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MIDWEEK MAGAZINE

LADIESand
gentlemen,

boysand girls:
believe

it or notbutthemodernreligionof
Ufology— the questto

interpret

the mys-
teryof

unidentified
flyingobjects— todayenters

its42ndyear.In
short, however bizarre

itsfoun-

dations, Ufology continues

to stakeitsclaimas a
socialand globalcuriosityof some

magnitude.

Likemanyseriousreligions

it is
evolvingfast

—
adapting itselfto a

hostile environment

with
speedand

panache.

It has
priests

and
missionar-

ies,miracles

and
messages, thoughnothing,to

date,resembling

a grandorthodoxy.

It is a reli-

gionof thespaceagethatoffersus
heavenly

lights, god-like aliensand flyinggreenjellies

—
aboveall,the

reassurance

thatwe arenotalone:

thatthe
universe pulseswith

intelligence.

As, of
course,it might
Recentlytherehasbeenan

epidemic

of UFOsightings

in
Britain,wherethenumberof UFOstories carried

by themediaso farthisyear—
morethan530 — has already exceeded

any
nnualtotalforthepast10 years,andfromthere

to the SouthAustralian

bushand back.In turn,

thereis a crazeof UFO
abduction stories sweep-

ing America.

The mostwidelyreportedBritish sightingthis
year producedmultiplestoriesclaimingthat
eightpolicemen

in
Kensington,London,hadwitnesseda

grey-green-blue

flyingsaucer
throughthe

telescope

of
16-year-old

ZenaSfeir,
and had been

converted
into

"complete believ-

ers"on thespot. It waslater
realised

thatallnine

had beenlooking
at

Jupiter through
a

malfunc-
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tioningtelescope.

In turn,the great Americanabductioncaper

has
reachedsucha pitchthat

abductees

are now
holdingtheirown

conventions, claiming,among
otherthings,that

grey-skinned aliensare regular-

ly
sweeping

fromthe skiesto
conduct medical

examination

of humansaboardtheirships.They
like

biopsies, thesealiens,andarefondof tran-

sponder implants:tagging humanslike wander-

ing caribou.Most
disturbingly,painfulsurgical

procedures

are
allegedly beingusedto remove

humanspermand eggs.
Thereis an

extravagant literature

on UFOs
offering hundreds

of snappy titleswhichaug-
mentthe

millions

of wordsproduced
eachyear

by the
world's

40 or moreUFO
research organi-

sations.

Theseincludesevenin Britain,withnames
like Bufora(BritishUFO ResearchAssociation).

Lufoic (LeicesterUFO
InvestigationCommit-

tee)and Wyuforg(WestYorkshire

UFO Re-
searchGroup).To

immerse yourself

in the sub-
ject,you cannotimproveon UFOs

1947-1987:

The 40-yearSearchFor An
Explanation,

com-
piledby HilaryEvansand JohnSpencer

for
Buforato

"commemorate

the 40 yearsof
investi-

gationof the
evidence

for
unexplainedaerial

phenomenacommonlytermedUFOs".
Youdo nothaveto voyageveryfarinto

Ufologyto
encounter

yourfirst
surprise: namely,thatthis

embryonic religion possesses

a
positive

modernstartingdate— June24,1947,when
businessman-pilot

KennethArnold("The man
who

started
it all")claimedto haveseennine

near Mount Rainier,Washington,flutteringand
swerving

and
behaving "likea saucerwouldif

you
skipped

it acrossthe
water".

Yet whataboutthe
streamers

of lightand
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fabulous flyingmachinesof the distant past?Or
the biblical references?

Or the wondersand
sightings

of
medievaltimes?Or the aerialphe-

nomenaof the 16th,17th,18thand 19thcentu-
ries?Or the

equivalent phenomena

of the early

20th century,includingthe phantomairships

scare,the
"foo-fighters"

(smalldiscsand spheres

of unknown origin),
the ghostrockest scare,and

soon?
Whateverthe

explanations

for thesephenom-

ena,theypaleinto
insignificance

whenset
againstthe uproar triggered

by Arnold's proto-

type
sightings

of
"flying saucers"

41 yearsago.
DuringJuneandJulyof 1947therewereat least

850 reported saucersightings. The new religion

was up and
running,

eventhoughArnoldhad
beenduped: perhapsby mirages— it hardly
matters,unlessyou are a

zealot.

A
SEASONED Ufologist

likeHilaryEvansofBuforais swiftto offersomekey admis-

sions;that some UFO witnesses deliberately

lie,
thatsomelie

unconsciously,

or that othersare
acteduponby

intangible culturalor
psychologi-

cal
influences

thatmay bias,saysEvans,"both
the

ability
to

perceive and/orthe
ability

to inter-

pretwhatis
perceived".

Nor doeshe glossover
Ufotogy's

mostobvi-

ous
weakness,

the
tawdriness

(in fact,the non-
existence)

of its
evidence.

"Forone thing,"he
says,"almost everyscrapof it is

eye-witness

testimonyonly,
unsupported

by any confirming

evidence.When we are offeredtangibleevi-
dence,it

invariably
fallsshortof beingtotally

convincing

. . .".
But thenhe

switchestack:"On the otherhand,

the sheerquantityof
testimony

is
impressive.

Hundredsof
thousands

of reportshave been
made.Evenif onlyone in a

thousand merits

serious attention

thatis stilla verygreatnumber

of
anomalous events,reportedby peoplewhose
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wordwe wouldhaveno reasonto doubtin other
circumstances."

In his views:"On whateverlev-
el of

reality
theUFO

exists,

it
certainly exists

as a
new and uniquelycomplexchallenge."

Doesit now?Withoutmoreado,let us plunge

intothewackyworld
ofUfology.

It is a placeof
exceedingly

low
gravity,

so let us checkour
life-support

systemlestwe explodeintoa zillion

astonishedpieces:
� NUMBERS: A 1966 Galluppoll

indicated

that5
million Americans

overthe age of 18
believed

theyhadseena UFO.By
juggling

this
figure,calculations

weremade
indicating

a glob-

al totalof 500,000 flyingsaucersightings

each
yearfor20 years— 1370perday,or

virtually

one a minute, somewhere

on Earth.Wishingto
be

ultra-conservative,

the researchereliminated

99.9per centof
sightings,whichstillleftwhat

Ufologists

liketo call 100,000"hardcoreun-
knowns"over40 years.

Thesefiguresare
worthless,

of course. Serious

Ufologists
admitthis,yet they

sometimes

em-
ploythemin

stunning sleights

of handto under-

Spurred
by an

epidemic

of
allegedabductions

and
sightings,Michael

Thompson-Noel,

in
London, investigates

the
bizarre

new
religion

of UFOs,
aliensand messagesfrom deepest space.
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||
figures,

the UFO
phenomenon

is global, unique,

complex,awe-inspiring

and deservingof serious
interpretivehelp from physicists,astronomers,

engineers, meteorologists,psychologists, physi-
ologists,sociologists, anthropologistsand my-
thologists

— veryfew of whom,however,
ever

answerthe SOS.
� ALIENS:Now it becomes interesting,

for we
are beingvisited,

it
appears,

by wholegenresand
massivesub-groupsof

foreign-looking

beings—
oftenin the sameweekand alwaysignorantof
each other'spresenceor

existence.
Blessthem

all,forwe areseeingfairiesandlittlefatmen,
hairydwarfsand gianthominids, aliens "resem-

blingItalians"
and

creatures
of

limitless
re-

sourcefulness:

"I am biggerthanI appearto you
now,"one alientolda

contactee.

"We can make
theold

young,
thebigsmallthesmallbig."

We havebeenvisitedby
headlessblackfigures

withwebbedfeetand
bat-like wings,and by a

nakedblackwomanglowingwith greenlumi-
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nescence(Da Nang,Vietnam, reportedby sever-

al US
marines).

One researchgroupanalysed"thousands of
cases"and

determined

thattherewerefourmain
typesof visiting alien:small

humanoids, experi-

mentalanimals,human-likeentities,and robots.

But how
eccentrically

theybehave!How fre-
quently,

whentheyare not
collecting

soilor
flowersor

abducting innocent humans,are they
to be seen

repairing their
spacecraft,

whichare
foreverbreakingdown!"The examplesof appar-

ent
absurdity

are very
numerous,"

one research

er
concedes,

"andwe findalmostalwaysone or
two absurddetailsin every

well-reported

case.
Some casesare

veritable festivals
of

absurdity."

� ABDUCTIONS:
The currentepidemicof

them (mainly

in theUS)merelyaddsto thepile
of allegedabductions

sincethe secondworld
war. Theseincludenumerous "classics",

such as
WhitleyStrieber'sallegedabductionin 1985
whichhe describesin his

megaseller,Commu-

nion:
Encounters

WithThe Unknown,now in
paperback.

Crucially,
everycaseof an

allegedabduction

isunique.In
America,

someof thoseclaiming

to
have been abducted have been subjected by
psychologists

to the
Rorschach-test,

the Bender
Gestalttest,the

Wechslertest,the
thematic

ap-
perceptiontest and the Minnesotamultiphasic

personalityinventory.Says New York psycholo-

gist
Elizabeth Slater"Thesepeoplewerecareful

but not
paranoid.

Theyshareda greaterthan
average intelligence

and a
richness

of innerlife."

� PHYSICAL TRACES:One in fiveof all
allegedclose

encounters

withUFOsor their
occupants

is
claimed

to leavesomesortof trace:

burntground,
footprints,powdery residues,me-

tallicfragments,

etc.Noneof thisallegedevi-
denceis wortha brassfarthing.
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� CRASHESAND CONSPIRACIES:There
is a modernfolk-tale

that holdsthat numerous

governmentsare hoardingcrashedsaucers
and/oralienbodies(generallymutilated),and
thata globalcover-upis in fullswing.Thereis
not a scrapof

evidence

to
supportthese conten-

tions.

� CULTS:To the
embarrassment

of mostUfol-
ogists,UFOsattractthe

attention

of
numerous

fruit-and-nut
cults.Most are

short-lived.

Most
arisein theUS.Butthemost

durable

andfa-
mousof them,the

Aetherius Society, startedin
Britainin the

mid-1950s afterGeorgeKing,
formerly

a
Shropshire farmer,alonein his Lon-

donflat,wastoldto
prepare himself

to become

the voiceon Earthof the
Interplanetary

Parlia-

ment
Thesedayshe is knownas "HisEminence

Sir
GeorgeKing,Primary TerrestialMentalChan-
nel".The societyclaims"thousands of members

and tensof
thousands

of
sympathisers",

during

the five-dayperiodApril
25-29,1986,coinciding

withthe nuclear disasterat
Chernobyl,

the soci-

ety claimsto havepumpedout 53,040emergen-

cy
prayer-hours

fromits
spiritual energyradiator

in Los
Angeles afterHis

Eminence

nad been
instructed

to so by his cosmicmasters.The
society

is alsointo
healing,

ESPandyoga,and
runsa healthfoodshopin

London's Fulham

Road.You can shoptherethis
morning.

� UFOsAND THE CINEMA:You can say
onethingfor

saucers

and
aliens:theyaremagic

at the box
office. Overthe past85 yearsa

remarkable
rangeof filmshas playeda

strategic

role in creatingand
reinforcing

the
UFO/crashedalien/space invasion/cover-up

motifin modernculture,fromA Tripto the
Moon(1903)to

Invasion

of the Body
Snatchers

(1956)to 2001:A SpaceOdyssey (1968:Arthur
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C. Clarkehas alwaysscoffedat
reports

of UFOs)

to StevenSpielberg'sClose
Encounters

of the
ThirdKind (1977)and ET, The

Extra-Terrestri

al
(1982).LikeUFOsand littlegreenaliens,

workslikethese
originate

in onlyone place:the
human brain.

To saythatUFOsandlittlegreenaliensorigi-

natein thehuman brainis notto argue against

the presumedprevalenceof
intelligent

life
throughout

the
universe. Afterall, thereare

back-of-an-envelope

equationsthat indicatethat
if 1 per centof

civilisation

can
survive techno-

logicaladolescence,

thenthe numberof mature
civilisations

in our own MilkyWay galaxyruns
intothe

millions.

The
distance

to the nearestis
guesstimatcd

to be of theorderof 200blight
years,whichsoundquitelocal.But the odds
againstany of themhavingreached Earthare
vanishingly long.
Be thatas it may,thereis an

interminable

rangeof
explanations

on offerto
account

forthe
UFO

phenomenon

— someof them
head-split-

tinglyprosaic, othersdrawnfromthe
bottomless

pit of
psychobabble.

Someof themare down-
right neat. ThelateJ. Allen Hynek,the

closest

Ufology

hascometo
producing

a guru,likedto
saythat"wedon'thaveUFOs,onlyUFOre-
ports",

andthat"ifyoudefinetheUFOas the
UFO reportand its

consistent contents,

thenthe
phenomenon

is there".

But Hynekcoldbe nudgedinto
extravagant

speculations.

For example:"Letus supposethat
a very,very

advanced civilisation

has,as a part
of its

everyday technology,

the
ability

to
project

a
thought-form

that,likea
holographicimage,

temporarilyassumes
three-dimensional

reality,
. . . If theUFO

phenomenon

is doinganything,

it
is causingus to expandour

imagination".
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MICHELMonnerie lives
in

Paris,where
heworksfor the Archive Nationales.

He used
to be a keenUFO

investigator

but became dis-
couragedby the

readiness

withwhich
witnesses

misinterpret natural phenomena,

and the readi-

nessof
investigators

to acceptthose
misinterpre-

tations.
He is now a

hard-boiledsceptic, arguing

thatin 40 years therehavebeenno
investiga-

tions,no
measurements,

of UFOs.Whathas
happened

has beenthatsomepeople, wishing
to

peerbeyond simple
anecdotes,

haveprobedwit-
nesses' memories

of whattheythinktheysaw—
all of this

materia],
like

civilisation itself,origi-

natingwithinthe cerebralcortex.Charmingly,
Monnerie

seesUfologyas nothingmorethana
modernfolklorewithwhichman has beenpre-
paringhimselffor the

greatest transformation

of
themall:his

journeyintospace.

In
short,

our
brains

— as usual— are
playing

up.
Thatis allverywell.Yetafterweeksof grap-

plingwiththe
rubbish-mountain

of non-evi-

denceon whichUfologyis
perched,

my own
brainhas now goneon the blink,becoming

spiteful

and
provincial.

Theremaybe no evi-
dence

of
UFOs,

it
says,butthenthereis very

littleevidencefor
anything, leastof allforthe

wimps'notionthatthe
galaxiespulsewithintel-

ligentlife.Of coursethereareno flyinggreen
jellies,

it says.Norarethere
hominids

or
fairies

or aliensthatlooklike
Italians. Thereare no

bat-winged
blackwomenand no talkingXXXX

cans.In all the
reaches

of
time-space,

it now
maintains,

we willneverfindanyoneelseto talk

to or playtenniswith.Howcanthisbe?
Because

— FinancialTimes


