by Tracy Sharp, was on the
run for a month. Metro, Sun,
23 Nov 2011.

FINDING FINGERS

Playing behind the gymnasium
of his school in Chilly-Mazarin,
south of Paris, a seven-year-
old boy found a half-buried
glass jar containing four sev-
ered human fingers preserved
in alcohol. It tumed out they
belonged to a local carpenter
who lost them in a work
accident 30 years ago. The jar
must have risen to the surface
over time. [R] 22 Sept 2011.

DEMONIC YOGA

Father Gabriele Amorth, 85,
the Vatican's chief exorcist
since 1986, has declared
that yoga is the Devil’'s work.
He also attacked Harry Potter
books for encouraging Devil
worship. “What Satan desires
more than anything,” he said,
“is for people to believe he
does not exist.” D.Telegraph,
26 Nov 2011.

NATIVE DISH

Diners at the award-winning
Marinas restaurant at the
four-star Radisson Blu Hotel
in Galway were startled by
a strange item on the lunch
menu — “Roast Stuffed Abo-
rigine with Coconut & Lemon
Grass in Coriander Sauce”.
It turns out they meant
aubergine. Mail on Sunday,
4 Sept2011.
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MOUNTAIN DOG

A group of climbers spotted a
stray dog scampering round
the peak of Kilimanjaro, at
19,340ft (5,895m) Africa’s
highest mountain. Tempera-
tures on the peak are usually
below freezing and there is
nothing to eat, so experts
were puzzled how the dog
had managed to survive - or
indeed why it was there.
D.Mail, 1 Sept 2011.

LEMUR IN TOOTING

A male ring-tailed lemur

was discovered on Tooting
Common, south-west London,
in sub-zero temperatures on
6 December. The Malagasy
primate was diagnosed

with hypothermia, severe
dehydration and shock at the
Blue Cross animal hospital

in Victoria, and put on a drip.
How it ended up 5,700 miles
(9,200km) from its tropical
home was a mystery. Lemurs
can only be kept with a spec-
ial licence. D.Mail, telegraph.
co.uk, 10 Dec 2011.

DOOMED, I TELL YOU

A Chinese man obsessed
with the Hollywood doomsday
blockbuster 2012 was jailed
for two years after threaten-
ing to blow up a Shanghai
skyscraper unless officials
listened to his end-of-the-
world predictions. Yin, 23,
strapped a fake bomb to his
body and threatened to blow
up the 88-storey Jin Mao
tower. MX News (Sydney),
22 Nov2011.
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Falling fruit 'n’ veg

AERIAL BOMBARDMENTS OF APPLES

ORANGES, PEACHES, HAZELNUTS, ETC

ore than 100 apples
battered car roofs and
windscreens before
landing in the road
in Coundon, Coventry, West Mid-
lands, at 6.45pm on 12 December.
The deluge of fruit brought traffic
to a standstill at the busy junction
of Keresley Road and Kelmscote
Road; a 20-yard (18m) stretch of
the B4098, as well as gardens and
roof gutters, were left strewn with
green slush. “The apples fell out
of the sky as if out of nowhere,”
said one driver. “They were small
and green and hit the bonnet
hard. Everyone had to stop their
cars suddenly.” Dave (or Brian)
Meakins, 63, (above) was stunned
when he opened his front door and
found his garden full of smashed
apples. Keresley parish council-
lor Sandra Camwell said a freak
blackout happened on the same
road in 2010. “Strange things do
happen in this part of the world,”
she said. “I think it’s highly lightly
that apples did fall from the sky.
We’re in an area with a spooky
history, where there have been
witches for centuries, after all.”
As usual, a tornado or whirl-
wind witnessed by no one was
conjured up to account for the
phenomenon. “I know the area
well,” said one motorist, “and
there are no apple trees around”;
so we are to presume that the

“We’re in an
area with a
spooky history,
after all”

putative whirlwind had lifted
fallen fruit from an orchard miles
away - but would any windfalls be
left lying around in mid-Decem-
ber? Although a weather front had
passed through the area in the
afternoon, the wind and rain were
nothing exceptional.

However, Jim Dale, a senior
meteorologist from British
Weather Services, seemed pretty
sure of himself. “Essentially, these
events are caused when a vortex
of air, kind of like a mini tornado,
lifts things off the ground rising
up into the atmosphere until
the air around it causes them
to fall to earth again,” he said.
“Returning polar maritime air is
such an unstable condition and
it basically means air returning
from the polar regions which is
very unstable. We’ve all heard of
fish and frogs falling from the sky,
and apples is certainly unusual
because they have some weight
to them, but it is not out of the
realms of possibility.” Another

BPM MEDIA

suggestion put forward was that
the apples had fallen from an air-
craft, though none was either seen
or heard. telegraph.co.uk, 14 Dec;
D.Mail, Sun, 15 Dec 2011.

¢ During the night of 8/9
November 1984, East Crescent,
Accrington, Lancashire, was
bombarded with apples - in this
case best quality Bramleys and
Coxes. Derek and Adrienne Hay-
thornwhite found at least 300 on
their back lawn, on the path and
in their hedges, and more were
found in neighbours’ gardens. The
couple were woken up during the
night “by thundering noises on
the roof”, and thought at first they
were hailstones. Adrienne thought
they might be falling from a plane
and went out to check. Most of the
obvious explanations founder on a
single observation. Adrienne said:
“They kept on falling for an hour
or longer.” D.Mail, 10 Nov 1984
[FT44:20].

¢ Camille Flammarion, the great
19th-century populariser of sci-
ence, author of L'Astronomie popu-
laire (1880), relates that on 8 July
1833 a girl working alone in open
fields near Naples was bombarded
by oranges. By way of explanation,
we are told that, miles away in
Pausillipo, a waterspout scooped
up two baskets of oranges from
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the quayside and carried them
inland, although there is no men-
tion of a fall of baskets anywhere.

¢ On 12 July 1961, builders on

the roof of a house in Shreveport,
Louisiana, had to seek shelter
from missiles they took to be golf-
balls that someone was chucking
at them, although there was no
cover for the imagined lobber. As
the missiles continued to fall, they
noticed they were peaches, unripe
and hard, and were coming from
the direction of a particularly
thick cloud. Later they picked

up dozens from the grounds of
the house and the neighbouring
property - but none was evident
further afield. Frank Edwards
collected the story in his Strange
World (1973), adding that the

US Weather Bureau looked for
evidence of strong updraughts or
storms in the vicinity, but failed
to find any.

¢ Returning from church in West-
bury Park, Bristol, on 13 March
1977, Alfred Wilson Osborne and
his wife were bombarded with
hundreds of hazelnuts from a dark
cloud. Another person experi-
enced more plummeting hazelnuts
in the same area shortly after-
wards. Mr Osborne bit into one

and found it “fresh and sweet”.
Not only were there no nut trees
in the vicinity, but the hazelnut
season is much later in the year. “I
have thought that a vortex [might
have] sucked them up,” he said,
“but I don’t know where you suck
up hazelnuts in March.” [FT26:48].

¢ There was a similar great shower
of hazelnuts over a small area of
Dublin on 9 May 1867. Symon’s
Monthly Meteorological Magazine
described how the nuts fell so
hard “that even the police, pro-
tected by unusually strong head
covering, were obliged to seek
shelter.” Times, 19 Dec 2011.

* Around 1 June 1971, Salvador
Targino, a farmer in northwest
Brazil, witnessed a fall of beans
from the sky. A state official
identified the beans as West
African and speculated that they
had been lifted by a whirlwind
and blown across the Atlantic

- although Targino said nothing
about them falling during a storm.
He boiled some up and said they
were too tough to eat. Chicago
Tribune, 4 June 1971.

* On 7 or 8 April 1980, Trevor Will-
iams witnessed a shower of dried
peas in his garden in Dan-y-Bryn,

Glamorgan. “They were bouncing
off the greenhouse and house
roof in their thousands,” he said.
“The storm lasted several minutes
and I was able to collect several
jam-jars full of peas.” He knew

of “nothing in the vicinity, like a
market garden or peas stockist, to
explain it” [FT37:49)]. For further
falls of organic matter - particu-
larly the saga of Roland Moody
and his Southampton neighbours,
bombarded more than 25 times in
1978-79 with mustard and cress
seeds in jelly, maize, peas and
broad beans - see Bob Rickard

& John Michell: Rough Guide to
Unexplained Phenomena (2nd edi-
tion, 2007, pp58-61).

¢ Gloria Daniels, 68, was working
in her garden in Lusby, Maryland,
on 25 August 1997 with a young
neighbour boy when she was hit
by a tomato. Then the boy was
hit. More than 30 tomatoes fell
all over her yard, appearing to
fall straight down from a clear
sky. Friends, neighbours and the
media investigated, but no one
could figure where the plummet-
ing fruit was coming from. The
reporter who filed the story

was himself struck by a tomato.
Calvert County (MD) Recorder,

27 Aug 1997.

James Church,

27, spotted this
perfectly spherical
egg in a box of
otherwise normal
free-range eggs
delivered to the
Hotel Bristol in
Newquay, Cornwall,
by a local supplier.
“I've probably
cracked 100,000
eggs in my time

as a chef, but I've
never seen one
like this,"” he said.
He planned to
keep it in his fridge
indefinitely, despite
the risk of it going
bad and explod-
ing. D.Mail, Sun,
14 Oct 2010.

SPACE VEGGIES

Chinese scientists have cre-
ated a range of ‘supercrops’
by blasting seeds into space
aboard the Shijian-8 satellite,
which spent 15 days in orbit

in 2006. Researchers say the
seeds, mutated by cosmic
radiation, have produced giant
cucumbers, tomatoes, and
fast-growing sesame, cotton
and chrysanthemums. China
has already developed a strain
of fast-growing space rice
which is now planted on more
than 40,000 acres (16,200ha).
D.Telegraph, 24 Oct 2011. See
also FT211:28.

HOOK, LINE & WINKLE

John Goldfinch, 61, fishing for
mackerel at Budleigh Salterton,
Devon, thought he had landed
the catch of his life and spent
several minutes wrestling with
his line. It turned out he had
hooked a scuba diver by the
crotch of his wetsuit, about
S0ft (15m) offshore. D.Mirror,
19 Aug 2011.

ORIGINS OF LAGER

The origins of a yeast that
allows beer to ferment in the
cold to create lager have been
traced to the beech forests of
Patagonia. The microorganism
somehow found its way 7,000
miles (11,000km) to Bavaria
500 years ago, where it
crossed with the conventional
yeast used to make bread and
ferment ale. Presumably, it
hitchhiked on beech timbers
or in the stomach of a gall mite
delivered with the timber. Irish
Times, 23 Aug 2011.

DOGS REPRIEVED

An annual dog meat festival in
eastern China, in which 10,000
dogs are killed and eaten, was
banned in September after
public outrage. The festival, in
Hutou village, Qianxi, marked
a 14th-century military victory.
Zhu Yuanzhang, the first Ming
emperor, laid siege to a site
near Jinhua, but every time his
forces attacked, dogs barked
and gave them away; so they
stealthily killed all the dogs
and overran the town, after
which they feasted on roast
dog for three days. Irish Times,
16 Sept 2011.
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FUN DAY OUT

Nissin Foods in Japan has
opened a museum dedicated
solely to pot noodles. The
company said the 108,000
sq ft (10,000 sq m) exhibition
in the port city of Yokohama
near Tokyo takes fans through
the history of the speedy
snack and lets them create
their own recipes from thou-
sands of combinations in My
Cup Noodle Factory. Metro,
20 Sept 2011.

BURROWERS

Long before the dinosaurs
ruled the Earth, creatures
were living underground. Com-
plex tunnels found in Morocco
date back 240 million years,
while others in South Africa
are five million years older. The
creatures could have been

“a stout, short-bodied, four-
legged animal”, said research-
ers in Freiburg, Germany.
Metro, 15 Sept 2011.

SNAILS ON RAMPAGE

A plague of African land snails
is threatening Miami. The giant
molluscs grow to 8in (20cm),
can chew through plaster, lay
1,200 eggs a year and carry a
parasite that infects humans
with a non-lethal meningitis
strain. Sun, 5 Oct 2011.

OUT WITH A BANG

Thad Holmes and Clem
Parnell, game wardens in
Alabama, have launched Holy
Smoke, a company to turn
cremation ashes into ammun-
ition by placing them in shell
cases and rifle cartridges.
Their website promises: “Now
you can have the peace of
mind that you can continue to
protect your home and family
even after you are gone.”
Sunday Times, 9 Oct 2011.

MARTIN ROSS

SPACEBALL FALLS
ON NAMIBIA

A large metallic ball (pictured
above) fell out of the sky on
remote grassland in Namibia,
prompting baffled authorities to
contact NASA and the European
Space Agency. The hollow ball
with a rough surface was made
of a “metal alloy known to man”,
and appeared to consist of “two
halves welded together”. It had
a circumference of 43in (109cm),
a diameter of 14in (36cm), and
weighed 131b (6kg). It was found
in mid-November, 60ft (18m) from
the crater it made, which was
13in (33cm) deep and 12ft 6in
(3.8m) wide. This was near a vill-
age in the north of the country
some 480 miles (770km) from
the capital Windhoek. Locals
had heard several small explos-
ions a few days before. Rather
disappointingly, it is almost cert-
ainly a hydrazine tank from an
unmanned rocket, commonly used
in satellite launches. Several such
spheres have dropped in south-
ern Africa, Australia and Latin
America in the past 20 years.
Quite a bit of space junk
rained from the sky in 2011. In
September, for example, NASA’s
defunct Upper Atmosphere

Research Satellite (UARS) - a
6.5-ton craft that monitored
climate from 1991 until 2005 -
plunged into the atmosphere
over the Pacific Ocean. A
month later, Germany’s 2.7-ton
Roentgen Satellite (ROSAT)
fell into the Indian Ocean. On
16 January 2012, fragments of
Russia’s 14.5-ton Phobos-Grunt
Mars probe, which got stuck

in Earth orbit shortly after its
launch on 8 November, plunged
into the Pacific. [AFP], SPACE.
com, 22 Dec; D.Mail, 23 Dec;
(Sydney) D.Telegraph, 27 Dec 2011,
16 Jan 2012.

MASSACHUSETTS
MYSTERY MISSILE

At 11am on 12 December, a 31b
(1.4kg) piece of metal, about

6in (15cm) long, was found lying
on the floor of a warehouse in
Plymouth, Massachusetts, with

a gaping hole directly above it

in the roof. The tarnished silvery
cylinder, broken at both ends, was
the same size and shape as a tall,
skinny canned drink. Employees
of Michael’s Wholesale Furniture
Distributors reported their find
to the Federal Aviation Admin-
istration (FAA), which promptly
sent an inspector to investigate.

Everyone initially thought that
the piece of metal might have
fallen off a passing plane, but the
FAA later ruled this out. An FAA
spokeswoman suggested it came
from a piece of heavy machinery,
possibly a wood-chipper; but how
had it gained sufficient velocity
to crash through the roof? Could
it have fallen from space? There
are about 20,000 bits of manmade
space junk in low-Earth orbit that
are as big as or bigger than the
chunk that landed in Plymouth.
These usually burn up during
re-entry, but sizable pieces occa-
sionally make it to the ground.
LiveScience.com, 2 Dec; NY Post,

3 Dec 2011.

SPACE JUNK LANDS ON
COSMONAUT STREET

Residents of the remote Russ-
ian village of Vagaitsevo were
surprised when debris from

a satellite that had failed to
launch properly crashed in their
community on 23 December, hitt-
ing a house on the aptly named
Cosmonaut Street. The owner of
the house, Andrei Krivoruchenko,
was at home with his wife at the
time. They heard a huge noise
and a crash as the debris hit the
roof. Independent, 27 Dec 2011.
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& SCIENCE
SENTINEL DOWN

As the propaganda war heats up, DAVID HAMBLING reports on a captured US drone: an

Iranian triumph, a fake, a ‘plant’, a disposable item - or was alien tech used to grab it?
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n 9 December, Iranian
television showed a
strange craft captured by

their military. This was not quite
a flying saucer, but the next best
thing: a top-secret American
RQ-170 Sentinel drone. And the
arguments over whether the
object on television was real,
how it was brought down and if it
could be reverse-engineered to
make copies have closely echoed
UFO debates — and have involved
a similar rash of conspiracy
theories.

At the heart of it is the
unmanned aircraft first photo-
graphed at the US airbase in
Kandahar in 2007 and dubbed
‘the Beast of Kandahar' by
aviation guru Bill Sweetman. The
smooth flying-wing configuration
indicated a stealth design to
minimise radar visibility. But why
deploy a stealthy spy against the
Taliban, a group with no radar?
The obvious answer was the
Beast was being flown into neigh-
bouring Iran or Pakistan on covert
Spy missions.

The US Air Force released
minimal information, naming the
drone as the RQ-170 Sentinel*
and saying it has been devel-
oped by Lockheed Martin's
Skunk Works, makers of the
high-altitude U-2 and high-speed
SR-71 Blackbird spy planes. The
Pakistan theory was validated
when US officials confirmed that
the Sentinel has provided video
coverage during the Bin Laden
raid, presumably to avoid being
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The arguments
over the drone
have echoed
UFO debates

spotted by the Pakistani military
who might give the game away.

On 4 December, the Iranians
claimed to have brought down
a Sentinel over their territory by
electronic means. This claim was
met with scepticism; the Iranians
had made similar claims before
without evidence. However, the
US did note that an unspeci-
fied drone had been lost over
Afghanistan. “The Iranians have a
pile of rubble,” one unnamed US
official told journalists, and the
general view was that a crashed
drone would be in thousands of
pieces. Even if it landed intact, a
self-destruct mechanism would
have destroyed it.

Five days later, Iranian tele-
vision broadcast pictures of
what they claimed was the
captured Sentinel, displayed in
a gymnasium. The undercarriage
was concealed with parodies of
the US flag, with skulls in place
of stars. This provoked further
scepticism; a US official declared
it was an obvious fibreglass
fake. John Pike, a consultant
at Globalsecurity.org, said it
looked more like a parade float
than a real aircraft. Others said
the colour was wrong, that the

humps housing communications
gear and engine inlets were the
wrong shape.

In the following days, there
was more detailed analysis of
high-resolution images of the
televised drone. The colour did
match previous images taken
in different light, and the shape
appeared to be correct. There
was even a jet engine behind
the inlet screen, which was only
visible with image enhancement.
The odd ‘split slot deflectors’ to
control airflow corresponded with
known designs. If it was a fake,
it has been assembled rapidly
with great attention to detail.
However, the public relations
machine probably knows what
it's doing: most people will only
have seen the initial story with
the denials and this is what will
be remembered.

On 12 December, President
Obama said in a press confer-
ence that he had asked the
Iranians to return the drone.?
This effectively admitted that a
US drone had been lost over Iran
and was believed to be in one
piece. A poll in the US showed
people thought the drone should
be destroyed or recaptured.

The CIA put their own spin on
events. They briefed the media
that rather than being full of top-
secret technology, the Sentinel
was deliberately designed so
as not to give anything away.
They had been expecting that
one would be lost over enemy
territory sooner or later. The loss

of the radar-absorbing stealth
coating would not compromise US
security.

One conspiracy theory had it
that the Iranians had taken control
of the drone with an insidious
computer virus. This idea was
inspired by reports of a virus on
computers at Creech Air Force
Base, where drones are controlled
from, a few months earlier. The
USAF belatedly admitted this, but
claimed it was a common type
and not a real threat.® But then,
they would say that, wouldn't
they?

Another theory was that the
captured Sentinel was really a
Trojan Horse, a fake which was
deliberately allowed to be cap-
tured. It is packed with computer
viruses and concealed features
that will make the aircraft vulner-
able if the Iranians (or Russians
or Chinese) copy it; or perhaps it
will blow up and destroy whatever
secret base it is being kept in.
This theory, which crops up in
every discussion, seems to be
based on wishful thinking.

On the other side are stories
about Iranian capabilities. An
Iranian engineer told the Christian
Science Monitor that the control
signals were jammed, so the
Sentinel went into automatic
mode and attempted to return to
its home base.® The Iranians then
spoofed the GPS satellite navigat-
ion signal, fooling it into landing at
an Iranian airfield. If this is true,
the Iranians could knock down any
number of advanced drones at
will; so why would they give away
the existence of a war-winning
secret weapon on something so
trivial?

Meanwhile, Iranian engineer
Mehran Tavakoli Keshe says the
Sentinel was plucked out of the air
and placed safely on the ground
with a tractor beam he invented.
Keshe has previously claimed
to be able to manipulate gravity
and says he gave the technology
for flying saucers to the Iranian
military.® Perhaps this last one is
a bit far-fetched... but everything
else is up for grabs.

NOTES

1 http:/1.usa.gov/A7gF7f
(af.mil/information)

2 http:/usat.ly/ss3JUi (usatoday.com)

3 http:/bit.ly/nom6RX
(informationweek.com)

4 http:/bit.ly/tXbXEG (csmonitor.com)

5 http:/bit.ly/wbwDHi
(keshefoundation.com)
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PAUL SIEVEKING reports on some mysterious markings found in old Jerusalem, and from South Africa the
earliest known painter’s toolkit and the earliest known sleeping mats.

GROOVY ENIGMA

Archaeologists excavating a

site in the City of David near
Jerusalem’s Old City are puzzled
by strange V-shaped carvings
cut into the limestone floor of a
room, each approximately 2in
(5cm) deep and 20in (50cm)
long. Ceramic shards found in
the room, located next to the
main spring that served the
ancient city, indicate it was

last used about 800 BC, when
Jerusalem was under the rule of
Judeean kings.

The markings were dis-
covered in May 2011, and in
November a conference was
held in Jerusalem attended
by more than 200 experts.
When no explanations emerged
from the gathering, the Israeli
Antiquities Authority set up a
Facebook page and asked the
public.

More than 20,000 suggest-
ions came in from all over the
world. “Ideas ranged from
mirrors, to signs of ancient
scripts to some kind of device
for agricultural use, or even

EARLIEST PAINTERS

The oldest known painting kits, used
100,000 years ago, have been found at the
Blombos cave on a cliff facing the Indian
Ocean in South Africa, about 200 miles
(320km) east of Cape Town. Two sets of
implements for preparing red and yellow
ochres to decorate animal skins, body parts

a suggestion from a dentist
who said the markings could
be the base for an ancient
dental chair,” said site archaeo-
logist Prof. Roni Reich of Haifa
University. Other suggestions

or perhaps cave walls were uncovered along-
side the giant abalone shells that served

as mixing pots. Other bones, including the
shoulder blade of a seal, were among the
ingredients for making the pigments. The
bones were probably heated in a fire and
the marrowfat used as a binder for the
paint.

included moulds for smelting
iron or drainage for ancient
urinals. Prof. Reich believes the
most likely explanation is that
the V shapes are the remnant
of some kind of groove for a

moveable object or a support for
a device to produce something.
“It's still a mystery and hopefully
one day we will come up with

an answer.” Metro, 8 Dec; Irish
Times, 13 Dec 2011.

“This is the first known instance of deliber-
ate planning and production of a com-
pound,” said Christopher Henshilwood from
the University of Bergen in Norway, adding
that it also marked the first known use of
containers. “It's early chemistry. It casts a
whole new light on early Homo sapiens and
tells us they were probably a lot more intelli-
gent than we think, and capable of carrying
out quite sophisticated acts at least 40,000
to 50,000 years before any other known
example of this kind of basic chemistry,” he
said.

The artists used small quartzite cobbles
to hammer and grind the ochres into a
powder, which was then poured into the
shell and mixed with charcoal, burnt and
broken bone, and an unidentified liquid
(probably urine or water). One of the artists’
kits came with a slender bone from the
front leg of a dog or wolf. One end had been
dipped in ochre, suggesting it was used as
a primitive paintbrush. Homo sapiens occu-
pied the cave from at least 140,000 years
ago. The cave'’s entrance was blocked by
sand 70,000 years go. BBC News, 13 Oct;
Science, Guardian, Int. Herald Tribune,

14 Oct 2011.

LEFT: Stone and bone tools for ancient painters.
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WORLD’S OLDEST

BEDDING

The oldest known sleeping mats
in the world, made 77,000 years
ago, have been found at Sibudu,
a cave in a sandstone cliff in
KwaZulu-Natal, South Africa. They
consist of compacted stems and
leaves of sedges, rushes and
grasses stacked in at least 15
layers within a chunk of sediment
10ft (3m) thick, and pre-date

the previous oldest-known plant
bedding by 50,000 years. Many of
the plant remains are species of
Cryptocarya, evergreen plants that
are used extensively in traditional
medicines. The beds appeared

to be mostly composed of river
wild-quince (C.woodii), whose
crushed leaves are an effective
mosquito-repellent. “The selection
of these leaves for the construct-
ion of bedding suggests that the
early inhabitants of Sibudu had an
intimate knowledge of the plants
surrounding the shelter, and were
aware of their medicinal uses,”
said Lyn Wadley, an archaeologist
at the University of the Witwaters-
rand in Johannesburg. “Herbal
medicines would have provided
advantages for human health,
and the use of insect-repelling
plants adds a new dimension to
our understanding of behaviour
77,000 years ago.”

Microscopic analysis of the
bedding suggested the inhabit-
ants repeatedly refurbished
the mats. They apparently also
burned the bedding regularly,
“possibly as a way to remove
pests,” said Christopher Miller, a
geoarchaeologist at the University
of TUbingen in Germany. “This
would have prepared the site for
future occupation and represents
a novel use of fire for the mainten-
ance of an occupation site.”

By about 50,000 years ago,
modern humans began expand-
ing out of Africa, eventually
replacing now-extinct forms of
humans in Eurasia, including
the Neanderthals. The age of
the oldest mats are roughly
contemporaneous with other
South African evidence of modern
human behaviour, such as the
use of perforated shell beads,
sharpened bone points probably
used for hunting, bow and arrow
technology, the use of snares
and traps and the production of
glue for attaching handles onto
stone tools. Science, D.Telegraph,
9 Dec 2011.

FORTEANA FROM THE ANCIENT WORLD COMPILED BY BARRY BALDWIN

147. (HOMERTA

Raised a wry smile when I saw a review of
Homer’s Secret Odyssey by Florence and Kenn-
eth Wood [FT283:63], unwelcome sequel to
their Homer’s Secret Iliad (1999), still peddling
the line taken by Florence’s mother Edna
Johnston Leigh (1916-99: one website credits
“a Kansas schoolteacher named Mrs Doris
Wood”) that the two epics are actually a
compendium of secret astronomical learning.
As conductor Gerhardt Richter snapped at

a violinist who fluffed a difficult note: “Your
damned nonsense can I stand twice or once
but sometimes always By God never!” Such
stuff inevitably exhumes John Allegro’s (in)
famous The Sacred Mushroom and the Cross
(1970), claiming that the New Testament

was a secret message to a cult of mushroom
worshippers, in the process transmogrify-

ing Christ into a fungus, Peter into

an onion, and other semantic

hocus-pocus. & -
An online review-article .

by Susan Kokinda does ’

the Woods no favours

by putting them in the

same tradition as Lyndon
LaRouche, whose mani-
fold absurdities include
Queen Elizabeth as head
of an international drug-
cartel - must be news in
Mexico. As for Mother Leigh’s
astronomical hypothesis, there had

been the equally dubious precedent of India’s
Bal Gandgadhar Tilak who “proved” in Orion,
or Researches into the Antiquity of the Vedas
(1893) and The Arctic Home of the Vedas (1903)
that the Vedic hymns “communicated ancient
astronomical and calendrical knowledge
metaphorically”.

Sample Leighisms: the 45 regiments
in Homer’s ‘Catalogue of Ships’ (Iliad 2)
represent the 45 constellations; Homeric
heroes are equated with individual stars, e.g.
Achilles is Sirius in Canis Major, Agamemnon
Regulus in Leo, Odysseus Arcturus in Bootes,
and so on; battle scenes conform to stellar
patterns, thus when Menelaus slays Pandarus,
this is actually Sagittarius mutating into
Scorpio at the Autumnal Equinox; a ship’s log
in Homer’s Secret Odyssey (separately available
online) reconstructs Odysseus’s ship’s log in
tandem with lunar phases and solar ecliptics
- still with me?

You can play these games ad infinitum.
What, for instance, should we make of Hom-
er’s standard trope (one of many) “starry-sky”
when used in daytime contexts?

The 64,000 drachma/euro question: why
put all this in code? There was no danger

in openness: occasional prosecutions of
philosopher-scientists (e.g. Anaxagoras for
‘impiety’ and Diagoras for ‘atheism’), but no
ancient Galileo trials. Leigh based some of
her arguments on Aratus’s poem Ph@nomena
(c. 270 BC), a straightforward didactic poem
variously translated without sensation into
Latin by Cicero, Germanicus, and Domitian.
Another Starter for Ten: how come none of
Homer’s brightest ancient readers (Aristotle,
Plato, Thucydides, his Alexandrian editors,
etc.) spotted this astronomical secret? Homer
was the author most read and written about
in Greece and Rome, yet it apparently eluded
everyone.
The FT notice complains that the Woods
shirk the ‘Homeric Question’ - Who? Where?
When? A debate going at least as far back
as Herodotus. Homer’s name in
Greek was supposed to mean
3.8 both ‘hostage’ and ‘blind’.
Seven places competed for
the honour of being his
birthplace, Chios and
Smyrna the front-runners.
Samuel Butler (1897)
believed the Odyssey was
composed by a woman,
a notion taken up (inevit-
ably) by Robert Graves in
his novel Homer’s Daughter
(1955) and Andrew Dalby’s
Rediscovering Homer [FT230:59]. The
Leigh-Woods extravaganza surely demands
a single author’s written texts. Most (not
all) moderns believe the poems were orally
composed by a sequence of illiterate bards
over several centuries, a notion based on the
field work with modern equivalents of Albert
Lord (1960), Milman Parry (1971), and Marx-
ist George Thomson (1945). Contradictions
and inconsistencies (notably Iliad 10), point
to multiple authorship. Likewise, theories on
their first writing-down range from Barry Pow-
ell’s (2009) idea that Homer himself invented
the Greek alphabet c. 800 BC for this purpose
(though only one mention of writing in Homer
- Iliad 6) to centuries later. 'm a rare bird
who thinks the ancient ascription to Athenian
tyrant Peisistratus (¢.545-527 BC) plausible.
As with Shakespeare, “not written by
Homer, but another man with same name”.
Lucian’s narrator (True Story 2.24) joins The
Dead Poets’ Society (Step Back, Robin Wil-
liams) in the Elysian Fields where Homer
asserts that he was a Babylonian, not blind,
who, contrary to popular opinion, composed
the Iliad first and wrote all the verses brack-
eted/expunged by his Alexandrian critics.
Homer Simpson, anyone?
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MATT PATTINSON

GHOST OF DAMBUSTERS DOG

A famous wartime mascot is said to have
returned as a phantom. The ghost of the
pet black Labrador which belonged to World
War Il hero Wing Commander Guy Gibson,
VC, is being investigated at RAF Scampton in
Lincolnshire by the group Paranormal Lincs.
Gibson led the Dambusters raids against the
Mohne, Eder and Sorpe dams on the Ruhr in
Germany, conducted on 16 May 1943. Just
hours before, his black Labrador, which he
called Nigger, was run over and killed at the
base. Before taking off for the Ruhr Dams,
Gibson left instructions for his faithful com-
panion to be buried outside his office and his
dog’s name was used as the code-word for
the famous raid.

Sightings of Gibson’s dog allegedly date
back to the early 1950s. In February 1952,
a mess waiter working at RAF Scampton
reported seeing a phantom black dog on the
base, and there have been sporadic claims
of paranormal activity ever since, particularly
around the anniversary of the raid.

Paranormal Lincs have been given per-
mission to stake out the operational RAF
base, targeting Guy Gibson’s office where
they claim to have picked up activity on their
electronic detection equipment. The office
has been empty for more than half a cent-
ury and is now part of the RAF Scampton
Historical Museum on the base, also home to
the Red Arrows.

Speaking of the current investigation, the

A CARTY / CREATIVE COMMONS

RAF SCAMPTON MUSEUM
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ALAN MURDIE discusses the shade of a World War Il legend - Guy Gibson's pet Labrador.
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It is said that the
dog turned up
just as the photo
was being taken

lead investigator, Paul Drake, 49, a computer
engineer and founder of Paranormal Lincs,
stated: “There is definitely paranormal activity
there... We have been up there on three dif-
ferent occasions. Each time, something dif-
ferent has happened. Something is definitely
going on, as there has been no power to the
office for years.”

Their investigation followed the discovery
of a 1987 photograph of a black dog sitting
among a school group at a Dambusters
Memorial at Woodhall Spa. It is alleged
that the dog mysteriously tumed up just as
the photo was being taken, refusing to be
shooed away, and disappeared afterwards.
Unfortunately — presuming this story to be
accurate — there is no conclusive evidence
that the dog in the picture was anything other
than a living animal.

Paranormal Lincs has a strong spiritualist
orientation, and one of the group, Michelle
Clements, stated: “We are looking for the
spirit of Guy Gibson, but there have been
a lot of things reported about his
dog.” They claim that the dog’s
spirit may have tried to contact

TOP: The 1987 photo showing the
canine visitor.

ABOVE: Nigger’s grave at RAF
Scampton.

FAR LEFT: Nigger with members of
617 Squadron.

LEFT: Guy Gibson.
OPPOSITE:
Delapré Abbey.



them; at least that is how they interpret activity
on their electronic detection equipment; other
interpretations are, of course, possible. But more
crucially, is any such ghostly dog necessarily that of
Gibson's beloved pet? After all, Lincolnshire has a
rich and long-standing folklore of ghostly black dogs,
pre-dating World War Il. Folklorist Ethel Rudkin under-
took a study and identified numerous sites across
the county where such apparitions manifested, all
before 1943.

Coincidentally, another group of ghost-hunters
operating in a nearby county also claim to have
discovered a phantom Labrador and human
ghost which also dates from 1943. Northampton
Spiritseekers explored the 12th-century Delapré
Abbey building on 29 July, using night vision cam-
eras and heat-seeking meters to try to detect para-
normal activity. Andy Britten, 34, leader of the group,
said they had seen a woman, believed to be Mary
Bouverie, who died in the stable block in 1943.

Mr Britten said: “We picked her up at two differ-
ent ages. One inside when she was about 20 years
old and another outside when she looked a lot
older. | could smell her perfume but she did not
really want to say too much.”

As with Paranormal Lincs at Scampton, Mr
Britten said his group had also picked up the spirit
of a Labrador dog, believed to have been buried
in the pet cemetery behind the tearooms. He
said: “People who go into the tea rooms with their
dogs find that their pets won’'t use the back door
out towards the garden. This might be because
they sense the spirit of the different dogs.” Thus,
Delapré Abbey seems to have a growing ghostly
reputation; formerly, in the 1970s, it possessed
only the ghost of a librarian.

Sources: D.Telegraph, D.Mail, 2 Nov 2011, Ethel H
Rudkin: “The Black Dog", Folklore 49, 1938: 111-131,
Northampton Chronicle and Echo, 8 Aug 2011; Joan
Forman: Haunted East Anglia, 1974.

RICH LEWIS

Mythconceptions

by Mat Coward

151. COW-TIPPING
The myth

bers, and other jolly pranksters. Because cows sleep standing up, with
their knees locked, and have slow reactions and a high centre of gravity, it
is possible to sneak up on them and push them over. If you are drunk, you
will find this amusing.

The “truth”

An impressive amount of research has been done on this vital topic. In
particular, zoologists at the University of British Columbia studied the
physics and mathematics of the matter. They declared that a 4ft 9in
(1.45m)-high cow, remaining passive throughout, pushed at an angle

of 23.4 degrees, could theoretically be toppled by a minimum of 4.43
people acting in concert. At this point, however, zoology plays its veto.
Cows do not sleep standing up, but lying down. Their knees do not lock.
Cows will rest on their feet, but as prey animals they will still be alert to
danger (whether from lions or Young Conservatives). Amongst vets, and
others whose work brings them into daily contact with bovines, there is
unanimity: cows are skittish creatures, with good senses of hearing and
smell, and trying to sneak up on one is a hopeless task. Everyone who's
looked into the subject has come to the same conclusion: cow-tipping is
foaflore. No doubt many have tried it, but there seems to be no authenti-
cated case of anyone succeeding at it.

Sources

http:/bit.ly/z10tiC (gazette.uwo.ca); http:/bit.ly/wgILEt
(articles.dailyamerican.com).

Disclaimer

Debunkers claim that no videos exist of a success- o>
ful cow-tipping, and that this is powerful evidence
that the practice itself is equally nonexistent.

Clearly, such a film is the only thing that could
rescue tipping from the status of myth; if you

know of one, please tell FT.

Mythchaser
FT reader Tony Ruben asks if there’s any truth to the
traditional claim that, when on the booze, one should
never mix “grape and grain”.

MORE MYTHCONCE

s.com/strangedays/mythbusters

www.forteantime

Cow-tipping is a sport enjoyed by generations of students, rugby club mem-
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ABOVE LEFT: A live frog was found in a leaf salad, and then became a studio pet at Channel Five. ABOVE RIGHT: A mouse embedded in a loaf of bread ordered online.

Sara Eason, 37, found a live

frog in her bag of Tesco Mixed
Seasonal Baby Leaf Salad on

8 September 2011. “I thought
some of the leaves had gone
slimy, so I had alook inside,” she
said. “I saw a little frog looking
out at me, which then croaked. I
jumped about a foot in the air.”
Her husband had bought the
salad from a Tesco Metro petrol
station in Wimbledon, south-west
London, four days earlier and

the bag had remained unopened
in their fridge since. Mrs Eason
was about to eat lunch at home in
Morden, Surrey, before heading
to work as a script supervisor on
Channel Five’s Big Brother show.
“Ididn’t want the frog jumping
around the house when I was out,
so I put it in my bag and took it to
work,” she said. “My production
manager gave it some water and
it now seems to be the office pet.
D.Mail, 10 Sept 2011.

»

About 10 days later, in Orebro,
near Stockholm in Sweden, Sofie
Isaksson discovered a live toad in
a pre-packed salad that had been
in her fridge for almost a week.
“At first I thought it was a rat so
I just screamed and dropped the
bag and yelled at my daughter to
come and check it out,” she said.
Instead, she uncovered a toad.
“It was pretty still at first, legs
folded in and eyes closed, so we
thought it was dead. We poked
itand it started moving. I guess
it was just chilled to the bones.”
Ted Stenshed, CEO of Sydgront,

the company that distributed the
salad, said that although unfort-
unate, the incident was actually
a sign that their products grow

in a healthy environment, since
wildlife is drawn to it. So that’s
alright then. The Local (Sweden),
20 Sept 2011.

Stephen Forse, of Kidlington,
Oxfordshire, bought a loaf of
bread online in January 2009.
He had already used some of
the bread for sandwiches when
he noticed “a dark-coloured
object embedded in the corner
of three or four slices,” he said.
“AsTlooked closer,I saw that
the object had fur onit.” It was a
dead mouse. An environmental
health officer noticed its tail was
missing, which upset Mr Forse
even more. “Had it fallen off
prior to the bread being wrapped
or had any of my family eaten it
with another slice of bread on

a previous day?” he wondered.
This year, Premier Foods, the
company that produced the loaf,
admitted responsibility and

was fined £5,500 and ordered

to pay £11,109.47 in costs at
Oxford Crown Court. BBC News,
27 Sept 2011.

A Baby Leaf and Rocket Salad
from Tesco in Burnham-on-Sea,
Somerset, contained something
a little more worrying - the 4in
(10cm) carcase of a “decom-
posed” bird. While cooking
dinner for his family, Paul
Streeter had placed the salad in

a bowl before returning to the
kitchen. His girlfriend shrieked
after finding the carcase among
the leaves. <i>, 19 Nov 2011.

A live frog turned up in a chicken
wrap in a Nando’s restaurant

in Victoria, central London, in
November. “I bit into the wrap,
but couldn’t chew through it,”
said Ross Dance, 32. “I excused
myself and got it out of my
mouth. There was a whole frog
there. It was still alive. I felt
really ill.” He took the frog
home to Crawley, West Sussex,
in a plastic tub. He later realised
that the frog - now dead - had
been left with only three legs. “I
think I might have eaten one,”
he said. “The thought of chewing
on it keeps me awake at night.”
One could comfort Mr Dance

by pointing out that Liu Hai,

the Chinese god of prosperity,
was always accompanied by his

familiar, the three-legged toad.
Anyway, Nando’s staff gave him
£44 compensation. They said

the “only possible” way the frog
could have got into the wrap was
in its pre-packed salad leaves,
which were provided by a sup-
plier washed and ready to eat.
Sun, 30 Nov 2011.

David Casey, 43, of Bedworth,
Warwickshire, was tucking in

to his favourite fudge-flavoured
yogurt when he bit into a human
molar tooth full of fillings. He
took it back to the Tesco store to
complain and they give him a 68p
refund for “inconvenience”. The
former corporal, who had served
in Kosovo in the late 1990s,
thought this was unsatisfactory;
he was having chemotherapy
treatment for a stomach tumour
and any infection could have
been life-threatening. Metro,

29 Nov 2011.

ABOVE: Remains of a decomposed bird showed up in a Baby Leaf and Rocket salad.
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Buying a new car?

Don’t make the wrong choice!
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Expert reviews in plain English Video test drives
New cars rated for practicality, performance, comfort, We show you what each car is really like to drive and to own
reliability, safety, value for money and running costs
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Detailed Sp&CIﬁC&tIOI‘IS Essential guides that help you save time and money
Facts and figures for every new car on sale in the UK, plus
photos inside and out
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HOMAGE TO THE PROPHET
Devotees pray (above) as an
imam displays a holy relic
believed to be hair from the
beard of the Prophet Moham-
mad, at the Hazratbal shrine
on the outskirts of Srinagar

in Kashmir. Kashmir’s holiest
Muslim shrine is on the left
bank of the Dal Lake. It is
known by many names includ-
ing Hazratbal, Assar-e-Sharief,
Madinat-us-Sani, or simply
Dargah Sharif. Metro, 27 May;
Independent, 9 July 2011.

BVM’S BELT ON TOUR

Last October, something
believed to be part of a belt
worn by the Blessed Virgin Mary
arrived in St Petersburg, where
it was met by Prime Minister
Vladimir Putin (right). The
holy relic is usually kept in
Vatopedi monastery on Mount
Athos in Greece, and this was
its first ever appearance in
Russia. In the month following,
it was viewed by more than

two million people in 14 Russ-
ian cities before it arrived in
Moscow, where another half
million saw it (according to

the Independent - the Irish
Times suggests a much higher
number). The huge excitement
led to suggestions that it might
be flown over Moscow in a heli-
copter to bless the whole city
before it returned to Greece on
28 November. Three days before
that, police near the Cathedral
of Christ the Saviour in central
Moscow said the waiting time to
see the reliquary was down to
around 14 hours, from a peak of
24 hours earlier that week.
Regime insiders and people
of middling importance were
given special tickets that
allowed them to skip the queues
and claim their cures ahead
of the common herd. However,
some commentators suggested
that Orthodox belief and the
Russian national psyche made
people feel that enduring a cert-
ain level of “suffering” before
touching the ornate silver box
in which the relic is held would
make its powers all the stronger.
The belt is believed to help
women conceive, and cure all
sorts of other pains and ail-
ments. We assume its powers
to cure barrenness are not
normally called into play, as
women are banned from Mount
Athos. Ironically, a smaller
part of the same relic is on
permanent display at another
church in Moscow, where it
draws only a few visitors. The
result of the miles-long queues
and the bussing-in of pilgrims
was a series of mammoth traffic
jams, the like of which had not
been seen in Moscow since the
arrival of the head of Saint
Panteleimon the Healer in 2000.
The Orthodox Church had a
dramatic surge of influence and
power following the fall of the
atheist Soviet regime in 1991.
The Cathedral of Christ the
Saviour became the symbol of
this change when its replica was
built in 1997 on the same site
where Stalin blew up the orig-
inal in 1931, replacing it with a
vast open-air heated swimming
pool. telegraph.co.uk, 24 Nov;
Independent, 26 Nov; Irish Times,
30 Nov 2011.
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ROCK BOTTOM

Oneal Ron Morris, 30, a trans-
gender man who dresses as a
woman, was detained in Fort
Lauderdale, Florida, on 18
November and charged with
practising medicine without
a licence and causing serious
bodily injury. (S)he had alleg-
edly injected a woman’s butt-
ocks with a mixture of cement,
mineral oil and Fix-A-Flat tyre
inflator and sealant, and used
superglue to seal the incisions.
The woman, who paid $700
(£450), later suffered abdominal
pain, infected sores and flu-like
symptoms. Photographs showed
that Morris had apparently done
the procedure on her/himself
- with grotesque results, as the
above photograph shows.

The operation originally
took place in a Miami Gardens
apartment in May 2010 and
investigators had been looking
for the suspect ever since. The
woman, who wanted to work at a
nightclub and who was referred
to Morris by a friend, ended
up at Tampa General Hospital
with life-threatening symptoms,

MEDICAL BAG

including pneumonia and an
MRSA infection. At the time of
the last report, further alleged
victims of Morris were coming
forward.

In January 2011, Whalesca
Castillo, an unlicensed cosmetic
surgeon in New York City, was
arrested for running an illegal
business out of her home inject-
ing women with liquid silicone
in the buttocks and breasts; and
in 2010, Ana Josefa Sevilla was
charged with a similar crime in
Miami after one of her clients
ended up in the emergency
room with complications. Last
February, 22-year-old London
student Claudia Aderotimi died

Surgical misdeeds, miraculous recoveries,
traumatic healing, and good news on cancer

following a cosmetic buttocks
injection administered in a Phil-
adelphia hotel room. ABC News,
19 Nov; BBC News, Sun, 21 Nov;
(Svdney) D.Telegraph, 22 Nov;
Irish Independent, 25 Nov 2011.

On 5 May 2011, Justin Street, 22,
attended a ‘pumping-party’ at
the New Jersey home of Kasia
Rivera, 34, to have his penis
enlarged with a silicone inject-
ion, but the next day he died
from a silicone embolism in the
lungs. In December, Ms Rivera
was charged with manslaughter
and unauthorised practice of
medicine. D.Mail, 11 Dec 2011.

GETTING BETTER

Lucy Hussey-Bergonzi, from
Hackney, east London, was 13
when she collapsed with a brain
hamorrhage days after filming
a walk-on part in Harry Potter
and the Half-Blood Prince. Her
collapse was triggered by a rare
condition she had carried since
birth, a cluster of abnormal
blood vessels that remained
undetected until they burst. She
had two operations in February

FAR LEFT AND LEFT: Oneal Ron Morris faces
charges for malpractice.
BELOW: One of her patients.

2009 at Great Ormond Street Hospi-
tal while in a coma. Doctors told her
mother Denise, 41, that it was time
to say goodbye to her daughter. Her
parents called in a Roman Catholic
priest to baptise Lucy. As he put
holy water on her forehead, the
family saw her arm shoot up in he
air. Within 24 hours, she was taken
off life support. In the following
months, she had to re-learn how to
talk, walk, and even eat and drink.
In August 2011, she said: “Doctors
were saying it was a miracle. People
who have brain heemorrhages usu-
ally don’t survive them.” However,
she still suffers severe headaches
and numbness down her right side.
D.Telegraph, Metro, 10 Aug 2011.

A formerly paralysed Dutch cyclist
may represent her country in the
Olympics after a bike crash gave her
back the use of her legs. Monique
van der Vorst, who is now 27, was a
sporty child who enjoyed tennis and
hockey. At 13, she had just taken
up cycling when a routine ankle
operation resulted in nerve damage
and left one leg paralysed from the
hip down. Confined to a wheelchair,
she took up hand-cycling and
competed nationally and internat-
ionally, winning six European and
three world championship titles.
In 2008, she was hit by a car, which
damaged her spinal cord and left
her completely paralysed from the
waist down. Later that year, she won
two silver medals at the Beijing
Paralympic Games. In March 2010,
while training in Majorca for the
2012 London Paralympics, she was
involved in another accident, this
time with another cyclist. Her body
went into spasm and she had to be
hospitalised and treated for severe
back pain. However, by June 2010
she began to feel tingling in first
one foot and then the other, and by
20 November she was able to walk
again for the first time in 14 years.
A year later, she was signed by the
Dutch Rabobank’s women’s cycling
team, where she will train with some
of the world’s best. She hopes to par-
ticipate in the Rio Olympics in 2016.
There is no obvious reason for
her recovery. Although most people
with spinal cord injuries do see
some improvement, it is minimal.
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KONSPIRACY KORNER

THE TRUTH BEHIND THE OTHER KENNEDY ASSASSINATION

A lucky few recover fully, but this
usually takes a year or more rather
than happening suddenly, as in Ms
van der Vorst’s case. One theory is
that the 2008 accident pushed two
vertebra out of alignment, causing
them to compress her spinal cord
and leaving her paralysed. The
2010 accident could have realigned
the vertebra, giving her back the
power in her legs. Independent,

24 Nov; D.Mail, 25 Nov 2011.

SHOCK THERAPY

Seven-year-old Gerhard van der
Merwe had worn glasses since the
age of nine months and could only
see with the aid of strong lenses.
“Doctors always thought he had
very bad eyesight because Iam
diabetic and injected myself with
insulin during my pregnancy,”
said his mother Gretha. “He could
barely distinguish light and dark
with his right eye.”

On about 7 June 2011, Gerhard
was hit by a taxi in front of his
family’s house in Potchefstroom,
South Africa, and was flung about
40ft (12m) through the air. He
escaped with mild concussion and
a bruised right eye. “In hospital he
kept telling us he could see,” said
his mother. “He had to get stitches
in his right eyelid, and it was
swollen. So we thought he meant
the swelling was subsiding and that
he could distinguish light again.
But he kept saying he could see.”
An eye specialist tested the boy
and said he could read “from the
largest to the very smallest letter
on the chart”. It now appears that
his bad eyesight might have been
due to pinched nerves. news24.com
(South Africa), 21 June 2011.

A deaf man shaken in bed by an
earthquake last August could hear
again when the tremors stopped.
Robert Valderzak, 75, lost his hear-
ing in June after a fall, but when
the 5.8 magnitude quake rattled
the hospital in Virginia where he
was being treated for cancer, he
said “something happened” in his
head. Sun, 26 Aug 2011.

Charly Sissons, 15, from Essend-
ene, Rutland, almost drowned
while windsurfing in August 2008.
She suffered a flashback to a bully-
ing incident 11 years earlier, when
she had been held underwater in

a swimming pool. In the next few

days, her vision deteriorated until
she couldn’t see at all. Tests showed
there was nothing wrong with her
eyes. Then seven months later, in
March 2009, Charly was holding
the hand of her grandmother
Dorothy Stanberry as she died,
aged 73.“Nan was my best friend,”
said Charly. “I felt numb losing her.
Then in the car on the way home
I'suddenly realised I could see
again.” Later, her mother Gill said:
“It sounds weird but doctors are
convinced those two shocks caused
her to lose her sight and then
regain it.” Sun, 15 June 2011.

WINK WINK

A woman who winks thousands of
times a day said in November 2010
that it was ruining her life. Barbara
Watkins, 65, of Halifax, West York-
shire, began winking with her left
eye in March 2010 and had been
unable to stop in the subsequent
eight months, except when asleep.
She was diagnosed with blepha-
rospasm, an incurable condition
affecting few people. “If people
look at me I have to tell them about
it,” she said. “It’s like I'm winking
at them.” Sun, 26 Nov 2010.

HOPE OF CANCER CURE
A group of dwarfs living in a
remote village on the slopes of
the Andes in the Loja province

of southern Ecuador could

hold the clues to curing cancer.
Researchers from the University
of Southern California (USC) in
Los Angeles closely monitored
around 100 members of the group
over 23 years and found no cases
of cancer or diabetes (apart from
one non-lethal cancer), according
to a study published in Science
Translational Medicine. Many of
the group had Laron syndrome (or
Laron-type dwarfism), caused by

a mutated gene, IGF-1, lowering
their growth hormone activity and
stunting growth, and were no more
than 42in (107cm) tall. It was sug-
gested that blocking growth hor-
mone activity in adults of normal
stature through prescription drugs
or a special diet could unlock
cancer’s mysteries. If the process
worked and only had minor side
effects, future societies could live
without major illnesses, said cell
biologist Valter Longo, who led the
USC research team. NewsCore (Fox
News), 17 Feb; Sun, 18 Feb 2011.

GETTY IMAGES / HULTON ARCHIVE / KEYSTONE

am rather grateful for the existence of the who-really-

wrote-Shakespeare's-plays? controversy, the subject of

the 2011 feature film Anonymous and of an FT cover story
last year (FT280:32-37). That people hatch conspiracy theories
about events that took place over 500 years ago makes being
interested in the assassinations of the 1960s seem positively
cutting edge!

On 22 October last year on Channel 4, Derren Brown did a
fairly close recreation of the assassination of Robert Kennedy,
with a member of the public firing a revolver at, and apparently
killing Stephen Fry in a theatre while under hypnosis. Brown
even had a ‘girl in a polka dot dress’ take part in the event,
shepherding the shooter towards his target, just as ‘a girl in a
polka dot dress’ appeared to be steering Sirhan Sirhan towards
Kennedy in 1968.*

The assassination of Robert Kennedy was a big technical
improvement on the framing of Lee Harvey Oswald; that was
so clunky that Oswald had to be killed lest
there be a trial and he talk, and a handful
of amateur sleuths utterly demolished the
official version of the event. Five years later
in California, the patsy, Sirhan, was steered
into place, pistol in hand, blazing away.

The forensic details that demonstrated

the presence of a second shooter — more
shots fired than Sirhan’s gun could contain;
shots fired at point blank range behind
Kennedy while Sirhan was in front — were
washed away by the image of the man firing
the gun.? And the state’s case was never
tested: Sirhan's lawyer persuaded him to
plead guilty to avoid the death penalty.

Sirhan, now 67, has acquired a new
lawyer, Dr William Pepper. Pepper worked
on the Martin Luther King murder, and in
1999 won a wrongful death civil case brought by the King family
against the late Lloyd Jowers, the owner of a café close to the
scene of the shooting, for his minor part in the plot (he hid the
rifle after the event). Jowers told the court that the assassinat-
ion had been financed by local organised crime and that a
Memphis policeman, the late Earl Clark, had fired the fatal shot.

You might think this was a big story. Not so in America.
James Douglass, author of the excellent JFK and the Unspeak-
able (2008), who attended the trial, reported that a local TV
reporter was the only media rep to attend the entire three-and-
a-half week trial, which got hardly any mainstream coverage.®

What is the new evidence that Pepper will put before an
American appeal court on Sirhan’s behalf? First, Pepper has
found that the bullet offered as evidence in the prosecution
case was not the one taken from Kennedy's body by coroner
Thomas Noguchi. Second, Pepper presents the new acoustic
analysis evidence of the event, which shows more shots were
fired than could have been in Sirhan’s gun.* And third, based
on work done by Harvard University psychologist Daniel Brown,
Pepper claims that Sirhan was “subjected to sophisticated
hypno-programming and memory implantation techniques”.® It
was the feasibility of this which was demonstrated by Derren
Brown’s TV programme.

NOTES

1 The programme is on YouTube, the actual shooting being in part 4 at
http:#bit.ly/rQezaf (YouTube).

2 The coroner in the case, Thomas Noguchi, discussed the wounds in his
Coroner to the Stars (Corgi, 1984).

3 Douglass's comments are at http:/bit.ly/7ifOL (ratical.org). Parts of the
trial can be seen on YouTube. Pepper’s opening address is at http:/bit.ly/
VRBZIX (YouTube).

4 See the summary at http:/bit.ly/s4k7gK (guardian.co.uk).

5 Pepper's 300-page submission is at http:/bit.ly/ssxXqR
(info.publicintelligence.net). A summary is at http:/bit.ly/scIFBQ
(courthousenews.com).
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BILLY JAMIESON

Back in May 2011, we reported the
sale at auction in Ireland of the sup-
posed skull of St Vitalis of Assisi,
patron saint of genital diseases,

by “a bidder from Los Angeles”
[FT277:9]. From a report in the Irish
Sunday Independent (23 Oct 2011)
we learnt that this was Billy Jamie-
son, “a TV personality and tribal art
collector based in Toronto”, who
had paid £3,000 but then died

on 3 July, the very day his cheque
arrived at the offices of Auctioneer
Damien Matthews in Duleek, Co.
Meath. It also happened to be his
57th birthday. He was due to front a
TV series called Headhunters on the
History Channel in Canada.

Jamieson first came to the
attention of Fortean Times in the
1990s as a collector of shrunken
heads (“The man with 12 heads”,
FT106:40-41). He became
enthralled with head-hunting culture
after his first visit to the Amazon in
June 1995 to sample the hallucin-
ogen ayahuasca. Between 1995
and 2001, he financed five expedit-
ions into the jungles of Ecuador
and Peru, researching traditional
naturopathic healings and related
rituals. He focused on the Jivaro
(more properly Shuar) tribe of Ecua-
dor, erstwhile head-shrinkers, and
amassed the most extensive Shuar
library and archival photo collection
in existence.

He made several trips to the
South Pacific and Indonesia, coll-
ecting rare artefacts, oddities
and curiosities. He amassed a
remarkable archive of ethnographic
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material about the native cultures
of North and South America, the
Dayak of Borneo, the Naga of the
Highlands of India and the Batak of
Sumatra. He was a member of the
Canadian Chapter of the New York
Explorers Club since 1997 and his
company, Jamieson Tribal Art, had
for years catered for the bizarre
tastes of rock stars and celebrit-
ies. He worked as a consultant for
the National Geographical Society
on their educational series about
head-hunting, human sacrifice and
cannibalism.

His sprawling 8,000 sq ft
(750 sq m), multi-level condomin-
ium in Toronto was stuffed with
macabre artefacts. Here he hosted
annual Halloween parties that were
legendary in Toronto for the manner
in which they brought together
transvestites, artists, curators,
Rosedale collectors, horror film
production crews and aficionados,
celebrities, historians, lawyers,
financiers, real estate moguls,
fashionistas, dancers, prostitutes,
bikers, and hellraisers, all dressed
in elaborate costumes.

In 1998, he bought the contents
of the Niagara Falls Museum, which
was established in 1827 but had
fallen into disrepair. The exhibits
included two-headed cows, a five-
legged pig, Wild Bill Hickok’s saddle,
and a humpback whale skeleton.
There was also the 83-object Egypt-
ian collection, including nine coffins,
eight mummies and a mummy
head. Jamieson sold the mummies
to the Michael C Carlos Museum
in Atlanta, Georgia, for US $2m in

May 1999. When it was confirmed
that one was that of the pharaoh
Ramesses |, founder of the 19th
dynasty, it was repatriated to Egypt,
where it is on display at the Luxor
Museum [FT143:16, 144:66).
William Jamieson, tribal art and
curiosity collector and dealer, born
3 July 1954, died Toronto 3 July
2011, aged 57.

Paul Sieveking

RICHARD STOTHERS
Richard Stothers joined the NASA
Goddard Institute for Space Stud-
ies in 1961. Within two years, he
published four papers in the most
prestigious journal, the Astrophys-
ical Journal, received his PhD from
Harvard and became a permanent
staff member of the Goddard Insti-
tute, where he worked the rest of
his life. He became a world expert
on the structure of stars, as well as
their origin and evolution. He pub-
lished almost 200 papers, mostly in
astrophysics and solar physics. In
the last two decades of his life, he
spent much of his time on climate
science, especially investigating
ancient writings to extract inform-
ation on climate change throughout
recorded history.

Besides his purely scientific pro-
jects, Stothers displayed a lifelong
interest in classical descriptions
of mysterious natural phenomena,
as expressed in articles such as
“Ancient Aurorae” (1979), “Ancient
and Modern Earthquake Lights
in Northwestern Turkey” (2004),
“Ancient Scientific Basis of the
‘Great Serpent’ from Historical
Evidence” (2004), “Unidentified
Flying Objects in Classical Antiquity”
(2007), and “Ancient Meteorological
Optics” (2009).

A “scientist doing history” is often
a recipe for disaster, as hardcore
scientists seldom seem to realise
that the interpretation of ancient
literature and artefacts requires a
considerable amount of background
knowledge, awareness of method
and sensitivity to contextual factors.
A true interdisciplinarian, Stothers
distinguished himself for his excell-
ent command of all of these and is
therefore an indispensable resource
for the fortean reader when it

We note the passing of a dealer in tribal art and curiosities, an open-minded
astrophysicist and a best-selling author of alternative history theories.

comes to the likes of aurorae,
crosses, pillars and rings around
the Sun, rainbows, earthquake
lights, marine cryptozoology, and
ancient UAPs. His last piece, pub-
lished posthumously last August,
appears to have been a letter to The
Observatory conceming the quest-
ion of why Babylonian astrologers
portrayed the planet Saturn as
black when it’s really quite yellow to
the naked eye. Months before his
passing, Stothers had discussed
this question with Peter James and
myself. We had invoked Saturn’s
giant Phoebe Ring — spanning an
area of two full moons and discov-
ered in 2009 (FT258:11)-as a
possible explanation.

lo Saturnalia!
Richard Blair Stothers, astro-
physicist, born 1939; died New York
28 June 2011, age 72.
Marinus Anthony Vander Sluijs

ALAN ALFORD

When Gods of the New Millennium
appeared in 1996, Alan Alford
became one of the leading lights

of the ‘ancient astronaut’ school of
altemative history. The book, origin-
ally self-published and distributed
online, was bought up and re-
published by Hodder and Stoughton
in 1997, and became a bestseller.
Alford left his job as a chartered
accountant, and dedicated himself
to fulltime research, travelling world-
wide to investigate ancient sites,
and giving talks and lectures.

His introduction to the world of
ancient mysteries was via Erich von
Déniken. This is probably the case
for a large number of people, but
Alan Alford was honest enough to




admit it; he was also honest enough to
see the limitations of his own theorising,
and move beyond it, and this marked him
out from the herd. It also lost him a lot

of readers and supporters, as his ideas
matured, and shifted away from the con-
ventional alternative view.

His next book, The Phoenix Solution,
set him on an entirely new trajectory. He
suggested that ancient peoples, particu-
larly the Egyptians, had an essentially
catastrophist view of the world; that
they used the evidence of, for instance,
meteorites, to build a picture of creation,
and divinity, which was a form of creative
destruction. At this stage, Alford believed
that ancient people had seen such
catastrophes at first hand.

But as his research progressed, he
came to realise that the Egyptians, and
others, were in fact referring to a remote
past, way beyond historical memory. Our
ancestors, the subject of our cosmo-
logical speculations, were themselves
engaging in speculative ancient cosmo-
logy. Meteorites, and the supposed relics
of this ancient celestial meelstrom, had
a value that was at least as much meta-
phorical as evidential.

Eventually, through an assiduous and
intriguing reading of Plato, he came to
the conclusion that this metaphorical
schema was almost universal in the
ancient world. He also developed an
intense personal interest in spiritual
progress, and saw himself as a type of
spiritual Platonist.

Alan was an unassuming and polite
individual, with a ready smile, and a
passionate interest in the big questions:
who we are, where we come from, and
how the world came to be as it is. He
was open to new ideas of all kinds, and
tolerant even of those critics who had
turned their vitriol on him. Well, nearly all:
we were fellow members of that exclus-
ive little club of writers who had been
threatened with lawsuits by Zechariah
Sitchin.

In recent years, Alan had spent an
increasing proportion of his time in
Kathmandu (his wife, Sumu, is Nepalese)
but remained deeply involved in the world
of ancient mysteries. His death has cut
short a promising and remarkably sin-
cere intellectual journey.

Alan F Alford, alternative historian, born
Southampton 1961, died Kathmandu,
Nepal, 14 Nov 2011, aged 50.

Noel Rooney
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Strange deaths

UNUSUAL WAYS OF SHUFFLING OFF THIS MORTAL COIL

FISHERMAN OSCAR BARBOSA, 18, BLED TO
death in December after jumping out of his
canoe into the Yata River in Bolivia, which
was teeming with flesh-eating piranha.

He suffered dozens of bites to his throat
and face. Local police chief Daniel Cayaya
believes that the teenager, from Rosario dei
Yata in the northeast of the country, comm-
itted “suicide by piranha”. Barbosa, who
was thought to be drunk, knew the river well
and would have been aware that it was full
of red piranha at that time of year. The 14in
(36cm) fish hunt in packs to strip their prey
of flesh. They are known to devour large
snakes and even jaguars in minutes. Fatal
attacks on humans are rare, but swimmers
at a river beach in Brazil were attacked by
hundreds of piranha in September 2011.
Sun, 8 Dec 2011.

ROBERT TRIGG, 47, SNUGGLED UP TO HIS
girlfriend and accidentally killed her. The ex-
chef, who weighed 182Ib (82kg), had recently
moved in with Susan Nicholson, 52,
in Worthing, West Sussex. Last April,
she suggested they slept
on the sofa. In the *
morning, Trigg woke Y

up on top of her and
found her dead. At
the inquest, the
coroner said: “There
is no evidence what-
soever that this was
part of an alterc-
ation.” Verdict:
accident. Sun,
12 Dec 2011.

A MONTH-OLD
boy was killed
when his obese
babysitter collapsed and died on

top of him. Michael Baldwin Il was found
smothered on a sofa under 210Ib (95kg)
Teresa Coffey, 39. It was thought she had
suffered a heart attack. The boy’s father,
Michael Baldwin Il — a television newscaster
in Long Island, New York — rushed home after
Ms Coffey failed to answer his calls. At first
he couldn’t find his son, but then realised

he was under the babysitter. A similar trag-
edy unfolded later the same month, also

in eastern US. Allen McNeil Jr, 53, and his

three-year-old son were found dead in their
New Jersey home after he apparently fell on
top of the infant and smothered him while
having a heart attack. Sunday Mirror, 4 Sept;
Sun, 5 Sept; MX News, 28 Sept 2011.

ROBERT FORD, 47, WAS SHOPPING WITH A
friend in Gravesend, Kent, in June 2011 when
his nose started to bleed. He walked into a
medical centre for help. The bleeding soon
stopped, and doctors advised him to go home
and put ice on his nose. His father Michael
told an inquest in December that when he
phoned him later that day, Robert asked him to
dial 999 because blood was beginning to clog
his throat and he couldn’t breathe. He was
soon found dead at his home. His father said:
“We found him on the floor with a small pool
of blood around his mouth. There was also
10p-sized spots of blood around the house.”
Pathologist Olaf Biedr-
zycki said it was the
only fatal nosebleed
he had seen in 4,000 post-
mortem examinations. “This
was certainly an odd case,” he
said. “We don’t really know how
to explain it. I've looked very
hard for a source of the blood
and could not find it.” The
coroner recorded a verdict
death by by natural
causes. D.Mail,
3 Dec 2011.

ALLY McCRAE, 23,
a cage fighter and
expert at Thai
boxing and
jiujitsu from
Kilmarnock
nicknamed
“McCrazy”,
was crushed to death by a dead cow at an
abattoir in Paisley, Renfrewshire, where he
worked. It is thought the one-ton carcase
slipped from a hook as it was being moved
along a conveyor belt. Sun, 19 Nov 2011.

A 17-YEAR-OLD BOY WAS KILLED AT A DAIRY
farm in Bearii, northern Queensland, Australia,
on 18 August when the cow he was prepar-
ing to milk kicked him in the head. [AAP]

19 Aug 2011.
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THE BROWN STUFF

Friday, 11 November 2011 proved an
interesting date for UFO research on
British TV. That evening, the subject
appeared in two very different guises.

One of these reached 10 million
people via a prime time serial drama
- the biggest audience possible these
days, barring Simon Cowell auditioning
a ‘Grey’ for next year’s X-Factor. Else-
where, the subject was a trigger for one
of the most unusual TV experiments
conducted into strange phenomena.

This experiment was a one-hour
Channel 4 programme from psycho-
logical illusionist Derren Brown.

For the past decade, he has courted
controversy after playing ‘live’ Russian
Roulette with a gun “loaded with real
bullets”. Brown’s programmes over
the years have included ‘persuading’
seemingly genuine ordinary folk to
hold up a security van or fly a doomed
airliner (while, unbeknown to them,
actually inside a simulator). He uses various
techniques such as reinforcement of cues,
psychological illusions and old-fashioned
magic, but is seriously opposed to the way
the ‘paranormal’ is widely exploited. Brown
has frequently shown how mediums, psychics
or healers might employ similar methods

to his own; but while he always confesses to
the complex trickery he employs, they - as
he points out - profess to use extraordinary
powers (see FT185:28-32 for an interview
with him).

For his new venture, Brown chose to test
the nature of luck by planting a rumour into a
small community and letting it develop across
several weeks. Under the pretext of making a
documentary called The Secret of Luck, several
local people were monitored to see how the
experiment unfolded - without the illusion-
ist’s involvement being known. Eventually,
Brown visited the town, supposedly to follow
up the peoples’ stories but in reality engineer-
ing something more complex.

Brown chose a small statue of a dog in a
local park around which to build the rumour
that it was ‘lucky’: rub it and good fortune
would be conferred. He covertly sowed the
seeds of this yarn around town and cleverly
used social media (the dog has its own Twitter
site!) plus traditional local media to push the
legend. Belief was fostered via such influ-
ences and through stories about people who
won small sums on the lottery or got new jobs

after rubbing the dog.

Reporters, secretly working for Brown, foll-
owed up by filming (covertly and openly) as
people in the town took the legend forward
through the power of belief, and rumour con-
tagion worked via the Internet. Brown wanted
to see if people could really be convinced
that a mundane artwork could bring luck and
ultimately persuaded one citizen to test the
conviction by betting his life savings on the roll
of a dice.

Deciding where to set up this experiment
was vital and Todmorden in West Yorkshire
was his choice. Crucial to this were the strange
phenomena reported here since the 1970s
-most notably the town’s status as a UFO
window area following such well reported
events as the Alan Godfrey abduction (see
FT242:33; 269:44-47; 270:46-49).

Indeed, the lucky dog statue was located
just yards from where Godfrey’s patrol car
had stopped back in November 1980 and close
to other encounters on the adjacent Burnley
Road, where alien contacts have been unusu-
ally prolific.

It was speculated that this area might be
‘primed’ by having a weird aura transmitted
through a close-knit community that allowed
people to interact and discuss unusual local
events. Would this fuel a strong belief in the
veracity of the planted legendary ‘dog’?

Derren Brown revealed his role for the first
time in late September to a packed town hall

the UFO files
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reports, reviews of classic cases, entries on major ufological topics and
hands-on advice for UFO investigators. The UFO Files will benefit from your
input, so don't hesitate to submit your suggestions and questions.

To contact The UFO Files, write to: nufon@btinternet.com or UFO Files, Fortean Times, Dennis Publishing, 30 Cleveland Street, London W1T 4JD.

LEFT: TV presenter Dawn Porter with Gemma
Rowbottom, Sally Darlington and Kendall
Rowbottom pat the head of the “lucky” dog
in Centre Vale Park, Todmorden

OPPOSITE: Brian (Peter Gunn) and Julie (Katy
Cavanagh) mount a skywatch in Britain's
favourite soap, Coronation Street.

where the dice-throwing gamble was to
be filmed. Several people in the town
were shown footage taken over the past
weeks revealing the truth behind their
‘lucky’ experiences. Some were set up

- others were pure chance. A few who
felt their luck was improving thanks

to embracing the statue were taken to
Blackpool and won small sums of money
on the arcades. Brown argued that their
self-confidence from believing in the
dog caused them to take chances that
they would otherwise have ignored. And,
of course, you only win something if you
believe in yourself enough to enter.

This was cleverly juxtaposed with the story
of a local butcher who missed multiple oppor-
tunities - for instance walking past a £50 note
discarded beneath his feet. Eventually, it was
this perennial ‘loser’ who was coaxed to stake
his £1,000 savings on a throw of a dice in the
town hall. Needless to say he won £5,000 -
though one presumes less because of a lucky
statue than via some Brown sleight of hand.

I know Tod well -1 was born close by, have
family in the town and visit often to investi-
gate strange events - so I could follow the way
this experiment panned out from the inside.

Tronically, the dog statue was moved to
this UFO hot spot after it had suffered con-
siderable bad luck in its prior home, where
vandals had tossed it in the canal! There
seems no doubt that once enough people
came to believe in the statue it developed a
life of its own and acted as a symbolic force
for injecting confidence. But the number who
were affected seems to have been modest
and the fuss passed many of the townsfolk by
- despite postings from ‘Wagtail’, the poster
who planted stories on local forums in August.
In fact, there was little online response before
Derren Brown hit town to ‘investigate’ (in
reality, bolster) the claims.

Brown did put on a great show in Tod,
ending with a pyrotechnics display beside
Burnley Road (perhaps hoping for some
accidental UFO sightings), but I feel the
results of this experiment, while interesting,
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were a tad incon-
clusive. I suspect
it would have
worked in much
the same in any
small community.
Indeed, with no
new UFO sight-
ings happening
during the film-
ing, as might
potentially have
happened, this
negative result is
in itself of note. I
found no reason
to think the
locals believed
in the power of
the dog to any
great degree

and the window
area status of the
valley did not appear to boost any such belief.
However, interviews about the supernatural
heritage of the location exposed a somewhat
distorted memory, which might, I suppose,
support the view that rumours can grow
within such a community.

Either way, we should consider the results
of this experiment whenever a UFO wave
emerges in a small community in future, and
perhaps watch how social media help the
superstition to proliferate faster than it once
would have done.

UFOS OVER THE STREET

That same Friday also saw the launch of a
week-long storyline on the nation’s most-
watched soap, Coronation Street. For the
uninitiated, this ITV show has run for over
half a century, always airing in prime time
and with audiences topping almost every
other scripted programme.

Interestingly, Corrie, as it is affectionately
known, has featured UFOs before - towards
the end of 1984 when young refuse collector
Curly Watts glimpsed a twinkling light with
his telescope. The local paper made it into a
sensation with the headline “Binman boffin
spots UFO” and Curly received the true-to-
life response of genial ribbing from his mates.
He also became a hit with the street’s ladies
as he gained fame from his close encounter,
and this only faded when a crackpot UFO
buff arrived to glean messages from the
aliens that he insisted poor Curly must have
been receiving.

Seeing a UFO in a Manchester suburb
(even the fictional one of Weatherfield) is
no surprise. I spent the 1980s and 90s with
MUFORA (the Manchester UFO Research
Association) chasing real events in the city -
though I hope we acted rather more sensibly
than the cartoon twerp foisted upon Curly.

So, when Corrie decided to return to the
UFO mystery 27 years later, it was a good
test of how things have changed in terms of
social acceptance of the phenomenon. This
time there were two witnesses - teacher Brian
Packham and his girlfriend Julie Carp. We
saw the intrepid couple proceed in the rain
to the local ‘Red Rec’ armed with a telescope
to skywatch. Brian was apparently one of
Manchester’s top accredited ufologists and
had been teaching UFOs to kids at his school

Brian waddled
towards the
‘UFQO’ crying: “I
come In peace”

- cue complaints from the natives about the
ethics of this.

Curiously, I once really did teach UFOs
at a school in this area with not dissimilar
concerns resulting - although I tried to show
youngsters how to develop investigative skills
and identify the misperceptions involved, and
I doubt Brian was being similarly restrained.
Since I have discussed my teaching experi-
ences in these pages before, perhaps FTis
now inspiring Corrie scripts!

But who uses a telescope to go UFO spott-
ing? Astronomers rarely see UFOs through
them because they magnify a very small area
of sky, making it less likely that anything
would be seen - and tracking a fast object
this way would really tax your agility.

It also makes little sense to skywatch in a
city beneath a large lamp, drowning out what-
ever sky might be visible. But I had sympathy
for Julie - who was more interested in the
amorous possibilities of a November night
under the stars. I can recall that being the
best part of skywatching in my youth.

As the Corrie storyline played out over the
week, there were some classic lines. When
Brian described the work of the SETI insti-
tute, Julie cooed about the sofa shop down
the high street that she thought he was refer-
ring to. Then she mistook Professor Frank
Drake for old-time comedian Charlie Drake!

Inevitably, the daffy duo took some
photographs of large orange blobs which
readers of this column could rapidly identify
without the help of the front page headline
on the next day’s Weatherfield Gazette. The
story in town that morning was that a local
Chinese restaurant had released some fire
lanterns. These orange glows - mimicking
UFOs in countless real-life cases over the past
decade, as readers will know - have been sent
skywards from assorted wedding receptions,

birthday bashes
and festivals.
Brian, of course,
was just convinced
that ‘Chinese
lanterns’ were like
weather balloons
-used by MoD
debunkers to hide
the truth from the
public.

Eventually, the
story fizzled out in
pure farce as two
local car mechanics
rigged up a model
spaceship with
flashing lights,
dangled it from a
fishing pole at the
couple’s next sky-
watch and Brian
waddled towards
the contraption crying: “I come in peace”
before falling over in a heap.

At face value, this reveals the ability of
soaps to tap into and use ideas in an exagger-
ated manner, exposing human life in all its
rich absurdity. But on another level, it also
shows the widespread belief that UFOs are
alien spaceships and illustrates the public
perception of the sort of nincompoops inter-
ested in the subject.

We have clearly made scant progress in
persuading the public that there are serious
issues within the UFO mystery that deserve
research rather than ridicule. We need to
consider how we can alter that perception so
that next time Coronation Street decides to
roll out the UFO nuts we might expect a dash
of common sense.

CODA

William Roache is in the Guinness Book of
World Records as the longest-serving TV actor
to appear continuously in one role. He has
played Ken Barlow in Coronation Street since
the first episode back in December 1960.
Despite Corrie’s dire track record in dealing
with UFOs, William has a deep interest in
several areas of the paranormal. Indeed, in
the week of this UFO storyline, he appeared
on the BBC debating his beliefs about
reincarnation.

During the 1980s, when that first Corrie
UFO plot ran, our MUFORA group was
allowed to hold its regular meetings in the
Granada Studios where the show is filmed.
Through such visits, and my own filming of
Granada programmes there, I became aware
of William’s serious interest in UFOs, and for
a time he read some of our published case
reports and even attended one of my lectures
in the city. He then kindly granted me an
interview, during which he offered a sensible
counter to the jocularity of the Corrie writers.

Discussing press and TV coverage of the
paranormal, he told me: “The media cannot
handle this subject properly. They just want
to make it sensationalist and fun. Yet there
is so much more to it than that, if only they
could see... They either will not look, or
simply are not capable of looking, deeper into
what the paranormal stands for and implies.”

After the antics of Brian and Julie, I
couldn’t agree more.
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BLASTS FROM THE PAST

I I e T R S

FORTEAN TIMES BRINGS YOU THE NEWS THAT TIME FORGOT

€D THE FABULOUS FLYING MEN OF 1880, PART 2

THEO PAIJMANS examines a ballooning tragedy that sparked sightings of aerial anomalies in St Louis
skies - and all across America.

n terms of flying anom-

alies, 1880 was an inter-

esting year. In February, a

Pennsylvania newspaper
related how a Uniontown citi-
zen passed a deserted, dilapid-
ated house a few miles east of
Uniontown: “In the dim light
he saw seven apparitions, like
unto men, women and children,
floating in the air above the
ruin. Skeleton arms and bony
fingers pointed to the cellar,
where, tradition says... bodies
are buried.” Weird voices filled
the air and the man, who was
well versed in German, stated
that they spoke in the German
language.*

In March, a large object flew
slowly over Galisteo Junction
in New Mexico. According to
the startled witnesses, loud
shouts in an unknown language
emanated from the aerial
vessel that had a construction
“entirely different to anything
of the kind ever seen... being
in the shape of a fish. The
air machine appeared to be
entirely under the control of
the occupants, and appeared
to be guided by a large fanlike
apparatus.” ?

One early evening in July,
CA Youngman and Ben Flexner
were standing at a side window
of Haddart’s drugstore in
Louisville, Kentucky. Looking
skyward, they spotted an object
high up in the air over the Ohio
River bridge. Thinking it at
first to be the wreck of a toy
balloon, they were amazed as
the object got nearer and they
saw that it was “a man sur-
rounded by machinery, which
he seemed to be working with
his feet and hands”. The object
reached a point just over the
city and then disappeared in
a southwesterly direction,
passing out of sight in
the twilight.?

The flying thing was
also seen over Madison-
ville. Alerted by his
young son Johannis, Mr

The construction was “entirely different
to anything of the kind ever seen... being
in the shape of a fish. The air machine
appeared to be guided by the occupants
using a large fanlike apparatus.”

Wells, Mr Boyster, his wife and
other children saw it. Accord-
ing to Wells, the object looked
as if it had a ball at each end,
though “it sometimes appeared
in a circular form and changed
into an oval.” It disappeared in
a southerly direction.*

In September, the New York
Times and other newspapers
printed the hoax story of a man
flying over Coney Island (see
FT284:32-33) and mentioned
the sighting over Louisville.
But they also referred to
a similar sighting over St
Louis without going into
details. Charles Fort
devoted some space
to the Louisville

ABOVE: John Wise making the first US
airmail delivery from Lafayette, Indiana,
on 17 August 1859.

BELOW: John Wise, balloon pioneer.

sighting, but commented
that he had had no access to
St Louis newspapers, so was
unable to shed any light on it.

What had happened in the
skies over St Louis? In order
to appreciate what the news-
papers referred to, we need to
look back to the previous year,
1879.

On 28 September that
year, early balloon pioneer
John Wise and his companion
George Burr ascended from
St Louis in the balloon Path-
finder. Wise had made over 400
ascents during his life and had
made the first official airmail
delivery for the US Post Office
in 1859. What, therefore, should
have been a routine ascent
went tragically wrong: soon
after the ascent, Wise’s balloon
vanished without a trace. Burr’s
body was later found in Lake
Michigan but not a trace was



ever found of Wise or his ball-
oon. Wise’s fateful journey and
his mysterious disappearance
captured nationwide attention,
and as a consequence several
sightings of aerial objects
thought to be his balloon were
reported in Missouri and other
states from late September
and throughout October 1879.
“The airship is reported to have
passed over Alton at 5:30pm
Sunday, and passed in the midst
of a storm cloud. At 6 o’clock it
passed over Bunker Hill, I11. At
a fearful speed, flying east of
north. At 11:30, Monday night,
the ship was seen 20 miles
[32km] west of Laporte, Ind.,
and moving over Lake Michi-
gan.That is the last heard of
it,” one newspaper reported.®
“All over northern Indiana and
Illinois, and southern Michigan,
their frail airship has been
seen, every day, sailing through
the ether blue - but so far dist-
ant that even the best glasses
could not discover if the aerial
passengers were still riding
their lonely journey... From all
parts of the country over which
the airship was expected to
sail, we have received news in
regard to it...”

An object flying over
Burlington in Iowa was
described thus: “It was a ball-
oon, containing two persons.

It was so far distant that their
forms were merely discernable,
but their motions could be
seen... It travelled rapidly, but
steadily, and appeared to be in
a strong current of air, that was
wafting it toward south-western
Missouri. It was out of sight in
less than 10 minutes from the
time it was discovered.” ©

An object seen in the
neighbourhood of Chicago, at
Miller Station, was described
as “some dark body high up
in the air, which, upon closer
scrutiny, they plainly saw was
a balloon. It was near midnight
at the time, but the moon shone
brightly so that the air-ship was
distinctly seen.”

A Mr Partridge of Pontiac,
Michigan, some 30 miles
[48km ] northwest of Detroit,
saw a large balloon passing

ABOVE: lillustration of a sticky ballooning moment from John Wise's Through the
Air: Forty Years’ Experience as an Aeronaut, 1873.

the city. “Could see the basket,
but could not make out the
inmates. He thinks it was the
Wise balloon.” ” The sightings
lasted well into October. Since
it is currently held that Wise
crashed into Lake Michigan
soon after his ascent, these
sightings could not have been
of his balloon. It seems, though,
that the mystery of Wise’s miss-
ing balloon triggered a very
early flap of sightings of anom-
alous aerial objects. A contem-
porary newspaper thought so
too, comparing the sightings
with those of the Flying Dutch-
man: “In many parts of the West
people have been peering into
the skies, looking for Wise’s lost
balloon, days and weeks after it
was impossible that any mortal
could direct its course. At a half
dozen places men and women
have imagined that they saw
this balloon. No end to these

extravagant fancies has been
reached - they stretch more and
more into the preposterous...” ®
With this remark, the news-
paper alluded to the weirdest
event during that early UFO
flap, that of the dangling man
of Owingsville, Kentucky.
Owingsville, the scene of a
shower of flesh several years
previously - as some news-
papers pointed out - produced
areport that “a man had been
seen standing in mid air at a
point about six miles [10km]
east of town; that he was
making gestures of all kinds,
and after staying there about
half an hour had suddenly
ascended until it rose beyond
the view of the naked eye.”
Mrs Abraham Goodpater was
washing and went outdoors.
Looking up, she saw “some-
thing like a man suspended in
mid-air, about 20ft [6m] above

the tops of the trees. The figure
was making gestures of all
kinds, but spoke not. It would
throw its hands wildly, then
fold its arms, then clasp its
hands, and drawing its knees
up assume the attitude of
prayer.” Her children ran out
and together they watched the
strange spectacle for about 25
minutes, when the figure began
to ascend and vanished from
view. James Nealus, a farmer
living nearby, saw what he
thought of as a balloon, “but
saw no man in it”. Theories
included that Wise or some
other balloonist had lowered
himself by a rope or that it was
a sign from Heaven. The incid-
ent was reported nationwide.®

It is very likely that the
Owingsville incident was what
was referred to in the New
York Times and elsewhere, and
the mystery of the St Louis
flying man has been caused by
the simple fact that that the
incident had happened the year
before.

Having said that, there still
may be an 1880 sighting over
St Louis yet to come to light,
since that city harbours an
unusual tradition of things
seen in the skies. As in Galisteo
Junction’s flying anomaly in
the shape of a fish, as early as
1873 residents of St Louis saw
a “celestial apparition” toward
the southwest, “looming forth
in the shape of a large fish, with
mouth open and fins spread,
as if swimming in a denser
medium”.* In 1911, Mrs John
Bishop saw a flying snake near
St Louis. She and her child-
ren were in the yard when
they heard a whirring sound
overhead. They saw a spotted
snake 3ft (90cm) long flying
through the air. It remained
visible for some 20 minutes.
“Mrs Bishop says she could
not see what kind of wings the
thing had because they moved
so fast.” * St Louis again came
into prominence during a flap
of giant bird sightings in 1948,
in which the creature was
described as “about the size of
a small pursuit plane” *? and

“as big as an airplane”. ™

4 Louisville Courier-Joumnal,

NOTES 29 July 1880.

1 Indiana Progress, OUtS

Indiana, Pennsylvania, Louisville, Kentucky,
26 Feb 1880. 6 Aug 1880.

2 New Mexican, Santa Fe,
New Mexico, 28 Mar 1880.

3 Louisville Courier-Journal,
Louisville, Kentucky,

5 “Lost In The Air", The
Daily Constitution, Atlanta,
Georgia, 5 Oct 1879.

6 Burlington Daily Hawk-
Eye, Burlington, lowa,

10 Oct 1879.

7 St Joseph Herald,

St Joseph, Michigan,

11 Oct 1879.

8 Titusville Herald,
Titusville, Pennsylvania,

12 Dec 1879.

9 Wheeling Register, Wheel-
ing, West Virginia, 20 Nov

1879; Boston Eve. Joumal,
Boston, Massachusetts;
Reno Eve. Gazette, Reno,
Nevada, 4 Dec 1879; Plain
Dealer, Cleveland, Ohio,

6 Dec 1879.

10 Cleveland Leader, Cleve-

land, Ohio, 9 Oct 1873.
Credit: Kay Massingill.

11 Sioux County Herald,
Orange City, lowa,

31 Aug 1911; Rock Rapids
Reporter, Rock Rapids,
lowa, 31 Aug 1911; Hull
Index, Hull, lowa, 1 Sept
1911; San Antonio Light,
San Antonio, Texas,

7 Sept 1911.

12 Star, Anniston,
Alabama, 11 April 1948.
See also: Loren Coleman:
Mothman and other curious
encounters, Paraview Press,
2002, ch4, Thunderbirds.

13 Camden News,
Camden, Arkansas,
29 April 1948.
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TED HARRISON gets ready
for the end of the world as
we know it... and wonders
just how the Earth might be
destroyed come December...

t feels like the months of nervousness

leading up to 1 January 2000 all over

again, but on a much bigger scale. Not

just another millennium change this

time, with the danger of a few implod-

ing computers, but the most significant
Earth-time landmark of all human history
- the end of the 13th Bak’tun cycle of the
Maya Long Count calendar!

When Roland Emmerich’s blockbuster
disaster movie 2012 was released, the
assorted prophecies concerning the year
leapt from being the stuff of specialist inter-
est to the subject of widespread anxiety — an
anxiety that has spawned a whole new End
Times industry.

“Never before has a date in history been
so significant to so many cultures, so many
religions, so many scientists and govern-
ments,” declared the film’s producers
without a blush of shame at their hyperbole.
“2012 is an epic adventure about a global
cataclysm that brings an end to the world
and tells of the heroic struggle of the
survivors.”

It certainly struck a chord. It was 2009’s
fifth most successful film, with global
box-office takings of $750 million. It was
spectacular stuff and, although the acting
was ham, the special effects were state of
the art. Earthquakes and tsunamis devast-
ated the planet and the world’s great cities
were wiped off the face of the Earth as if
by some giant, cosmic J Cloth. There was no

protection for the godfearing either, as St
Peter’s in Rome came crashing to the ground
onto thousands of the faithful!

THE END OF TIME

Is this really what will happen on 21
December 2012? And is it true that it was
all foretold by the Maya, an ancient Central
American civilisation whose scholars left a
written record of their warnings?

And if the world does end on the date
predicted, how will it happen? Will Earth
be struck by a stray comet? Will the mystery
Planet X arrive? Perhaps an invisible force
of radiation will reach out from the Sun;
or will an irresistible galactic energy wave
sweep away all in its path? Might there be a
destabilising pole shift? Will God call time
on humanity and instigate Judgement Day?

Or will 2012 simply herald the end of the
current world order, with a massive change
of human consciousness? Will peace, love
and inner awareness replace avarice and
out-of-control consumerism? Will investment

bankers and advertising executives decamp
en masse to rural Wales to restart their lives
as organic farmers?

The trouble is, the Maya didn’t say what
would happen when the current mega-epoch

. of time, as they calculated it, expired. Per-

haps nothing of any significance, just like
December switching to January: an excuse
for a party before we get on with life — with

. afew new resolutions - once the hangover

clears.

The Maya civilisation was in decline long
before the Europeans arrived in the New
World. It was an ancient culture that had
dominated Central America for many cent-
uries, and was famed for its learning. Follow-
ing generations of careful observation, Maya
astronomers had a detailed understanding of
the movements of the heavenly bodies and
had calculated and codified cycles of time.

According to the Maya, time was not
counted in weeks, months and years. A day
was, and remains, of course, one rotation
of the Earth; but 20 days make a Uinal,

18 Uinals make a Tun, 20 Tuns make a Katun,
20 Katuns make a Bak’tun and 13 Bak’tuns
complete the Long Count of 1,872,000 days.

The current 13-Bak’tun epoch began on
11 August 3114 BC. It is therefore due to end
on 21 December 2012.

After that date, Maya time runs out. There
is no reference to subsequent events. Does
that mean that they believed there would be
no more time after that date? Or might it be
that once their civilisation went into term-
inal decline, and their lands were conquered
by the Europeans, the Maya astronomers

. simply never got round to writing the next

edition of the Long Count Almanac?
Despite several centuries of contact
between Europeans and the indigenous
Central American people, little was known
in Europe about the Maya time system until



FACING: Radio preacher Harold Camping offered two dates for Doomsday in 2011. ABOVE: Roland Emmerich gave us the blockbuster Hollywood movie version of 2012.

just over 100 years ago.

In the 1880s, a friend of Mark Twain called
Joseph T Goodman, who had made a fortune
in mining investments, turned his mind
and curiosity to Maya studies. He became
intrigued by the carvings and hieroglyphs
left by the culture, and in 1905 published
a translation of their calendar from which
the Maya and Gregorian calendars could be
correlated.”

Goodman was a maverick and untrained
researcher. Although his work was indepen-
dently confirmed 20 years later, his findings
remained in the realms of obscure scholar-
ship for another 40 years. Current interest in
the subject can be dated from 1966 and the
publication of Michael Coe’s book The Maya,
which mentioned the Long Count Calendar,
even though the author miscalculated the
end date by a year.

Since then, a growing number of authors
have turned their attention to the Maya cal-
endar, feeding a flurry of speculation which,

with the release of the disaster movie, turned :

into a crescendo of debate. More and more
Maya ‘experts’ and general eschatologists
have been leaping on a bandwagon of doom-
laden prophecy.

The fascination with the Maya revolves
around their image, that of the exotic and
mystical lost civilisation whose deep know-
ledge of the Cosmos enabled them to make
astonishing calculations. That these calculat-
ions hint at an imminent Apocalypse, at a
time of active interest in End Time theories,
makes them especially intriguing.

WILL GOD

CALL TIME ON
HUMANITY

AND INSTIGATE
JUDGEMENT DAY?

PROPHETS OF DOOM

Every generation has had its Doomsday
prophets (for a selection, see FT129:34-36;
277:27).In the last 2,000 years, there have
been over 300 dates set for the end of the
world that have aroused passionate belief in
some quarters and then passed by unevent-
fully. The early Christians were convinced
that Christ would return within their own
lifetimes. Around AD 1000, there was some
belief that the end of the world was about to
happen. That date was revised to AD 1033
when some speculated that the end would
come 1,000 years after Christ’s resurrect-
ion and not his birth. It became a common
pattern over the centuries for dates to be
named and then revised as prophets had to
explain away their failures. One classic case
of shifting the Doomsday goal posts was that
of William Miller, who attracted tens of thou-
sands of followers by naming 21 March 1843
as the Earth’s last day. When his recalculated
date of 22 October 1844 also passed safely

into history, his followers left him in droves,
experiencing what came to be known as ‘The
Great Disappointment’ (FT253:46; 277:27).
The most widely broadcast Bible-based
date of recent times was that calculated by
the 90-year-old American radio evangelist
Harold Camping (see FT269:11; 274:55;
277:26).1In 2011, Camping hogged the end-
time stage, pushing the Maya aside for a
while. When his predicted date of 21 May
for the rapture and the return of Jesus came
and went, he didn’t backtrack. So convinced
was he that his interpretation of the Bible
dates was correct that he announced that
Judgement Day had arrived, but on a
spiritual plane; the physical destruction
of the world had just been rescheduled for
21 October. Again, nothing untoward happ-
ened. Undaunted, one of Camping’s fellow-
believers has set a new date for 2012.
Christian interest in Judgement Day is
tracked by The Rapture Index (www.rapture-
ready.com), described as the Dow Jones
Index of End Time activity. It peaked at an
all-time high in 2011 and appears to have
weakened since last summer; but, if the
Maya were right, it will pick up substantially
as 2012 progresses.

DEATH FROM SPACE

The Maya are not the only ancient civilis-
ation to be cited in the current debate.
The claim that the Sumerians discovered
a mysterious planet which is now head-
ing towards the Earth has its supporters.

www.forteantimes.cc
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Planet X, also known as Nibiru, will arrive
on 15 September, or so its believers claim
(see FT173:40-41; 265:38-39).

“It was first Zecharia Sitchin, a scholar
who studied ancient Sumerian legends, who
hinted at the existence of a 10th planet in
our Solar System,” wrote American journal-
ist Steffan Ileman. “According to legend, and
its various interpretations, the Earth was
populated by a people from planet Nibiru
that arrived on spaceships to mine gold. The
human race was genetically engineered by
cloning monkeys and god material to work
as slaves and worship their creators. Accord-
ing to conspiracy theorists, NASA, the US
Government and others know about the
planet that intrudes into our Solar System
every 3,600 years, but cover it up to prevent
panic or for other ulterior motives.” *

Nibiru is said to be over twice the size of
the Earth. If it gets too close, its strong gravi-
tational pull could tilt our planet’s axis, caus-
ing horrendous tsunamis, earthquakes and
volcanic eruptions. Believers say Nibiru is
now due to return, a theory supported, they
say, by ancient writings or legends on both
sides of the Atlantic, from the Egyptians
to the Hopi Indians. Nibiru has also been
described as the ‘Death Star’ and identified
with the ‘Wormwood’ of the Book of Revel-
ation.” It might not be a planet, according to
one theory, but a brown dwarf star that is the
companion of the Sun (FT165:38-39).

The American space agency NASA is, of
course, sceptical and describes the Planet X
theory as an Internet hoax: “If Planet X were
real and headed for an encounter with the
Earth in 2012, astronomers would have been
tracking it for at least the past decade, and
it would be visible by now to the naked eye.
Obviously, it does not exist.” *

According to one set of Planet X believers,
the fly-past should have already happened:
26 September 2011 was to have been the
day of “the shaking”, as foreseen by Hopi
Prophecy, when the Earth was due to bow to
Nibiru’s “awesome power”. As the northern

hemisphere did not experience days of dark-
ness with the southern hemisphere simulta-
neously being bathed in constant sunlight, it
can be assumed Nibiru did not visit, or if it
did, it was a lot smaller than anticipated.

Days of darkness and light in the two
hemispheres describes what would happen
if the Earth’s pole shifted from its current
23-degree axial tilt and was to point straight
at the Sun. If this happened for any length of
time it would certainly bring about the end
of most current life on Earth. Again, NASA
pooh-poohs the idea and says that a polar
shift should not be confused with a shifting
of the magnetic polarity of the planet, which
can happen, although even if navigational
compasses one day started to point south
and not north the impact on life on Earth
would be relatively slight.

“Many of the disaster websites pull a bait-
and-shift to fool people,” suggests NASA.
“They claim a relationship between the
rotation and the magnetic polarity of Earth,
which does change irregularly, with a mag-
netic reversal taking place every 400,000
years on average. As far as we know, such a
magnetic reversal doesn’t cause any harm
to life on Earth. A magnetic reversal is very
unlikely to happen in the next few millennia,
anyway.” °

There are two planetary disaster theories,
which NASA considers more credible; one
concerns flares of solar radiation and the
other meteor impact.

Solar activity takes place over a regular
cycle, with peaks happening about every
11 years during which solar flares can
potentially cause damage to satellite
communications. The next solar maximum
will occur in the two years, starting in
2012, but is not predicted to be especially
destructive or intense. “Average” is NASA’s
verdict.

What can be said with absolute certainty
is that in 2012 the Earth will be hit by some
kind of space object: a comet perhaps or
a meteor. Indeed, thousands of meteors of

LEFT: Zecariah Sitchin believed that a ‘10th planet’
called Nibiru is headed for Earth.

OPPOSITE PAGE: A crop circle at Silbury Hill in 2009
was one of a number to use a Maya design.

varying kinds will hit the Earth during the
vear. What matters is the size of the largest
one.The last big impact was 65 million years
ago, and that, so one theory goes, led to the
extinction of the dinosaurs.

According to the Spaceguard Survey,
which keeps a watch for anything large that
might hit the Earth, nothing of any size is
predicted for 2012.

SOMETHING'S COMING...

And yet, the believers insist, something
monumental is due to happen in 2012, and
the Maya foretold it. They even invented a
ball game which, it is claimed, they played
every winter to act out their creation and
end-time myths. According to researcher
John Major Jenkins, there is a rare heavenly
event due on the Winter Solstice 2012: a
once-in-25,771-years alignment of the rising
Sun and the centre of the galaxy. If this is the
case, it could be said to be not just the end
of the Long Count Calendar, but the end of
a cycle of five such calendars - an even more
significant event than previously supposed.
But there is a problem: the heavenly bodies
move so imperceptibly in relation to the
Earth, year by year, that there is no way this
alignment can be accurately discerned. And
certainly not by Maya astronomers viewing
the stars with the naked eye.

And even suppose there was an alignment
of rarity and importance, what possible
effect would that have on events on Earth?
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