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FOREWORD

The first edition of this book appeared in 1993, the second in 1999. With this edition the book enters the twenty-first century in considerably revised, much expanded form. The mass of fresh material that had accumulated over a dozen years rendered the new volume something worth doing. A good deal of what you will read has never appeared between book covers. Some subjectsfor example the curious affair of the Belled Buzzardhave not, as far as I know, been examined comprehensively until now.

This is not an attempt, let me be clear, to represent the broad spectrum of anomalies and other allegedly unexplained events and experiences. Such an effort would require many fat volumes, and it would also cover paranormal phenomenaESP and psychokinesis, apparitions, out-of-body and near-death experienceswhich are, frankly, outside my area of expertise (to the extent that anyone can pretend to have expertise in anomalous matters). Nor does the present volume carry over everything from its previous incarnation. Some things simply didnt seem worth revisiting because I felt I had said all I had to say about them and there were no interesting new developments. Ultimately, what I have kept and what I have added have one element in common: they interest me.

A few chapters and sidebars return more or less intact because I thought they needed to be there to serve as a corrective to persistent misinformation regularly peddled by cable televisions snake-oilish true mystery shows. (My inclination is to think of these as the television equivalent of those ubiquitous unsourced email forwards that peddle bald-faced lies and shameless distortions for the edification of the nive and otherwise readily bamboozled.) In fact, this book is intended, in part anyway, for intelligent persons who have seen those programsa few of which, fairness compels me to state, rise above the generally abysmal leveland who may be looking for something more accurate and substantive. Veterans of anomalies literature, however, will also be exposed to information they havent seen until now.

In that regard, this third edition, in contrast to its predecessors, does not include chapters on UFOs, Sasquatch, and the Loch Ness Monster. Information on these, the most celebrated of all anomalies, exists in abundance, by which I mean one could fill the shelves of a small library with books devoted solely to each. Those who dont know that literature may easily seek it elsewhere. Mostly, I have preferred to concentrate on lesser-known, sometimes entirely obscure, mysteries and curiosities. UFOs show up only in a very few cases exemplifying the most extreme claims associated with the idea of alien visitors (as opposed to the hard evidence of radar/visual cases, physical traces, and the like). Sasquatchs alter ego, the Hairy Biped, to which resemblances to the hirsute giants of the Pacific North west seem more apparent than real, figures in a long, detailed chapter. The Loch Ness Monster is treated in succinct fashion in the chapter on Lake Monsters.

Another decision I made as I selected material was to confine it to two categories of interpretation: first, testimony that to every indication is sincerely related and apparently truly puzzling, and two, stories that are certainly or probably somebodys invention. The pages that follow contain plenty of examples of both. A third category, the one that has sparked a massive, often eye-glazing literature, concerns instances where witness misperception or other error is certain, or at least, at varying degrees of plausibility, arguable. In other words, instances in which someone relates an encounter under uncertain viewing conditions in which the object of attention may or may not be what the witness infers it may have been. In these pages, the choices are starker: it almost surely happened (however one defines happened), or it almost surely didnt.

On his late-night CBS television program, comedian David Letterman runs an occasional feature in which some unfamiliar, baffling-looking activity is presented, accompanied by the question, Is this something? In other words, does the activity have purpose and meaning, or is it only some sort of goofy exhibition? From our side, we may well ask ourselves, are anomalous experiences significant, or are they just some form of absurd, empty display?

I dont know. Neither do you. Maybe one day well find out.

* * *

Thank you, as always, to my ever patient and supportive publisher Roger Jnecke, and love, as always, to Helene Henderson, who was my editor before she was my wife and who became my editor again on the first draft of a fat and complicated manuscript. Less happily: When I was a day from completing the manuscript, I received the sad news that my friend and colleague W. Ritchie Benedict had died. Ritchie, who lived in Calgary, Alberta, was an energetic, conscientious inquirer who spent decades scouring old newspapers and journals in search of accounts of anomalous occurrences. Few could match Ritchies knowledge of Canadas arcane legends and mysteries. The bulk of the North Country material in the pages that follow came to me via Ritchies labors and generosity. Beyond that, he was a good guy, and I will miss him.

Some additional words of gratitude to the kind souls who, through their good efforts and intellectual curiosity, helped me bring this book to be: Chris Aubeck, Evan Clark, Loren Coleman, Fred Davis, Gary Davis, the late Lucius Farish, Alex French, J. Gordon Melton, Theo Paijmans, Fabio Picasso, and Nick Sucik. Also, all those splendidly philosophical minds who over the years, against all my lazy and complacent instincts, forced me to think harder and smarter about anomalies: Henry H. Bauer, Thomas E. Bullard, the late Hilary Evans, David J. Hufford, Michael D. Swords, the late Marcello Truzzi, Jacques Vallee, and Ron Westrum. It goes without saying that none of them is to be held accountable for what I have made of those lessons.


INTRODUCTION

Grappling with the Anomalous

The three hardest words for human beings to utter are I dont know. We demand an accounting for every claim or experience, and when no accounting is available, someone will invent one for us.

Thus, a New Hampshire man, a veteran outdoorsman considered reliable by those who knew him, reports a daylight encounter with a nine-foot-tall apelike creature. A game warden explains it, with neither investigation nor specific cause, as a moose. Or when a number of West Texas motorists, over a period of hours, independently tell of close-range sightings of a 200-foot-long, egg-shaped, brilliantly luminous structure, U.S. Air Force personnel conduct a brief inquiry and identify the phenomenon as ball lightning, an allegation the national press happily endorsed soon afterwards. In fact, what the witnesses had described bore no resemblance to this rare aerial phenomenon, and the electrical storm that, according to the Air Force, had given rise to it did not exist according to weather records.

In both of these cases, the proposed solutions are so flimsy that one thinks it would have been easier to charge the witnesses with bald-faced lies and be done with it. Either that, or diagnose them as dangerous lunatics whose vivid hallucinations call for their immediate sedation and hospitalization.

Of course, if these were isolated episodes, the sorts of stories told and heard rarely, and then usually from excitable or gullible souls, we could probably tell ourselves, Yes, I suppose it is possible, once in a great while, for someone to see a moose and mistake it for a nine-foot-tall bipedal anthropoid, or for a person to have a close-up view of a globe of ball lightning, ordinarily the size of a basketball or smaller, and judge it to be 200 feet in diameter. After all, where human behavior is concerned, just about anything that could happen has happened at some time or another.

Its just that the sorts of colossal perceptual breakdowns being proposed here run as counter to the experience of most human beings as do encounters with hairy giants in New England woods. Suppose the New Hampshire witness had seen something else, say a fugitive on the lam, and reported it to the sheriff. We may safely assume that the latter would not have saidat least without serious inquiry and specific causethat the witness had mistaken a moose for a man. Far more likely, the sheriff and his deputies would have raced to the scene in anticipation of an arrest.

Yet if we allow ourselves to believe (still in the absence of specific evidence to the effect) that at times, even under what are thought of as good viewing conditions, a moose can look like an ape, we will only be stymied if we try to employ this identification in the many places where similar apes have been reported and where moose (or, in many cases, any wild mammals larger than deer) do not exist.

It will not help us, either, to level indiscriminant charges of dishonesty against all witnesses wherever we find themwhether in New Hampshire or Indiana or Pennsylvania or South Dakota or Texas or British Columbia or Labrador, or just about any state or province you can nameand off-the-cuff speculations about perceptual disorders of so radical a character as to suggest mental illness and social dysfunction take us only so far. At some point we are going to have to listen to what the witnesses say.

Hagged

Let us consider the case of the Old Hag.

The victim wakes up unable to move. As he lies there helpless, he hears footsteps and sees a horrifying form. An invisible force presses on his chest, and he thinks he is going to die. At last he is able to shake off his paralysis, and the eerie attack ends.

Chances are you have never heard of an incident like thisunless it has happened to you. And if it has happened to you, you are not alone. There is reason to believe that one American in six has had this kind of experience; yet it is so little discussed in our culture that it has no name.

But in other cultures the same experience is the subject of a rich folk tradition. Newfoundlanders, for example, call it the Old Hag, The Hags, or Hagging. When it was first used in connection with these experiences, the word hag referred to witch, and a victim of hagging was thought to be hag- or witchridden. In fact, the most common expression for the experience in English is riding. Interestingly enough, the original name is one with which we are all familiar: nightmare. Nightmare, which to us means simply bad dream, once had a far more specific definition; it referred to an incubus or succubus that came in the night to put a crushing weight on a victims chest.

The importance of testimony

In a remarkable book, The Terror That Comes in the Night (published by University of Pennsylvania Press in 1982), Penn State folklorist and behavioral scientist David J. Hufford used the Old Hag to address a crucial question: Do persons reporting firsthand encounters with anomalous and paranormal phenomena know what they are talking about?

Standard wisdom holds, as we have already noted, that such experiences are the product of perceptual errors, faulty memories, lies, psychotic episodes, and hallucinations shaped by ideas in the claimants cultural environment. Through the example of the Old Hag, Hufford tested this hypothesis, whichexcept in cases where consciously false testimony is allegedmight be phrased as the believing is seeing theory. This theory proposes that individuals believe they have seen something extraordinary because society has provided them with the images that shape their imaginings.

After an in-depth examination of Old Hag accounts both in cultures in which such beliefs are widely known and in others (ours, for instance) in which they are all but unspoken of, Hufford learned that descriptions of the core experience, by those who say they have had it, are strikingly consistent wherever they occur. Such experiences are not culturally determined. Recognizable Old Hag attacks of great complexity can and do occur in the absence of explicit models, Hufford wrote.

He then considered psychologists efforts to account for the phenomenon and found them hopelessly muddled. Of one famous psychoanalytic study, Hufford said that one can hardly distinguish the experiences themselves from their interpretations. The lack of scientific precision attributed to popular thought is found here in academic disguise. The consistent unwillingness of psychologists and other professionals to listen to those persons who have had these experiences has led them to engage in freewheeling speculation devoid of empirical justification. The subject of supernatural belief somehow leads to a lot of forgetting about what constitutes serious scholarship, Hufford observed.

It was just such rejection of untutored observation that delayed for so long the scientific discovery of giant squid, gorillas, meteors and any number of other wild and wonderful (but apparently unlikely) facts of this world. In those cases post hoc scientific rationalization was used to explain how people came to believe in such things. Seasoned fishermen were said to mistake floating trees with large root systems for huge animals attacking their boats; farmers were said to have overlooked iron-bearing rocks in the midst of their fields until they were pointed out by lightning; and in this case [the Old Hag experience] children and savages were said to have difficulty knowing when they were awake and when they were asleepeven though the victims, persons of all ages, cultures, and education levels, insist they were not dreaming, that they were fully conscious when they heard and saw weird things.

Hufford argued that we must take seriously an experience with stable contents which is widespread, dramatic, realistic and bizarre and which has been repeatedly reported by large numbers of our fellow humans.

Nor did Hufford hesitate to consider the implications of his Old Hag research for other claims of strange experiences. I think the present study has amply demonstrated that at least some apparently fantastic beliefs are in fact empirically grounded, he wrote, noting that nonetheless most scholars have acted more interested in explaining troublesome claims out of existence than in investigating them. The farther they remove themselves from the data (the accounts of those who have had the experiences), the more exotic, facile, and irrelevant their theories become. In Huffords blunt assessment this practice amounts to careless thinking retroactively applied with little regard for evidence.

An empirically based experience-centered approach such as the one Hufford employed would show, he contended, that phenomena like the Old Hag are believed in because they really happen; they are not simply imagined by people who are so stupid, crazy, or credulous that they cannot tell the difference between a popular superstition and a personal experience. Inquirers would learn not to confuse folk explanationfor example the notion that witches cause Old Hag attackswith folk observationwhich, as Hufford demonstrated, can be quite accurate, consistent, and scientifically valuable.

Huffords argument brings revolutionary implications in its assertion that rational persons are accurately reporting experiences that at least appear to be extraordinary, and that those who have attempted to explain away such accounts have failed to make their case and or even understood what they are trying to explain. As a consequence scholars have failed to come to grips with a significant part of human experience.

Can the Old Hag experience be accounted for in non-paranormal terms? Drawing on findings from sleep research conducted in later years, Hufford concluded that the state in which this experience occurs is probably best described as sleep paralysis with a particular kind of hypnagogic hallucination. In other words, science can explain how someone could wake from sleep, be unable to move, and have a frightening experience. But it cannot explain the fact that the contents of the experience are consistent no matter to whom or in what cultural environment they occur. This mystery cannot be solved, in Huffords informed estimation, on the basis of current knowledge.

Seeing is believing

When the experience of hairy bipeds, UFOs, lake monsters, or other anomalous entities or objects is concerned, one need not believe in, or even have heard of such, to see one. The isolated folk of early twentieth-century Newfoundland had never heard of Sasquatch or Bigfootnames that did not come into popular currency until decades later, and on the other side of the continent. Even so, they reported seeing manlike entities they called Indians. Few of the Newfoundlanders knew what a real Indian looked like, but that was the name they attached to creatures whom other North Americans, who had never heard of Bigfoot or Sasquatch either, were calling wild men or gorillas.

In our time, even when such phenomena are staples of popular culture, it is still possible to find occasional individuals who have never heard, for example, of UFOs; yet they report unusual experiences with what they may interpret as everything from secret airplanes to demons. Their interpretations aside, they relate sights or occurrences that are in every way congruent with those experienced by more culturally sophisticated observers. Witnesses often say, I wouldnt have believed if I hadnt seen it myselfa statement that resonates with meaning.

There are some things people believe in not because they are ignorant, credulous, or crazy, but because either they or persons they trust see them. Seeing is believing, indeed.

Bogus photographs and pseudomysteries

Historically, photographs alleged to be of extraordinary anomalies are more likely than not to be bogus or at least suspect. Serious Sasquatch researchers reject as inauthentic mostalbeit not allphotographs and films said to depict the creature. Probably more than 90 percent of all UFO photographs are of dubious provenance, and some of the most spectacular footage of Loch Ness monsters is known or suspected to be fake. The debate about photographic evidence of these kinds of phenomena centers on a surprisingly small number of recorded images.

Sometimes, in fact, critics act as if the paucity of arguably authentic photographs amounts to evidence against the reality of these sorts of anomalies. This argument, however, is not particularly compelling when one considers that nearly all anomalous encounters occur abruptly and occasion emotions ranging from deep shock to sheer terror. Usually, too, the duration of most such experiences can be measured in seconds. These are not conditions conducive to the accumulation of a large body of photographs and video images. And that is why there are so few reputable pictures of ball lightning, a strange natural phenomenon whose reality most physicists and meteorologists no longer dispute.

It is one of the perversities of anomalies research that the fuzzier the image, the more likely it represents something real, inasmuch as the circumstances that cause photographs to be rare are the same ones that are likely to cause them to be unclear. Pictures taken hastily by individuals with shaking hands do not produce sharp images, and hoaxers who seek attention or profit know that photographs like these wont get them anywhere. Fuzzy images are such a feeble variety of evidence that witnesses who trumpet them are only asking for yet more ridicule to be heaped upon their heads.

Some tales marketed as true mysteries began less as hoaxes than as jokes or science fictionin other words, as tales that, though they may not have been intended to be taken seriously, took on lives of their own and over the decades reincarnated in print as records of events that, it was assumed, someone somewhere had validated. Two of the most notorious mysterious disappearance cases feature victims usually identified as David Lang in one and as Oliver Lerch in the other. Like true folktales names and details sometimes changed in the telling. While by now their origins either are known (Lang) or murky (Lerch), it is certain that neither man ever lived, much less left the planet in such singular fashion.

Other mysteries arise from imaginative interpretations of events that, if unusual, are not so bizarre as they are made to seem. These sorts of pseudomysteries flourish in part, of course, because people are drawn to exotic novelties and, moreover, enjoy being scared in comfort and safety. The many, mostly trashy pseudodocumentaries that play in endless rotation on cable television cater to these familiar human sentiments. Few people possess the specialized knowledge that would expose the foolish or careless assertions of the mystery-mongers.

Beyond the hoaxes and the legends are the occasional misperceptions and the honest mistakes. No conscientious investigator embarks on his or her labors without considering these possibilities and pursuing them actively. (Neither, however, will he or she force them on the data if they manifestly fail to fit.) Some witnesses, though not so many as popular lore would lead one to think, are mentally unwell.

Cautiously open minds

A deeper reason for skepticism has to do with the nature of the more fantastic claims. Many reports attest to beings, creatures, and occurrences that, if established as real, would rewrite sciences map of reality. Some would shake the foundations of consensus reality. In short, what is being alleged here is nothing to be taken lightly. The implications are enormous.

Because the stakes are high, we would do well to be very cautious. Very cautious. After all, one does not redefine the world on no more than the wordhowever sincere it may appear to beof sailors and shore-dwellers who swear they have seen merbeings. No biological principle, or even conceivable biological principle, allows us to believe in beings or animals that are half fish and half human, or even in creatures that look as if they could be half fish and half human.

Just as unlikely are fairies, though first-person sighting reports in no small number have been logged over the centuries. (Experiences of the fairy realm are discussed in my previous Visible Ink Press book, Hidden Realms, Lost Civilizations, and Beings from Other Worlds, 2010; see pages 193211.) In a handful of cases they are preserved in affidavits sworn by presumably reputable and sober members of the clergy. Practically nobody except folklorists collects these reports anymore. Folklorists are interested in them because they represent survivals of older traditional beliefs; as to their status as descriptions of real events, most shrug and say this is a question for scholars of abnormal psychology or, perhaps, parapsychologists. Parapsychologists, for their part, say fairy sightings are of interest only to folklorists and psychologists.

Who can blame anyone here? Even to raise the question of fairy (or merbeing) sightings is to raise multitudes of eyebrows. For any number of reasons no rational person can fail to think of, fairies cannot exist, and the descriptions of fairy realms and life preserved in traditional narratives are clearly fabulous; not only that, they are so at variance that even a committed supernaturalist would be hard-pressed to fashion a geography of fairyland from such accounts. But could it be that fabulous elements attached themselves to experiences at least perceived as real, much in the way those who experienced Old Hag attacks, which really happened, attributed a folk cause (witch assaults) to them? In their Scottish Fairy Belief (2001), two wise folklorists, Lizanne Henderson and Edward J. Cowan, remark, It should be possible to believe ones informants without believing their explanations.

It has to be conceded that the Old Hag experience is at least partially explainable by known physiological mechanisms, which is to say its degree of strangeness in some ways may be more apparent than real. These are also, virtually always, single-person experiences. If you were in a bedroom with someone who was undergoing an Old Hag attack, you would be unlikely to see the approaching apparition; you would see no more than the victim lying motionless and staring with a fearful expression. (Several years ago, as I lay in bed one morning not quite fully awake, I had what I recognized as an Old Hag experience. In my case the fearsome entity resembled the traditional vampirea horrifying, decaying monsternot to be confused with its suave equivalent in Hollywood movies.)

Sightings of fairies and merbeings, on the other hand, typically are said to occur in settings where hallucinations tied to sleep are not an issue. The witnesses are usually individuals otherwise deemed sane and well, and consequently not susceptible to dramatic delusions. (In our society, Graham Reed writes in The Psychology of Anomalous Experience [1988]), hallucinatory content is usually concerned with the fears and conflicts which would be expected from people who are suffering from mental disorder or delirium due to physical health.) A number of these sightings, moreover, involve multiple witnesses.

That just about sums up the case for high-strangeness anomalies: credible persons reporting incredible things, and little but sincerity to show for it. This is not, in short, the stuff of a scientific revolution. Neither is it, however, occasion to rush into the vacuum with a nively reductionist explanation that renders the anomalous claim harmless by covering it with a prosaic cause pulled out of a hatan approach that amounts to the fetishization of current knowledge, an expression of faith in the ahistorical proposition that what we know at the moment is all that we need to know. At the same time, it is just as unwise to fill the explanatory hole with scientifically meaningless or overtly supernatural guesswork based on a host of unprovable assumptions about ultimate reality.

It ought to be clearthough the literature on anomalous phenomena (whether written by proponents or debunkers) shows it is everything but thatthat we do not know why honest individuals, in all times and places, claim to see things that all evidence and logic tell us do not and cannot exist. Nearly everybody who pays attention to such anomalous testimony can get him- or herself worked into an intellectual and emotional knot over it. Human nature abhors an explanatory vacuum; thus in the rhetoric of the debate that has raged in one form or another over the centuries, a strange entity or beast gets transformed either into a conventional object or animal to which it bears no appreciable resemblance or into an intruder from some magical dimension.

If neither explanation seems especially helpful, it is because the question has been framed wrongly. The question ought not to be, though it always is, Do bizarre beasts and entities exist? No sensible, all-encompassing answer is possible, and it is futile to pretend otherwise. The question really is this: Is it possible to have the experience of encountering bizarre beasts and entities? And the answer to that is yes.

To respond affirmatively is only to acknowledge modestly the obvious, which is, as folklorist Bill Ellis puts it, Weird stuff happens. We are in no way conceding anything about what all this weird stuff means. We can grant that people see fairies or merbeings without for a moment proposing that such creatures are part of the planets ecology. We simply acknowledge that such sightings are an experience it is possible to have, even while the actual dynamics of the experience remain unknown so far. Consequently, science as currently constructed has little to offer in the way of elucidation, and occultism has only obfuscation to offer. The nature of these experiences need not remain forever inexplicable. With the ever accelerating accumulation of knowledge in all areas it will be possible sooner or later to place these experiences in a rational perspective, as either heretofore-unsuspected perceptual anomalies, or dramatic glitches in consciousness, or glimpses of an otherwise-undetected larger reality (in which we are likely to encounter the phrase multiverse). Whether the solution comes from the micro (subjective) or macro (objective) side of the existential ledger, it is sure to teach us something new and fascinating.

Until then, these encounters should be regarded simply as curiosities that represent some of human experiences more peculiar and unclassifiable aspects and about which it is difficult to say more. In other words, they should not be seen as the foundation of a new science or a new religion, and they ought not to threaten anyone who does not need to believe early twenty-first century science has accounted for all the interesting phenomena of mind and nature.

Phenomena that stir but do not shake

Not all, or even most, anomalous claims are of such an extreme variety. On the lower side of the strangeness scale, we find ball lightning, ice falls, possibly surviving thylacines, thatwhile undeniably intriguing mysteriesseem unlikely to shake the world, even if answered affirmatively. Physicists, meteorologists, wildlife specialists, and others will solve these puzzles one day. Newspapers, television, Internet, and radio will take notice for a few days, and the phenomena will then sink from popular view, to be revived occasionally on cable TVs ubiquitous nature-themed programs.

But if cryptozoologists were to produce a specimen or body of a Sasquatch or a mokele-mbembe (an ostensible sauropod dinosaur alleged to survive in the remote regions of the Congo), the consequences for anthropology, paleontology, and evolutionary theory would be immense, if only because their presence (while improbable, not impossible) is so unexpectednot just by scientists but by almost everybody else. It is hard to imagine anybody who would not be excited. On the other hand, once the serious researchon these animals physiology, diet, and behaviorbegan, popular interest would slacken, and in time Sasquatch and mokele-mbembe would be just more fodder for wild-animal documentaries. The same can be said of lake monsters, sea serpents, and the like.

Shaken, not stirred

On the other handand discussions of anomalies are nothing if not a long series of on the other handscryptozoologists deal with questions that seem straightforward enough but become complicated by unwelcome intrusions of high-strangeness manifestations. Confronted with such reports (recorded even at Loch Ness), most of them related by persons seemingly no less sane or sincere than those whose accounts of encounters with less exotic, more zoologically imaginable specimens, cryptozoologists may resort to the same rationalizations they complain about in their critics. Even the ordinarily judicious Roy P. Mackal, a highly intelligent and informed academic who wrote one of the essential books on the Loch Ness questions, dismissed one bizarre land sighting as an encounter with what he speculated was a congenitally deformed specimen of the highland cattle common in the area. (Another academic, this one dealing with fairy traditions, dismissed sightings of such entities as having arisen from congenitally deformed humans.)

Scientific proponents of the Northwests Bigfoot/Sasquatch are often reluctant to discuss or even acknowledge hairy-biped reports in Eastern, Southern, and Midwestern states. The presence of such creatures in these places is all but indefensible on biological or logical grounds. Even worse, some aspects of their appearance verge on the apparitional, and a few instances hint at an association with UFOs. Some wildlife biologists believe, not unreasonably, that cougars, once thought extinct everywhere east of the Mississippi River except in the Florida Everglades, have reestablished a small foothold in the Northeastern wilds. They do not know what to do with uncountable reports, some of them in excellent viewing conditions, of black panthers and comparably anomalous felines (including maned African lions) all across the continent, not to mention the British Isles and Australia.

Ambiguity and high strangeness

It seems in the nature of things, in short, for something thought of as a single anomalous phenomenon to look like two phenomena, one merely fantastic, the other utterly incredible. One seems potentially explainable, more or less, by current (or near-future) science; the other is absurd or inexplicable, or both. This peculiar duality is apparent even in such relatively sedate manifestations of nature as ball lightning. Small luminous spheres that in other contexts would be labeled ball lightning demonstrate, in the testimonies of not a few witnesses, a bewildering purposefulness and intelligence. In his Deviant Science (1984) sociologist of science James McClenon remarks on an interview with a man who swore he had seen a small ball of light enter his bedroom after the closed window magically rose. After sailing about the house, it departed via the front door, which obligingly opened to permit it to escape.

What all this means, of course, is hardreally, impossibleto say. We can be assured, however, that this small consideration will stop no committed debunker or believer from saying it anyway. The temptation to reductionism (the witness was dreaming it) or occultism (it was a paranormal being from the etheric realm) is difficult to resist. Again, human nature abhors an explanatory vacuum. Real understanding demands intellectual modesty and patience, not to mention a huge tolerance for ambiguity. Where the most extreme sorts of claimsexcepting those that are demonstrably bogus or otherwise suspect, naturallyare concerned, we are required neither to believe nor to disbelieve, and absolutely nothing calls for us to pursue explanations that defy reason and experience.

Common decency and common sense compel us to be courteous to witnesses and to hear them out. They, after all, were there; we werent. If we can provide a reasonable unextraordinary explanation for what they tell us they have seen, fine. If not, we need not insult them by reinventing their sightings so as to trivialize them into crude misperceptions of ordinary stimuli. We need not ridicule them or call them, without evidence to the effect, liars. Yet the sincerest testimony to the most fantastic event or entity, even if we deem it accurately rendered, is not enough to remake the world on its own, in the absence of other, more compelling evidence. Of sightings of merbeings, fairies, hairy bipeds, thunderbirds, and the rest, all we can say is that these comprise some peoples experience of the world.

Science will explain what it can explain, and the more science learns, the more it will be able to explain. If there are large, uncatalogued animals living in the planets oceans and lakes, if Gigantopithecus lives on in the northwestern American wilderness, if extraterrestrial visitors are streaking through our air space, or if sauropods and thylacines are not truly extinct, we will know about them, once we bring the appropriate attention and resources to a serious effort to answer these questions. Presumably, the answers will come in the form of physical specimens.

But where high-strangeness claims are concerned, probably no amount of funding and expertise will do much more than produce still more sighting reports. Funding will permit analyses of the few (often literal) threads of physical evidence (hairy-biped hair, for example), with results that will either disappoint (it was dog hair) or frustrate (sort of like dog hair but also sort of like human hair, not quite either). Psychologists who are participating in the investigation will develop psychological profiles of the witnesses and will find their subjects to be essentially indistinguishable from nonwitnesses. To wit: ordinary people reporting extraordinary experiencessomething we already knew. In other words, the end of the investigation takes us back to its beginning. Present knowledge is an unhelpful guide through the thickets of extreme anomalous experience.

That makes such experience no less interesting, of course. Whether taken as wonderfully strange stories, the makings of a future science, or intimations of hidden dimensions of matter or spirit, these accounts tell us, at the very least, that the possibilities of experience are far more various than we are led to believe. No amount of rationalization can alter the simple truth thatwhatever their ultimate natureall sorts of incredibly odd things can be experienced. If that fact does nothing else, it should alert us to the folly of ridicule. After all, if sober and sane Joe Smith can encounter something weird, presumably so can you and I. (And, in full disclosure, I already have.) If it happened to us, we would expect a courteous reception and be outraged if we received anything elseas we almost certainly would.

Weird stuff happening

In this book about weird stuff that happens to people, we hear the witnesses out. And why not? All other approaches, after all, have proven unhelpful and have done nothing but conceal, thinly, our ignorance. A radically objective approach that respects the testimony that deserves respect, even when it speaks of the incredible, is all that is left to us. This testimony may or may not tell us extraordinary truths about the world, but it does tell us something about the peculiar things people can experience in the world.

The causes more than the occurrences, the details of which may be only incidental, ought ultimately to comprise the focus of investigation, reflection, and debate. It is surely futile by now to argue that all anomalous experiences must fall to conventional causes; yet we cannot justify broad extrapolations from such experienceswhich may not mean at all what they appear to meanto invent, on no other basis than a witness account, an extraordinary phenomenological context in which the reported phenomenon is said to make sense. What we experience anomalously may not exist in the literal sense in which that verb is ordinarily understood. We must proceed very cautiously, all the while keeping in mind what we do not know and cannot demonstrate.

Anomalies of the highest strangeness dwell in a twilight zone of ambiguity. To say that you have seen one is not necessarily to state that anomaly lives on in the world when it is not briefly occupying your vision and scaring the daylights out of you. We may experience unbelievable things, but our experiences of them may tell us nothing about them except that they can be experienced. You can see a merbeing or something else comparably outlandish; but however vivid the experience may be to you, the rest of us cannot infer from that that merbeings and other outlandish entities are real. In fact, we can be certain that they are not. And that is all we can be certain of, because all we have done is to remove one explanation (that mermaids and outlandish entities live in the world) from consideration while failing to put another in its place.

Here at the fringes of reason and experience, we can only marvel and feel humble. For now, that should be enough.

Jerome Clark
Minnesota
May 20, 2012
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One pleasant summer morning in 1975, an Oyster Bay, New York, science teacher named Tom DErcole was in his driveway about to enter his car when he glanced up at the sky. There, hovering above the roof of his house, he saw a small dark cloud unlike the occasional cumulocirrus clouds that were floating by at a much higher altitude.

The cloud seemed to move and slightly enlarge as I watched it, DErcole related. This basketball-sized cloud floated back and forth across the peak of the roof, changing in shape from a small globular mass to a larger ovoid and finally becoming an abstract, multicurved, dark, vaporous something. It finally measured about six feet in height and 1.5 feet in width.

Stunned and unable to think of a rational explanation, he continued to watch it in disbelief as events took an even stranger turn. The cloud seemed to inhale, purse its lips, and direct a stream of water toward him and the car, soaking both. After a minute the spray stopped, and the cloud vanished instantly.

After changing his clothes, DErcole took his wet shirt to Garden City Junior High School, where he worked, and ran a pH test on it. The precipitation was simply water.

This event, which sounds like natures idea of a prank, may or may not be beyond current sciences ability to explain. Clouds are capable of peculiar appearance and behavior. In his Tornados, Dark Days, Anomalous Precipitation, and Related Weather Phenomena (1983) the late William R. Corliss culled from the scientific literature reports of cloud arches, luminous clouds, rumbling clouds, clouds with holes in them, and more. Though unusual, these are, no doubt, mostly or entirely of interest to meteorologists, rather than to those seeking evidence of truly inexplicable events in the atmosphere. In what follows, we concern ourselves with the latter: instances of clouds so out of the ordinary that some of them, in fact, may not have been clouds at all.
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Falls from clouds

Falls from the sky of organic or inorganic materials are sometimes associated with extraordinary clouds.

One interesting case, reported in scientific journals of the period, concerned a small, slow-moving, perfectly spherical white cloud that suddenly appeared in an otherwise clear sky northwest of Agen, France, at 11 A.M. on September 5, 1814. Within a few minutes it stopped and remained motionless for a period of time, then abruptly sped southward, all the while revolving on its own axis and emitting ear-shattering rumbling noises. These climaxed with an explosion and the expulsion of a variety of stones, some of them of impressive dimensions. The cloud then ceased its movement and faded slowly away.

Comparable events are recorded at Sienna, Italy (1794), Chassigny, France (1815), Noblesville, Indiana (1823), and elsewhere.

This item appeared in an Adelaide newspaper, South Australian Register, on December 11, 1844, reprinted from Irelands Derry Standard:

An esteemed correspondent informs us, that on June 29, distant thunder was heard in the neighborhood of Killeter, at a quarter-past five in the afternoon. About four minutes after this, a strange looking small cloud was seen to sail along from the south-east, which attracted great attention from its unusual appearance. In a moment it seemed to burst, and volumes of smoke to issue from it, followed instantaneously by a very extraordinary noise, somewhat resembling the rattling of carts on a newly made road. It was soon ascertained that a number of aerolites, or hair-stones, were discharged from the cloud, which came to the ground with great violence, but providentially without doing any harm. One small stone was picked up about two hundred yards to the south of Derg-Lodge, the property of Sir Robert A. Ferguson, Bart. M.P., four miles from Castlederg. Another, that could not be less than ten or twelve inches in diameter, had it remained whole, was found about a quarter of a mile in the south of the same place, within a very short distance of men engaged in field labor. It is believed, also, that many fell in the newly turned up ground, which have not yet been found. The surface of these stones is black, evidently the effect of fire, and resembling the dross of a forge; the interior is light and porous, and very like pale pumy stone or cassub.

In a letter published in a 1932 issue of Science, John Zeleny recalled a strange sight he had witnessed on a clear summer night at Hutchinson, Minnesota, some 35 years ago. A solitary, brilliantly luminous cumulus cloud rose majestically from the eastern horizon, he wrote, shone with a uniform, steady, vivid, whitish light and passed directly over the town. When the cloud was overhead a great shower of insects descended to earth covering the ground all around to the number of about 50 to 100 per square foot. These insects proved to be a species of hemiptera and were nonluminous.

That same summer (if Zeleny was correct in thinking the episode to have taken place in 1897) numerous small, blood-colored clouds filled the sky over Macerata, Italy. An hour later a storm broke, during which thousands of seeds fell. Unfamiliar to local people, they were eventually identified as being those of a kind of tree found only in central Africa and the Antilles.
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Cigars in clouds

Although I have studied the skies for many years, Charles Tilden Smith wrote in the British scientific journal Nature, I have never seen anything like it before. It was two triangle-shaped shadows in the clouds. These dark patches maintained their stationary position even as the clouds rolled on. To all appearances, he said, each was a heavy shadow cast upon a thin veil of clouds by some unseen object.
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Lenticular clouds such as this one have occasionally been mistaken for UFOs.

This sighting occurred on April l8, 1912, at Chisbury, Wiltshire. After the commencement of the flying-saucer era thirty-five years later, it would have been noted in the UFO literature as yet another instance in which UFOs had hidden themselves in clouds. As early as 1919, in Book of the Damned, anomalies chronicler Charles Fort was speculating, If a large substantial mass, or super-construction, should enter this earths atmosphere, it is our acceptance that it would sometimes  look like a cloud.

Forts prescient remark anticipated a later phenomenon that would be dubbed the cloud cigar. Cloud cigars figured in a number of UFO reports from the late 1940s (what may have been the first was reported in Toronto in November 1947) into the present. Usually, such objects have been associated with smaller discshaped structures; thus cloud cigars have sometimes been known as motherships.

Just before the onset of the great autumn of 1954 UFO wave in France, several witnesses, among them a businessman, two police officers, and an Army engineer, recounted a spectacular observation of an extraordinary object over the town of Vernon. Merchant Bernard Miserey, who watched it from his driveway at 1 A.M. on August 23, described it as an enormous vertical cigar, 300 feet long, hovering above the north bank of the Seine River, 1,000 feet away. According to his testimony, Suddenly from the bottom of the cigar came an object like a horizontal disc, which dropped at first in free fall, then slowed, and suddenly swayed and dived horizontally across the river toward me, becoming very luminous before vanishing in the southwest. Over the next forty-five minutes other, similar discs dropped out of the cigar. By this time the mother craft had lost its luminosity and disappeared into the darkness.


Perhaps a minute later, the carrot leaned over as it began to move, accelerated, and disappeared into the clouds in the distance.


Though no clouds are mentioned in connection with this sighting, it set the scene for an even more spectacular event. This one, with hundreds of witnesses, took place three weeks later on September 14, in the southwest of France along the Atlantic coast. At 5 P.M., while working with his men in a field, a wealthy farmer who lived near St. Prouant saw a regular shape something like a cigar or a carrot drop rapidly out of a thick bank of clouds. The object, essentially horizontal though tipped slightly toward the earth, was luminous and rigid, and its movements did not correlate with the clouds just above it. It looked, Georges Fortin said, like a gigantic machine surrounded by mists. It ceased its descent, then moved into a vertical position and became motionless.

By now, citizens of half a dozen local villages, as well as farmers living in the region, were watching in awe. White smoke like a vapor trail began to pour out of the bottom of the object and head straight down before slowing and ascending to circle the cigar in ascending spirals. By the time it got to the top, the wind had blown away all the smoke or vapor, revealing its source: a small metallic disc which shone like a mirror and reflected light from the larger object. The disc darted about the area, sometimes moving with great speed, sometimes stopping abruptly, before finally streaking toward the cigar and disappearing into its lower part.


Perhaps a minute later, the carrot leaned over as it began to move, accelerated, and disappeared into the clouds in the distance, Fortin told investigators, having resumed its original position, point forward. The whole thing had lasted about half an hour. Other witnesses up and down the valley confirmed this account. Meteorologists confirmed that no tornado or other unusual meteorological activity was occurring at the time of the sightingthough it is hard to imagine how, even if it was, it could account for what the observers reported.

A 300-foot-long, dull-gray, cigar-shaped machine emerged from a cloud during a rainstorm over Cressy, Tasmania, on October 4, 1960. Among those who saw it was the Rev. Lionel Browning, an Anglican minister and Tasmanian Secretary of the World Council of Churches. As he and his wife watched this astonishing sightthey estimated the object to be four miles away and 300 feet off the groundfive or six domed discs, approximately thirty feet in diameter, shot out of the clouds just above and behind the cigar. They headed toward it like flat stones skipping along waterexactly how Kenneth Arnold described the motion of the discs he saw over Mount Rainier, Washington, on June 24, 1947, in the sighting that ushered in the UFO age.

After several seconds the ship, accompanied by the saucers, reversed the way it came, Browning reported. It  was gone from sight after 30 seconds. It appears the ship sailed on for some seconds unaware that it had shed its protection. Possibly when this was discovered, the saucers were called to the mother ship. The objects then moved back into the cover of the rain storm.
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UFO-like clouds

This incident, which took place on the Atlantic Ocean, off the coast of West Africa, south of Cape Verde, on March 22, 1870, is from the log of the barque Lady of the Lake:

At from 6.30 to 7 P.M. a curious-shaped cloud appeared in the S.S.E. quarter, first appearing distinct at about 25 degrees from the horizon, from where it moved steadily forward, or rather upward, to about 80 degrees, when it settled down bodily to the N.E. Its form was circular, with a semicircle to the northern face near its center, and with four rays or arms extending from center to edge of circle. From the center to about six degrees beyond the circle was a fifth ray broader and more distinct than the others, with a curved enddiameter of circle 11 degrees, and of semicircle 2  degrees. The weather was fine, and the atmosphere remarkably clear, with the usual Trade sky. It was of a light grey color, and though distinctly defined in shape, the patches of cirro-cumulus at the back could be clearly seen through. It was very much lower than the other clouds; the shape was plainest seen when about 55 degrees to 60 degrees high. The wind at the time was N.N.E., so that it came up obliquely against the wind, and finally settled down right in the winds eye; finally lost sight of it through darkness, about 30 degrees from the horizon at about 7.20 P.M. Its tail was very similar to that of a comet. The men forward saw it nearly 10 minutes before I [Capt. F. W. Banner] did, and came aft to tell me of it. Its general appearance was similar to that of a halo around the sun or moon.

A pair of clouds resembling puffy-like daubs of cotton passed in an eastward direction over Sunset, Utah, late on the afternoon of October 4, 1961. The clouds were linked by a cord of long, stringy material. Immediately behind them were two smooth, metallic, discshaped structures. All four objects disappeared over the horizon. The next day Ronald Miskin, an investigator for the Aerial Phenomena Research Organization, interviewed the witnesses. One was Sunsets mayor, who was pointing upward and illustrating the objects trajectory when suddenly a puffy white object flew overhead, joined soon afterward by another, and the two proceeded to streak across the sky in the same direction as the objects of the previous day.
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Aliens and clouds

Looking out the window of a cliff-top house along the seashore at Sydney, Australia, late one afternoon in the spring of 1965, a tourist noticed a beautiful, stationary pink cloud. An hour later, when she looked again, the cloud was moving in her direction and soon was actually below her eye level, enabling her to look down on it and see, to her amazement, a round, white object. Vents along the objects side emitted gray steam that, as it enveloped all but the top portion of the object, turned pink. The cloud, in short, was an artificial creation.

As if this were not mind-boggling enough, an engine sound came from the still descending object. A luminous ladder was lowered from the underside, and a human-like figure climbed down to a lower rung. There he sat down and directed a searchlight toward the sea below. Some distance out on the water a pink flare shot into the air. Immediately the ladder retracted, and the object shot off in the direction of the flare. The witness then noticed a long but clearly visible shape in the water from which the flare had ascended. Both the UFO and the underwater shape vanished in a vivid pink flash.

On the afternoon of January 7, 1970, two Finnish ski enthusiasts reportedly encountered a mysterious luminous red cloud that, when it got within fifty feet of them, turned out to contain a smoke-spewing domed disc at its center. The object hovered over them, and in the light it cast they could see a three-foot-tall humanoid with a waxy, pale face and a hook-like nose, but no visible eyes. The creature was standing on the ground just under the UFO. After about twenty seconds the red fog reappeared suddenly, and by the time it disappeared, both the object and the being were gone.
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Phantom planes and vanishing clouds

A drought that began in 1973 and continued for more than a decade gave rise to a curious episode that, though the details are different, nonetheless is reminiscent in its effect of stories of mad gassers. In other words, a person or persons unknown are said to be effecting weird havoc on a community; yet the assailants existence cannot be proved, and neither can their nonexistence.

In the early 1980s farmers in three southern Spanish provinces that drought had reduced to almost a desert landscape began charging that the absence of rainfall was not a sorry condition of nature but a sinister conspiracy. The principal, though not the only, suspects were big tomato growers, who small farmers asserted (without discernible logic) did not want precipitation to fall on their crops. Farmers charged, moreover, that the conspirators had hired pilots to destroy rain clouds.

If there is a technology that can break up rain clouds no meteorologist is aware of it. In spite of repeated denials by atmospheric scientists, legal authorities, and aviation experts (who swore that small planes could not fly into storm clouds without serious risk of crashing), the farmers refused to back down. They said they had seen, on quite a number of occasions, the appearance of a thunderhead on the western horizon, followed within minutes by the appearance of an unmarked aircraft. The aircraft would fly into the cloud, spew out chemicals, and reduce it to mere wisps.

A drought in southwestern France in 1986 produced identical claims. This time the villains were said to be corporate interests financing anti-hail seeding experiments. It did no good for the experts to retort that nothing can be done to prevent hail. Again, some farmers insisted that they had seen, or at least heard, the mysterious aircraft. The affair ended when heavy rain fell that summer.

Social scientists attributed the episode to mass hysteria. Even some individuals not directly affected by the drought, though, said they had seen the planes in action. One of them, Agriculture Minister and engineer Francisco Moreno Sastre, asserted, Its not just the collective imagination. He told Wall Street Journal reporters that witnesses numbered in the thousands. A priest, Father Manuel Prados Muoz, of the mountain village of Maria, reported repeated sightings, sometimes as many as a dozen a month. He said the planes would show up whenever his desktop barometer, and his eyes, indicated an impending storm. After local people began to report their sightings to him, he learned of hundreds of other such episodes.

In cases such as these, no explanation really makes sense, and any speculation brought to bear on the episode is simply guesswork. No one suggested another possibilityfor which no evidence exists eitherthat a supersecret military or intelligence weather-control operation was responsible. One suspects that had these events occurred in the United States, where paranoia about such things is always intense, this would have been the (non)explanation of choice. Fortunately for all concerned, except those who wanted answers, the droughts passing put the mystery planes, real or imagined, out of sight and soon out of mind.
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As he approached a crossroads on an autumn night in 1984, a Devonshire, England, man saw this bloomin great black thing. I put on my anchors [brakes] and in the headlights it slowed down and walked right up to the car. I could see its eyes as plain as day, green and glassy they were, and he looked right over the bonnet [hood] at me, he was that tall, and then he went!  like a light going out. I just couldnt see it anymore. It isnt real like an ordinary dog. I could feel the hairs of my neck standing up.

This story was told to local naturalist Trevor Beer, who was investigating reports of large, livestock-killing cats in the area. Beer apparently saw no reason to disbelieve the account, even when he was told the encounter took place on October 31. To every appearance the story is a fabrication consciously based on a worldwide folklore, known from Englands West Country to the American South, about supernatural black dogs that appear at crossroads and that are associated with the underworld.

In rural Mississippi in the early part of the twentieth century, African Americans told folklorist N. N. Puckett of huge black dogs with big red eyes glowing like chunks of fire. In the 1930s Mississippian Robert Johnson, the much-celebrated folk-blues singer and guitarist, did not deny rumorsspread by both those who resented his talents and those who held them in awethat he had acquired his considerable musical skills in a midnight deal with a man in black (the devil) whom he met at a crossroads, an event hinted at in his 1936 recording Cross Road Blues. (Comparable rumors surrounded Tommy Johnson, Robert Johnsons contemporary but not a relative.) He reported on the consequences of this pact the next year in another scary blues lyric: Ive got to keep movin / Theres a hellhound on my trail.

Theo Brown, a leading authority on black dog lore, has written, Oral tradition sometimes gives us a legend, but this has probably been invented to explain the ghost. In other worlds, black dogs exist not just in thricetold tales but also in firsthand reports, at least some of them from individuals meriting greater credence than Beers informant. Brown adds that the black dog if regarded purely as a symbol must represent some universal guardian of the threshold personified to various cultures.

A large and complex lore surrounds black dogs. (Black dog is in some senses a generic term, meaning supernatural canine. Most tales and reports of such creatures described them as black, but white, gray, and yellow black dogs figure in some stories.) Brown believes the legend is rooted in prehistory but acknowledges this conclusion is necessarily speculative. In historical time, especially in Britain, where the tradition is most fully documented, black dogs may encounter travelers on a dark road and either guide them to safety or menace them, or their appearance may presage the death of the witness. They may also attach themselves to familiessuch a real-life family inspired Sir Arthur Conan Doyle to write the most celebrated of his Sherlock Holmes novels, The Hound of the Baskervilles. Black dogs are said to have glowing eyes and often to vanish in an instant, as did Devonshires Halloween apparition. Sometimes, especially in medieval and post-medieval chronicles of manifestations associated with witchcraft, the black dog is a shape-shifter, at some point revealing his true identity as the devil.
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The generic term of black dog can be applied to any supernatural canine encounter.
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Sightings

Traditional beliefs are one thing, actual (or alleged) experiences another, and it is the latter that are discussed here.

The first known example of a sighting claim survives in a French manuscript, Annales Franorum Regnum (856 C.E.), wherein a chronicler records what happened after sudden darkness enveloped a provincial church midway through a service. A large black dog with fiercely glowing eyes appeared, dashed about as if searching for something and vanished abruptly. On August 4, 1577, in Bungay, ten miles from Norwich, England, a black dog showed up inside a church during a violent storm, ran through the aisle, and killed two worshippers. The same day a similar attack occurred inside Holy Trinity Church in Blythburg seven miles away; this time two men and a boy were slain. So wrote the Rev. Abraham Fleming in a broadside titled A Straunge and Terrible Wunder, published not long afterwards. Fleming claimed to have been inside the Bungay church when the apparition went on its rampage. His account, he acknowledged, to some will seem absurd.

In July 1889 the Philadelphia Inquirer reported on mysterious nocturnal goings-on in a mountainous area four miles south of the city:

It appears that a large black dog makes his appearance at a certain point along the turnpike and walks with the traveler until a well-known mark, still further up the mountain, is reached, when he suddenly disappears as he came. The dog utters no sound and betrays not the least show of either friendship or violence. There are a dozen men who claim to have encountered the dog at that exact spot, some of them more than once.


Beast of Exmoor

The name Beast of Exmoor was coined in the spring of 1983, after a marauding predator killed a ewe belonging to Eric Ley of South Molton, Devonshire. In the next two and a half months Ley lost 100 of his sheep. The killer did not attack its prey at the hindquarters, as would a dog or fox, but instead ripped out their throats.

The Beast of Exmoor is described by many people who say they have seen it as a huge, jet-black cat, eight feet long from nose to tail. Other witnessesabout one in fivereport a tan- or fawn-colored puma-like feline. In a few instances two giant felines, one black and one tan, have been seen in each others company. A small number of witnesses recount sightings of large animals that look like unusual dogs.

Sightings of the Beast go back at least to the early 1970s, but they made no impact on popular attention until the depredations occurred at the Ley farm. In early May Britains Royal Marines descended on the area, and Londons Daily Express offered a monetary reward of 1000. Marine sharpshooters hid in the hills, and some even said they saw a black and powerful animal, but were unable to get a clear shot at it. The beast or beasts mostly lay low, but as soon as the soldiers were withdrawn, the attacks started again.

One witness, local naturalist Trevor Beer, reported that he saw a beast in the summer of 1984, while watching birds in an area where deer carcasses had been found. I saw the head and shoulders of a large animal appear out of the bushes, he wrote. It looked black and rather otterlike, a first impression I shall always remember for the head was broad and sleek with small ears. The animals eyes were clearly greeny yellow. As it stared back at me I could clearly make out the thickish neck, the powerful looking forelegs and deep chest, and then without a sound it turned and moved swiftly away through the trees. That it was jet black I was sure, and long in the body and tail. I guessed at four and a half feet in body length, and about two feet at the shoulders.

Beer chased it to the edge of the woods. He recalled, It ran like a greyhound, its forelegs pushing through the hind legs and they seeming to go forward in front of its round head as it raced away, then forcing back as the forelegs came forward to hit the ground together, a beautiful, very large black panther was my immediate thought.

In 1988 an area farmer reported he saw a fantastic cat going at a hell of a speed. Every time it moved you could see the lights shine back across its ribs. Another time he saw a huge cat jump a hedge, 15 feet from standing, with a fair-sized lamb in its mouth. Late one night in December 1991, a rural family watched a large panther-like animal for some minutes as it prowled near their house. Several weeks earlier the thirteen-year-old son had seen it or a similar animal climbing a tree.
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Felis silvestris grampia is a small wild cat that lives in the rugged regions of northern England and Scotland. Might some people have mistaken it for the Beast of Exmoor?

By now, a January 1992 article in Londons Daily Telegraph remarked, a significant number of persons who lived in the wild countryside of southwestern England allegedly had seen the beast or beasts.

Theories about the beasts range from misidentification (the cats are really dogs) to the paranormal (the creatures are intruders from a parallel universe). The former view is the official position of the Ministry of Agriculture. Another favorite conservative explanation is that witnesses have overestimated the sizes of the animals, which are domestic cats gone feral. Other theorists hold that a small breeding population of pumas, let loose by persons who once kept them as pets, populates Englands wild West Country. A more extreme hypothesis, advanced by Di Francis but nearly universally rejected by zoologists, holds that large felines have secretly inhabited Britain since prehistoric times.

Complicating matters is the curious fact that giant cats have been reported all over the British Isles. Officially, the only recognized nondomestic feline is Felis silvestris grampia, a small wild cat that lives in the rugged regions of northern England and Scotland.
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Twentieth-century reports of black dogs sometimes share the extravagant character of the older stories. Many seem simply to be a variety of ghost story. Typical of these is the account Theodore Ebert of Pottsville, Pennsylvania, gave to folklorist George Korson in the 1950s: One night when I was a boy walking with friends along Seven Stars Road, a big black dog appeared from nowhere and came between me and one of my pals. And I went to pet the dog, but it disappeared from right under me. Just like the snap of a finger it disappeared.

Hopkinsvilles Kentucky New Era (January 30, 1903) reported the experience of John Wigham on a lonely road in the western part of Mercer County. Riding home on horseback, he heard a dog yelping behind him. When he looked, he was startled to observe a large dog, bigger than a calf, bearing down on him, its eyes glowing like balls of fire. Terrified, he lashed his horse and galloped away as the strange creature pursued him. As he neared his hometown of Nevada, the beast ceased the chase and disappeared into the night. It has for some time been terrifying the people of the neighborhood, the paper stated. It is the glowing red eyes and the size that link this canine to the black-dog tradition.

In the early 1920s young Delmer Clarkwho would grow up to be, among other things, the father of the author of this bookof La Crosse, Wisconsin, saw something  with shining eyes, with the face of a dog. In the darkness he thought he could make out vaguely a dark black body. When he saw it again a week later in the same location near his home, he kicked at it, only to find his foot inside its mouth as if it had been anticipating his action. At that moment it vanished. The experience remained vivid in his memory for the rest of his life.

There is no shortage of modern black dog sightings. Ethel H. Rudkin collected a number of reports from her native Lincolnshire and published them in a 1938 paper in Folklore. I have never yet had a Black Dog story from anyone who was weak either in body or mind, she wrote. Perhaps it is because I have seen the Black Dog, and can therefore believe that the narrator has also seen him, that I have been able to get such good first-hand stories. Unfortunately, Rudkin provided no details of her own encounter with this ghostly canine that, unlike its counterparts elsewhere, was of a gentle nature. According to her:

The spectator may be startled or annoyed, at first, by finding the huge creature trotting alongside, but fear of the Dog never enters into it, once he is recognized for what he is. He is always table high, sometimes spoken of as being as big as a calf which often produces a muddled idea as to whether he is a calf or a dog. In the story he is often associated with a woman. No matter how dark the night the Dog can be seen because he is so much blacker. He seems to have a tendency to appear on the left side of the spectator; he crosses the road from left to right, and he is definitely looked on as a spirit of protection. He is often heard, for when he disappears into a hedge the leaves rustle loudly. In one description, his coat is wiry like pig bristlesin another he is tall and thin and with a long neck and pointed nose.

Something that looked like a Great Dane reportedly stepped in front of a moving car on Exeter Road in Okehampton, England, on October 25, 1969. Before the driver could stop, the car passed through the animal, which then disappeared. In April 1972 a member of Britains Coastguard saw a large, black hound-type dog on the beach at Great Yarmouth. It was about a quarter of a mile from me, he told the London Evening News (April 27, 1972). What made me watch it was that it was running, then stopping, as if looking for someone. As I watched, it vanished before my eyes.


Before the driver could stop, the car passed through the animal, which then disappeared.


Black dogs, or creatures much like them, occasionally are reported during mystery-cat scares. In the spring of 1974 some residents of the English counties of Hampshire and Cheshire halved the difference; they said the creature looked half cat, half dog.

In the curious (or inevitable) way in which seemingly separate categories of anomalous phenomena have of overlapping at the edges, the UFO literature contains a small number of reports in which black dogs are linked, directly or circumstantially, with flying saucers. None of these cases, it should be noted, is especially compelling or notably documented, but they do tell us something about the persistence of the black-dog image.

Among the circumstantial-link cases is one reported from South Africa in 1963. Two men driving at night on the Potchefstroom/Vereeniging road observed a large, doglike animal crossing the highway in front of them. Moments later a UFO showed up to buzz their vehicle several times, sending them on a frantic flight from the scene. Probably this was a large dog, and only coincidence tied it to the UFO. Several Georgia youths asserted a more direct association a decade later, when they claimed to have spotted 10 big, black, hairy dogs running from a landed UFO and through a cemetery in Savannah.

[image: Image]

My own phantom dog, my own quandary

Throughout this book I have refrained from using first-person pronouns. The accounts represented here, after all, are not my stories. I am able to stand outside them and view them coolly. But what follows is my story, my own repeated encounters with something like a black dog, or at least a quadrupedal apparition with broadly canine characteristics. Besides being a direct experience of an unexplained phenomenon, it was a lesson in how difficult it is for even an open-minded witness to process the full implications of an unorthodox, uncategorizable sighting.

It occurred in the summer of 2000, and it began late on a pleasant summer evening as I pulled my car up in front of our house in a small rural Minnesota town. I had been working late at the office I then rented for my writing projects. Till then, everything about the day had been ordinary.

As I started toward the house, I was taken aback to see something lying on the landing at the top of the front steps. My immediate instinct was to think it was our dog. Then I realized how unlikely that was; Mishas domain was our fenced-in backyard. If she had somehow managed to get into the front, she would have strayed away, as she was wont to do, following her nose wherever it took her. In other words, she would not have contented herself to rest by the door. Nor would I have had a particularly difficult time recognizing her because she was big and covered in white hair.

At that point I wasnt entirely sure it was a dog at all. It was an animate object, and it was, so I dimly discerned, a quadruped too big to be a domestic cat. Darkness concealed it so that I could see nothing but an outline, a shadowy form that somehow managed to evade any streak of streetlight or moonlight that could have fallen on it and rendered it identifiable. I began to stride quickly in its direction, on the reasonable supposition that if I got close enough, I would see what it was.

A mere fifteen footsteps separated the curb from the house, and I was moving at a brisk pace. But the thing was faster. I couldnt have propelled myself more than three or four steps forward before it was coming off the porch, passing at an angle to my left (more or less southwestward). From the streetlight on the corner, a bright yard light across the street, and the moonlight, the view immediately ahead should have afforded sufficient illumination for me to identify the animal. Yet, curiously, it always remained in shadow.

And then it was no longer there. It didnt run into a bush or onto a sidewalk or behind a building. In fact, as far as I could tell, it was not especially close to our neighbors house when it was  well  gone. All the while, as this played out, I was listening for a sound associated with the thing. I heard nothing: no breathing, no cries, meows, yowls, or barks, no scurrying sounds as it passed over cement or grass.
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 Black dog appearances have at times been connected to UFO sightings.

I followed in the direction the thing had passed, but saw and heard nothing out of the ordinary. After a few moments I shrugged and went inside. When I mentioned the curious experience to my wife, Helene, I asked if Misha had acted up. Misha was usually sensitive toin other words, she barked atpassing or intruding animals (mostly dogs, sometimes rabbits) she tracked from her perch on the couch by the front window. I know the wild mammal population of this area fairly well, and I ruled out the possibilityunlikely for a host of reasonsthat what I had seen was a deer, coyote, or fox.

Puzzled, over the next days I took some wildlife reference books off the shelves and studied them as time permitted. I supplemented this research with some Internet searches. No identification leaped out at me.

A week or two later, at 10:30 one night I arrived home from the office. There it was: same spot, same shadowy shape. The same sequence of events ensued. It was almost as if I had entered a rerun of a movie scene, or as if I had stepped into a dream. At that point I was getting a sense that all this just felt peculiar.

I returned to the wildlife texts and the web searches. I expanded my inquiry to unusual breeds of dogs and cats. I cautiously asked neighbors if they had seen any strangeas in not ordinarily aroundanimals lately. At this stage the phrase anomalous phenomenon had not, to the best of my recollection, crossed my mind, mystified as I was by an experience unlike any other. No animal I considered plausibly matched what I had seen. On the other hand, seen may have been stretching the point. The mystery nagged at me. I had no doubt of a conventional answer to it, but this answer eluded and frustrated me.

Some days passed. Then a ringing phone shook us out of our 3 A.M. slumbers. A relative (since deceased) suffering from a crippling illness had fallen out of bed and needed urgent assistance. We rushed over and lifted her back on to the mattress and under the covers, then returned home. On our arrival we happened to notice a light flickering in the upstairs front bedroom of a house that borders ours on the east. We knew that the neighbor, an elderly woman, was out of town and would not be back for another week or two. The longer we studied it, the more uneasy we became. Was it a burglar? The earliest stage of an electrical fire? We decided to call the police.

The officer who arrived was as mystified as we were. He alerted the owners son-in-law, who showed up with a key. The two entered the house to discover a malfunctioning night light which could easily have sparked a fire. Through the accidental circumstance of our being awake and outside at an unlikely hour, we had probably saved our neighbors house.

As the policeman and the son-in-law departed, Helene and I turned to go home. By now the time was around 3:45 A.M. As soon as my eyes fell on our front porch, I gasped. A moment later I managed to shout, There it is! I could seeor thought I could seeit watching us. I broke into a run, knowing by now how fast it moved and how fleeting my chance of identifying it would be. Helene was right behind me. The thing was down the steps, crossing the western edge of our lawn at the usual southwestern angle, keeping to the shadows, and then, metaphorically or literally, fading into the ether.

It eventually came to me, of course, that my experienceand in the last instance, Helenes experience as well (her perceptions were identical to my own)were pretty strange and not easily explainable. Even, yes, anomalous. This was a conclusion I resisted, mostly unconsciously because it seldom rose to a place in awareness where I would be forced to notice its presence. For some time, in fact, I did not allow myself to entertain the possibility, and any contrary thought amounted to barely a ripple in the stream of consciousness.

I never identified the animal (if thats what it was) or found an explanation that satisfied menot for lack of trying. It took months for me to acknowledge the anomalous, even dreamlike, quality of the encounters. By then, I suspected my own memoriesconveniently, I reflected ruefully. My resistance to the notion of a personal anomalous experience had given me an out; all else having failed, now I could transform discordant, heterodox details into mere mind tricks. I knew betterfor one thing, Helene finally had seen the thing, toobut in idle moments I sought comfort in the thought that I could accept other peoples strange experiences, but to have one of my own  well, it seemed like a confession of failure. I couldnt be stumped.

Without realizing it, I had internalized societys compulsion to rationalize away troubling anomalies. Even after spending most of my life studying accounts of the unexplained and interacting with witnesses, having no conscious problem with the abstract principle that the world hosts peculiar things, somehow I couldnt credit the notion that any such phenomena could ever intersect with my life. Worse, the experience itself was ambiguous, nebulous, downright pointless, perhaps inherently unresolvable. The only certainty was that it had happened. Beyond that, what? I had both seen and not seen something. It moved, always, in shadows. It felt less like a thing than the idea of a thing. Thereat least in metaphorit remains, never seen again.
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For as long as human beings have been keeping historical records, all kinds of objects, living and otherwise, have been reported to fall out of the sky. Usually, though not always, these falls take place in the midst of a furious storm. On occasion, however, a fall may occur out of a clear sky.

The first skeptics explained falls as a misunderstanding of a fundamental process of nature, which was that rain triggered the spontaneous generation, out of mud, slime, and dust, of things (especially living things) already on the ground. This view, held for example by Pliny (who proposed it in Natural History [77 C.E.]), eventually evolved into a more realistic hypothesis, namely that nave witnesses falsely associated the fall of rain with the appearances of animals, vegetable matter, artifacts, or other inorganic materials in the rains aftermath. These things had been there all along, but the rain had driven or washed them into view.

In due course, after it finally proved futile to dispute reliable observations (some by scientists) of objects falling, conventional opinion bowed to the superiority of eyewitness testimony over armchair dismissal. But conventionalists were ready with another explanation. This one held that waterspouts, tornadoes, and whirlwinds pick up materials and deposit them somewhere else; consequently, though falls are real enough, they are merely curious, not extraordinary.

That strong winds rip objects off the ground and drop them somewhere else is, of course, beyond dispute. That such weather phenomena account for the most anomalous falls, on the other hand, is decidedly less certain. What makes anomalous falls so puzzling is their strange selectivity. Violent storms drop everything they pick up; most anomalous falls drop only one thing and the rest a very few things. Often, too, the volume of material is so staggering that its disappearance from one place, even if a place could be found where much of it was held, would not go unnoticed. Some falls go on for hours, with the material falling in a steady stream over a significant area of ground.

Of the two types of falls (inorganic and organic; the latter is discussed in the next chapter), however, those involving inorganic matter, especially if that matter consists of dust or ash, are the more amenable to mundane accounting.
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Fire in the sky

Though many falls of sulphur turn out to be of pollen, a few reports, if they are to be believed, cannot be so explained. In other words, they really may be of sulphur or a sulphur compound. William R. Corliss, of the multivolume Sourcebook Project, remarks that a storm-driven fall of sulphur, a substance rarely found in surface deposits where winds could pick it up, would seem to be very unlikely although not impossible; yet tales of burning sulphur, if true, post a significant anomaly. One such case was reported in American Journal of Science:

In March last [1832], there fell in the fields of the village of Kourianof [Russia]  a combustible substance of a yellowish color, at least two inches thick, and covering a superficies of between six and seven hundred square feet. The inhabitants, at first, thought it was snow, but on examination, it appeared to have the properties of cotton, having, on being torn, the same tenacity; but, on being put into a vessel full of water, it assumed the consistency of rosin. On being put into the fire, in its primitive state, it burnt and sent forth a flame like spirits of wine; but in its resinous state, it boiled on the fire, without becoming inflamed, probably because it was mixed with some portion of snow, from which it had been taken. After a more minute examination, the rosin had the color of amber, was elastic like indian rubber, and smelt like prepared oil, mixed with wax.

An even stranger event took place on October 18, 1867, when residents of Thames Ditton, Surrey, England, were startled by the appearance of a shower of fire in the evening sky. The light it cast was brilliant for the ten minutes it lasted. Next morning it was found that the waterbutts and puddles in the upper part of the village were thickly covered with a deposit of sulphur, Symonss Monthly Meteorological Magazine recounted.

On the evening of April 13, 1879, snow fell on the eastern Pennsylvania cities of Allentown, Easton, and Reading. Interspersed with the ordinary flakes was a large amount of a substance that looked and smelled like sulphur, half an inch deep in some places. Contemporary press accounts noted that small quantities that were scraped together and set on fire burned as readily as [sulphur] and emitted the same fumes.
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The Roman philosopher and naturalist Pliny the Elder (23-79 C.E.) held that rain could cause the spontaneous generation of certain living things.


Vast numbers of small black stones are said to have fallen on Birmingham, England, in August 1858, and again at Wolverhampton in June 1860.
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Stones falling and tossed

A larger, more significant category of anomalous falls of inorganic materials concerns non-meteoritic rocks and stones.

One dramatic instance took place in Hungary in 1841, according to contemporary press reports. The shower fell so thick and over so large a tract, according to the Augsburg Gazette, which had dispatched a scientific correspondent from Vienna to the site, that the number of stones which fell are computed at 350,000 millionsurely a considerable exaggeration for what must, in any event, have been an impressive abundance of stones. The account continued, They varied in size from a hazelnut down to a poppy seed, but most of them were about the size of a peathe composition of stones, besides flint, lime, and clay earth, containing oxydate [sic; oxidant] of iron. The stones were quite cold, and though the night was very calm, fell almost at an angle of 45 degs., so that some other power than gravity must have been working on them as well as their gravity.

A similar phenomenon occurred near Utica, New York, in the late spring and early summer of 1921. For several weeks, the press wires reported, stones as large as billiard balls have been dropping on the house, apparently out of a clear sky. They fall perpendicularly, as if dropped, not thrown. All efforts to explain their source have been in vain.

In June 1870, stones are said to have fallen from 2 P.M. till sundown on a district of Argentina. Vast numbers of small black stones are said to have fallen on Birmingham, England, in August 1858, and again at Wolverhampton in June 1860. Both incidents took place during violent storms, though the source and sheer quantity of the material remained a mystery.

Anomalous stone fallsthrowings is perhaps the more accurate termare often associated with poltergeist manifestations. In a number of cases, the unexplained movement of stones, pebbles, and rocks comprises the bulk or even entirety of the phenomenon. As the late parapsychologist D. Scott Rogo remarked, Rock-throwing poltergeists represent a specific type of spookery. They can make the stones shower from the sky  or they will simply pelt the building. The rocks will even fall inside the home. It is not odd for the rocks to fly abnormally slow, zigzag in flight, or even make ninety-degree turns in the air.

Thanks to Charles Fort, who chronicled it in his widely read New Lands (1923), the most famous instance is one that happened in Chico, California, in the early 1920s.

In November 1921, J. W. Charge, the owner of a grain warehouse along the Southern Pacific railroad tracks in Chico, complained to City Marshal J. A. (Ted) Peck that an unseen someone was daily hurling rocks at the building. Taking this to be a harmless prank, Peck paid no attentionuntil March 9, 1922, when stones and rocks ranging in size from peas to baseballs came down on the warehouse. The fall continued intermittently all day. The rocks struck the roofs of warehouses belonging to Charge and J. H. Priel. At one point a man named Frank Lyons climbed up to a roof but had to retreat under merciless pelting. Charge, on the ground, was struck on the leg.

According to the Chico Record:

Fire Chief C. E. Tovee and Traffic Officer J. J. Corbett had the scare of their lives while prowling about the Charge warehouse in an endeavor to sight the direction from which the rocks came. They had just approached the sound end of the warehouse and were looking skyward when a fair-sized boulder struck the wooden wall above them with a mighty force and rebounded to the ground at their feet, leaving a dent where it had struck the timber.

A dragnet through several surrounding blocks failed to flush out the rock-thrower.

After effecting considerable destruction to its original targets, the two warehouses, the stone attacks expanded to nearby buildings in a cluster of houses alongside the tracks. Meantime, on March 23, an anonymous letter to Marshal Peck, allegedly from the culprit, boasted that he had invented the device responsible and now would cease tormenting fellow citizens with it. Nonetheless, the incidents continued into April amid frantic efforts by police and others to catch the individual or individuals presumed responsible. At one point three airplanes flew over the site in search of the elusive man with a catapult.

Among the outsiders who arrived to probe the events was Vincent Jones, vice president of the California Society for Psychical Research. He reported, Witnesses who have seen the missiles before they hit the building testify that they seemed to come perpendicularly from above, and were first discerned at a distance of some 40 feet away. Fort asked a friend, San Francisco-based writer Miriam Allen deFord, to go to Chico to look into the matter personally. There she, in her words, saw a stone fall from some invisible point in the sky, and land gently at my feet.

However enigmatic their behavior may have been, their place of origin was known. The stones were local, or so judged geologist C. K. Studley, who deduced they were from either Chico Creek or Little Chico Creek.

Subsequently, the writer and critic Anthony Boucher would note that he met deFord when I investigated a similar stone-fall case in Oakland, California, in 1943. We compared our notes and found our experiences almost identical. Thats not surprising.

Except for catching Forts attention and thereby entering anomaly immortality, the Chico episode was a fairly ordinary instance of what some call a rock-throwing poltergeist, an international phenomenon with a long history. Some other examples recorded in the American press:

Iredell County, North Carolina, 1842: Rocks started falling on a rural residence owned by Louis Day, though they were never seen until just before they struck. Sometimes they came down inside the house. The stones destroyed windows and the glass covering a clock face. The rocks apparently emanated from an area of the property where the owner slaughtered hogs. Other poltergeist manifestations, notably the mysterious disappearance and subsequent reappearance of household items, plagued the family (Statesville Landmark, reprinted in The Robesonian, Lumberton, North Carolina, June 6, 1905).

Near Port Republic, Virginia, May 9-10, 1865: As family members were eating their evening meal, a servant girl rushed in to report that someone unseen was throwing stones at her. A search for the culprit was unsuccessful, but soon (starting that evening and concluding at 10 P.M., only to resume at sunrise the next day) stones and rocks flew outside and inside the house, breaking windows. None of them could be seen until they had struck. One of them was very wet, and Mrs. Ergenbright held it to see if water would drip from it, but it did not. Tables and other household items were tossed about. The infestation ended at around 4 P.M. (Staunton Spectator, reprinted in The Alleganian, Cumberland, Maryland, August 16).

Akron, Ohio, October 1878: While husking corn in a field, a woman identified as Mrs. Michael Metzler was hit by stones of undetermined origin. Soon afterwards, her children had the same experience and fled to the house. The next evening, as she worked in the same field, stones and clumps of earth again struck Mrs. Metzler. The next morning she and her young daughter were standing near an open cellar door when a large pebble arose from the cellar and hit the girl in the face. Later, a party of eight gathered in the main room, which consists of two windows and two doors. Father Brown  was present, and about ten oclock offered a prayer. Hardly had he finished, however, before two large-sized stones fell at his feet, followed by a dozen more pebbles, which came from the ceiling and walls, striking the persons who were in the room. A newspaper reporter who came to investigate witnessed the phenomena and had a pebble strike him on the shoulder (Akron Leader, reprinted in The Weekly Republican, Elyria, Ohio, October 17).

Baltimore, Maryland, September 1881: At 10 A.M., in the yard of a saloon near the corner of Fredrick and Fayette Streets, stones and coal began sailing through the air minus any visible thrower. After an hour they stopped, only to resume after 3 P.M. and continue unabated until 1 A.M. In daylight, the next day, a rock struck a servant girl causing severe injury. Other rocks smashed windows in nearby shops and businesses. Firemen and police set up observation posts, but still the stones fell and the thrower could not be discovered (Fort Wayne Daily Gazette, September 13, and other newspapers).

Near Bedford, Indiana, early June 1882: The storm  on a recent night was a strange one. The strangest thing that took place was at the farm of Abraham Smith, who lives four miles south of Bedford, where a real, genuine shower of stones fell, mixed with what seems to be plastering. The stones are of various sizes, some really as large as a mans fist, while others are quite small. The most of them are white flint, a stone that is not found in that part of Indiana. Many of Mr. Smiths windows were broken and several shingles knocked off his roof. In the immediate vicinity of the house more than a barrel of these stones could be gathered. A great many persons have visited the Smith farm to satisfy themselves in regard to the matter (Indiana Democrat, Pennsylvania, June 8).

Jordan, New York, December 1883: At the farm of a well-to-do family, the Stevenses, a strange fall of stones occurred, and at night more than 150 were picked up. The following Sunday, as they stood singing at church, the two daughters saw three stones fall at their feet. People are flocking there from all parts of the country to see the stones fall. The latter are small, varying from the size of a pebble to half the size of ones fist. The strain was said to have hastened the death of the already ill Mrs. Stevens (Iowa State Reporter, Waterloo, January 3, 1884, and other newspapers).

Cory, Indiana, July 1898: A little girl named Miller found herself the focus of a shower of stones every time she stepped outside. None hit her, as there were persons standing near her; the stones did break nearby windows. On one occasion it is said stones fell back of her bed (Fort Wayne Sentinel, July 29).


Vast numbers of small black stones are said to have fallen on Birmingham, England, in August 1858, and again at Wolverhampton in June 1860.


Phoenix, Arizona Territory, summer 1898: Josefa Nez, an elderly woman, and her family reported episodes of stone throwing about their residence on the east end of the city. Small stones hurled from an invisible source broke the window of the house or rattled against the outer wall. Though they landed sharply they brought no other pain than a scorching sensation. She picked the stones from the ground and found some warm and others almost ice cold. When the attacks didnt stop, she moved to another house in the area, to no avail. She complained to the police, who investigated on the presumption that a prankster was responsible, but no perpetrator was detected. One night, Officer George McClarty and a newspaper reporter saw a stone dropping on the old womans shoulder and fall thence to the ground. It was warm to the touch. Curiosity-seekers who flocked to the scene claimed to have seen flying stones on various occasions (Arizona Republican, Phoenix, September 23).

Near Mansfield, Ohio, September 1915: A resident of the city was out in the country and while passing the farm noticed some stones dropping from a hedge. He made a startling discovery that the stones came from apparently nowhere out of the air and had the appearance of falling from the hedge. He took members of his family to the scene and they also saw the phenomenon and brought specimens of the stones back to the city. The story was spread  and the farm has since been visited by hundreds of people. Stories differ, however, as to what occurs, but many insist that the stones fall from the hedge and at times they gush forth from the ground in a veritable shower (Mansfield News, September 24).


It was just like the bush was throwing rocks with its branches, Rick Berkbigler said later.


Spokane, Washington, late summer 1977: Stones the size of golf balls, and of no apparent origin, fell on the front lawn and through the front windows of a family residence. Some of the stones came down at relatively low speeds, while others traveled at high velocity. When Police Capt. Charles Crabtree climbed to the roof for a better view, two stones landed near him. With a fifteen-foot overhang protecting the porch and fifty-foot-tall trees in the lawn, the police could only deduce that a launching device was hurling the rocks; but surveillance from ground and air failed to detect anyone or anything responsible. Were still baffled, said a police spokesman (Victoria Colonist, British Columbia, September 4; Vancouver Province, September 6).
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Stone-throwing poltergeist in Tucson

In mid-1982 Richard and Mary Berkbigler began building a 4,400-square-foot house, surrounded by hundreds of square yards of bush, cactus, and underbrush, on the rural northern outskirts of Tucson, Arizona. With three of their children (ages between fifteen and twenty) they moved out to a trailer house on the property, living there until September 1983, when they took up residence in the still-uncompleted house. Within days odd events were taking place, starting with knockings on the front door. No knocker was ever spotted, though the Berkbiglers sped to the door and even searched for one outside. Still, they assumed that a vagrant was playing tricks on them.

Soon the weirdness escalated. Late one afternoon a flurry of five stones, of no visible origin, hit the house and a van parked in the adjoining driveway. After that, in the coming days and weeks, attacks resumed at five- to fifteen-minute intervals, sometimes continuing for as long as two or three hours. Often, they would stop only when the family turned out all the lights and retired for the night.

In early November, after repeated searches by family and friends failed to uncover the guilty individual or individuals, the sheriffs department entered the investigation. Deputies and a helicopter patrolled the site repeatedly, again without solving the mystery. The attacks only grew more intense. On Sunday, November 27, after especially relentless bombardment, family and friends broke into two teams, one (led by son Rick) to search the northern end of the property, the other (led by an uncle) the southern. In the darkness of mid-evening they set out armed with flashlights. In short order, one of the team members on the latter front was struck on the jaw.

When the group fled to take shelter behind the house, the uncle called to them that he and his fellows had trapped the prowler in some bushes twenty-five feet away. Rick and his friends rushed to the site. When beams of light were directed into the bushes, there was nothing to be seen, though onlookers could hear rustling sounds. Suddenly, eight rocks sailed out of the bush. One struck the uncle and knocked him unconscious. Some of the group picked up their own stones and rocks and threw them back at full speed. Nobody escaped from the bushes. Then the searchers, carrying the dazed uncle, returned to find shelter in the house.

It was just like the bush was throwing rocks with its branches, Rick Berkbigler said later. Investigator Scott Rogo would observe, The clump of brush actually grew out of a small knoll above the little trail Ricks uncle was following. I conducted several experiments there and was able to determine that rocks could not be thrown through the brush. You had to stand up and throw the rocks over the brush. Since both Rick and his uncle were focusing their flashlights on the brush, they certainly could have seen anyone cavorting about in this way.

After press accounts alerted parapsychologists to the ongoing phenomena (which the Berkbiglers still ascribed to a seemingly uncatchable prankster), poltergeist authority W. G. Roll, of the Psychical Research Foundation in North Carolina, sent Los Angeles-based researcher Rogo to the site on December 6. Rogo soon learned that two days earlier, when the familys married daughter, husband, and little daughter had visited, a rock had struck the child on the arm, initiating a late-morning barrage. Fortunately, the girl was not seriously hurt, but the outraged family called the sheriffs department, and the biggest search yet, complete with helicopter, ensuedagain without results.

The next day reporters arrived in the late afternoon, to be greeted by the two Berkbigler sons. Soon, they heard a rock hit a side door, and just after 6 P.M., when the parents arrived, the attacks commenced in earnest. The journalists were pinned inside the house until 7:45, when law-enforcement personnel arrived to usher them out. A stone hit a deputy as he walked to the house. Meantime, a friend of the family, a private detective, was secretly prowling the site when, as he approached the garage, he was hit on the head. He was wearing a helmet, possibly preventing more serious damage to his health. He later found that a rock had also hit and damaged his motorcycle.

Rogo himself witnessed rock throwings. Like everyone else, in spite of his most determined efforts, he could not find a thrower. He did note that in the face of serious physical obstacles such as buildings and vehicles, the stones and rocks were thrown with ever more astounding accuracy at individuals. With the exception of the uncles unfortunate experience, however, the missileswhatever the velocity which they sailed through the aironly gently tapped victims on impact, as is characteristic in poltergeist-related stone throwings.

Observers of the phenomenon included allfamily, friends, police, reporters, professional trackers, curiosity-seekerswho came to the spot in the late afternoon to early evening. The infestation ended later that month, as suddenly as it had begun. The police never solved the case. For his part Rogo offered the speculation (not provable, of course) that fifteen-year-old David Berkbigler was the poltergeist agent, unconsciously unleashing the attacks via psychokinesis linked to abnormal neuronal firing in his brain.
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Falls of artifacts

The most fantastic claims, those concerning falls of manufactured objectsmost famously thunderstones, the subject of a worldwide folklore that alleges that shaped stones (ax heads, for example) sometimes come down during storms, and especially in the wake of a spectacular roar of thunderare all but forgotten. Instances of supposed thunderstones, however, continued into the latter nineteenth century. There may be some factual basis to the stories, which probably take their inspiration from the fall of meteorites during rainstorms.

A handful of reports seem at least curious, however. One took place in Wolverhampton, England, in the fall of 1876, after the fall of a huge ball of what appeared to be green fire  during a severe windstorm, otherwise unaccompanied by lightning, the Times of London related. Witnesses who went to the spot found a highly polished stone, totally different from any mineral deposits in the vicinity and equally different from any meteorite in existence. Critics argued that the stone could have been there all along, and since there was no way to disprove the assertion, the episode was left in limbo, where it still lies. As do a number of comparable cases.

According to a newspaper story filed on November 28, 1909, farmers near Kankakee, Illinois, reported that a strange whizzing noise was heard in the mid-morning. At the same time showers of pennies, nickels, and dimes rained to the ground. One of the coins was shown to your correspondent, the dispatch stated. It was still warm to the touch. It went on, As this rain of money occurred in the same district where the showers of fish and frogs are observed occasionally  little credence is placed in the story.

On the morning of May 28, 1982, a young girl was walking through the yard of St. Elisabeths Church in Redding, a small town near Manchester, England, whenor so she would later tell the Rev. Graham Marshallshe spotted a fifty-pence coin fall from nowhere. As the day went on, children discovered numerous other coins at the same spot. Finally, the owner of a local candy store, concerned that the children were stealing from the poor box, informed the clergyman of the sudden rush in business at his establishment. No money was missing, but the children all swore, when Marshall interviewed them, that the coins seemed to be coming from the sky. Or so they inferred from the fact that they would hear a tinkling sound on the sidewalk and, on looking, see a coin.

Marshall conducted his own investigation and eliminated some obvious explanations, such as that a prankster was tossing coins over the church wall (the wall was too high and bare for a coin-tosser not to be easily visible to passersby) or that birds were dropping them (too many coins clustered together and no nests overhead). Some of the coins were embedded edgewise into the ground, suggesting a fall from some height. Marshall experimented by hurling a handful of coins to earth; they made no impression.

An incident like this is insufficient to prove anything one way or another, but as already noted, it is not unprecedented. One day, in December 1968, shoppers in another English town, Ramsgate, Kent, heard pennies bouncing off the pavement. Between 40 and 50 of them came down in short scattered bursts for about 15 minutes, one witness, Jean Clements, told the London Daily Mirror. You could not see them fallingall you heard was the sound of them hitting the ground. They hit hard enough so that dents registered on them. There were no tall buildings nearby, Clements said, and no one heard a plane go overhead. Among other coin falls are those said to have happened in Meshehera, Russia, summer 1940 (during a storm); Bristol, England, in September 1956; Bourges, France, April 15, 1957 (thousands of 1,000-franc notes, never claimed); and Limburg, West Germany, January 1976 (2,000 marks, seen falling by two clergymen).


You could not see them fallingall you heard was the sound of them hitting the ground.


Usually artifacts (including, legend has it, thunderstones) fall not in clusters but by themselves. On April 17, 1969, the New York Times reported the bizarre experience of a California woman, Ruth Stevens, who was driving in Palm Springs when a wheel sailed out of the sky and onto her cars hood, where it left a one-foot dent. The account does not tell us what kind of wheel it was, but it does note that no local airport received a report of a missing wheel from any pilot.

Such instances of artifact falls are poorly documented on the whole, and only the foolhardy would rush in to wave wild paranormal theories on the assumption that no other explanation is possible. Without real investigations and firm reasons to dismiss prosaic alternatives, these events should be viewed cautiously.
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As a heavy rain fell and a strong wind blew, a curious event took place at Mountain Ash, Glamorganshire, Wales, late on the morning of February 9, 1859. Numerous residents, including members of the clergy, witnessed it. One observer, John Lewis, provided this account not long afterwards, to a correspondent for the Annual Register:

I was getting out a piece of timber, for the purpose of setting it for the saw, when I was startled by something falling all over medown my neck, on my head, and on my back. On putting my hand down my neck, I was surprised to find they were little fish. By this time I saw the whole ground covered with them. I took off my hat, the brim of which was full of them. They were jumping all about. They covered the ground in a long strip of about 80 yards by 12, as we measured afterwards. [The] shed was covered with them, and the shoots were quite full of them. My mates and I might have gathered bucketsful of them, scraping with our hands. We did gather a great many, about a bucketful, and threw them into the rain pool, where some of them now are. There were two showers, with an interval of about 10 minutes, and each shower lasted about two minutes or thereabouts. The time was 11 A.M. The morning up-train to Aberdare was just then passing. It was not blowing very hard, but uncommon wet. They came down with the rain [as if] in a body.

Another witness, the Rev. John Griffith, collected some specimens, the largest of which was five inches long.

Falls of fishand, as we shall see, of other animals, as well as organic matter generallyhave been remarked on for many centuries. The first known printed reference appears in Plinys Natural History (77 C.E.). In common with some subsequent would-be explainers, he doubted that living things actually fell, presumably reasoning that since fish do not live in the sky, fish cannot fall from the sky. In his view the creatures were already present, on the groundwhere, in point of fact, they do not live eitheras dust and slime that, when exposed to a vigorous spring rain, sprouted into animals (which then returned to dust and slime with the onset of winter). In recent centuries, some theorists have held that a hard rain drives small animals from their usual hiding places; thus the impression that the animals fell in the rain is a delusion. No doubt that happens sometimes, and that is why we here concern ourselves mostly with witnessed falls. Other explanations need not concern the serious inquirer. A particularly notorious example is a British Museum scientists suggestion that the Mountain Ash fall recounted above resulted from the dumping of a pail of fish on someones head. A mass fall of crabs and periwinkles near Worcester, England, in 1881 was attributed to a crazed, though untraceable, fishmonger.

Today hardly anyone disputes the occurrence of falls. The debate instead centers on how anomalous their causes are. For those to whom falls are a mere curiosity of nature, such events happen when waterspouts or tornadoes carry animals from a nearby body of water and dump them on land. While superficially plausible, this explanation does not begin to deal with some of the central and thoroughly bizarre aspects of the phenomenon. With his characteristic succinct wit, Charles Fort defined the shortcomings of this view:

Coffins have come down from the sky; also, as everybody knows, silk hats and horse collars and pajamas. But these things have come down at the time of a whirlwind. The two statements that I start with are that no shower exclusively of coffins, nor of marriage certificates, nor of alarm clocks has been recorded; but that showers exclusively of living things are common. And yet the explanations by orthodox scientists who accept that showers of living things have occurred is that the creatures were the products of whirlwinds. The explanation is that little frogs, for instance, fall from the sky unmixed with anything else, because, in a whirlwind, the creatures were segregated, by differences in specific gravity. But when a whirlwind strikes a town, away go detachables in a monstrous mixture, and theres no findable record of washtubs coming down in one place, all the towns cats in one falling battle that lumps its infelicities in one place, and all the kittens coming down together somewhere else, in a distant bunch that meows for its lump of mothers.

The truly anomalous falls usually consist of one species of animal or organic material. In other words, other species of animals do not rain down with fish or frogs (and if they do, it is only a very small number of other species); mud, sand, plant life, and debris such as a whirlwind picks up as it passes over a lake, creek, river, or sea are not to be found. The selectivity is such that often the falling animals are not only of the same species but of the same age.

In many cases, moreover, there are vast numbers of them. On September 23, 1973, for example, tens of thousands of toads fell on Brignoles, France, during what was described as a freak storm. And they were all young toads. In September 1922 young toads fell for two days on another French village, Chalon-sur-Saone. Between 7 and 8 A.M. on October 23, 1947, wildlife biologist A. D. Bajkov and residents of Marksville, Louisiana, witnessed the fall of many thousands of fish, which landedcold and even frozen in some caseson a strip seventy-five feet wide and 1,000 feet long. Weather conditions were foggy but otherwise calm, which makes this episode unusual but not unprecedented; most falls take place during storms. (Another fall of a frozen fish occurred on December 22, 1955, when one smashed through the windshield of a car occupied by two men driving to work near Alexandria, Virginia. Traffic was light, and they were nowhere near an underpass. From the damage donea photograph appears in the same days Washington Evening Starthe fish, apparently a large carp, fell from some considerable height.)

The animals that fall may or may not be known to the area. The Marksville fish were, according to Bajkov, identical to those found in local waters. In Science, J. Hedgepath recorded a brief fall he had witnessed in Guam in 1936, noting that one of the specimens  was identified as the tench  which, to my knowledge, is common only to the fresh waters of Europe. The presence of this species at a locale so remote from its normal habitat is worthy of note. Sometimes the animals cannot be identified. When fish fell on Montgomery County, California, in February 1890, they proved to be of, according to one who saw them and wrote up the event, a species altogether unknown here (Philadelphia Public Ledger, February 6). The people of Clifton, Indiana, did not recognize the brown worms that fell on them one day in February 1892, and neither did the editor of Insect Life.
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A 1958 issue of Fate magazine included a story about raining frogs.

On occasion the falling animals arrive in a peculiar condition. At Nokulhatty Factory, India, on February 19, 1830, a great quantity of fish descended from the sky. Writing in American Journal of Science, M. Prinsep reported, The fish were all dead; most of them were large; some were fresh, others rotted and mutilated. They were seen at first in the sky like a flock of birds descending rapidly to the ground. There was rain drizzling at the time but no storm. Some of the fish had no heads. Thousands of dead and dry fish landed on Futtehpur, India, in mid-May 1831. In a fall that lasted 10 minutes, sand-eelsstiff, hard, and deadplummeted to earth near Hendon, England, on August 24, 1918, and some even broke when they hit the ground.

Fort, who found the phenomenon endlessly fascinating, collected some 294 accounts of falls of organic materials. Since his death in 1932, of course, many more have occurred, and other instances that took place before then have also come to light. What follow are examples of the kinds of things and materials that figure in fall reports.
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Fish

Norfolk, Virginia, May 17, 1853: During an evening hailstorm numerous catfish, some measuring a foot in length, fell in different sections of the city, and some of the fields were literally strewed with them. Hundreds were picked up in the morning (Gettysburg Star and Banner, Pennsylvania, May 20, citing Norfolk Argus).

Carroll Parish, Louisiana, mid-May 1872: A heavy storm visited that parish  and during the storm fish bones fell to the ground by the million. These bones seemed to come from an exceedingly large black cloud. The shower of bones was attended by a very heavy fall of rain. This strange phenomenon extended over a belt of country ten miles in width by many miles in length. Specimens have been shown to experienced coast fishermen, and also to learned ichthyologists, but they are not able to ascertain to what particular kind of fish the bones belonged (Little Rock Daily Republican, Arkansas, June 28, citing New York Journal of Commerce, whose Louisiana correspondent is vouched for by the editor of that paper).

Near Union Springs, Alabama, October 12, 1882: S. P. Thomson, one of our leading prairie planters, assures us that  he saw three fish of the perch variety fall into his front yard during a shower of rain. Mr. T. gathered up the fish, which were still alive, notwithstanding their long and rapid journey through space toward the center of gravity, and, after satisfying himself that they were only ordinary perch, placed them in an adjacent stream, where they swam off. Mr. Thomson says he is not natural philosopher enough to explain this strange occurrence, but he is absolutely certain that the fish did fall from the clouds (Atchison Globe, Kansas, November 16, reprinting article from Union Springs Herald).

Seymour, Indiana, August 1, 1888: During a heavy storm Wednesday night a large number of fish, of a variety unknown here, some of them four inches in length, fell in this neighborhood. The occurrence excited a good deal of curiosity, but no one has been able to explain the phenomenon (Newark Daily Advocate, Ohio, August 4).

Nashville, Tennessee, late January 1891: A singular phenomenon was observed in connection with a heavy fall of snow. Large quantities of small fishes came down with the snow, and in many localities the ground was literally covered with them. The largest were nearly two inches in length (Indiana County Gazette, Pennsylvania, January 29).

Emporia, Kansas, June 30, 1893: A very heavy fall of rain  occurred here. Small fish fell in the midst of the heaviest showers. One of the largest, picked up by E. A. Tobias in his front yard, was a well developed black bass about three inches in length, which, though at first [it] showed but little life, once placed in a jar of water soon recovered and is now as lively as any of his companions in an aquarium of goldfish at the residence of ex-Governor C. V. Eskridge (Cedar Rapids Evening Gazette, Iowa, July 1).

Queensland, Australia, late April 1906: During the remarkable thunderstorms  last week an extraordinary phenomenon at a place called Coopers Plains, near Brisbane [took place]. In the midst of the rain there suddenly fell from the skies a large number of young fish. The fish fell at first in twos and threes, but subsequently came in dozens, until a large area of ground was strewn with live fish measuring from one and a half inches to three inches. Experts in the district described the fish as of a fresh-water variety never before seen near Brisbane (Washington Times, April 30).

Theresa, New York, July 16, 1913: A peculiar phenomenon occurred during the electrical storm  Wednesday evening. Hundreds of small fish, mostly shiners, were picked up by the villagers after the storm had passed. The water fell in torrents, the storm resembling a cloudburst. One person picked up seven of the little fish in his dooryard (Lowville Journal and Republican, New York, July 17).

Klamath Falls, Oregon, mid-July 1938: What is believed to have been at least a 10-pound fish hurtled down through a tree and struck the rear trunk of Francis McCarthys automobile, inflicting a large dent (United Press, July 21).

Fort Worth, Texas, May 8, 1985: As he was working in his back yard, three or four fish, each two inches long, dropped at Louis Castoranos feet. More followedthirty-four in all. The fall occurred after a dark cloud passed overhead (United Press International, May 9).
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A Welsh village experienced a rain of fish, according to this late 1940s issue of Fate.
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Fish and frogs

Collin County, Texas, May 1899: A peculiar phenomenon occurred west and northwest of McKinney. Fish and frogs fell from the sky, and in some places, almost covered the ground. This occurred in the afternoon when a heavy thunderstorm drenched the county. After it had passed the ground was strewn with thousands of small fish, an inch or less long, and countless numbers of very small frogs. The most peculiar thing about this was that the fish were unknown here and the frogs, all alive, were coal black and were also unknown (Paris News, Texas, April 30, 1951).
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Frogs

Artafelle, Scotland, August 10, 1856: The post-runner between Redcastle and Kessock  was suddenly enveloped in what appeared to be a shower of frogs. They fell fast upon his hat and shoulders, and dozens of them found an easy resting-place in his coat-pockets. The air was quite darkened with them for about 30 yards by 14 or 15 yards, and the road was so densely covered with the dingy little creatures that it was impossible to walk without treading on them. They were about the size of a bee, and were quite lively when they found themselves on the road (British Banner, London, August 15, quoting Inverness Courier).

Cairo, Illinois, August 2, 1883: Early [in the] morning the decks of the steamers Success and Elliott, moored at the Mississippi levee, were observed to be literally covered with small green frogs about an inch in length, which came down with a drenching rain which prevailed during the night. Spars, lines, trees and fences were literally alive with the slimy things, while the lights from the watchmens lanterns were obscured by the singular visitation (Decatur Daily Republican, Illinois, August 3).

Big Flat and Cecilville, California, July 16, 1886: A curious phenomenon occurred  at Big Flat  during a heavy shower of rain. The ground became literally covered with frogs for many hundreds of acres, extending fully three miles in one direction. On the same day, a similar shower fell  below Cecilville, though on a smaller scale. In both cases the frogs were small, being about the size of crickets, and very lively (Fresno Republican, California, August 5).

Mexico, Missouri, May 19, 1892: A heavy rainfall of frogs took place five miles from Mexico last night. The largest fall was on the farm of Philip Shearer, who estimated the number at 800 or 1,000. The frogs were of all sizes and alive (Galveston Daily News, Texas, May 20).

Moseley, England, June 30, 1892: During the storm that raged with considerable fury  on Wednesday morning  a shower of frogs fell in the [Birmingham] suburb. They were found scattered about several gardens. [They were] almost white in color (quote cited in Danville Bee, Virginia, June 29, 1926).

Near Muncie, Indiana, August 10, 1894: Shortly after 3 oclock a shower of living things began falling. The shower of living creatures continued for five minutes and covered a ten-acre field on the farm of Ezra Willburn. The frogs fell only on Mr. Willburns farm and at the time they fell the sky was cloudless. Mr. Willburns small son was the only person who witnessed the shower, and after recovering from his surprise at such a strange occurrence, he informed his father of the affair. The Willburns at once began catching the largest of the frogs and enjoyed a regal repast of delicious hams for supper. The neighbors were also liberally supplied (Fort Wayne Sentinel, Indiana, August 13).

Greencastle, Indiana, May 18, 1896: In the frequent heavy rains that visited this section Monday night  thousands of small frogs fell from the clouds, the southern part of the city being alive with them (Delphos Herald, Ohio, May 21).

Near Red Hills, Maryland, June 8, 1901: The phenomenon lasted only a few minutes, but it is estimated that nearly 500 small frogs fell to the ground. The curious sight was witnessed by several people. Several years ago a similar shower was witnessed in the same vicinity (New Oxford Item, Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, June 14).

Bath, New York, mid-July, 1901: Morris street  was almost covered with frogs immediately after a heavy shower. Some of them were scarcely half an inch long, but all were lively. There were so many frogs in the roadway that bicyclists found riding difficult (Fort Covington Sun, New York, August 1).

Lockport, New York, late March 1902: Wherever they came from, the sidewalks and streets abounded in frogs. There were clouds and showers this morning and after them a deluge of frogs. They were not the bull frog, but the marsh frog. This variety clings especially close to vegetation, but hundreds of specimens were found on the hard pavement this morning, blocks away from a spear of grass (Niagara Falls Gazette, New York, March 31, quoting the Lockport Union-Sun).

Chester, Pennsylvania, late September 1903: While spinning in from the suburbs of this city[,] the trolley car on which Amos Kennard was motorman was caught in a thunder storm. The man at the comptroller was pelted with rain, then with hail, and next, he says, it began to rain frogs. The passengers on the car were skeptical, but Kennard exhibited a small frog which, he says, he caught in his hand (Bluefield Daily Telegraph, West Virginia, October 1).

Frackville, Pennsylvania, June 16, 1937: Astonished householders of this little mining town, ten miles north of Pottsville, went out with brooms and swept bullfrogs off their open porches after a thunderstorm today. The tiny frogs sounded like the thudding of hailstones as they dropped by hundreds of tin roofs (New York Times, June 17).

Near Clarendon, New York, October 5, 1937: While driving to a friends farm, Mr. and Mrs. James P. ODonnell observed tiny frogs falling in a storm. I thought there were leaves coming down with the rain at first, Mr. ODonnell said. Then I could see the frogs hopping around on the road. His wife added, Neither one of us said anything about frogs until we got to the farm and [farmer Anthony Sabo]  asked us if we had ever seen it rain frogs before (Batavia Daily News, New York, October 6).

Near Ewingdale, New South Wales, Australia, early July 1947: Hundreds of inch-long black and cream [colored] frogs fell from the sky, some landing on motor cars, the roofs of houses, and on the hard roads (Adelaide Advertiser, July 9).
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Toads

Haverstraw, New York, July 3, 1877: On Tuesday night there was a shower of toads in this village. The shower was very heavy and accompanied by a high wind. The toads, [of which] there were millions,  were of a dark color and all of uniformly small size. Before the shower not one was to be seensome still may be seenif any one doubts the fact (Port Jervis Evening Gazette, New York, July 10, quoting Haverstraw Messenger).

Harlan, Iowa, July 1881: During a recent rain storm  a number of live toads fell. In places they were so numerous that they might have been scraped up by the peck. They were lively, and showed no bad effects from the fall (Waterloo Courier, Iowa, July 13, citing Allison Tribune).


A shower of toads A fell. Parts of the farms of Peter H. Souder and Christian Weaver were covered with millions of little toads as big as a mans thumb nail.


Millbrook, Ontario, late September 1881: During a heavy shower  countless myriads of small black toads fell with the rain. Shortly after the rain, and next day, in some places it was almost impossible to step on the sidewalk without crushing some of these little hoppers (Indiana Democrat, Pennsylvania, September 29).

Near Spring Grove, Pennsylvania, early July 1887: A shower of toads fell. Parts of the farms of Peter H. Souder and Christian Weaver were covered with millions of little toads as big as a mans thumb nail (Tyrone Daily Herald, Pennsylvania, July 14).

Central Maine, July 1893: A remarkable shower of live toads fell between Olamon, this county, and Grand Falls. Millions of them half an inch long were seen hopping in all directions (Middletown Daily Times, New York, July 13).

Dunkle, New York, June 7, 1895: During a heavy shower  thousands of little toads seemed to fall from the clouds, until they nearly covered the ground. They were very frisky and remained hopping about for some time after the shower was over, when they disappeared about as mysteriously as they came (Olean Democrat, New York, June 14, quoting Kane Republican, New York).

Near Delphos, Ohio, June 7, 1896: During a rain a shower of toads fell about a half mile west of town. Our informant says there were myriads of them and very small (Delphos Daily Herald, June 9).

Leeds, New York, mid-July 1897: During a heavy rainfall  there was a shower of toads. The toads fell in a limited area, perhaps 100 square feet. Within that space the earth was literally covered with perfectly formed but diminutive toads. The creatures were uniformly of the size of common white beans of a translucent white color (Trenton Evening Times, New Jersey, July 16).

Near Ogden, Utah, late August 1903: During a heavy thunderstorm a remarkable phenomenon occurred a few miles northwest of that city. People driving to town after the storm encountered an army of small toads. There were millions of them and the wagon wheels crushed them by the thousands all along the roads. Where they came from is a mystery, but it is the general opinion that they fell from the skies (San Francisco Call, August 24).
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Crabs

San Francisco, California, December 18, 1889: A peculiar phenomenon was witnessed just off Kearny early this morning, it being nothing more nor less than a shower of small crabs. A light shower was falling, and accompanying it were crabs by hundreds, ranging in size from that of a dime up to that of a good-sized oyster. A similar visitation occurred at about the same hour on California street, between Sansome and Battery, but the crabs which fell there were few in number, while here they covered the sidewalk and gutter for a space at least twenty feet in length (Morning Oregonian, Portland, December 19).
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Snails

Tiffin, Ohio, April 21, 1889: A strange phenomenon  took place there last night. It was no more nor less than a heavy shower of snails, from a pin head in size to some as large as a half dollar. The ground on Highland addition, a suburb of the town, was covered with them, and the noise made in their descent was like the falling of hail. In the eastern part of the city snails literally covered the sidewalks  although it only sprinkled slightly (Newark Daily Advocate, Ohio, April 22).

Crawford County, Ohio, September 21, 1903: During the night millions of diminutive snails fell and in the morning the earth was slimy with the little specimens of the gastropod. Handfuls of the snails were gathered up and examined under the microscopes and proved to be perfect specimens. The rain of snails does not seem to have been general, but it was noticed by several sections south and west of Bucyrus (Logansport Reporter, Indiana, September 21).

Mercedes, Texas, October 2, 1931: During a light shower [in the evening] Misses Marjorie and Bettie Welch were riding along this highway, and they came to a spot in the road where hail appeared to be falling. The highway was literally covered with an inch or so of some white objects appearing to be hail. The girls got out with their escorts and examined the highway, and found it covered with thousands and thousands of tiny snails. The pavement could not be seen through the snails, they said. Other residents on the Progreso highway today reported they had also seen the snails in large numbers (Brownsville Herald, Texas, October 4).
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Worms, caterpillars, creepy-crawlies

Danville, Pennsylvania, February 2, 1849: A young gentleman showed us  some small black looking caterpillars, about a half inch in length, which he had picked up on the top of the snow, near the woolen factory a short distance above town. It was snowing at the time he found them, and there were large quantities of the same sort promiscuously scattered over a large space, all alive (Danville Democrat, February 9).

Lyndon, New York, mid-January 1891: A curious sight that may be worthy of mention was seen by several persons one morning last week. A large number of worms, yellow in color, flat in shape, from a third of an inch to an inch in length, and forked at one extremity, were seen mingled with and crawling over the freshly fallen snow (Olean Democrat, January 29).


Wednesday there came a cold, sleety rain, and with it came a shower of worms which were curiosities, for nothing like them has ever been seen in this part of the country.


Near Clifton, Indiana, January 27, 1892: A very strange occurrence was reported  by Ben Snyder, correspondent for the statistic bureau in Washington. Upon investigation it was proven a fact by other reliable men from the same place, near Clifton in this county. Wednesday there came a cold, sleety rain, and with it came a shower of worms which were curiosities, for nothing like them has ever been seen in this part of the country. They were about an inch in length, of a dark brown color and had six legs, which were well to the front of the body, the body being as large around as a ten-penny wire nail. Under the microscope it was found that the body of the worm was covered with very fine hair, and had eyes similar to a fly, so numerous that it was impossible to count them. The shower covered an area of five miles (Hamilton Daily Democrat, Ohio, February 1).

Winsted, Connecticut, early March 1911: Abram C. Shelly  while walking along Torrington street the other morning during a snowstorm, perceived hundreds of live grub worms on top of the snow. He gathered a handful of them and brought them to Winsted to corroborate his statement. In a warm room the worms appeared as lively as in the summer. Shelly is certain the worms did not crawl up through five inches of snow, and the only way he can account for their presence on the snow is that the winds picked them up in the South and they came down in Winsted with the snowstorm (Sheboygan Press, Wisconsin, March 9).

Near Grass Valley, California, early July 1913: A strange phenomenon of nature was reported by Rural Carrier John F. Carey of the post office of [Grass Valley] during the recent rain. For a distance of a hundred yards in the vicinity of Kreiss Summit, near the narrow gauge tracks, there were thousands of small worms on the ground, all apparently dead. One  who lives in that section was spoken to concerning it and he stated that for a short time during the heavy showers the worms appeared to come from the heavens. The sight was so unusual that it impressed the mail carrier and he reported the incident upon his arrival in town (Indianapolis Star, July 6).
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Flesh and blood

Wilson County, Tennessee, August 6, 1841: A shower, apparently of flesh and blood [italics in original], [has] fallen  near Lebanon  The fields were covered to a considerable extent. The account staggered our belief, but, strange as it may appear, it has been confirmed by the statement of several gentlemen of high character, who have personally examined the scene of this phenomenon. They state that the space covered by this extraordinary shower is half a mile in length and about seventy-five yards in width. In addition to the information just received, we have been favored by Dr. Troost, professor of chemistry in the University of Nashville, with the following letter from a highly respectable physician in Lebanon. We have also seen the specimens sent to him for examination. To us they appear to be animal matter, and the odor is that of putrid flesh. [Letter to Dr. Troost from W. P. Sayle:] With me there can be no doubt of its being animal matterblood, muscular fibre. The particles I send you I gathered with my own hands. From the extent of surface over which it has spread, and the regular manner on some green tobacco leaves, leaves very little doubt of its having fallen like a shower of rain; and it is stated  to have fallen from a small red cloud; no other clouds visible in the heavens at the time. It took place on Friday last, between eleven and twelve oclock, about five miles northeast of Lebanon (Ohio Repository, Canton, September 9, 1841, reprinted from Nashville Banner).
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In this 1608 engraving, scientists and the religious try to explain a rain of blood in Aix-en-Provence, France.

Sampson County, North Carolina, February 15, 1850: We received  the following communication from Mr. Clarkson [writing in the third person], through Mr. Holland, of Clinton: There fell within 100 yards of the residence of Thos. M. Clarkson  a shower of Flesh and Blood, about 30 feet wide, and as far as it was traced, about 250 or 300 yards in length. The pieces appeared to be flesh, liver, lights [?], brains and blood. Some of the blood ran on the leaves, apparently very fresh. Three of his (T.M.C.s) children were in it and ran to their mother, exclaiming Mother there is meat falling! Their mother went immediately to see, but the shower was over, but there lay the flesh, etc. Neill Campbell, Esq., living close by, was on the spot shortly after it fell, and pronounced it as above. One of his children was about 150 yards from the shower, and came running to the rest saying he smelt something like blood. During the time it was falling there was a cloud overheard, having a red appearance like a wind cloud. There was no rain. The piece which was left with us, has been examined with two of the best microscopes in the place; and the existence of blood [is] well established; but nothing was shown giving any indication of the character of the matter. It has the smell, both in its dry state, and when macerated in water, of putrid flesh; and there can be scarcely a doubt that it is such (Fayetteville Carolinian, March 9).

Near Los Angeles, California, July 1869: As mourners gathered for a funeral at a farm, blood and meat rained out of a clear sky for three minutes. The substances blanketed two acres of a corn field. On examination the blood was found to be mixed with what looked like hairs from animal fur. The flesh ranged in size from small particles to six- and eight-inch strips and included what witnesses took to be pieces of kidney, liver, and heart. One witness brought samples to a local newspaper, whose editor subsequently declared, That the meat fell, we cannot doubt. Even the persons in the neighborhood are willing to vouch for that. Where it came from, we cannot even conjecture (Los Angeles News, August 3).

Gastonia County, North Carolina, November 25, 1876: A gentleman writing from Gastonia  gives an account of a truly wonderful occurrence. He states that the shower of fleshgenuine, unmistakable fleshfell  on the farm of Mr. James M. Hanna. The circumstances so far as they can be gathered from the letter alluded to, and from the statement of Mr. G. W. Chalk, of the city [Charlotte], who visited the spot and heard the statements of those who witnessed the phenomenon, are as follows: Saturday afternoon, about 3 oclock, while Mr. James M. Hanna and some of his little grandchildren were picking cotton in a field near his house, they were astonished at the sight of small pieces of flesh falling all around them. The shower continued for some time, and when it ceased it was discovered that the flesh was scattered over an area of about half an acre of ground. The pieces varied from a half ounce to an ounce in weight. In the words of our correspondent, the ground was not covered, but the flesh fell like light hail. In appearance it is described as resembling beef, part of it being filled with small sinews, but in no piece were bones or fatty matter found. When it fell it had the appearance and odor of fresh meat, but the pieces sent us for inspection are almost entirely odorless and resemble dried beef. It may be added that the weather was perfectly calm at the time of the shower, and that there has been no storm and no heavy wind in that section in several weeks (Newark Advocate, Ohio, December 1, quoting Charlotte Observer).

The meadow  was thickly strewn with the bodies of the strange creatures, none of which were discovered alive.
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Reptiles

Near Taylorville, Illinois, August 20, 1869: The great storm of last Friday night  burst in its full fury  about dark, and the rain fell in torrents. The electric storm presented the same features as here. But the most singular phenomenon  was a shower of snakes. On Saturday and Sunday last [August 21-22], every ditch, brook and pool on the prairie north of Taylorville was alive with nondescript creatures, which have been described to us as being from one-and-a-half to two feet long, and three-fourths of an inch to an inch in diameter. This diameter is very slightly lessened at the head and tail. The tail is flat, like that of an eel, but has no caudal fin. Indeed, there is no fin at all. The head is in shape that of an eel, but the mouth is that of a sucker. The eyes are small, and the ears are simply orifices. Immediately behind the head, on each side, is a flipper, like that of a turtle, say three-fourths of an inch to an inch in length, including the limb, which has a perfectly developed joint. In color, these snakes, or whatever they are, are of a dark hue. The number of these creatures is beyond all estimate. They swim in every branch and puddle of water (Illinois Daily Register, August 27).

Near Elk River, Minnesota, July 3, 1873: A shower of reptiles  fell upon a meadow on the farm of Edward Upham  [in] the morning  during a heavy rain and wind storm. The meadow, he says, was thickly strewn with the bodies of the strange creatures, none of which were discovered alive. They are described as about six inches long, having gills and fins like fish, but having also four legs about two inches long and terminating in claws (Port Jervis Evening Gazette, New York, July 19).

Silverton Township, South Carolina, December 1877: Dr. J. L. Smith  while opening up a new turpentine farm, noticed something fall to the ground and commence to crawl toward the tent where he was sitting. On examining the object he found it to be an alligator. In the course of a few moments a second one made its appearance. This so excited the curiosity of the Doctor that he looked around to see if he could discover any more, and found six others within a space of 200 yards. The animals were all quite lively, and about 12 inches in length (New York Times, December 26).

Canton, South Dakota, August 14, 1901: Conductor Paddy Moran, of the Canton cannonball, is authority for the following snake story. He says: I hope to die if the railroad yards at Canton this morning when I arrived at 6 oclock were not covered with snakes. The people called them hair snakes and they were so numerous and their actions so lively as to make one dizzy to cast ones eyes upon the ground. They were everywhere and wriggling to beat the band. They were from four to twelve inches in length and the largest were about as large as a match in circumference. The common opinion was that they came down in the big rain storm of the night before. The head of one was cut off and placed under a microscope and it looked like that of a fish (Minneapolis Journal, August 15).
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Seeds, leaves, flakes

Rockdale, Texas, mid-March 1878: Rockdale  witnessed a strange phenomenon. It was a shower of leaves. As far as the eye could reach[,] the heavens above were filled with them. There was no commotion of the atmosphere to be observed in any direction on the horizon. They were falling all day along (Atlanta Daily Constitution, March 19, quoting Rockdale Messenger).

Boonville, North Carolina, September 20, 1897: Last Monday morning while the sun was shining brightly the air suddenly became filled with falling flakes like snow, except they were not cold, but were of a greasy nature and many were much larger than snowflakes, being two inches long in some instances. The people became greatly interested and some of them very much alarmed. The school children all left school to witness the strange sight and business for the time being was suspended. No one is able to give any explanation of the phenomenon (Winston Journal, September 27).

Winchester, Virginia, April 22, 1904: A curious phenomenon was witnessed  when a heavy downfall of dry leaves from the sky occurred. The leaves for several hours fell thick and fast, and were principally oak (Bluefield Daily Telegraph, West Virginia, April 28).

Wichita, Kansas, August 3, 2001: People in homes near 13th and Woodlawn reported seeing what looked like extraordinarily large, dried corn husks spiraling down from the sky about 6 P.M. They just kept coming down, [a witness] said. There had to be, I dont know, a thousand of these things . There is no telling how many of these leaves fell. Our regionin fact, the whole countrywas tornado-free on Friday. It wasnt even particularly windy, [meteorologist Jeff] House said (Wichita Eagle, August 6).
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Theories

If we eliminate waterspouts, whirlwinds, and earthbound animals and plants mistakenly assumed to have fallen as adequate explanations for the most anomalous falls, we are left with a mystery with no plausible answers. That, of course, has not discouraged some writers from proposing their own rather implausible answers.

Fort at least had his tongue in his cheek when he put forth his own explanation. His favorite theory, which he cheerfully acknowledged to be preposterous and outrageously pseudoscientific, was that giant land masses float above the world. Tornadoes, hurricanes, and cyclones on the earths surface carry all sorts of items upward and dump them on these lands. Some fall into the Super-Sargasso Sea, to join other junk from other times and even of other worlds. In that vast atmospheric ocean can be found almost anything conceivable:

Derelicts, rubbish, old cargoes from inter-planetary wrecks, things cast out into what is called space by convulsions of other planets, things from the times of the Alexanders, Caesars, and Napoleons of Mars and Jupiter and Neptune; things raised by this earths cyclones; horses and barns and elephants and flies and dodoes, moas, and pterodactyls; leaves from modern trees and leaves of the Carboniferous eraall, however, tending to disintegrate into homogeneous-looking muds or dusts, red or black or yellowtreasure troves for the palaeontologists and for the archaeologistsaccumulations of centuriescyclones of Egypt, Greece, and Assyriafishes dried and hard, there a short time; others there long enough to putrefy  or living fishes, alsoponds of fresh water, oceans of salt water.
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A waterspout in Mobile Bay, Alabama. One theory about falling fish is that waterspouts such as this one pull fish up into the air.

Violent terrestrial storms not only dump things into the Super-Sargasso Sea but cause disturbances there so that sometimes things drop from itthus falls of all sorts of organic and inorganic matter.

Unlike Fort, John Philip Bessor actually meant his alarming theory. According to Bessor, the many falls of flesh and blood from the sky in times past constitute evidence that UFOs are carnivorous atmospheric life forms, otherwise known as space animals; how else to explain mysterious disappearances of people? Relatively more prosaically, another 1950s UFO writer, Morris K. Jessup, thought the answer fairly obvious. The live things that have fallen from the sky are

the inhabitants of celestial hydroponic tanks and  their falls come from one of two things: (1) when the tanks are dumped and cleared for refilling, for whatever reason there might be, (2) that the falls may be the residue from the collection from earth while the monitors of the tanks are replenishing their supplies.

In other efforts to make sense of falls, writers of a Fortean disposition are inclined to draw on the concept of teleportationthe paranormal transportation of an object from one place to anotheras a sort of blanket explanation. But even if teleportation is a real phenomenon in nature, which is by no means certain (to put it mildly), it begs the same sorts of questions more conventional approaches do. In other words, it does not address the selectivity of falls and the staggering volume that falls in a number of the cases.

The late Damon Knight formulated what amounts to a nonsatirical reworking of Forts satirical hypothesis. A sober, scientifically sophisticated man, a highly regarded science fiction writer (and biographer of Fort), Knight charted weather records and matched them against reports of falls and unusual space and aerial phenomena in Forts books. From 1877 through 1892, a period of unusually intense anomalous activity, he found what seem to be striking correlations. He reviewed other kinds of evidence from physics and astronomy on the effects of extraterrestrial energies on everything from weather to behavior, as well as scientific theories about parallel universes. These led him to suggest that

under certain conditions of gravidic and electromagnetic strain in the solar system, channels open through which material objects can reach the earth from parts unknown, or can be transferred from one part of the earths surface to another. Let us suppose that a channel opens between this earth and another, where the surface is a few hundred feet, or a few thousand feet, higher. Then things fall, from that earth to this. Frogs, minding their own affairs in a pond, feel the bottom drop out.

Falls certainly seem a sufficiently extraordinary phenomenon to require an explanation like this, but the problem here is, ironically, the same one that makes the waterspout hypothesis unsatisfactory: the selectivity and the volume. Knight did make some slight effort to deal with at least the first issue: If these channels are electromagnetic in nature, we may approach an answer to the puzzling question of selectivity. All living things have electric charges, and it is possible to imagine that an electromagnetic field would discriminate between them. Perhaps wisely, he took this vague idea no further.
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