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Abstract

“This thesis presents an analysis of various beliefs engendered by the crop

circle phenomenon of southern England. It concentrates on the various ex-

pla ns that have been offered for the origin of the circles.

Crop circles are arcas of cereal crop that have been flattened into a sym-
metrical, geometric, usually cirenlar shape that do not appear to be ex-
plicable in terms of current scientific knowledge. The combination of the
anomalons nature of the shapes, their objective reality. and the often stun-

ning beauty of the formations has led to an intensive debate, carried on at

all levels of interest, into what causes these shapes, and why.

The nature of the phenomenen has foregrounded issues in folk belief, that
are often obscured in related fields (eg. UFOs, ghost beliefs, fairy lore), per-
taining to the methods by which individuals construct systems of belief and
explanations from the evidence presented to them. This thesis proposes to
utilise this unique opportunity to demonstrate the folkloric nature of expla-
nation. As such it draws on the concepts of traditions of belief and disbelief,
paradigmalic revolutions in systems of thought, and the concept of rationally
constructed systems of [olk beliel to demonstrate the methods by which the

various explanations for crop circles have been generated, maintained and

disseminated.
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Homo Sapiens

Were I (who to my cost already am

One of those strange, prodigious creatures, man)
A spirit free to choose, far my own share,

What case of flesh and blood 1 pleased to wear,
1'd be a dog, a mankey, or a bear,

Or anything but that vain animal

Who is so proud of being
The senses are ton gross, and he
A sixth, to contradict the other fiv
And before certain instinet, will prefer

Reason, which fifty times for one does err;
Reason, an ignis fatuus in the mind,

Which, leaving light of nature, sense, behind,
Pathless and dangerous wandering ways it Lakes
Through error’s fenny bogs and thorny brake:
Whilst the misguided follower climbs with pain
Mountains of whimseys, heaped in his own brain;
Stumbling from thought to thought, falls headlong down
Into doubt’s boundless sea, where, like Lo drown,

Books bear him up a while, and make him Lry

To swim with bladders of philosophy;

In hopes still to oertake the escaping light,

The vapour dances in his dazzling sight

Till, spent, it leaves him to eternal night.

Then old age and experience, hand in hand,

Lead him to death and m
After a search so painful and so long,
That all his life he has been in the wrong,
Huddled in ditt the reasoning engine lics,
Who was so proud, so witly, and so wise.

ional

him understand,

John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester. 1647- 1680.



Introduction

Fvery summer for the last few years, and possibly for a long, long time be-
fore, mysterious markings have been appearing in farmers’ fields in the South
of England. Usually unseen, generally in the hours of darkness, some agency
leaves areas of cereal crops flattened in spirals, forming shapes that approxi-
mate circles and sometimes more complex figures. Paradoxically the crop is

flattened with great force yet is usually undamaged, continues to ripen and

somelimes even to regrow. In the carly morning sun or in the burnished heat
of a late August afternoon, the beauty of these shapes can be breathtak-
ing, filling those who journey to see them with awe and fascination; causing

even those who only sce them in h h:

to ionally stop
and wonder about the manner of thing that can cause such scemingly perfect
shapes, such suggestively meaningful forms, and why? Why only in “haunted
Wessex”, home to ancient marvels such as Stonehenge and Avebury, an area
redolent with romance and magic and now home to the modern military?

Why now? Why only in crop fields? As John Michell asks, “what mean



{
:
¢

these marks?”

This thesis is not about crop circles, nor, perhaps unfortunately, does it

nine the

set out to answer any of these questions. Instead it sets ont to ¢
answers that others have come up with. There are plenty of explanations for
crop circles within these pages, from the purely frivokuus to the foracionsly
scientific. None of these are my explanations, though naturally 1 find some
more convincing than others, and that is as it should be, for what 1 am

setting out to do is to look at how people have come to explain the circles.

The word ezplanation will crop up frequently tironghont this thesis pri-

marily because it is built around certain explanations that heen pro-

posed for the origin of the crop circles. The explanations are used to provide

a structure for the document and to give it a theoretical backbone, 1L would

have been possible to collect random dites about crop circles and Lo present
them here. Such a collection would be entertaining, might even prove useful

to some future scholar, but would of itself be analytically worthless. Instead

[ believe it is possible Lo see various crop circle beliefs as being motivated by

various explanations for the marks, and it is this principle that guided my
research,
There have been many, many cxplanations provided for the hows and

whys of the crop circle phenomenon. Most of them are idiosyncratic and often

explicitly humourous. My interest is in the supraindividual czplanations,

those that seem to be held by a wide variety of individuals. The prec

#i



of these explanations, their

and attention

Lo detail vary. This thesis takes them as a unified ideological field and deals
with the variations as a product of individual beliefs, as being a response to
the quality and quantity of informnation available, and as a function of just
how important these explanations are to the individuals who hold them.

It can be seen Lhat this is not a sociological study of crop circle beliefs,
for such a study wonld, by definition, focus on the social institutions and
networks that carried the beliefs, nor is it, say, a social-psychological study,
analysing belicfs in terms of an individual’s social status or psychological
make-up. Such studies would be useful and will, hopefully, be undertaken.
Very simply this thesis takes the view that the various explanations have
their roots in tradition — that Lhey represent an application of traditional
ways and means of coming to an understanding of the world. Consequently
this analysis is pitched at a macro level, observing the explanations as they
are expressed, transmitted, received and utilised by a whole spectrum of
individuals. Again, there are many other approaches that could be taken
in accordance with folkloristic methodology — an analysis perhaps of small
sell-defined groups of believers (or disbelievers), or a focus on the narrative
structures of explanations, either as elicited by a fieldworker or as occurring
in group discussions. All of these have their place. This thesis is based
around the elicitation of crop circle beliefs, a typology of these beliefs, and

some thoughts on how they are maintained and justified. [t is really a rather



basic enterprise; it surprises me that it has taken over three hundred pages

to expound it.

h Tam ing on those expl

that have been pop-

ularly successful. The three main explanations can be summarised as:

Cereological. The belief that the circles are being deliberately formed by

a supranormal, possibly extraterrestrial, intelligence.

Meteorological. The belief that the circles are the result of natural, atmo-

spheric forces.

Hoax. The belief that the circles are the result of human hoagers deliber-

ately making the formations.

There are other explanations that receive a degree of popular support and

d from the works

these are dealt with in less detail. The three above are eli
of circle researchers as well as the statements of ordinary people, As someone
who was interested in crop circles before [ even thought about becoming a
folklorist and who has been living in the West Country for some: thirteen
years, | can say that it is also a partition that feels comfortable to me.

The fieldwork for this thesis was undertaken during the summr of 1990
and the following winter, with an cight week break to complete mandatory
coursework. Unfortunately that break occurred during July and August, and
although I was in the UK during the time, it severely limited the amount of

fieldwork that could be done at the climax of the scason. It was a break that

xiii



could not. be avoided and, in fact, provided the only way in which [ could
conduct research on this subject at all, The basic premise of the fieldwork
was Lo interview as wide a range of people as possible about crop circles.
Although this included tape-recorded interviews with circles researchers the
bulk of the material came from sucreptitiously recorded talk with “ordinary”
people. Some people did refuse to let me use their thoughts but most, if
somewhat surprised when asked if [ could write down and repeat what they
had just said, were cooperative. Naturally this thesis only includes those
examples that [ gained permission to use,

It should be noted that crop circles are a seasonal phenomenon and inter-
est waxes and wanes with the annual round. As [ write this a new season is
underway. After the staggering events of 1990 many are waiting breathlessly
for the new summer. By the lime it is finished this thesis will be based on
views that are already a year old, and who knows what the new year will
bring.

Of course the question does arise, why study crop circles? The simple
answer is that they are there, they are as objectively real as the paper this
is writlen on, As Ralph Noyes say:

The circles are there, tangibly, visibly, measurably. They are
there for all to see. There can be no doubt about their physical,
their palpable existence. We don’t have to believe in them, we
merely have to observe them — and to puzzle our wits about
them. (Introduction, 29. Italics in original.)

Unlike so many issues in supernatural folk belief, all those tiresome argu-

xiv



ments purporting to show thal any

e wha sees nnusual phenomen is a
fool, drunkard, congenital liar or an artist can be done away with. The phys

ical tangibility of crop circles brooks no gainsaying and foregrounds the i

of explanation in a way unique in contemporary folk belief. Purthermore,

crop circles may be significantly older than Adam. but the interest in them

is not. The perceived novelty of the pl n lets ooe inoon Craditions in
the making, a rare opportunity indeed for a folklarist more accustomed to

the painstaking, and often thankless, reconstucti

of traditions L sinee

ossified.

Some Terminology

At this point it is useful to explain some of the terms that will be used

throughout this thesis. Firstly a dichotomy is made between ‘genuine’ and

‘hoax’ circles. This is nol to prejudge any explanation for the erop cireles,

merely to point out that there are a number of known hoaxes that display
different characteristics to genuine crop circles  these are ‘hoax’ circles,
by definition the rest are ‘genuine’. Of conrse, who or what created the
genuine crop circles is a matter for debate. Secondly there is an attempt 1o

differentiate between crop circles and the agency - the “circles effect”

that is immediately responsible for their creation. This

s effect” is

term borrowed from one particular circles researcher, Terence Meaden, and

is used in a broader sense than he intended. Whether this “circl

s effect”



is directed by any type of intelligence is a moot point. Technically, most

explanations are directed towards trying to understand this circles effect —

the: crop circles are evidence for and of it. When [ talk about “explaining

crop circles” it is merely shorthand for some more cumbrous circurnlocution

Guide to the Chapters

Chapler one provides an sverview of the phenomenon, It first gives a nec-

o

sarily detailed analysis of the internal structure of crop circle formations

a5 well as something of a typology of the different formations. Next [ give
a sacial history of the phenomenon which traces the development of inter-

est in the crop circl

es and the explusion of information about them. Much

of Al

s focuses on the activities of a dedicated band of circles researchers.
The chapter concludes with an account of the researchers’ investigations into
the prehistory of the phenomenon, and their use of folklore materials in the
debate about the historical basis for crop circles.

Chapter two provides the basic theoretical background to the thesis. To
do this | first sketch something of the development of scholarship in supernat-
ural folk belief studies, concentrating particularly on the relationship between
the scholars and their materials. From this I conclude that the scholarship
hiis been marked by scholars’ attitudes of disbelief about supernatural phe-

nomena, This is used to provide the context against which contemporary folk

xvi



belief scholars have reacted in attempting to remove the notion of “abjective

truth” as a defining characteristic of whether something falls into the subject

of folk belief. It is this standpoint that allows me to develop the concept of

“explanation” as an organising principle in a system of belief systems in gen

eral. The chapter concludes with some remarks abont the basic assumptions

behind my fieldwork methodology:.
Chapter three commences with a more detailed look at the type of data

[ collected. The main body of the chapter is, however, based around the

anised into

presentation of various beliefs about crop circles. The data
three main schools of thought, “explanations”, that provide the immediate
context for the data. The chapter concludes by presenting some beliefs that

appear Lo fall without these explanations and with some preliminary Uonghts

on synthesis.

engendered by the competition be.

Chapter four examities the discours

tween the crop circle explanations. 1L examines the various ways by which

the proponents of particular explanations validate and propagate their the-
ories, the rhetorical strategies they use to do so and those they use to inval

idate the explanations of others. The latter aspect Lakes a slightly different,

view of David Hufford’s concept of “traditions of dishelie” sking al it

as a chetorical tool. This chapter also provides a comparative analysis of

crop circle explanations with some from other beliof raditions, such as fairy

rings. This dual focus is intended to provide something of a synchronic and

xvii



diachronic overview of crop circle explanations.

Chapter five attempts to provide a theoretical analysis of the precceding
data. It assumes that the explanations, whether ‘folk’ or not, are coherent,
rational systems of thought. The cru of the argument is an application of

‘Thomas Kuhn's study of revolutionary change in scientific thought to the

varinus crop circles explanations. It is argued that this helps to explaia some

issues that would otherwise seem anomalous and provides a useful description

of the relationships between innovation and tradition. Some thoughts are also
presented on Lhe generic nature of explanations as expressive forms.

Appendices to this thesis deal with related but tangential issues. The
first presents the text of the “Mowing devil” chapbook, commonly supposed
Lo be the earliest known reference to a crop circle formation. The second
is a brief overview of the Canadian and North American circle formations,
including the mysterious “burn circles”, which may or may not be part of
the same phenomenon. The final one is a list of useful sources for crop circle
information.

The thesis is finished with two bibliographies. The first is a bibliography
of crop circle publications and is intended as a resource for further study.

The second bibliography is a standard list of references and works consulted.

xviii



A note on citations

commended

This thesis uses the basic MLA parenthetical citation style as

in the MLA Handbook." This

tem is based on the concept of keeping par.

enthetical information to the barest minimum and us ure of author,

am

title and page number to identify sources. Unfortunately it is a somewhat

archaic system and occasionally breaks down in this thesis due to the small

number of extremely prolific authors on crop circles whe all tend, unsurpris-
ingly, to start their titles with a *c’. Therefore [ have at times used foolnotes,

where technically there should be parenthetical citations, to keep the running

text as uncluttered as possible.

Joseph Gibaldi and Walter S. Achtert, The MLA Handhook for Weiters of Resrarch
Papers 3d edition (NY: MLA, 1988).
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Glossary of Terms and

Abbreviations

BUFORA. “British UFO Rescarch iation.” The major UFO rescarch

organisation in the UK.

CERES. “The Circles Effect Research Unit.” Database run by Terence

Meaden that promotes a meteorological explanation.

CCCS. “The Centre for Crop Circle Studies.” An organisation created o

act as aneutral clearing-house for crop circle rescarch — in pract

members lean towards a cereological explanation for the phenomoenon.

CPR. “Circles Phenomenon Research.” A database and organisation run

by Colin Andrews that favours a cereological explans

Cereology. Name used in this thesis to describe the study of crop circles

based on the premise that there is a non-human intelligence directing

the circles effect. fence cerelogical, cereolugist.




+ Term used to describe the elffect required to produce a

The Circles Effec

in which case it

crop cirele. Generally only nsed by the metcorologists
is held to be synonymous with plasma vortex. Used in this thesis in a

more general sense Lo refer Lo any agency, whether intelligently directed

or not, that is held to be responsible for crap cirele formation.

Circles Effect Traces. Synonvmous with crop circles. A term often used

by proponents of the meteorological explanation.

Crop Circles. Arcas of cereal crop Hattened into generally circular shapes.
Such shapes may be found in other media such as snow or grass. Oc-

casionally known as circles effect traces. More complex formations

sisting of int d circles and ining other shapes such as

rectangles, arcs, claws, and keys are usually referred to as pictograms.

Dumb-bells. Circle formations consisting of two circles joined by a pathway.

Often these feature various subsidiary markings such as rings, keys,

claws, boxes. Dumb-bells form part of a more general set of circle
formations known as pictograms.

ETH. The “Bxtraterrestrial Hypothesis.” The *heory that UFOs are a type
of alien spaceeraft.

Meteorology. In this thesis used to denole circles research based on the

premise that crop circles are caused by a type of natural, atmospheric

Tuiteal mietsstel

phet Hence

xxii



MUFON. “Mutual UFO Network." The major North American UFO re-

search organisation.

NAICCR. “North American Institute for Crop Cirele Research.” “The ma-

jor database in the U.S. and Canada pertaining to crop circles,

Pictograms. Very complex crap circle formations, usnally consisting of Lwo
in-line dumb-bells with various subsidiary markings such as rings,

keys, clavs, boxes.

Plasma vortex. The name given to a putative natural atmospheric phe-

nomenon that is thought, by meteorologists, Lo cause crop c

TORRO. “The Tornado and Storm Rescarch Organ

ion” Initiated by

Terence Meaden, a coapanion organisation o CERES.

UGM. “Unidentified Ground Marking.” Anomalous marking on the ground.
The term is used by some to subsume crop cireles within a niore gen-

eral phenomenon

UFO. “Unidentified Flying Object.” Often used synonymously with the

term “Flying Saucer”.

xxiii



Chapter 1

The Crop Circle Phenomenon

Introduction

On July 11% 1983, the Daily Frpress — a national, daily newspaper in the
UK — ran a front page headline that read:

E.T. Phone The Express!'

Beneath the headline there was an aerial photograph of a mysterious circu-
lar mark in a cereal field. The corresponding text, written in a humorous
manner, asked “E.T.” — an imaginary extraterrestrial being made famous
by Stephen Speilberg’s film of the same name? — to contact the newspaper’s

offices.

" TQu. in Meaden, “Circles From the Sky” 21-22,
The Eztra-Terrestrial. Dir. Stephen Speilberg.  With Dee Wallace, Henry
. Universal, 1083,




This event makes a useful starting point in an attempt to deseribe the

mysterious phenomena that have been occurring in standing coreal crops,

both in Britain and around the world, for definitely a decade, and possibly

a lot longer. The newspaper article marked the turning point at which a

mystifving but little known puzzle started to become a natinnal obsession.

It presages many of the thef

es that are to become of increasing impor-

tance in the unfolding of the mystery. At this point, a physical phenomenin
known about by only a few individuals began Lo evolve into a mass-media

phenomenon of such an extent that in the Summer of 1990 | was, despite

intensive fieldwork, only able to find one person who had never heard about
Ycrop circles.”

s in Lhe

The passage in the Daily Fzpress demonst,
presentation of the mystery that persist Loday. [ will briefly outline them

here:

o The description of the marks in the ficld that st s Lheir geometric

precision;
o The use of aerial photography Lo convey the nature of the marks;

o The use of popular culture referents in the discussion of the phe-

nomenon;

o The imbedding of an explanation in the interpretation of the phe

nomenon, in this case it is in the nature of a parody.



All of these aspects indicate that there are at least two facets of the crop

circle phenomenon: there is the issue of the marks in cereal fields and there
is the issue of the debate about these marks.

The information about crop circles has evolved al a tremendous rate
as more and more people have become involved with it. Thus there has

in the amount and quality of information about the

been a definite increa
phenomenon. What is uncertain is whether the phenomenon itself is evolving:
whether or not the shapes are becoming more complex and sophisticated
with time. Certainly the interplay between the perception and the objective
reality of Lhe events is complex and poses many problems in any attempt to
present an unbiased picture of the various phenomena. For this reason [ will

present a historical overview of the phenomenon on a chronological basis,

n of the ‘modern

starling in 1980: the generally accepted date for the ori
crop circle phenomenon. By using this method, I can more accurately chart
the evolution of interest in, and beliefs about, the subject. The secondary
issue is Uhe actual structure of the crop circles themselves. This [ will present

first in order to contextualize discussion that follows.

1.1 The Structure of Crop Circles

Figure LI below shows a simple crop circle. From this photograph several

salient points can be noted. First, the crop is not cut, nor is it crushed:



rather it is bent over at the base. Furthermore the crop is laid on the ground

in a complicated pattern. Figure 1.2 giv

s a closer view of the lay of the

crop in a more complex. “dumb-bell

formation. From this it can be seen
that there is a pattern which spirals out from a centre. lu this case it is an
anti-clockwise spiral.

Second, there is a sharp edge to the area of flattened crop. This can e

clearly seen in figure L3, Although there are some partially bent stems al

. Also

the very edge, the demarcation is pre: should be noted that there

is no damage to the surrounding crop.
In the most minimal case a crop circle

can be defined as an area of flat

tened but otherwise und i crop that approsi a goometrically reg-
ular, usually circular, shape in which the flattened crop is laid in a complex
but ordered manner. The crop can theoretically be anything that is capable

of being impressed by the circle-forming process, Meaden, writing in The

Circles Effect details 14 typ

of crop:

Many types of crop are represented:  wl
maize, rape, mustard, sugarbeel, runner b soy beans, lick
beans, spinach, tobacco and rice. To th may add grass,
reeds, swamp-vegetation, sand, dirt and snow. (15)

L, barley, oats, rye,

It should, however, be noted that the term “crop circle” is something of a

misnomer. It is in fact very rare for crop circles to be completely circular,

cular

generally they are more elliptical or oval. One estimate has, for



Figure 1.1: A simple crop circle

The photograph is @ G. T. Meaden



Figure 1.2: Detail showing spiral crop lay in a circle
This example is from one of the earlier “pictograms” (named “Gaia”) found
in the summer of 1990 at Telegraph Hill near Petersfield in Hampshire.



Figure 1.3: Detail showing the sharp edge of a circle



|
{
i

patterns, an average longest to shortest diameter ratio of 0.9.3

The above gives a bace idea of one possible type of crop arcle. Tn reality
there are many more. In 1989 Delgado and Andrews published a template of
16 shapes that had occurred before the summer of 1989 ( Circular Evidence
118-119). By the end of that summer Ralph Noves was able to expand the
list to some 24 types.! In addition to this parameter of variation there is
also considerable scope for differences in the lay patterns of the formations.
Delgado and Andrews were able to isolate 13 distinet types of lays — from
a simple spiral, to a radial splay, to an *S” shaped pattern bt acmitted
that there were many circles that had lays (Corcular Eedence 123). Further

complication is provided by formations popularly known as “pictogran

formations in which one or more circles are joined Logether by connecting
lines. These pictograms can be incredibly complex as figure 1.1 shows. Dur-
ing 1990 there were at least 13 pictograms as well as a whole host of ather
types (Delgado and Andrews, Latest Evidence 72 75). Quite simply the

range of shapes is staggering. There has even been a triangle found *

3Fuller and Randles, Controversy of the Circles 43. See Green fur a particularly striking
photograph of an ovoid crop citcle (“Rings” 140).

4Noyes, ntroduction 21. The most recent list of types was published s an appendiz
Chorost’s “Thesis". This gave 77 types but did not necessarily distinguish genuine circles
from hoaxes.

“See for example, Meaden, “Beckhampton *Scroll-Type’ Circles”; Delgada and An-
drews, Latest Evidence 52-57.




Figure 1.4: Pictogram in Wiltshire
The photograph shows a pictogram found at Stratton St. Bernard in 1990.
© G. T. Meaden.



1.1.1 Distribution of circles

The large majority of crop circles have been found in Southern England,

leading to claims of a “Wes:

ex Corridor™ or *Wessex Triangle” of cirele sites.”

Regardless of the precise definition of the area affecte

Litis true to say that
the greatest density of crop circle uceurrences are to be found in southern and
sonth-west England. This has had tremendous implications for the popular
discourse about the crop circles. as that part of the UK is filled with many

prehistoric artifacts with a circular theme, such as Stonchen, Also, this

particular area of Britain has provided a large number of URO sightings,
with one particular place, Warminster, being dubbed “The 1O capital of
Britain” in the 1960s.”

Circle formations have been found throughont the world, Meaden lists

several countries from which he has data:

They are known from at least twelve countries in most continents,
from the U.S.A. and Canada to Seuth America, and from Europe
to the U.S.S.R., Japan, Australia, Tasmania and New Zealand. In
Europe circles have been reported from France, ltaly, Switzerland,
Austria and Scandanavia. (Circles Effect 15)

It is, however, only in the UK that a significant pupular and media interest

exists.® Furthermore, there are particular areas within this area that are par-

SSee Noyes “Corridors and W's” for a humorous account of attempts o
geographical topography to circle sites. For maps stressing the Wessex connection s
Noyes, Crop Circle Enigma 187; Delgado and Andrews, Latest vidence 76; for m
de-emphasizing this see Meaden, Circles Effect 106-107; Randles and 4

7See Shuttlewood for an account of the UFO sightings around Warminster in the 1960s.

BRecently there has been an upsurge of media interest in Canada and the 118, Ao,

s
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ticularly prone to the oecurrence of circle formations, in some cases specific
fields have had several formations in them over a period of time. The most
famons example of this is the “Devil’s Punchbowl” at Cheesefoot Head near
Petersfield in Hampshire. This ficld has had at least 9 different formations
found in it since 1981, as well as one proven hoax, and some letters reading
“WEARENOTALONE” pressed into the crop in 1986,

Fields such as this, known as “repeaters”, have played a large part in

enconraging interest in the ph for they give researchers a chance to

predict the locations in which formations may occur. This has led” to several
“crop watches”, with varying degrees of media interest, in which reseacchers
sel up camp for a period of days in order to monitor a known repeater site

and hopefully record the advent of a crop circle. Amongst researchers and

associates these vigils, whether scientifically based or not, seem to fulfill
a similar role to UFQ watches, the same sense of shared excitement, and
dedication permeating both events,

In summary it would seem thal although circle formations can, and do,
form throughout the world, the majority of reported cases are in the UK.
OF Lhose cases in the UK, the majority are found in Southern England.
OF those found in this area, there are a small percentage which occur in
specific, repeater fields and a larger percentage that tend to occur in certain

geographical areas.

with the German translation of Circular Evidence one might expect an increase of interest
in that country.



1.1.2 Detailed list of circle features

Writing in Circular Evidence, Delgado and Andrews address the problem

of totally defining the force which is responsible for creating the ci

s by
attempting to list the necessary and sufficient features required to produce
the effects that are seen in crop circles.

...a silent, short-duration, strong, contra-rotative, damage-frec
flattening, swirling, whorl and vein-forming, swathing, stem-
bending, horizontal-growth inducing, rowth interfering, straight-
path forming, plant-extracting, total-darkness operati gap-
seeking, superimposing, circle-group forming, weather condition
free, extraneous marks (ree, topographically conditionless, world-
wide operative force. (158)

This definition, whilst not accepted by all in its entirety, does provide a
useful index to the various features found in circle formations. It can be
broken down into several constituent parts: the immediale elfect of the foree
on the crop (as seen in the initial crop formation), the after-cffects of the
|

damage, the iated circle and the of the force

as it constructs a circle. Although it is necessary to give a description of the

various aspects to the formations this has already been competently dune
many times before, so [ can do little here apart from tey Lo synthesize the

various important factors.”

9For other descriptions see: Delgado and Andrews, Circalar Bvidence 117 145; Meaden,
Circles Effect 11-24; Randles and Fuller, Myatery Solved 40-54.



Edg

As already noted there is often a precise edge between the unaffected crop and
the flattened arca. The edge itself is susceptible to a phenomenon known as

“gap-secking.”'® This occurs when the arc that the edge is describing meets

an area devoid of standing crop, such as occurs on tractor lines. In such cases
the circular path of the edge may be temporarily distorted before it resumes

s initial cours

ot all edges are preciscly cut. Thers are various types of imperfection
other than gap-sceking as mentioned above, the most common of which oc-
curs when the edge appears to be spiked, as can be seen in Meaden's The
Cireles Bffect igure 37 in which the imprecise nature of the edge is made

clear (71). The photograph in figure 1.5 also shows a ragged edge.

Crop lay within circles

“There are innumnerable patterns in which the crop in a flattened area may be
laid. Many detailed phenomena are associated with this.

The crop can be pressed down with varying degrees of force. In some
cireles the crop appears to have merely been “brushed” by the force and is
not flattened at all, just bent at the top knuckle of the plant.'' At other times

the area may be totally flattened. The difference can be seen by examining

WPl term is Pat Delgado's. See Delgado and Andrews, Circular Evidence 156-158.
Hpor an example of this see Meaden, Circles Efect figure 27.
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Figure 1.5: A dowser at work in a circle
Note the serrated look of the edge of the circle.



Figure 1.6: Detail of crop lay in the pictogram at Telegraph Hill

figure 1.6 in which the crop is laid totally flat and figure 1.7 in which the
crop looks scruffy. There may be some degree of correlation between the type
of lay and the extent of the pressure exerted upon the crop. For example
“starburst” patterns — patterns where the lay is radially directed towards
the circumference — are generally pressed very hard into the ground.

The centre of the lay pattern is often not coincident with the geometrical

centre of the formation. Another noted phenomenon is double-centering:



Figure 1.7: Detail of scruffily laid crop



cases in which the lay has two centres.'?

‘There are also fine details in the method of the lay. Most “genuine” crop
circles display “banding” and “layering” effects to some degree. Banding
oceurs when the crop is laid down in bundles, often looking as though it has
heen combed by some giant, 7-toothed comb. This can be seen in figure 1.2."
Lagering is the term given to the phenomenon in which the crop may be

layered over itsell in dilferent directions within the pattern.

Associated circle phenomena

Finally, the crop inside the circle is not always totally affected. Sometimes
arcs of standing cereal crop are left. Also there are cases in which a pyra-
midical formation of standing crop is left untouched in the centre of the main
circle." The reverse can also occur with the central part completely devoid

of the crop: leaving nothing but bare earth.

Other features of circle formations

There are many miscellaneous features that have become associated with
crop circle formations. For example some formations that consist of a central

circle with satellite circles have a very fine ring connecting the satellites that

"X ndrews, J. Metearology UK (1987): 48-51; Meaden, J. Meteoralogy UK (1987):
4448,

1A clearer photograph, showing both banding and layering details, can be found in
Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solved plate 4.

Whor a plan and picture of standing arcs see Mcaden, Circular Evidence 70. For a
description of untouched, central formations see Meaden and Elsom 15-16.
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n at Bickington

satellites and it was not

s discovered. For example, compare the photograph shown in figu

with the aerial shot in Crop Circle Enigma in which a thin outer ring can
just be seen; the other tracks were made by visitors (Noyes 115)

Another od

ity of the formations is their propens

/ to align

with tractor lines. Tractor |

are the ruts made in fields along +



tors are driven during crop-spraying. To minimize crop damage the farmers

ilways drive along the same lines. This has the effect of leaving sets of
regularly-spaced parallel lines along which no crops grow. These lines, where
they coincide with the edge of a formation, usually lead to gap-secking phe-
nomeni as described earlier. Also many formations often orientate them-
sclves with Lhese lines in some manner. For example many of the complex

pictograms use the tractor lines as the long axis in the formation. (See for

cample figures 14, 111, 1.12.) Although many formations do not use trac-

tor line;

all, many more do use them than should be predicted by chance
alone.®

Possibly the most unusual feature of the formations lies in their relation

1o dowsing. Dowsing is a well-} but lained pl that is
usually associated with “water witching”: the art of discovering underground

lts adherents, however, claim many uses for the technique,

er source

and dowsers say that they are able Lo detect particular patterns of “energy”
that can be found only in genuine crop circles.'® That is Lo say that it is
possible for a dowser to map out Lhe topographic form of a circle by plotting
the reaction of his or her dowsing instrument as the practitioner walks about
the circle. These surveys tend to produce certain patterns that occur time
and time again within genuine circles but not within hoaxes. This has led to

15See Meaden’s comments on this ph in “Beck “Scroll-type Circles’
'9For the celation between dowsing and crop circles see Richard Andrews; Wingfield,
“Ever Increasing Circles” 26-20. For a briefer synopsis sce Randles and Puller, Mystery

Solved 16,
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dowsing being used as a veracity test on problematic circles. The technigae
is in use by all of the dedicated rescarchers including Terence Meaden, the
leading advocate of the meteorological explanation and former professar of
Physics at Dalhousie University in Nova Scotia, who referred to it, rather
coyly, as an “instrumental security-check” (“Cireles from the Sky” 17).

[ too have scen this phenomenon at work in the very lirst circle formation
1 visited — the seven satellite farmation at Bickington. At the time there
was doubt as Lo its veracity, for it could be seen from a nearby public honse
and there is an agricultural college less than two miles away. | kiew nothing
of the dowsing test and happened to meet a dowser who had never heen o
a circle before but who had heard that it was possible to get a reading in a

circle. As neither of us knew what to look for he did various Lests and gol

certain readings which I put in a report to Terence Meaden as an interesting
point. I was quite surprised to discover that dowsing was an accepted test
and that, furthermore, the results scemed to be as predicted for a gennine
circle. (Figure 1.5 on page 14 shows the dowser at work, Laking readings

from the circumference of the circle.)

Although there are varying interpretations of the meaning of the dowsing

test all of the various circles rescarchers do take the test as valid and useful.

So far, circles that fail to dowse properly have all been nnmasked as hoa

and there is yet to be an acknowledged hoax that has passed the dowsing

20



test.'T Furthermore there are claims that even several years after the field
containing a circle has been harvested it is still possible to elicit the dowsed

pattern at the precise location of the pattern.'®

Place and time of occurrence

As already stated, the vast majority of circle cases have occurred in the Wes-
sex area. Although there is no generally accepted figure for the percentage

of these that are hoaxes, it does scem that a large number found outside of

the Wessex area are not genuine circles. This fact is interpreted many ways.
“There does also scem Lo be an association of circle formations with hills.
Randles and Fuller quote figures to the effect that 89% of crop circles appear
within 2km of steep hill slopes and that the correlation between the distance
Lo hill slope and circle frequency is +0.77 which represents a high degree of
certainty.' Although many researchers do not accept these findings all agree
thal circles tend to happen around tumuli — ancient hill-forts — and other

sites of archacological interest.?™ There is also widespread agreement on the

"The issue of hoaxing and its extent is a contentious one. For now it is enough to say
that there are at least two types of circle formations: those known to have been created
by humans and the rest. OF course it could be the case that there are both ‘professional’
and ‘amateur’ hoaxers. Regardless, it is still a valuable distinction to make. If there are
professional hoaxers then their method of construction is such as to leave these dowsable
patterns.

"*Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solved 46; Wingfield, “Ever Increasing Circles” 27-28.

YFuller, Rev. of David Fisher 14. In a more recent communication Fuller quotes a figure
of 0.82 for the correlation based on the data in Andrew Hewitt's thesis. See also, Fuller,
“Fhe (8l Slope Effect.”

#See for example Delgado and Andrews, Circular Evidence 19; Wingfield, “Ever In-
creasing Circles” 32,
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fact that circles do tend to cluster in certain locations (there are three main

sites in the south of England), the disagreement is in the reason for th

Finally it seems that most formations occur at night. Again there are
many reasons proposed for this fact but there is no disagreement with the

general proposition.

Other noted phenome

clos

There have been many other phenomena noted in association with crap ci
but their status is problematical. Probably the most famons of these is the
claim that the molecular structure of the affected crop is changed by the
event. The evidence for this comes mostly from Delgado and Andrews who

show microscope slides that appear to depict changes in Lthe internal striucture

of the affected wheat from a circle in Wiltshire (Latest Evidence 12). So far

there does not seem to have been any st 1l repetition of the test nor is

there any agreement as to the meaning of the result.?*

There is also disagreement about the regrowth of the crop once it
been affected. That it is still alive and healthy, if somewhat horizontal, is

beyond doubt but there is debate as o what happens next. Delgado and

Andrews argue that the crop continues to grow sideways in its new position
(Circular Evidence 31). Meaden points out that after a certain stage, it is

no longer possible for a cereal crop to bend and that therefore any growth

7i5ee for example John Haddington's letter to The Cerealogist 3 (1991):

22



would have to oceur horizontally. Conversely if the cereal crop was damaged
before reaching this stage of growth it would be possible for it to bend at a
node and grow vertically.? This process can be seen in figure 1.9 which is a
photograph of the pictogram at Chilcomb farm taken some 4 weeks after the
initial damage; it can be scen that some of the wheat is beginning to grow
upright again, confusing the shape of Lhe area.

There have also been accounts of unusual events associated with crop cir-
cles. Delgado and Andrews report several occurrences of electrical equipment
fuiling inside cicles ( Circular Evidence 172-173). There are also accounts of
animals refusing to enter circles or acting strangely within them or during the
formation of a circle.2* The final puzzle is what appears to be additions to
already existing circles. Such cases appear to be rare and circle researchers
are often reluctant to discuss them. The addition of an extra ring to the

Bishop's Canning formation in 1990 caused an argument at the First Inter-

2 “Circles From the Sky" Meaden states:

But of course if the stems of a crop have fully matured (ie lignified) they
can not. possibly respond [geotropically], because when the stem has set
here can not he any further geotropic response anyway. The nodes cannot
move. Indeed it is only while the main shoot is immature that any possibil-
ity for nodal bending exists. This limits us to no later than stage 39 on the
Zadocks- Clmng Konzak decimal scale of cereal-growth. For mulhem Eng-
land in 1989 39

winter-sown cereal crops struck down by vortices in mid-May or eatlier. (45)

23For ex: \plc, Delgado and Andrews, Circular Evidence 65, 81; Meaden, The Circles
Effect 29, 3; Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solved 88-89, 148-149, 161, 163, 216. Note
that lmll\ Mm({cu, and Randles and Fuller also deal with animal reactions to vortices and
UFO encounters.




Figure 1.9: Vertical regrowth of damaged crop at Chilcomb Farm
Compare this with the photograph in figure 1.11 on page 45 which shows the
same formation recently after its creation.



national Conference on the Circles Effect in June of that year. [n this case
a giant circle surrounded by three rings gained a fourth one concentric with
the: circle centre.?” Other such phenorena include the sharing of satellites

by formations created at different dates.®

Summary

The preceding section has attempted to give a comprehensive overview of
the various phenomena that comprise the crop circle phenomenon. Other
details to do with the formation of circles are essentially theory-dependent

and are deall with later. Byewi accounts of ph iated with

the formation of circles are also dealt with at a later point as they tend
mainly to be used as evidence by the meteorological school of explanation.
"The intent of the above text is to delimit the nature of the phenomenon. It
should be noted that a lot of the information is not widely known and that

this fact has important consequences for various systems of beliefs about

circles
Finally it should be noted that the description is inevitably dry and pro-
saic and fails to capture the wonder and beauly of the formations. More

so than the thousands of words of detailed descriptions of the phenomena,

Before and after acrial photographs of the formation can be found in Delgado and
Andrews Latest Evidence A0-1; Noyes, Enigma 93. Discussion of the debate at the con-
ference between Meaden and Andrews can be found in Lalest Evidence 40-41; and Fuller,
editorial 3: 8.

ce for example colour photographs in Noyes, Enigma 92.
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it is the aerial photographs that have brought home to millions the sheer

strangeness of the crop circles.
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1.2 Circular Movement

When the Daily Espress ran the crop circle story in July 1983 they intro-
duced the general public to a mystery that had gradually been building up
steam. Although there had been a growing interest amongst researchers in
Uhe phenomenon there was little public discussion. Articles had been featured
i local press publications but were rarely given prominence. The Express’s
headline changed all that. The next day they ran a follow-up story, head-
lined “B.T. Why haven't you contacted us?”% and other national papers gave
coverage Lo the story: eventually leading one team from the Daily Mirror to
create a second formation in the same field in an attempt to discredit the

Frpress il it should report the formation as real.?”

1.2.1 The dawn of a new mystery: 1980-1983

"The circles reported in 1983 caused something of a stir,, but they were not

the first Lo be nationally reported. In 1981, a three circle formation at
Choeselool bottom came Lo the attention of Pat Delgado, a well-known writer
on paranormal issucs. He iminediately reported them to the press and so
the formation gained national publicity but there was no significant lasting

interest. Delgado was not at the time aware that Terence Meaden, editor

7 3Qud, in Meaden, “Circles From the Sky” 22,
“Tor a fuller accotnt of the events surrounding these events see Randles and Fuller, A
Mystery Solved 11, 63-64




of The Journal of Meteorolagy, UK had inves

gated a circle formation the
previous year after lan Mrzyglod, a leading investigator with the British U1°0
Research Organisation (BUFORA), had drawn his attention toit. Both men
were of the opinion that the marks could be caused by a type of whirlwind 2

Meaden’s stance was fairly obvious, he had long been interested in anoma-
lous weather reports and the circle formations must have seemed to enbody
all the things which were of interest to him. Mrzyglod’s position was less
obvious. At the time he was the editor of Probe, a journal dealing with
UFO phenomena, which mostly reprosented a certain faction of BUFORA
that rejected the extraterrestrial hypothesis (ETH) of the UFO mystery. To
put it crudely, they believed that UFOs were not alien spaceships (“lying
saucers”) of any sort. This faction consisted of a small but dedicated core
who were fighting a rearguard action against the 11 majority. This group,
also consisting of Jenny Randles and Panl Fuller who were later to become
heavily involved in the crop circle debate, saw with horror the way in which
the local press had been reporting the crop circle marks and feared that the
association of crop circles with flying saucers and “little green men” would
further discredit scientific rescarch of UFOs.

Even at this early stage several schools of approach were anerging. In
one corner was Meaden who saw crop circles as a possible lifes work and was

quietly gathering as much information as possible. In another were Randles,

8\ eaden, “Mystery Spirals in Cornfields”; Sec also the Probe articles by lan Meayglorl.
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Fuller and Mrayglod who were desperately trying to divorce UFOs from the
crop circles. Finally there were the likes of Pat Delgado who saw them as

something rich and strange and belicved that the world should be shown.

1.2.2 The early years: 1983-1988

Randles and Fuller date the summer of 1983 as the start of the crop circle
“myth” (Mystery Solved 28). The use of the term is unfortunate in that they
intend it to refer Lo a complex of erroneous beliels about the phenomenon.
"Pheir concern was that the phenomenon was being confused by the increase
of interest in it. They state:

No longer could we be sure we were dealing with a phenomenon
that was occurring without the intervention of social factors. . ..
Overnight the entire circles phenomenon had been complicated
by the involvement of the media in such a big way. (28)

The media interest was intense but also brief. It appears to have started

in a regional newspaper, The Willshire Times, which reported the existence

of a quintuplet formation at Cheescfoot. This formati isting of a large
central circle and four smaller satellites (illustrated in figure 1.10), appeared
to be a shape that could be interpreted as the landing marks of a flying
sancer with four legs. The next day the Wiltshire Times advised its readers
Lo “Watch Out! The Martians Are Back”. The affair culminated in several
Lelevision news reports and the Daily Ezpress's “B.T." coverage. Eventually

the happenings were reported in an American tabloid, Weekly World News,
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Figure L.10: Schematic illustration of a quintuplet formation
It can be seen that this shape fits a popular conception of ¢
objects with four equally spaced landing legs.

s circular

which noted that a UFO had landed in Vil
(27).

hire and terrified local farmers

The next two summers were relatively quiet in terms of crop circle interest.

Although formations were still being di Lon a fairly regular basis they

rarely received national coverage. Noyes recounts that:

[The Circles] hardly looked like a major problem for science. They
seemed to be increasing a little from year to year, but only to the
modest extent which might be expected from he fact that more
people were looking for them. (Introduction 21}
However, 1985 was notable for the introduction of ‘Busty' Taylor to the mys
tery. Taylor, a keen pilot happened to notice a formation whilst flying over it

and returned the next day to take some acrial photographs.® Shortly there.

after he came into contact with the, then, small core of circles enthsiasts and

suddenly there was a new dimension to their rescarch photography.
5¢e Delgado and Andrews, Circular Endence 11, 32 35.
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The role of acrial reconnaissance and photography proved vital to the
spread of interest in the phenormenon. Firstly it allowed rescarchers to cover
a much larger arca and Lo see formations in fields that were not accessible
from roadside viewpoints. [n 1989 Paul Fuller published statistics that in-
dicated that maybe 90% of all the formations could be going undiscovered
(Cantrouersy 87-93). His figures, whilst undoubtedly accurate at the time

of the survey in 1987, were largely compiled before the advent of systematic

acrial reconnaissance and it must be assumed that there is now a much higher
detection rate. This has contributed greatly to the massive spread of infor-

mation about the phenomenon. Perhaps even more important has been the

impact of the photographs. Mr. Tayler has the habit of taking the best of his
shots, framed and enlarged, to as many lectures, seminars and conferences
as possible. Time after time onlookers crowd around, staring in wonder and
stunned incomprehension. In the manner of photographs of UFO’s and other
strange phenomena, only so much more clearly and without a question as to

their veracity, the images pose a question that simply has to be answered.

What caused these marks?

The events of 1986 scem Lo have foreshadowed much that was to occur
a few years later. The first contemporary ringed circles were discovered and
several other types of unusual formations came to light for the first time.

Until that time only circles with a clockwise spiral lay had been discovered;



Terence Meaden had in fact commented on this in an earlier article.™ Noves
writes that:
What is beyond doubt. however, is that the phenomenon was
suddenly on the move again. (Introduction 21)
Underlying this quote is the belief that represented a growing school of

thought in circles research: that some type of conscious intent conld be

imputed to the circle formations, in terms of both their shapes and their po-

sitions. With time the polarization in views between these who proposed a
meteorological explanation and those who saw some form of intelligent guid
ance behind the phenomenon would lead to an acrimonions split from which

the field appears unlikely Lo recover.

Whether or not the phenomenon was evolving, the sophistication and

complexity of the research effort certainly was. The CERES database, run by

Terence Meaden, records a staggering increase in reported sightings through
out the decade of the 1980s. There were approximately as many circles in

1988 as the whole of 1980-1987 combined - about 121

In 1989 alone there

were some 300 reported circles. In 1990 there were at least 500 connted and

further data is still being received.™

oted in Noyes, Introduction 21. Apparently in G.
(1985): 73-80.
31The numbers given are imprecise because there is no consensus on how Lo actially
count formations. Aside from the difficulty in sorting out s the real thing there
is debate as to, for example, whether a quintuplet formation should count
circles. Similarly some fields have had “grapeshot” circles, a grouping of small
dotted around a field, associated with other formations. No une is oo sure about how 10
count those.

Meaden, J. Metraralogy UK
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With the increasing flow of information came renewed public interest. As

well as reports in circles researchers found th being the

subject of interviews for radio and television. More and more often they were

being asked for their apinions and gradually their mutual fascination with
the subject was cclipsed by a destructive debate. Throughout the local and

national media a war gradually broke loose. In the Leicester Mercury Pat

Delgado stated that:

A natural force conld not create such intriguing patterns.

A few dags later Meaden reposted that:
[Some people| helieve these citcles were formed by UFOs. That’s
nothing but pic in the sky which is wasting a lot of people’s time.

As John Michell wrote in his 1989 review of the crop circle literature:

The cift has divided both scientists and ufologists not against
each other but within their own ranks, causing feuds and broken
friendships. (“Quarrels” 43)

1.2.3 The modern era: 1989 to today

In the same way that 1983 marked a watershed in the evolution of the social
phenomenon, 1989 seemed to mark the evolution of a national obsession.
Until then the rescarchers had been largely ignored as ‘cranks’ working on

a [ringe problem. After the events of that summer and the publication of

e from Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solved 29,
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three books, one of which, Circular Evidence, became a best-seller, it became
nearly impossible to live in Britain and not to know about the phenomenon.
By the summer of 1989 the battlelines had been fully drawn. On one side

were those who supported the theory that:

....the circles are created by an unknown force field manipulated

by an unknown intelligence. (Delgado and Andrews, Crreular

Evidence 169)
These included the vast budy of people who were to become the Centre for
Crop Circle Studies in March 1990, On the other were the tmetearologi-
cal camp comprising of Terence Meaden, Jenny Raadles, Paul Buller and a
growing body of atmospheric physicists from Japan and America. Tronically,
although the division of peuple was the same as 1983, their positions on 1FO
involvement had changed dramatically.

circles

Originally those who saw a non-human intelligence behind the

assumed there was some kind of UFO connection with them. In particu-
lar there scemed to be similaritics between the circles and various so-called

“saucer nests” that had occasionally been discovered ™ Writi SK in

1982 Pat Delgado argued strongly for a UFO background to the crop cir-
cles and again in 1983 argued that they were cansed by wnknown forces®

However it should be noted that the “nuts and bolts” theory of GFO's has

never gained much popularity amongst ufologists in Britain.® It scems that

31Qud. in Randles and Fuller Mystery Sofved 7, 11.
39The study of ufology in Britain and Europe has not heen as totally dominated by

34



the supernatnralist explanation in Britain has looked to some form of a non-
physical, non-terrestrial origin for UFOs.3 This led the authors of Circular
Fvidence 10 include many passages indicating a possible UFO connection in
the: ook whilst denying that these marks proved that flying saucers had ac-

tnally landed. ‘They also freely reported and speculated about the existence

of circles that predate the current era (25, 37, 55-56, 64).
Current thought amongst cercologists appears to favour a metaphysical

lasis 1o the phenomenon. Delgado has repeatedly complained about the

mied

nterest in “little green men” (Circular Bvidence 11) although even
in 1988 he was writing:

Many circles and rings are connected with UFO sightings
UFOs are claimed to be capable of of producing the most ex-
traordinary behaviour and phenomena. Their control of force
fields nnknown to us may well result in rings and circles. (168)

The current view of this school, although it is an oversimplification to treat
all those in this area as a homogenous mass, is probably more accurately
represented by Michael Green.

1L is my view that we are witnessing the unparalleled intervention
of a non-human, intelligent life-form attempting to communicate
with humanity using both auditory and visual means. The crop

traterrestrinl hypothesis as it has in America, Consequently there has been much

less interest in the search for physical proof of their existence. ‘This is perhaps one of the

chues Lo the understanding of the various explanations for crop circles and I deal

it at length later.

here are of course various schools of thought, such as the psycho-social hypothesis

s), the ETH and some who take the view that there maybe some fundamentally
¥ i ion (Randles UFOs).
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circles are thus a physical statement of meta-physical realities in

the fields of Britain toda

The interest is in the “

circlemakers” and the meaning of the code they are

tapping out on the cornfields of Britain.

On the other hand the meteorological schoul have enthu Iy em-
braced the UFO phenomenon. Meaden's first approximation to an cxpla-
nation, involving a type of mnknown stationary whirlwind, has long heen
abandoned for a much more comples form of fonized vortex that poses se-

A

vere challenges to those working in boundary-level atmospheric physic

fuller exposition is given later, at this puint it is enough to note that several

of the lated effects of an ged vortex appear Lo match

those experienced in many, otherwise unexplained, UFO cases. This has

been taken up by Randles and Fuller, amongst others, who belicve that it is
possible to subsume the field of ufology within that of metcorology. As Uhey

say in Meaden and Elsom:

As a consequence we can say that UFQ rescarch in its own right
is now dead and has become a part of meteorolugy! (92)

When George Wingfield, as implacable an apponent of the meteurolsgical
as they come, writes that “the circles have radically aliered the perception
of the world held by those of us engaged in this rescarch” (“Beyond” 110),
his words are as true of his bitterest oppunents as they arc of anyone clse
Paul Fuller cheerfully admits that:

37Qud. in Beaumont, “The Mystery Deepen
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We started this to prove that crop circles had nothing to do with
UFO’s. We were totally convinced of that and of course now we
find out that they have everything to do with them. I don’t mean
we've fully explained the UFO problem but I think we've made
a tremendous advance. (Personal interview, Sept. 1990)

In some ways this split has increased Lhe media terest in the phe-
nomenon, for it is probably a truism to observe that nothing sells papers
fike a good argument. For example the Western Daily Press ran an article

on June 1201990 entitled “Circle Watchers’ War” which examined the de-

bate amongst the various researchers. Also the fact that there are competing
cxplanations allows the papers a chance to speculate and list the various
possibilities.

The events of 1989 added further grist to the mill. For the first time
Daytime Live, a programme broadcast live during the day on BBC 1, began
to continuously monitor and report the phenomenon, relying heavily on Colin
Andrews, a leading cercologist, as an acknowledged expert. This gave the
impression of conveying an unfolding depiction of the course of events as more
and different types of circles were found throughout the country, though still
the majority were found in the Wessex area.

“The extra exposure that the phenomenon gained from Daytime Live com-
bined with the inherently sensationalistic nature of such reporting, led to
many of the more unusual events being made prominent. Notable amongst

these was the report from Beckhampton. Delgado and Andrews were to be

interviewed in a 10m diameter circle. However each time the film crew ap-
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proached the circle their camera began to malfunction and a high-pitched
warbling noise could be heard over the headphones. The interview was a
total failure and £50,000 of equipment had to be rebuiilt. The events were
finally broadcast on Halloween 1989, strossing the strangeness of all that
occurred ¥

This was also the year in which various rumonrs taking the phenomenon

as their point of departure swept around the country. Whereas previously the

reporting of the incidents in the press had either been humorous or merely

played the views of one or more of the rescarchers against each other, now

nd Fuller de

various events were printed as news. Rand] skeptically

with these rumours, “media myths” as they call them, al length (Mystery
88-99). Here it will suffice to give a bricf overview of the various rmones

that surfaced throughout the

car,

“The alien substance.” [n 1985, in the first circle he visited, “Busty”

Taylor a trans lati sibst

analysis to two laboratories one of which refused Lo come Lo a conclusion

a decaged picee of con

whilst the other provisionally concluded that it wa

fectionary but noted that it did not scem to contain ghicose. In 1989 this
story surfaced in the media in various forms, often implying that the sub-

stance had been found this year, in several different places and stating thal

98Broadcast October 31st 1989. See also Delgado and Andrews, The Latest Evidence

8-11; Wingfield, “Ever Increasing Circles” 24.
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it could be a health risk.®

“The food scare.” Allied to the health hazard of the alien substance
reports began to circulate that damaged crops from circles could be dangerous
Lo eat. This appeared in several papers although its effects do not seem

to have been very dramatic. ‘The basis of the rumour was the apparent

molecular changes to damaged crops discovered by Delgado and Andrews.

Army involvement. Several reports surfaced that the Ministry of Defence
was Laking an active interest in the subject. Certainly army helicopters had
been scen over some formations and may even have been taking photographs.
Also many circles have been found on Salisbury Plain, an area of great mil-
itary sensitivity. Naturally the appropriate authorities deny that they have

any interest.

The Queen. There were also various reports that the Queen was taking
a personal interest in the events and had spoken to the Prime Minister,
Margarct Thatcher. This was used to cmphasize the importance of what was
going on. The truth of this is unknown because there has been no comment
from any of the parties involved.

In the midst of these rumours the first media-based crop-watch was or-

ganised by Colin Andrews and Pat Delgado, who believed that there was

" 95ce Randles and Fuller, 84-85, 88; Delgado and Andrews, Circular Evidence, 34-35.
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some kind of h , guiding intelli behind the ph it
lasted over a week and involved intensive use of video cameras and moni-

toring by observers. They set up overlooking the Punch Bowl at Cheesefoot

from June 10 to 18" hoping to see a circle in the making. Instead, for the
period they were looking there were no reports of any circles anywhere in the
country, until the morning after when one was found in a field behind the
operation which was not being monitored. At least that is what the world
was originally told (Michell, “Quarrels” 7).

This failure was seized upon by the Cereologists who asserted thal it
proved that an intelligence did control placement and formation of the cir-
cles aud that this was its way of teaching them a lesson. Rescarchers hegan
to wonder if there might be links to old English corn spirils such as Puck
and Robin Goodfellow who were always keen to play tricks on the gullible.®
However a fuller account of events during Operation White Crow has begun
to emerge. It seems that an inner circle of rescarchers had reccived an anony -
mous message through the post that vold them Lo meditate within a circle on
one night. Whilst doing so an anomalous series of events occurred in which
the participants believe that they may have had contact with some kind of
supernatural presence. A full account of these evencs is given later."!

The situation was further inflamed by the publication of the first three

See for example Rickacd; “Folklore”; Michell, “What Mean These Marks?" 57.
*published versions of the events are in, Beaumont, “More Circular Evidence” 25 27;
Delgado and Andrews, Latest Evidence 10-13; Wingfield, “Ever Increasing Circles” 18 25,
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hooks on the subject, vne of which (Circular Evidence) stayed on the best-
seller lists for five weeks. Of the three publications Controversy of the Circles

a BUFORA report and did not receive wide-spread distribution. The

third book, Meaden’s The Circles Effect and its Mysterics, provided an of-

ficial statement of the meteorological explanation and was publisked by his

own in-house firm, Artech. I quickly went into second edition but, un-

like Circular Evidence, which relied largely on a stunning series of colour

photographs allied to des

plive passages dealing with the mure interesting

formations, it docs not seem Lo have received much popular success. Circular
Fvidenee became so popular that it went into a paper-back edition and the
photograph on its dust-jacket was republished as a posteard.

1t scemed as if the year was progressing Lo some sort of climax that would

reve: mething of the secrets of the circles. Questions had been asked in

Parliament," circles had been seen and discnssed throughout the popular
media, there had been food scares. It had been a long and hot summer, and
then, on July 30%, a report began to circulate that a series of 98 tadpole-
shaped circles had been found in the Welsh Black Mountains. Not only was
this Ltype new but so was the place, and the numbers were unprecedented.
Colin Andrews was quoted in the Sunday Express as saying:

We believe we have something of major importance We can
eliminate the hoax theory once and for all. (30 Jul. 1989)

“Is Whitehall Hiding hn;nml,l\ing": Randles and Fuller, £nigma 95.




Instead. it seems that the circles were the result of the farmer cutting areas in
which grouse could settle, his usual practice.*® The press found this hilarions

Perhaps, more importantly. a belief began o geow that all circles could be

explained this way. For instance, a report was published on CBC radio, a

Canadian national radio service, that asserted that all circles were either
hoaxes or the result of farming practices. It seemed that the media season
was dying away.

The new lack of media interest meant that possibly the most ineredible

of the 1989 formations went largely unreported. On August 12 the last
circle of the year arrived and it had cereologists dancing in the streets. The
formation is often known as the swastika because of its internal structure

which consisted of an inner circle, surrounded by quartered quadrants and

an outer rim. A text description of this formation is inadequate; it is probally
the most spectacular of Busty Taylor’s photographs and appears on the front
of The Crop Circle Enigma. It has been used to prove that circles can
not possibly be created by “whirlwinds”, and has lead many, to declare the
meteorological theory “dead” **

Rumours of the demise of the meteorological explanation may have been

somewhat exaggerated but the events of 1989 cansed all concerned to take

stock. The two main developments in the “off-season”, winter, when there

HSee for example George Wingfield's comments in, “Beyond the Current I
99. and “Ever Increasing Circles” 1.




are no crops in which aircles can appear, were the formation of the Centre
for Crop Circle Studies (CCCS) and the setting up of the First International
Canference on the Circles Effect by Terence Meaden and the director of the
Tornado and Storm Research Organisation (TORRO). Derek Elsom.

CCCS advertised itself as a theory-neutral clearing house that would pro-

vide a central database and archive for crop circle material. In practice it

is run by a group of people, not including Pat Delgado and Colin Andrews.

who largely reject the meteorokygical explanation and who, in some cases,

reject even the idea of Lrying o expliin the crop circles.® The arganisation

affiliated with most other rescarch ef-

appears Lo be growing rapidly and

mn’s CERES database and Circles Phenomenon

forts, including Terence N
Rescarch (CPR) run by Colin Andrews and Pat Delgado. Also the CCCS
declared its intention to publish a triannual journal, The Cereologist, which
would act as a method of publishing informatinn and articles about the phe-

nomenon.

1990 The year of the pictograms

Interviewed in Kindred Spirit in 1990 George Wingfield said that:

In January 1990 we were told by the medium Isabelle Kingston
that she had received channeled communications saying that the
Circles this year would be “completely different.” (Beaumont,
“Mystery” 32)

Sec for example, John Michell, “What Mean These Marks?”




It was perhaps a predi le prediction but certainly the formations in 1990
took on a whole new dimension.

The season started carlier than normal, with the first new formations

coming to light in late April. It was, however, a crop circle known as *Hig,

Bertha" found in Wiltshire in late May that res

arted the media interest in

ecarnest.*® The circle itsell was huge, being over 60m in diameter, and with
the rings included the diameter measured nearly 10m. The press was fll of

it and paid only lip-service Lo the farmer’s pleas not 1o publicize its ocation

He had lost enough of his barley in the circle and the last thing he wanted
was interested tourists trampling even more down.

Even more startling than giant circles in Wiltshire

as the arrival ol “pic
tograms” in Hampshire. The first appeared at Chileomh farm in May. just

few hundred metres as

ay from the Punch Bowl A photograph of the Forma

tion is shown in figure .11 The formation consisting of cireles, spurs and

rectangles scemed to revolutionize the phenomenon. Originally suspecting
hoaxing, Fuller told the press that he thought the rectangles hid been added
to a genuine, simpler formation but he later retracted his comments after

visiting it.

"This was to be just the first of many. Before the end of June thel

e viere

three different pictograms in the fields around the farm as as cirenlar

marks at the Punch Bowl and elsewiwre. The countryside in the area lool

& The increasing habit of naming circles, especiatly the picto
later.

s, will be discised




Figure 1.11: The first pictogram of 1990: Chilcomb Farm

bizarre. I watched as cars parked by the roadside and their occupants de-
camped to take photographs and stare in wonderment. A whole minibus full
of Dutch school children on their way to Winchester stopped whilst they took
photographs. In June it was nearly impossible to stand near a circle and not
meet someone. It was in this atmosphere that the crop circles conference,
which promised an explanation of the phenomenon, was eagerly anticipated

The organizers of the conference were astounded by the public interest in
it. They hired a hall with 150 seats and ended up with over 300 applications.*
It had been promoted as a conference about an issue in meteorology and had

not initially been widely advertised. However several newspapers had run

“"Meaden, “Crop Circles Mystery” 284.



stories about the forthcoming conference and the general public flocked toit.
In the morning the hall was totally full, by mid-afternoon perhaps a quarter

of the seats were emply. For many the complicated mathematies

models proved just too hard o follow. It was. after all, a conference run by

atmospheric physicists for atmospheric physici

It was at the end of the conference when ficeworks erupted. The last paper

was being given by Jenny Randles and Paul Fuller who we

altempting to
extended Meaden's explanation for crop circles to the UFO phenomenon.
They were running overtime into the hour devoted to open questions and

various mernbers of the audience, including Colin Andrews and an associated

film cres, were stirring restlessly. Eventually, the paper ended and suddenly
Meaden found himself being questioned by a largely nnconvineed audience

It was his answer to a question about the pi

sgrams in Hampshire, which he
described as “aberrant forms”. that seemed to spark the major confrontation
between him and Colin Andrews.

The personal dislike that has grown between the two was immediately
obvious. As soon as Andrews started, Meaden’s body posture tensed np and

Randles and Fuller, still at the podium, b

an Lo speak quictly o each other,

with Paul Fuller shaking his head at Andrews' points. Andre arted with

a question about the law of conservation of angular momentum and it ap

plication to the pictograms. Menden replied that the formation displayed

internal structure and implied that Andrews did not understand vhe prin
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ciple. “This only added to the atmosphere.  Andrews, a practiced media
performer began to raise his voice, whilst Meaden, a diffident public speaker,

began to turn pink. On the whole, the general audience supported Andrews’

whereas the m logists and a few others began to clearly be-
come annoyed. Snow, a meteorologist from Purdue University in Indiana,
tnrned to the Japanese guests and tried 1o explain what was going on.

Andrews next stated that some circles had been revisited by whatever
the cireles effect was and that, for example, the Bishop’s Canning formation

“Iig Bertha”  had grown an extra ring. Meaden asked to see proof and
stated that it could anyway have been caused by hoaxing or have just been
missed in the earlier surveys. The whole time the film crew was capturing
the argument for later broadeast and the audience was responding with a
mix of anger, embarrassment and encouragement.

By now Andrews was in full flow and claiming to have proof of the molecu-
lar changes in affected plants and the backing of several important physicists.
Meaden asked him to name his sources but Andrews refused claiming that
they were not willing to be identified yet. This annoyed Meaden who accused
Andrews of forever making statements but never backing them up, and at
this point he picked up a few wheat stalks that had been affected by a circle
formation and brandished them at Andrews. Realising that the conference
was in danger of totally disintegrating, the organizer, Derek Elsom, called a

halt to proceedings. Civil applause greeted the closing address but as soon




as the conference was over the debate continued in the corridors and coffee

rooms even more intensely than before. The split was wider than ever, ™

The fall out from the conference continued thronghout July, with varions
reports on what had happened and what, 1 anything, had been solved, but
it was on July 11 that the level of interest reached fever piteh with a new

formation at Alton Barnes, in the Vale of Pewsey in Wiltshire, The forma

tion, shawn in fignre 112, was a vast double pictogram over 80 metres long

and “cla

The various circles had “keys pointing from them and rings

sheer scale and beauty was astounding and rescarchers,

around them. T’
film crews, journalists, and tourists visited in their thousands. The farmer,

making the most of a difficult situation, saw a chance to make a profit and

charged £1 a head to enter the field, whilst ensuring that people did as little

ble. Given that somewhere hetween

damage to the surrounding crop as po
5,000-10,000 people visited the formation, it can be assumed that e mide

money [rom the alfair.

The Alton Barnes pictogram was front page news for a week, Papers

wrote editorials, published cartoons and printed interviews. It made local,

set up by the field side,

national and international new:

A hot dog stall was
Alton Barnes T-shirts were printed and the rock band, Led Zeppelin, nsed
an aerial photograph of it on the cover of a collection albumm. At the Contern

porary Legend Conference in Sheffield, Sherril Mullern, giving a paper on

do and Andrews, Latest En

Oford Confe

0ther accounts of the conferenice can be fonnd in l)rl
dence 40-41; Fuller, editorial Crop Watcher 3; Nuyes
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Figure 1.12: Pictogram at Alton Barnes in Wiltshire
The most famous formation of them all. © G. T. Meaden.
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“Saucers, Satan and Psychotherapy™, decided not to comment on “saucers’

because maybe the crop circles had invalidated wha

she had to sav.

ery time one tra

celled through the countryside in July one could see peaple

looking out of windows in the hope that they would see acirele. Noone was

immune,

It was in the middle of all this that “Operation Blackbird™ was started

The biggest. most expensive crop watch ever arganised would last for a week

overlooking the fields at Bratton. in Wiltshire.

eral d the nation

watched, wondering if we would at long last see a crop circle form. Then,

on July 26*, Colin Andre

announced on early-morning television that the

team had caught a circle forming on an infra-red video camern and were

about to go to investigate. As Pat Delgado and Colin Andrews marched
down through the field three planes flew overhead in a V' formation. When

they finally reached the formation, they

funnd more than they expected. In

the middle of cach circle was a cross and a copy of a children’s game called

“Iloroscope.” The formation at Bratton, shown in figure 1,13, was a hoaz ™

The press had a field day. Suddenly, just as with the Black Monntun

case of the previous year, everyone decided that the whole phewomenon was
a hoax. Several papers published guides on how L hoaz & crop circle, One

individual stated that he had been hoaxing circles since 1943 and claimed

the £10,000 prize offered by a daily newspaper to the lirst person who conld

leaden, “When is a Crop Ci
Hoax."

cle Not a Crop Circle?™; Wingfield, “\ Carefully Planned



Figure 1.13: Hoaxed formation at Bratton during Operation Blackbird
Photograph is © G. T. Meaden.
furnish an undisputed explanation of the phenomenon.® It seemed that the
whole year had come full circle. This was not just a media belief. I talked
with a distinguished folklore professor in March 1991 whilst I was looking for
folklore antecedents and explained what I was doing. In turn he replied,
Of course now they’ve all been proven hoaxes everyone's scrab-
bling around trying to prove they’re in folklore.*!
This was the same person who had advised me in May 1990 to look into the
literature on Standing Stones because he thought the symbolism was similar.
**“How To Make Those Corn Circles”. The Koestler foundation has also offered a

£5,000 reward to anyone solving the mystery.
#1John Widdowson, Personal communication.



In an uncanny re

cat of the year before, after the exposure of the hoax
several unusual farmations were found, including more pictograms, and per-
haps most surprisingly a triangle. After the disappointments at Bratton, the
triangle provided hope for the cereologists. who saw it as one more sign that

the metenrological the:

v was dead. Meaden counter-attacked by publisting

a survey

which showed the findamentally circular structure of the triangle

(*Beckhampton §

11s™). Despite the lack of media interest, 1990 ended as
controversially as it began.

The close season of 1990 saw a huge expanse in the literature on the sub-
ject. Delgado and Andrews published a sequel to Cirveular Evdence named

Crop Circles: The Latest Fvidence, which covered

some of the formations

from 1989 and 1990. CCC

'S published their first work, an anthology edited
by Ralph Noyes which printed articles by Terence Meaden and George Wing,
field side-by-side as representative of the Lwo main viewpoints. Randles and
Fuller massively revised and expanded their BUFORA report and published

it as Crop Circles: A Mystery Solved. With all this

vity BUFOR.

nd
the British Society of Dowsers both held lectures on the phenomenon, and
the CCCS instituted a series of monthly lectures. The activity was intense;
the CCCS published their journal, The Cereologist which drew an immediate
response from Paul Fuller who instituted a semi-satirical journal named The

Crop Watcher. In the midst of this a third journal, The Circulur, was started
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with the aim of being less divisive than the other two.5?

The debate continnes now in the pubs and meetings, in the journals and
bowks. Meaden and Elsom published the proceedings of the Circles Confer-
ence as The Circles Mystery. The CCCS has issued a standardized form on
which to report circle formations and held its first Annual General Meeting
in April. Meaden continues publishing data in the Journal of Meteorology,
1K and all are waiting, with bated breath for the cropfield wonders that

1991 may bring,

Sy
this section, The Cereologist changed its name to The Cerealogist with issue 3 and severed
its formal ties with the CCCS, though it still maintains, apparently, close ties with the




1.3 The Prehistory of the Circles

[nevitably, with the interest in the phenomenon has come an attempt to
discover an historical basis to Lhe current events. This has taken two forms:

fieldwork attempting to discover anecdotal evidence, mostly gathered from

farmers, of crop circles predating the 1980s. allied to a search for carlier

reports in local newspapers; and an investigation into British folklore in an
attempt to see if there are folklore accounts that mention the phenomenon
and therefore indicate that there are historical precedents for the modern
formations. So far the results have been ambiguous. In Cireular Bodence
Delgado and Andrews stated that:

The formation of circle groups has probably occurred for hundreds

of years. (118)
This view is supported by Meaden who asserts that the CERES database con-
tains over 100 formations predating the 19805, and he has published several
eyewitness accounts in the pages of the Journal of Meteorology, UK. There

is however debate as to the relevance of such ancedotal evides

. Cenerally,
those who take a meteorological standpoint are happy Lo use such reports as
data but many who take an opposing viewpoint remain unconvinced, Noyes
states:

We can never be quite sure whether what is being recoun
the recollection of some roughly circular damage, perhaps causcd

53See issues: 5-270; 145, 154, 389; 155, 18. Other accounts can be found in

“3 More Eye-Wnness Acccunls" and Fuller, “Some Further Eye Acconnts.”
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er. but new being given the retrospective
rnces. (*As Old as Adam™ 60)

cur

Sunilarls in fus

vt of the 1988 crop circles Wingfield notes that

_such reports can not be verified since there
v confinm that this was indeed the s

s no photographic
ame phenomennn.

sicde

(7)

This issuc is vital to the planations on uifer and consequently

Bas engendered a ot of ill-feeling. A lotof time and energy has been spent

stence of the

by varions researchers attempling to prove ar disprove the e

ill deal

phenomenon in the near and distant past. Bearing this in mind |
with these problems in the context of their associated explanations in a later

chapter. However it would be fruitful now to deal with the circles researchers’

search through ik terials in their attempt to discover whether or not

there is any kind of body of tradition that supports a folk knowledge of the

phenomenon of geometric crop flattening.

1.3.1  Circles and folklore

date there has been very little evidence gleaned from the folklore archives
in the UK that indicates any kind of historical precedent for the modern
phenomenon, What evidence there is, has been eagerly analysed fron a
series of perspectives.

At the First International Conference on the Circle's Effect held in Ox-

ford in 1990 Terence Meaden gave two putative folkloric accounts of possible
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circle formation (19 21}, The major example ref

ed 1o the “Mowing Devi

pamphlet {

> be studied in more detal on pag

which purpurts 1o he

an accourt from 1678, The minor case comes from

at's Minstrlsy of The

Seottish Border. Meaden quotes his aceonnt of Farv Ring phenomena

The fairies of Scatland. . inhabit the interior of green halls, chicty
those of conical form. . on which they fead their dances by m
light: impressing upon the surface the mark of circles, wl
sometinies appear vellow and blasted.
hue: and within which it is dangerons
after sunset. {“Circles from the Sky

anetimes of adeep green

ssleop. or 1o e foune

)

Previously such fairy rings have been assumed Lo refer Lo the fungal

out;

growth that appears in grass and grows rds, in an approximately circn

lar manner. There is

avast body of general fairy lore that has been eollected
from the UK and Ireland as well as analogous beliefs throughont Enrope and

north America. If some of the

tiry ring cases do represent crop circles then

hug

re-evaluation will need to oceur. However, the matter currently remains

unresolved due to a lack of specific details in oral tradition.

The problem of the confusion between

it andd Tungal

fairy rings is acute and tends only o confuse the situation. For ezample, on

16 August 1990 The Darly Telegraph, whilst reviewing Crop Cureles

A Mys

tery Solved, mistakenly announced that the crop circ

: problem had been
solved 300 years ago by une Professor Robert Plot. Plot was a natural
philosopher who also edited Philosophical Transuctions, the journal of the

Royal Society. His main interest was in nnusual phenomena of all kinds,
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aned he can be seen as an ancestor to the gentlemen folklorists of Victorian

sin. I 1686 he published his Natural [istory of Staffordshire, part of

ich consisted of a treatd

on fairy rings and an explanation of their ori-

s e accounted for them as the residuc of lightning strikes on the ground

(10,15

24)
Plot’s aceount of Fairy rings is acenrate and detailed enough for one to
be confident that he intends only to deal with those phenomena that we now

recogmse as fungal fairy rings. However as Bob Rickard points out:

Given his range of interests and his network of learned correspon-
dents, 1 feel sure that he (more than anyone else) would have
known of the phenomenon of crop-circles had they nccurred and
(68)

been discussed at that tin

Rickard's point is valid in so much as it is conceivable that crop circles could

have aecurred and not been discussed. Regardless, his work does demonstrate

that very close attention had been paid to a scientific investigation of fairy

and, it seems almost inconceivable that Plot could have confused the

o phetomena

The

lowing Devil"

The pamphlet popularly refecred Lo as “The Mowing Devil” has begun to play
a central part in the discourse engendered by the crop circle phenomenon.
Since its discovery in 1989, by several independently working researchers, its

influence on the phenomenon has been pervasive. It seems that no account
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of the modern phenomenon can be given withet reference to the Mowing

Devil. Consequently it is useful to give an exposition of 1ts discovery and

contents.
The Mowing Devil pamphiet is one of cighteen that were published by the

folklorist W, B. Gerish between the dates of 1905 1915 and distributed by

the East Hertfordshire Nrchaed

ical Society. In the Baeteenth he publishe

an acconnt from a chaphook published in 1673 which told the tale of o o

greedy farmer lost his vats. When he first published it Gerishonoted s

introduction that “the whole story i Ty

conrse, purely inag

Yet, over 300 years later, the woodeut that formed the frontispiece of the
original chapbook was reproduced on the frant of the Journal of Meteoralogy.,
(/K with the proclamation that this represented the first, definitive aceonnt

af a genuine crop circle in antiquity.

The chapbook was printed on 22 August 1678 and told of events in
Hertfordshire that had happened “within the compass of the present month
of August.” These events were apparently diseussed thromghout e country

due to the unique nature of what had vcenrred.

A summary of the chapbook. A rich farmer sent to a puor neighbour,

whom he knew to be a mower, to cut his three-and-a-halfl acres of oats. The

54The original pamphlets can be found al the Hertfordshire County Library and in pri-
vate collections. The account itself is published in full, alung with the other 17 pamphle:
in Gerish, Hertfordshire Folklore. Other versions of it can be found in Lewis Eva
Baker; Rickard and Sieveking. The full texs of the chapbook is reproduced in Appendix A.
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labonrer asked a high price for his sorsicos which annoyed the farmer who

then offered him far beneath the

smmen rate. The two then began to argue

and when the labourer, desperate for

ck. finally agreed to an even lower

rate than first offered, the farmer wwonld have nothing more to do with him

and staved

Phat the Devil himself shonld Mow his Oats before the mower

should have anything v do with thes

Later that night several passers-by saw flames in the farme

s field and

the nest. morning several of theim ook the news to him. Fearfully they went
Lo the field expecting to see the whole erop buent down. Instead they found

the crop al wnt concludes.

Iy mowed. As the ac

-and as if the Devil had a mind to shew his dexterity in the art
of Husbandry, and scorn’d to mow them after the usual manner,
he cut them in round ci and plac't every one with that ex-
actness that it would have taken up above an Age, for any man
tu perform what he did that one night: And the man that owns
them is as yet afraid o remove them.

This descriptive details within this narrative correspond to many of those

in the current phenomenon.

® It o

rs in August in a ripe cereal crop — in this case oats.

o There

an association of luminous, nighttime phenomena with the

circle formation,

o The crop was not laid in a random pattern but carefully placed.



o The wondent appears to show the Devil cuttang a single. possibiy ring

circle into the tield.

There is the obvions dissimilarity with the refererce 1o the oats having heen
mowed rather than just fattened. The argument is that the aral transtussion
of the narrative faveured a deseription that fitted nicely with the nnwese
imprecation L the Devil and, thus the image was of @ mown cirele when,

in actuality. it was fattened. It is assumed that the anthor of the narrative

synthesised the versions he heard into ane coherent story.

Other folklore

Aside from the discovery of the Mowing Devil and the debate over whether

Lexts describing fairy rings can be said to be al least a partial confusion with

crop circles, there has been little, if anvthing, found in the varions L

T

has been taken by many to indicate that crop circles are a uniguely

modern phenomenon. For example Bob Rickard, a Fortean researcher and

proponent of the hoax explanation, notes that James I

st spends a whole

vol '‘me of The Golden Bough detailing the various beliefs and practices as

ciated with harvest time and specifically deals with folk beliels about spirits

that “run” through the corn and cause it to wave,™ yet there is nothing in
this huge collection to indicate that Frazer was even aware of crop circles

S5Frazer, The Golden Bough Part V: Spirits of The Corn und of The Wald Vol 11, 271,
282, 288, 292, 296, 298, See also Mannhard.
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(“Whirls”). Metearalogicaily inclined researchers, such as Bob Skinner and

ad dealt with accounts of fairy encounters (Skin-

Davaied Reynolds. have inst

ateenth” ) and anomalons winds (Reynolds bility") that may

ner,

rich is suppeosed Lo cause the crop cir-

indicate that the wmosphene vortes

ed and 1hen interpreted according to traditional beliefs. ™

cles has heen obser

xpla-

folklore abont crop cireles has caused an;

The

ck of narrativ

ive agent that must have

nattions shich are predicated on any ind of cansa

) alarge degree of difficulty. Randles

alwavs existed (such as Meaden's the

be a series

sith this by noting that there m

and Fullez attempt 1o dea
of linked agents creating the cireles and that climactic variation may lead

L wawves of circle neenrrences. Perhaps, they believe, circles may have been

more common a long time ago than they are now.3” As with Ralph Noyes
they are of the view that the seeming clustering of circle sights in Wessex is
neither coincidence, nor statistical anomaly due to the density of researchers

. in the introduction to Enigma asks:

Towking there. Noyes

Was there once another era, long ago, when patterns were stamped
intocrap fields thronghout the inhabited world by unknown forces?
Did they inspire such reverence and awe that they came to be
commemorated in the construction of stone circles, the forms of
temples and burial places, the creation of myths and legends, the
designs on the mosaic floors of sacred buildings, the formation
of Buddhist mandalas. And if so, why did those forces cease to
¢ until very recently? (26)

erguson deals with these issues at greater length.
andles and Fuller, “Circles Update 190", Mystery Sulved passim. This is also the
major thesis of Terence Mcaden's new book, Goddess of the Stones.
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d

The argument is an o

ne. that there was some experiential basis behind

many of the forms and contents

of religions belief and its embudiment in the

constructions of the worshippers. [t is this which Randles and Faller note

when they point nut the association of circle sights with exotically named

places such as The Devil's Punchbiwl at Chees

wt Its also this which

motivates researchers to pay attention to the ancient stone nonmmnents of

Salisbury Plain and its

tumuli-haunted landse

s, The

splanations may
differ but those sa heavily involved in attempting to waderstand what 15

stamping its mark all over the count

and particnlarly Wessex. agree that

there is something afoot that challenges commonly aceepted scientific o

tions. en Meaden, with his revolutionary plasma vortex and carefully

nurtured scientific detachment is drawn by his fascination for all that he has

seen and experienced to speculate, He wonders if perhaps e has something

that could provide the basis for such widespread myvsteri

s Lhe app

of the Virgin Mary at Fatima, the burning bush that appeared to Moses, and

possibly even the star over Bethlehem. He concludes his article in Enigma
with the the observation:

Although this is said to be an enlightened scientific age, the cnl
tural consequences even now can be important for sume, perhaps
many, people: especially those who seck solace in beliefs that are
beyond science, beyond our norms, beyond reality. (98)




Summary

This ehapter has attempted to deal with the tvo main aspects of the phe-
nomenon. | have attempted to give a detailed and cormpiehensive account

of the features that mark genuine cireles. OF conrse i could be the case

that such cireles are the mark of professional rather than amateur hoax

15,

nevertheless there is still a viable differentiation to be made. | have also

‘mation about the

tried to give a Tactual acconnt of the way in which infi

phenomenon has evolved with time and new research techniques. Above all,

I h

neentrated on the researchers and the circles for it is their symbi-

ot relationship which has helped to generate the discourse about the crop

cireles phenomenan. Finally, | have presented some of the fruits of the folk-

lore research of the rescarchers, because this has had a huge impact on their
perception of the phenomenon and Lheir explanations for it. As such, this
chapter examined no one explanation in depth but merely presented such

information as is necessary to maintain some clarity in a confusing issue.

Further chapters take up the story of the impact of the circles on our society.
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Chapter 2

Belief, Explanation and Crop

Circles

Introduction

This chapter provides a theoretical overview for this thesis. Its main funetin
is to elucidate the relationship between explanation and belief o do Lhis
it will be necessary to undertake several tasks. My approach needs o he
placed within the context of previous (ulklr;risllr{’\'lmllrs in belief. In Lhis
way the various antecedents to my work can be isolated, allowing me to
both demonstrate the continuity between this thesis and other works, and to
illustrate the points of departure. Having done this, I can then justify my

use of the crop circle phenomenon as a valid field of study. The chapter is



Closed with an explication of my fieldwork methodology.

2.1 Folk Belief Scholarship

Phis is not a literature survey as such because, quite simply, the field of

studies in belief form

belief scholarship is not amenable 1o such a surves

Ceneial parts of folkloristics, anthropology, sociology, philosophy. psycholog;

and cognitive studies amongst others. The act of believing and expressing

one’s beliefs is unive

al in the human experience and attempting to cate-

f, as | have done above, merely illustrates a western, academic
worldview. To attempl to review previous studies in belief would be the

work of

lifetime; indeed one can see scholarly compartmentalization as a

means of allowing academics to make a priori judgements about information
that we do not have to read. Therefore what [ attempt to do here is to

contextualize Lhis the:

is in terms o7 a certain research topic in a subset of

beliel studies: supernatural folk belief.!

L is possibly casiest to understand what | mean by “folk beliel” by con-

sidering what appear to be the various denotations of the term. Firstly one

Thi

nat an ideal term and perhaps “anomalous folk belief” would be better. Cham-
bers 20 Century Dictionary defines supernatural as “above or beyond nature: not ac-
cording to the course of nature: miraculous: spiritual® (1983 ed.), thus demonstrating
that the teem is defined according to a presumption about what is natural. Unfortunately
there is no ideal analytical term and in this thesis it will be useful to use “supernatural” as
that which is not accepted within Western scientific orthodoxy as a natural object, event
or process. Such a relativistic definition is slippery at best but it does provide a useful
shorthand for the current purpose.




should consider “superstitions’ activities such as throwing salt vver one’s

Red

uch as

v at night, shepherd’

shoulder to avert bad luck. or saying
delight” as a form of weather forecasting, Such items. presumably, can be
classified as belieis held by “the folk’. For instance Alan Dundes treats su

wdding toa

perstitions as comprising a sub-set of folk belief that is formed ac

particnlar morphology (“Brown™). Unfortunately, such a definition makes an

el that

a priori assumption that there is a “folk’, as opposed to ‘non-flk’
the *nen-folk do not hold such beliefs. This may secm a patently antenable

*and

pesition but huge compendia of such ‘superstitions” have been compil

tems often canse

these tend not to include such beliefs as “low pressure sys

rain”, or “oat bran reduces the risk of developing cancer”. One conld at-
tempt to define a “superstition” as an untrue belief, if not for the fact that

there do appear to be an innumerable host of such items that have never

nple above is one such c

been classed as superstitions -- the oat bran

— and, anyway, how are we to know whether throwing salt over one’s shoul
der is or is not effective? There have been superstitions that appear to be

‘proven’ trued. It seems that we are left with the untenable position that

As Wa

yland Hand abserves:

superstitions are beliefs held by ‘the folk’.

In no field is the situation perhaps more vexed than in the realin of
superstitions, since aberrations of the human mind involve: prim-

2For example, Hand, Frank C. Brown Collection of Northern Curolina Folklore Vols.
VI-VII; Cassetta, Popular Belicfs and i Hyatt, Hoodon, Conj ; Ran-
dolph, Ozark Superstitions.

3For example, Hufford illustrates how arthodux medicine *
folk cures (“Contemporary”).

overs the truth behind”
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itive peoples as well as the members of civilized societies. and
. igion no less than in
the misapplications of learning and the perve
(lutroduction xix)

's of rel

are: to be enconntered in th

ons of science.

Going beyond superstitions one may also consider the beliefs about “su-

pernatural” phenomeni, sich as ghosts, fairies and fiying saucers. to be an

aspect of folk belief. S, beliel in supernatural phenomena can be seen in

contrast with the belief in the existence of natural phenomena, such as elec-

tricity and gravity. Similarly one can view ‘folk’ sciences. such as astrology
or homeopathic medicine, as folk beliefs in contrast with ‘true’ sciences, such

as Finsteinian physics.

Also one should consider the dissemination of belief complexes, such as

temporary legends” and rumours. For example, the accounts of Elvis
Presley sightings can be described in terms of folk belief because they are
circulated through non-official channels: tabloid newspapers, various small
groups of believers, personal experiences and so on. Such unofficial knowl-
edge can be opposed Lo, for example, various accounts of the existence of a

Satanic subculture that is held to be responsible for a multitude of horren-

"The coneept.of folk and non-folk channels of communication is central to much of
the work done by Paul Smith: see for example, “Communicating Culture”. It is also the
premise on which Dégh and Vzsonyi base their concept of the “Multi-Conduit Hypothesis”
as expressed in their papers “Multi-Conduit” and “Legend and Belief”. A similar view,

it expressed in more traditional terms, appears to be held by Peter Opie, who says
he Collection of Folklore in England,” for example, “Folklore, as [ understand it,
consists of all the knowledge passed on from one person to another which is not knowledge
wenerally accepted or ‘officially’ recognised,” Journal of the Society of Arts 101 (1952):
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dous crimes, which are not generally termed folk beliels pred ¢ becanse

they are disseminated through official channels, such as new ts, lectures

by social workers and published documents

From all this it can be seen that “lolk beliel” is an evaluwative term, that

functions to isolate a certain worldview and set of beliefs. These beliefs are

then held to be in some way untrue and Lo be believed in only by some

homogeneous lump of people. knawn as the folk, who have a propensity for

believing in untrue things. | believe it is precisely this characterization of folk
belief, and particularly supernatural folk belicf, that has been responsible for
the lack of progress in this field. Consequently it is my intention Lo try to
chart the evolution of this view throughout the scholarship in folk belicf.

Of course there is much to be said on folk belie in the arcas of unorthodox

medicine and folk religion as well

5 Lhe above subjects. This the

s, however,

is not the place to deal with such issues. Both topics have gone their nwn

way and have been subject to diffcring types of analysis.® Consequently, |

SFor an example of this see Gillian Bennett’s
Satanic abuse stories in Britain in the 19905,
Satan”, Dear Mr. Thoms 20 (1981): 36-44. Michael Goss deals with the same i
“The Lessons of Folklore, Magonia 38 (1991): 10-14. Thal s not 1 say that Sa
abuse stories are not a part of folk belicf but that because of the identities and social
roles of those who hold them and the methods by which they are conveyed, they possess i
legitimacy that is not found in other subjects of folk belief, such as “Elvis s alive" R
As the external examiner has pointed out this model causes problems hecause il
rather than analytic catagory. It could be argued that this leads to a ) -.m..mun-
as being that which folklorists say it is, folklorists being the folk group that is supposedly
empowered to make judgements on such matters. In the absence of any general conse
Luse the channel metaphor as descriptive of certain processes, specifically he way in which
a socially empowered group lends its legitimacy to the information it communic

SThis is of course something of an artificial distinction because the fields do overlap.

urvey of ne
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plan to restrict my focus, largely, to issues in supernatural folk belief in an
attempt to trace certain attitudes and their influence. Therefore, | do not

intend to review every book and article ever written en the subject; rather |

wish to trace a certain in the before reviewing those
works which support my contentions and from which I owe the intellectual

heritage for my theoretical stance.

2.1.1 A brief history of belief studies

The precirsors to modern studies in supernatural beliel materials appear

to coalesce around two main groups of scholars: the natural historians and

the natural philosopt The historians were i 4 in the vulgar su-

customs and ies of the common folk.” Although their
motivations for doing this varied widely their crucial focus was on the be-
liefs of uneducated peasants.® The natural philosophers, on the other hand,
tended to be interested in the objective reality of events. So, for example,

Robert Plot's work on unusual, atmospheric phenomena was an attempt. at

h di 1

or at least them. Plot’s work also demonstrates

the ways in which the two schools overlapped, for his theories were embedded

For recent works dealing with some of these issues see, for folk religion, Goldstein, “Sharing
In The One”; for folk medicine, Hufford, “Contemporary Folk Medicine”,

"See for example Brand’s Popular Anliguities and Hazlitt's revision of it.

®For an account of the history of folklore collerting in Britain see, Richard M. Dorson,
The British Polklorists: A History.



in a great deal of regional ethnography and published as natural histories.®
Allied to these we can see the influence of the clergy and church min-
isters who collected pagan superstitions from their flock. Their interest in
doing 5o was vatied, For example, Henry Bournc, a minister in Newcastle,
was concerned with invalidating pagan superstitions in order to further the
acceptance of Christianity, and stated in the preface to his book:

I would not be thought a reviver of old rites and ceremonies ti+
the burdening of the people, nor am I an abolisher of innocent
customs, which are their pleasures and recreations: [ aim at noth-
ing but a regulation of those which are in being amongst them,
which they themselves are far from thinking burdensome, and
abolishing such only as are sinful and wicked. (x)
Others, such as Robert Kirk, took another path and attempted to prove
the existence of God by proving the existence of the supernatural.’® Both
approaches can be seen to be ideologically motivated.

It can be seen then that even at this early stage there were two main

attitudes towards folk belief materials. On one hand there were collectors

The type of ethnography Lhat Plot undertook is vastly dissimilar to that of today.
Essentially, he would tour a county by visiting and staying with members of the landed
gentey for whom he could muster letters of introduction. In repayment for food and
board he wonld usually make drawings of the house and grounds and attempt to answer
various questions about the family lore. Whilst based at a house he would then tour the
aurroundings looking for accounts of strange happenings as well as making a geographical
survey of the land, See Emery for further details.

19Robert Kirk spent his life roaming the Highlands of Scotland in a Herculian attempt
to elucidate the social structure of the fairy kingdom. He eventually paid for his research
with his life although, according to local belief, he did not die but was abducted by the
very fairies he was studying. See Briggs, The Vanisking People, 112-113, for an account
of this.
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who tried to use their collections for some didactic reason, like Bourne and
Kirk. On the other hand were the likes of John Aubrey, who collected belicls
out of enthusiastic interest, and Robert Plot, who believed his work to have
some scientific utility.

This early dichotomy, innocuous though it may scem, when allied to the
birth of scientific rationalism had the effect of hampering folk beliefstudies for
many centuries, retarding it in comparison with folkloristic rescarch generally.
As recently as 1976 Wayland Hand was able to write:

Although folk belicfs and superstitions constitute one of the main
genres of folklore, interest in this ficld over the past century and
a half has lagged well behind the scholarly concern with nther
fields. (“Folk Belief”, 209)

The reasons for this retardation are manifold, but [ believe the prime
influence was the emergence of science as the dominant paradigm in academic
research coupled with the vast changes in social structure in the cighteenth
century with the advent of the industrial revolution. This is not the place
to discuss and illustrate the complex and intricate changes thal took place,
but folklorists and their predecessors are a product of the culture from which
they hail, and I believe that certain factors from this petiod engendercd the
massive upsurge of interest in popular antiquities, later to be redefined as

the field of folklore,!!

11The classic text dealing with this period is undoubtedly E B, Thr)mpwn s The Making
of The English Working Class. My principle i
the shift in social structures belongs to Ruth Richardson, Death, /Jumu.m And The
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The principle argument is that at this time there was a fundamental
change in social structure {rom a “vertical”, feudal system to a “horizontal”,
class-based systemn (Thompson; Hughes). This gave a certain class of people
a theoretical basis with which to isolate the ill-educated peasantry as a single,
homogencous mass. Hughes illustrates how this gave rise to the portrayal of
a “crimiinal class” which existed solely to prey on the newly emerged “mid-

a form of inter-class blason populaire that

dle class",

d the punish of Lri ion to Australia (25-27, 163-174).

Similarly, Richardson discusses the changes which replaced the paternalistic

1 with deterrent workh and the way in which poverty became

stigmatized as a crime (147-151). This portrayal of a whole class of society

as a brutal, vicious, h mass of i had a predictable effect
on those who collected its ‘vulgar mistakes”. Folk belief became virtually syn-
onymous with ignorance. The same Wayland Hand who bemoaned the lack
of interest in folk belief materials tellingly demonstrates this stigmatization
of folk belicf by academics, stating that:

...superstition has to do with beliefs and practices so patently
false as to be at once personally injurious, or even socially harm-
ful. (Introduction xxi)

And, later:

In a former day many [superstitions| were certainly nothing more

Destitute; Robert Hughes, The Fatal Shore; 19-47, 163-174; and Keith Thomas, Religion
and The Decline of Magic 1-21.



than the childish soliloquies of old crones as they drove their geese
across the village common. (xxii)
The effect of the emergence of science was possibly even more dramatic.

Whereas the field of natural philosophy, the pred or of modern science,

regarded its inquiry as hermetic,* that is to say the cosmos was regarded

as a closed system, the new scientific methodology encouraged a mechanistic

reductionism. Suddenly all the charming whimsies of fairies, stones falling
[rom the sky and the mystical powers of numbers became marginalized. I
was not an overnight revolution — for example Isaac Newton continued to

experiment with alchemy (Thomas, 644) -~ but the effect was a continual

erosion of the academic interest in non-scientific ficlds of interest, and re-
searchers who previously took such fields as central, such as the popular
antiquarians, found that they had to distance themselves intellectually from
their subject.'® It was this distancing that lead to the rise of the debunk-
ing antiquarians, such as John Brand and Francis Grose, the latter cynically
commenting that:

Almost every ancient manor-house was haunted by at least one
of its former masters or mistresscs, where besides diverse other
noises, that of telling money was often heard: and as for the
churchyards, the number of ghosts that walked there, according

12The Ozford English Dictionary 2nd ed. defines “hermetic” as “relating to or dealing
with occult science, esp. alchemy; magical; alchemical® along with its secondary meaning
of “airtight, sealed”. In this respect we can see the way current science has denigrated the
former definition of the field.

131 owe thanks to Gillian Bennett for suggesting this point to me.
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to the village computation, almost equalled the living parishoners.
3)
In such a climate it was almost inevitable that the study of systems of folk

beliel became intellectually taboo,

The elfect of these two influences then has been firstly to stigmatize ‘the
folk’ and secondly to stigmatize ‘their’ beliefs. This is a problem for folkloris-
tic research in general, but the doubly stigmatized nature of folk belief has
left a difficult residue of prejudice. Whereas genres of traditional expressive
culture, such as mirchen and ballads, could be collected for their aesthetic
content no similar collection could be done for beliefs except in the compi-
Tation of highly artificial, supernatural legends of fairies, ghosts and other
‘good’ stories.' Thus beliefs were not studied in their own right. It seemed
that they had nothing to offer the scientist.

It is ironic then that it was a major extension of the scientific paradigm,

lized folkl

Darwin’s theory of evolution, that theory and sud-
denly bought new possibilities for the study of folk beliefs. Suddenly, by
analogy with the process of natural selection, it became possible for anthro-
pologists and, in following their lead, folklorists to see culture and societies
as entities arrayed in a type of pyramid. Naturally, western, technologi-

cal sociely was seen to be at the apex with various others placed beneath

them. Furthermore, the studies of faraway natives by European anthropol-

“ViSce for example, Dégh and Vazsonyi, “Legend and Belief” 286-287.
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ogists elicited data about their practices which seemed surprisingly siilar

to many of the idiosyncratic vulgar errors of the masses. It became possible

to argue that folk beliefs consisted of the earlier, more primitive beliefs that

educated, western suciety had advanced beyond.'® So when Edward Clodd,
a respected folklorist and one time president of the Folklore Society, states in
1893, “we have but to scratch the rustic to find the barbarian underneath.”

ue is using “barbarian” to a refer to a level of culture that is seen as lower

on the evolutionary scale than educated, western society of which he was a
member.'s

The influence of this theory of cultural evolution vn folkloristic thonght
can not be overstated. Gillian Bennett describes it as heing Lhe origin of
the “English Myth” in folklore, wherein rural life became romanticized as
the remnants of a “golden past” (“Folklore”). Synchronically the theary was
held to imply that folklore, and the folk, existed ont in the country amongst
simple, uneducated people. So Cecil Sharp was able to write of the decline
in folk song that it:

In days gone by, played an important part in the social life of the
English village. That life is now waning, and with it are passing
away old traditions and old customs. It is, happily, still possible,
here and there, and in out-of-the way nooks and corners, Lo come

15See, for example, Charles Francis Potler’s definition of ‘folklore! in Funk and Wagnall's
Standard Dictionary of Folklore Mythology and Legend vol. | (NY: Funk and Wagnall,
1949), in which he states, “Folklote s the survival within a people’s later staes of culture
of the beliefs, stories, customs, rites and other techniques of adjustment to the world and
the supernatural, which were used in previous stages (401).

15Qtd. in Richardson 3.
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upon peasant men and women old enough to remember the village
life of sixty, seventy or cighty years ago; and they will sing to you
the songs and explain to you the dances that, in their young days,
and on summer evenings, were danced on village greens.

7

Of course, lolklorists, such as the “Great Team”,'” were citified, educated

gentlemen, a world away from the simple, uneducated peasants they studied.

is emotional and intellectual distancing of the theorists from their infor-
mants seems to have allowed the decay of folklore studies in the UK, with
folk belicf being particularly hard hit. As Gillian Bennett claims:

The collectors laboured in the field; the theorists laboured in the
library. The result was that theory was effectively insulated from
any outside influence, and became a fossil itself. In turn, collect-
ing also became fossilized: denied the chance to interpret their
data, and prevented by both prejudice and theory from asking
their informants what their folklore meant to them, collectors
could ot have found much reward or interest in their efforts.
(“Folklore™)

If the peasantry are shown to hold some similar beliefs to those of prim-

y theory has a mechanism to explain it: sur-

iLive socicties then
vivals. As a culture evolves remnants of the old belief systems w::. persist in
out-of-the-way places, however, lacking the systemic and cultural integration
that they used to possess, these remnants should slowly wither and die. So,

Thomas Keightley, writing in 1889, is able to assert, of fairies, that:

"Dorson's term for the elite scholars of the Folklare Society at the close of the 19"
century.

=
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All these beings once formed parts of ancient and exploded s
tems of religion, and that it is chiefly in the traditions of the
peasantry that their memorial has been preserved. (13)

This concept motivated the belief that folkloristic research should be cen-
tered around the collection of survivals and generated most of the huge, late-
nineteenth century collections. In this context, Frazer’s monumental work
The Golden Bough, which attempted Lo prove the existence of ancient fer-
tility rites at the base of all manner of customs and beliels {rom across the
world, found itself lovingly adopted by folklorists. The dominance of cultural
evolutionism was such that in 1896,.Edward Clodd was able to assert in his
presidential address to the Folklore Society that Christian rites and customs
had their origins in pagan practices.!®

Although brought back within the field of scholarly study through the
interest in cultural evolution, the study of folk beliefs, remained stigmatized.

The cause of this appears to be the concern of folklorists that their disci-

pline should be seen as a ‘scientific’ subject. With the dead-end of cultural
evolutionism preventing folklore from gaining respectability as an academic
discipline in the UK, and to a lesser extent in America and Europe, the
discipline found itself striving for scientific legitimacy. For example, the oth-
erwise fearless and irascible C. L. Gomme, then Honorary Secretary of the

Folklore Society and full-time member of the “Creat Team”, opened his ook

18Edward Clodd, Presidential Address, Folklore 7 (1896): 35-60. Qud. in Bennett,
Traditions of Belief, 96. It should, however, be noted that Clodd's statement on.Lraged
Victotian society, leading to wholescale resignations fram the Folklore Society.
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Folk-Lore Relics with the following meek and apologetic words:

I do not offer this book as a scientific exposition of Folk-lore,
though I hope the scientist will find nothing in it to quarrel with.

Consequently those genres, such as folk belief, which appeared to deal with

non- or anti-scientific beliefs had o be approached from a position of disbelief.

ian Bennett describes this stigmatization as a series of vicious circles
that contributed to the marginalization of supernatural folk belief, saying
that “firstly, no one will tackle the subject because it is disreputable, and it
remains disreputable because no one will tackle it. Secondly, because no one
does any research into present-day supernatural beliefs” the only collections
available tend to be stuck in a “time warp” which has the effect of inhibiting
the publication of current beliefs. “Thirdly, because no one will talk about
their experiences of the supernatural there is no evidence for it, and because
there is no evidence for it no one will talk about their experiences of it,”
(Traditions 13).

One effect of this has been to dich ize the studies of

traditions in the current century. Those that were undertaken from a scep-
tical viewpoint, such as the sixth and seventh volumes of the F. C. Brown
Collection of North Carolina Folklore, were labelled as surveys of folk beliefs.
Those that were undertaken from a sympathetic viewpoint, such as Lang’s
Cock-Lane and Common Sense or Evans-Wentz's The Fairy Faith in Celtic
Countries, were consigned to the trash-bin of parapsychology and occultism,

exiled from social-scientific orthodoxy. It would seem that it was the atti-
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tude of the researchers and their scholarly colleagues to their materials that

defined whether or not the study was folkloristic.

In addition to their marginalization as a topic within folklore research,
supernatural helief studies also suffered from the fact that they scemed to it

neither of the two ideological perspectives that often motivate folkloristics,"

[f one wishes to use research for idenlogical purposes as, for example, Wilson
states the Finnish historic-geographic school did, there is something eribar-
rassing about cataloguing the irrational beliefs of the peasantry. On the other
hand, there is very little that is aesthetic about a dite, although interesting

legends and colourful cales of the supernatural do provide a ple

sing contrast
with overtly fictional narratives.? Inevitably the amount of scholarship de-
voted to folk beliel was minimal.

Although work did continue in folk belief it tended to lack any overar-
ching theoretical structure. In the 1920s and 30s, Von Sydow extended his
pioneering work in genre analysis to belief materials in attempt to categorize

the different types of expressions in which some element of belief

appeared
to motivate the narrative (106-126, 166-188). This was done, however, in

order to differentiate between those genres which provided useful saurce ma-

19For a discussion of the influence of these aesthetic and ideological perspectives in
folklore research a good source is: Rosemary Zumwalt, American Folklore Scholarship: A
Dialogue of Dissent.

This ideological/aesthetic dichotomy can be seen even in Lhe carliest works men-
tioned above. Brand and Kirk were both motivated by ideolugical concerns where as John
Aubrey's collections can be scen as motivated by an acsthetic impulse. Plot, although
having a few theories and a belief in the efficacy of the scientific method, secms at heart
to have been a collector of anomalous marginalia.
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jals for folklorists and those which did not. As Honko, elaborating on Von

Sydow's work, makes clear:
From the point of view of folk belief study, the analysis of tradi-
tional genres is above all an auxiliary means of source criticism.
(“Memorates” T)

The elucidation of genre does provide a useful first step in analysing folk
belief but it says nothing about the subject itself. The main movements in
folklore, such as the Finnish historic-geographic school of the first half of the
century, never generated methodologies to deal with folk belief. [nstead, dis-
ciplines, such as psychology, seemed to take Hobbes's assertion that belief in
the supernatural belief arises from the inability of ‘primitives’ to distinguish
waking from sleeping?! as definitive. For example, Freudians, such as Ernst
Jones, interpreted supernatural nocturnal assault expetiences as the results

of psychic stress?? and C. Gi. Jung saw UFOs as projections of the collective

23 Other discipli such as anth logy, d on the

functionality of folk belief* During all this folklorists remained strangely

iescent, although a traditional-psychological school of folk belief scholar-

Janes, On The Nightmare. The classic analysis and rebuttal of Freudian theory, as
applied to the Nightmare tradition, comes in Hufford's Terror That Comes In The Night
csp. pp. 115-170.

jung’s formulation is somewhat more ambiguous. For example he saw UFOs as psy-
choids, a form of collabaration between reality and human imagination (Stillings). This
analysis is crucial to the Cyberbiological hypothesis i i
Stillings, Rojcewicz “Signals”).

4Peel summarizes the role of the expressive/instrumental dichotomy in social anthro-
pologicat belief scholarship: “Understanding Alien Belief Systems”, 73-76.
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ship, inspired by the works of Marti Haavio, appears to have started in Fin-
land in the late thirtics. Even the structuralist revolution of the 1960s secned
to sideline belief materials, although there were some exceptions. Dundes at-
tempted to apply his structural model of narrative construction Lo patlerns
of “superstitions”, which he viewed as a particular subsct of dites, clim-
ing that, “superstitions are traditional expressions of one or more conditions
and one or more resul:s with some of the conditions signs and other causes,”
(“Brown” 28). Mullen's work on beliefs among Texan, coastal fishermen pos-
tulated a similar structural model. Stating, however, as Mullen does, that the
superstition, “If you bring a black suitcase on board you will have bad luck”,

fits the model:
Cause condition (black suitcase) implies Result (bad luck)

does not say much that is useful about the belief (“Relationship” 407).
Lauri Honko made a more ambitious attempt to provide a model, which

would account for the generation of personal experience narratives in terms of

experience and tradition that d the Finnish traditional-psychological

model with a

approach (“M 7). lle gives the example
of a barn warmer who falls asleep on the job only to be awoken by a spirit
just in time to prevent the fire from going out. Basically, he asserts that the
individual has violated a norm (sleeping on the job) and expects to suffer the
appropriate sanction (a visit from an angry spirit), and when some unusual

noise awakens him he is in a state of stress. Waking, the combination of his
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psychophysical condition, the dark cnvi and his cultural expecta-
tions causes him to misperceive something as a figure staring at him. Once
the individual becomes fully awake there is no longer any evidence for the
figure (“it has disappeared”), so he draws on his worldview to provide him
with an cxplanation (16-17). [t is an interesting analysis, not least because
it emphasizes the individual’s perceptions of supernatural encounters, which
provides an account for the maintenance of traditions of belief. This theory
allows for a new approach to folk belief as a process with traditions of belief
playing a crucial role, rather than seeing beliefs as random survivals from
exploded systems, and as such it offered room for research. Unfortunately
Honko's model relies crucially on the a priori assumption that anomalous
experiences are caused by the misperception of ordinary objects, and it still
Las to be seen as an attempt to ‘explain away’ folk belief.

Sadly, this is the state in which belief studies have languished until rela-

ively recently.

Folk belief — a new generation of scholars

The revitalization of interest in belief materials is due to many coincident fac-
tors: the emergence of contextualism in the 1960s and the stress on studying
folkloric items within the ethnographic context; the rise in interest in con-
temporary legends and the field’s attempt at defining the genre, usually in

terms of belief; the growing acceptance of certain areas of parapsychological
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research within academia; the growth of reflexivity within a whole host of
the social sciences which is prompting researchers to question the impact of
their beliefs; the influence of paradigm theory of revolutionary rather than
evolutionary change within systems of knowledge; and the pioncering work of
folklorists such as David Hufford and Gillian Bennett who have demonstrated
the utility of feldwork methodologies that attempt to focus on the process
of belief rather than being distracted by ontological status of the items of
belicf.?® The combination of these factors has led, finally, Lo a corpus of
tools and materials that allow for the systematic analysis of beliefs and Lheir

traditional context.

5There is of course the issue of when the study of epistemology leads to the consider-
ation of ontology. Past works have assumed the non-ontological nature of the claims to
knowledge in an a priori manner, inevitably prejudicing the study of cpistemology. The
act of divorcing the two issues clarifies the field, although obviously there dees come a time
when any scholar wishes to examine the ontological basis, and there is no better guide in
this subject than our informants. This thesis leaves the ontological issues of the subject
to one side and is firmly a study of the epi of the crop circle
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2.2 Current Trends in Belief Studies

‘There appear Lo be four main strands in current belief studies that have
contributed towards the resurgence of interest in folk belief. They can be

summarized as:

. The sensitivity to traditions of disbelief as well as traditions of belief.

~

. The deconstruction of belief narratives into features, allowing princi-

pled comparison of events from seeming] d belief traditi

&

. The use of the iential source hypothesis in ition to the cul-
tural source hypothesis, which is to say that experience can be primary

in a tradition.

. The elucidation of patterns of belief that focuses on the coherent nature
of belief systems and the function of these systems within the social

context.

The last of these items is the most difficult to deal with because it seems
to have resulted from the combination of the other three principles. Conse-
quently very few folklorists have focussed on the rational nature of folk belief

or attempted to foreground the notion of systems.?® The main thrust of this

6 Although the influence of systems theory on folk belief studies has been much talked
about little seems yet to have been published. Notable exceptions are Hufford, “Con-
temporary Folk Medicine” 46-65; Goldstein, “Sharing In The One” 26-28. The prime
text, thus far, appears to have been written by two sociologists, Borhek and Curtis, and
attempts an empirically verifiable typology of belief systems.
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thesis is to do precisely that and [ deal with it in terms of explanation - -
the internal, reasoned aspects of belief systems. At this point, it is useful to

sketch some of the influence of the other three strands.

2.2.1 Traditions of disbelief

William S. Burroughs writes that, “between believers and non-believers,
there is only the razor’s edge.” This is a view that is gaining a surprising
amount of currency amongst researchers: as Hufford argues,
..atheists are believers as much as the faithful are. The reli-
gionist s as much a skeptic of the materialist framework as the
materialist is  skeptic of the supernatural. (“Traditions” 20)
The plea is for the investigator to attempt to walk the razor’s edge whilst

studying such beliefs, to nurture what Hufford describes as a “radical objec-

tivity”, for in so doing,
... we immediately find two parallel sets of traditions where we
had thought there was only one: traditions of belicf on the one
hand and “traditions” of disbelief on the other. (20)

To state that there is a tradition of disbelief is merely Lo argue that with
any set of beliefs there will be some people who do ot believe in them and
these people will fall into a tradition of disbelief. That is to say that their
disbeliefs are likely to be founded in traditional, cultural ideas. Thus, if one
identifies a tradition of belief in, for example, the existence of fairies then

one will immediately be able to identify people who do not believe in the
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existence of [airies for certain reasons and that these reasons are formed in

a folkloric manner. This should not be taken as stating that there is some

h rldview that denies the existence of any and all
phenomena and s the tradition of disbelief; rather given any one item or event
there will be “helievers” and “disbelievers”. A “tradition of disbelief” does

not y 1 exactly to a li jali

worldview,?”
rather it expresses a certain reasoning process. It is perfectly possible, and
indeed quite common, to find disbeliefs that are irrational.

Gillian Bennett, in her analysis of the beliefs of elderly women about var-
ious supernatural issues, demonstrates that the fulcrum between belief and
disbelief is not necessarily some concept of objective truth. She discovers
that whereas the majority of women accept the possibility of involuntary,
intuitive experiences (seeing ghosts, precognitive dreams), a similar major-
ity do not accept voluntary, intellectual phenomena (horoscopes, seances).
Bennett atlributes this to a certain reasoning process which allows the onto-
logical status of events that appear to correspond in type with the women’s
gender-related self-identity. Thus these women, who have been socialized
into the role of passive, emotional beings — as opposed to the male role
of active intellectualism — tend to believe in things that display the same

characteristics ( Traditions 27-31).

M Jacqueline Simpson appears to make this assumption in her article, “Belicf and Dis-
belief”, in which she appears to equate rational scepticism with the process of disbelicf.
The debate is carried on in Goldstein, “Beliel and Disbelief”; and Hufford, “Rational
Scepticism”.
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The characterization of the two traditions of belief (belicf and disbelief)
allows a radical redefinition of the subject of folk belief, for if we, as Huf-
ford suggests, “make the the clement of likelihood or objective accuracy a
descriptive rather than a definitive one” (“Humanoids” 235) then we both
broaden and delimit the field. For example, during the American Moon land-
ings programme a common disbelief, which appeared to gain quite a degree
of status, emerged that stated, basically, that the landings never happened
and were faked. This modern disbelief falls into exactly the same categories
as those about fairies and ghosts.?®

Equally importantly, such a characterization forces the lolklorist to re-
evaluate their investigation and presentation of folk beliefs. As Diane Gold-
stein remarks:

Though individual scholars may hold unshakable ideas about the
ontological status and nature of supernatural phenomena, our
focus as folklorists is on the belief and not, at least initially, on
the phenomenon itself. (“Belief” 65)
By doing this it is possible to achieve what the British sociologist, John Pecl
called for in 1969:
...in the study of alien belief systems we must aim at a more dif-
ficult goal, a temporary suspension of the cognitive assumptions
of our own society. (82)

A classic example of the confusion that occurs when a folklorist fails

to suspend his own disbeliefs can be seen in an article by Wayland Iland,

8See for example, Dégh and Vazsonyi, “Legend and Beliel™ 283,
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the pre-eminent American folk belief scholar of the post Second World-War

period. Writing on “the fiery and luminous creatures of lower mythology” he

struggles to devise a ph logy. Rejecting out of hand his inf :
cxplanations of the lights as being supernatural in origin, because “the whole
field of folklore rests more on the products of human fantasy. . . than on the
cold, hard logic demanded by science” (232), he turns to those who “casting
aside their predilection for folklore, pure and undiluted, have tried to account
for what they have heard as old-wives tales,” (232). From these he gains the
observation that maybe glow-worms and fireflies are responsible, which he
rejects because “These creatures scem too commonplace in natural history
1o be the object of extensive mythologizing,” (233). Eventually he is driven
to considering the sparks of electricity caused when a fox's tail touches the
ground, the luminosity caused by rotting wood and analogies to St. Elmo’s
fire. Essentially, he confuses phenomenonology with interpretation® and
wmost. tellingly only takes into account those explanations which hail from
various raditions of disbelief.

Through recognizing disbeliefs for what they are, just another form of

belief, and being aware of our own beliefs and biases whilst studying those of

This is perhaps a little harsh. Most phlloxophlcal schools go far beyond the dictionary
definition of and into i For example A. R. Lacey’s
Dictionary of Philosophy defines “phenomenonology” as:

Literally, the description or study of appearances.. .. the emphasis shifted
away from the mere description of appearance towards a description of the
objects of experience, which [Hussetl] called, phenomena. (158)

and it is likely that this is what Hand was taking as his point of departure.
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others, we are able avoid some of the pitfalls into which many have previously

slipped. Furthermore this also leads to a more subtle characte

tion of the
beliefs of individuals. As Rojcewicz remarks it scems that individuals arc
able to hold contradictory beliefs or interpretations of events and select from
amongst them according to context.*® He notes that previous studies have
tended to overlook this point, leading to collections of beliefs that bear a
homogeneity that may be more the product of the researcher's own beliefs
than those of their informants (“Round Two")."' This acknowledgement
of the existence of supraindividual traditions of belief and disbelicl and our
attempt to escape from our own biases wherever possible helps to revitalise
the whole field of inquiry, as Hufford, again, points out.

....there is a limit to how many times one can explain the naive
ircationalism of one's informants, whilst simultancously alleging
their dignity and native intelligence, and espouse a universal rel-
ativism that is at direct odds with with one’s own implicit epis-
temology, before cognitive dissonance and boredom combine Lo
send one on to more pleasant occupations. (“Reason” 181)

39Rojcewica makes this point in “Round Two", drawing on Kenneth Goldstein's article
on the difficulties in collecting folk beliefs. The issuc s contentious for Rojcewics directly
argues against a reductionist reasoning process and draws on cpistemological logics such
as Dan Sperba's in contrast to the model of cognitive dissonance proposcd by Festinger,
which is discussed later.

31This homogeneity is sometimes evident throughout this thesis and is something of a
side-effect of my collecting methodology. This work is deliberately biased towards eluci-
dating systems of thought and traditions of explanation and I have therefore glossed over
some of the inherent ambiguity of the subject. Readers should be aware that the helicfa
expressed throughout this thesis by my informants may well have been radically different
if expressed to another person or even if they had been expressed to me at a different time.
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2.2.2 Phenomenonology and features

As a corollary to his elucidation of traditions of belief and disbelief Hufford

h Toiical athindal —

found himself lled to espouse a

in which the investigator focuses purely on the percipient’s account. He

describes a phenomenonological interview as one which aims at a:
description of specific subjecti iences with a minimum of

interference from interpretation and ambi lan-
guage. (Terror xvi-xvii)

Such an approach sidesteps issues based around the ontological reality of any
event by dealing with its descriptive features.

By comparing narratives from several interviews dealing with the same
beliel tradition, the investigator is in a position to attempt a typology of
the descriptive features that are associated with the reported events. So,
for example, I{ufford is able to isolate four stable, “primary” features that
occur in all of the “Old Hag" experiences® that he has studied, as well as
many more “secondary” features that are often found in the attacks ( Terror
267-270). These features act as signposts, pointing out the issues that have
1o be addressed by any explanation, without imposing an interpretation of
their own.

Hufford did not invent the use of features in belief scholarship, however

he was the first to use them in a folkloristic context. Previously it had been a

322t its most basic these experiences can be defined as nocturnal, supernatural assaults.
Generally they are reported as fearful attacks on sleeping indivi ho find themselves
paralysed and unable to fully wake whilst some presence is in their vicinity.
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device used only by advocates for particular traditions of belief. For example,
Raymond Moody, in his pioncering work on “Near Death Experiences”, drew
up a list of features that appeared to be common to the vast majority of expe-
riences, both cross-culturally and in cases where the percipient had not been
exposed to the belief tradition. Similariy a close phenomenonological descrip-
tion of anomalous events had long been advocated by ufologists (rescarchers
dealing with the UFO phenomenon) such as Jenny Randles, Peter Warring:
ton, Jacques Vallee and J. Allen Hynek.? Mt notably, an innovative piece
of research by a pair of scientists, Lehr and Schroeder, demonstrated that
it was possible to explain mermaid sightings as an optical phenomenon il
the data from narratives dealing with such sightings was used Lo inform the
parameters of the phenomenon.

The ramifications of this approach are spreading throughout folk beliel
studies and into related fields such as ufology. Hufford himself demonstrated
similarities between the Newfoundland “Hag” tradition and a whole range
of seemingly diverse phenomena, such as vampires, out of body experiences
and alien encounters (Terror 171-244). One scholar in particular, Peter

Rojcewicz, has taken this methodology and proposed an “Extraordinary Kn-

counter Continuum” hypothesis. This essentially postulates thal a sl of
features can be drawn up which comprises the possible ontology of any en-

counter with a paranormal entity. Thus any one encounter will select a

SHynek, UFOs: A Scientific Inurstigation; Randles and Warrington, UFOs: A British
Viewpoint; Vallee, Passport to Magonia, Invisible College.
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Figure 2.1: An example of the use of features in a continuum
“The theory works as follows. lmagine that after exhaustive phenomenonolog-
ical analysis the investigator has found a number of features — here simplified
tosix: {a b cdef}. Within these taditions one body of encounters always
contains the features {a b c}, another always contains {d e } and a third
contains {c d e}. The diagram above models the differences and similarities.
Of course this is vastly oversimplified.

certain subset of these features. He theorizes that particular belief traditions
will be defined by the selection of a particular subset as primary features.
Thus it is possible to envisage a continuum of experiences with certain tra-
ditions sharing common features. This is further demonstrated in figure 2.1.

As Hufford’s book becomes increasingly widely available, having just re-
cently gone into a paperback edition, the implications of his work are be-
ginning to spread. Hilary Evans uses some of his concepts in his work on
encounters with paranormal enities ( Visions) and Bullard takes a similar

o g ’

stance in his i igation of alien when he produces

an eight-point schema for such abductions (“UFO” 153). Increasingly, such

work is demonstrating the complex interconnections between various sys-
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tems of beliefs as well as disbeliefs and, just as importantly, illustrating the

traditionality of 'y beliefs with anal from the past.*

2.2.3 The experience-based approach

The combination of a ph logical methodology and the unearthing

of traditions of disbelief, in folklorists® as well as the folk, led ‘Hullord to

propose an alternative model of the interaction between supernatural o

periences and traditional belief: “the experiential source hypothesis”. The
theory basically proposes that:

....some significant proportion of super beliefis associated
with accurate observations interpreted rationally. ( Terror xviii)

Hufford proposes this in opposition to what he calls the “cultural source

hypothesis”, which maintains that supernatural belief arises from inacenrate

observations interpreted according to cultural models.*

The value of experiential source hypothesis is two-fold: it illuminates the
cultural source hypothesis, which is too often treated as the a priori basis of
investigation; and it allows an investigation to be undertaken from a truly

sceptical, rationalist viewpoint, for to say that some portion of a tradition is

4For further examples see, Hufford, “Humanoids and Anomalous Lights"; Meurger and
Gagnon, Loke Monster Traditions; Rojcewicz, “The ‘Men In Black’ Experience”; Vallee,
Passport to Magania.

3See for example, the discussion above of: Honko, “Memorates and Folk elicf™. In
his paper Honko makes the a priori ion that ters with entities
are always misperceptions of natural phenomena.

3 Terror 13-48, See also Donald Ward, “The Little Man Who Wasn't There.”
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fonnded upon accurate observation is not to prejudge any ontological basis
of the tradition. If one proposes that some part of the belief in the existence
of ghosts, for cxample, is based upon accurately observed and reported ex-
periences that in no way is to state that ghosts have an objective existence

as, say, spirits of the dead or as pranksters wearing white sheets.

2.2.4 Walking the razor’s edge

“The three issues raised above combine to force a reevaluation of the relation-
ship between the folklorist and the folk belief materials we study. Rather than
collecting only those beliefs we feel to be somehow objectively untrue and
using that as the defining principle, the activity is best summarized as the
identification of some emic tradition of belief and the utilization of folk con-
cepts to guide an investigation into its phenomenonology. This methodology
allows the collection of raw data that can then be interpreted theoretically.
In a very real sense the tradition bearers become our teachers and guides and
not the childish old crones that Hand suggests.*”

The great benefit of this new approach is that it allows the field of folk-
lore to re-encompass much work that has been exiled from it. Writing in
1987 of supernatural belief traditions, Jacqueline Simpson, a leading British
folklorist, said, in a counsel of despair:

Such things can, and should be, investigated, but the method-




ology involved will have to be that of an appropriate science,
not that of folklore per se. [t was inevitable that [for example,
Andrew] Lang should shift his main uctivity to the Society of
Psychical Research once he began Lo suspect that paranormal
phenomena might have a factual basis. {“Belicf” 16)

This need not be the case. Andrew Lang, a leading folklorist in Victorian
times gradually found himself becoming a voicc in the wilderness, finding

himself more intell lly at home in paraps !

gy, because the folklore

establishment refused to grant his interests legitimacy.™ Lang's crime was

that he argued for the possibility of pare | experiences.® [ would hope
that he would now find himself at home with much of the current thinking,
for writing in 1894 he anticipates Hufford’s analysis of irrationality within
traditions of disbelief (Lang uses the term “common sense”) as well as those
of belief.

In many cases, as we show, the explanations offered by common-
sense are inconsistent, inadequate and can only be accepled by
aid of a strong bias which influences the reasoner. (xiii)

The current climate is allowing both sceptics and believers the chance

to use folkloristic models in their i igation of paranormal ph in

38The most passionate of Lang's advocates, Gillian Bennett, describes him as depresied
but determined, and states that he remained in folklore to the bitter end (Personal com-
munication). The quote from Jacqueline Simpson above seems to contradict this. The
‘truth’ of the matter is difficult to determine. The point is that Lang published in both
parapsychological and folklore journals, in the same way that folklorists such as Peter
Rojcewicz and Thomas Bullard currently do. However in Lang's time such activity was
considered anti-establishmentarian.

39Gillian Bennett concisely sketches the argument between Andrew Lang and Edward
Clodd in Traditions of Belief 96-104; and “The Rhetoric of Tradition.”
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a way that has not been possible before. My intent is to use some of the
machinery described above Lo attempt to explicate systems of explanation

for a phenomenon, the flattened circles of standing cereal crops, that is as

abjectively real as you ar 1.
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2.3 Crop Circles and Folk Belief

The first portion of this chapter has attempted to do two main things; to

sketch the paradigm in which most of the past work about folk belief hias

taken place and to outline a new approach, most notably employed in the
writings of David Hufford and Gillian Bennett, that appears to olfer renewed
vitality and vigor to the field. [ believe that the most significant achicvement
of this approach has been to shift the focus of belief studies to the process
of beliel. It is in this light that crop circles make a useful focus in folk helief
processes for, unlike so many anomalous phenomena, there is no doubt as

to their existence. Crop circles are prima facie evidence that something (or

things) is causing them. What then s at stake are the various explanations

highlighted

for the origin of these circles. Cq ly this ph has
issues in folk belief, such as the choice and use of evidence, that are often
buried under epistemological confusion and taxonomic chaos. Thus it is
possible to focus on the various explanations that are being proposed for the

nature of the agent that causes the crop circles.

2.3.1 The role of explanation

An explanation is an abstract concept that interprets some class of observed
phenomena, whether supranormal, paranormal or otherwise. Thal is to say,

an explanation is to a corpus of observed phenomena in a belief tradition
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as, for example, the theory of gravity is to the observation that things fall
down. This implies that there should be some degree of similarity between
explanations of all types, whether folk, scientific, pseudo-scientific, religious
or another, because the explanations function similarly. Therefore one would
expect such explanations to be subject to similar external forces if not nec-
essarily composed of similar structures.*®

"The relationship between belief and explanation can perhaps be best il-
lustrated by looking briefly at a couple of other traditions of belief (ghosts

and UFOs) in order to illustrate the relationship that holds within them.

Ghosts

It is easiest to start with the subject of ghosts first for much of the legwork has
already been done by Gillian Bennett in her book Traditions of Belief. Al-
thou gh she never explicitly foregrounds the concept of explanation, she does
do two main things: she analyses the acceptability of certain supranormal be-
liefs to her informants, under the rubrics of traditions of belief and disbelief,

and she traces the changes in the characteristic behaviour of ghosts in nar-

ratives over time: the classic synchronic and diachronic facets of folkl

research. [ believe that the concept of explanation can be invoked to ex-
plicitly unify the two. Synchronically an explanation provides the paradigm

which determines the acceptability and membership of an event within a

"49The concept of ‘explanation’ has caused much trouble for philosophers. See, for ex-
ample, Lacey, Dictionary of Philosophy 64-66.
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certain belief tradition. Diachronically it allows for change and variation as
external, paradigmatic forces exert pressure.

Bennett’s analysis of her informants’ beliefs about various supranormal
phenomena essentially isolate the results of their explanations in much the
same way that a doctor can isolates the symptoms of a patient’s problem.
From these results she deduces that they are more apt to believe in phenom-
ena when the act of doing so does not appear to contradict their social and
religious self-identity. It is y.ossible, however, to generalize this and consider
the women’s explanations. Bennett says:

The crucial sticking-point is [the women's| attitude towards the
status of the dead. Rationalists of the ‘once you're dead, you're
dead’ school discount not only belief in spirits but also most forms
of divination and it lists of the ‘there are
more things in Heaven and Barth, Horatio' school would not only
believe that the ghost of Hamlet’s father was real cnough but also
firmly trust ESP. (27)

Soif the explanation for ghost (the theory of what exactly a ghost is) is taken
to be something along the lines of ‘a ghost is the metaphysical remnant of a
dead or soon to be dead person’, then a dichotomy is formed amongst those
who accept the explanation. That is to say that if one belicves that ghosts
are the spirits of the dead then the ontological status of ghosts is determined
precisely by whether or not one accepts the possibility of spirits of the dead.

Therefore one can reason along the following lines:
1. Ghosts are the spirits of the dead.
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2. Spirits of the dead do not, or can not, exist.
3. Therefore ghosts do not exist.

This may appear to be belabouring the point but it seems to me to be
crucial to the understanding of why it is possible for approximately 20%
of the women interviewed by Bennett to disbelieve in ghosts but believe in
ESP (27). This, at the very least, calls into question the quote above for it
suggests that ‘rationalists’ may believe in paranormal events. Bennett does
not indicate the basis on which these women rest their beliefs but it does
seem to suggest that we need a slightly more complex analysis.*

In addition to this synchronic analysis of contemporary ghost beliefs, Ben-
nett also traces the changing role of the ghost throughout recorded history
(149-209). In particular she focuses on the changing social role of the ghost.
In this respect she follows Keith Thomas who correlates social changes with
changes in the depiction and activities of ghosts (587-606). He states that
“Ghosts were no more motiveless than witches; they had an important social
role to play,” (596). Therefore changes in society, the intellectual climate of
the time, perforce changed narratives about ghosts.

‘The two authors both skirt around the role of explanation to a greater

or lesser extent. Thomas’s work falls into the academic tradition of disbelief
41Bennett appears to favour an approach which splits the women into two camps and
then characterizes paranormal phenomena on four continuua. The chance of either group

of women accepting an event as eal depends upon the event's position on the continuua.
See pp. 31-35
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pointed out by Hufford. As he states in the introduction to his book:

..ghosts and fairies are now all rightly disdained by intelligent
persons. But they were taken seriously by equally intelligent per-
sons in the past, and it is the historian’s job to show why this is

so. (ix)

It is precisely because his book is a history, relying on published texts and

not considering contemporary fieldwork, that it totally misses the extant and

widespread belief in the existence of ghosts. Instead he quotes Blauner in
attributing the lack of modern ghosts to demographic change.

The relative absence of ghosts in modern society can thus be seen
as the result of a d hic change: ‘the di i social
situation of the majority of the decenpd’

Similarly Thomas states of 18 century ghost beliefs:
If [the people of the time] stopped seeing ghosts it was because
such apparitions were losing their social relevance, not just be-
cause they were regarded as intellectually impossible. (606)
Gillian Bennett whilst breaking out of the strait-jackel of the cultural
source hypothesis still focuses on the functionality of ghosts.*

. these concepts have two vital psychological functions. Firstly,
they are strenuous attempts to bring rhyme and reason to a

#2Thomas, 605. Quote is from R. Blauner, “Death and Social Structure”, Psychiatry
XXIX (1966)

43Commenting on an earlier draft of this chapter Gillian Bennett observed that thi
is a bit unfair to her, stating that her comment was intcnded as an empirical observa-
tion: “I didn't (don't) suggest that this is an ezplanation for ghost belief in the manner
of folkloristic adaptations of functionalism. [ see the evolving traditions of ghosts as a
series w(anempl.s at an explanation, each shaped to some extent by the changing histori-
cal/ ligious context,” (personal
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chastic world. Secondly, they give the highest sanction to tra-

ditional female values and are thus the strongest justification of

the lives the women have led and the duties they have given their

lives performing. ( Traditions 212)
This falls squarely in the British tradition of functional anthropology that
can be seen best in the works of Malinowski, who analyses the function
of magic as being to rlease anxiety when a person is faced with a bad
situation.” Whilst not denying that such beliefs play an important part in
the lives of individuals and communities, [ believe it is important to to isolate

explanation from event.

UFOs

The issue of UFOs is considerably more confused than that of ghosts, yet is
paradoxically easier to unravel if one differentiates between explanation and
event, because that is precisely where the confusion lies. As Peter Rojcewicz
writes:

A major obstacle involved in securing adequate definitions of un-
orthodox phenomena like UFOs stems from the failure of the
present terms to differentiate between descriptions and interpre-
tations of events. (“Extraordinary” 132)

Thus, as Rojcewicz points out, the acronym UFO, which was invented by the

American Air Force, is full of evaluative assumptions about the nature of the

phenomenon it is supposed to label. That is to say that if one calls something

¥5ce for example Malinowski, Coral Gardens and their Magic.
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an ‘unidentified flying object one makes certain a priori assumptions -- that
it is possessed of some type of motive power and that it has a material
existence. Analogous objections can be raised about the term “llying saucer”
(Price-Williams, 224).

The reason for the confusion of terms is due to the dominance of one par-
ticular explanation that has been proposed for the phenomenon, which is that
UFOs are extra-terrestrial craft visiting the Earth: the “Fxtra-Terrestrial
Hypothesis” (ETH). This seemingly simple hypothesis has spawned a host
of questions. If we are being visited who is doing it? How are they doing
it? Why? What are the effects on us? Does the government know? Does
it have evidence? If it does have evidence why isn't releasing it? It is these
questions that have dominated ufology, at least in America. It is Lhe UFQ
paradigm because it delimits both the types of answers thal may arise and
the types of questions that may be asked. Ufology has become the search for
evidence to support the ETH.®

event and expl

allows us to entrate on the phe-
nomenonology of the event. In so doing we are freed from the constraints
of the ETH, which has directed so much work in ufology in the same way
that the cultural source hypothesis has dominated studies in folk belief. In

particular this allows a redefinition of the field. So, for example, Rojcewicz

See for example, Gilmorr, Final Report of the Scientific Study of Unidentifird Flying
Objects; Hendry, A UFO Handbook; Hynek, UFOs: The UFO Ezperience; Sagan and
Page, UFOs: A Scientific Debate.
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is concerned to demonstrate that UFO encounters can be placed on his Ex-

traordinary Encounter Conti and Hufford that “anoma-
lous lights™ scen in the sky appear to have been with us for a long, long time
(“Ilumancids®). As Linda Dégh states:

Since immemorable(sic| times people frequently looked at the sky.
In many instances there was something to catch their vision. ...
Man saw the Wild Hunt, the Headless Horseman, dragons and
spirits flying with sparkling lights. ...

In our civilized western world people do not see these things
anymore. All they can see are flying saucers at low altitudes.
(“UFOs" 242)

It is the observation that anomalous lights may have been seen through-
out the lifetime of humanity and that it is the ETH which is ‘new’ that has
inspired authors, such as Jacques Vallee, to attempt to demonstrate a conti-
nuity. So, for example, Vallee quotes a case from Japan in the year 1235AD
in which “mysterious sources of light were seen to swing and circle in the
southwest, moving in loops until the early morning,” ( Passport 5). In this
case not only is the description of the event remarkably similar to modern
accounts, but the Japanese response to it is completely analogous to the
present day military investigations of UFOs.

General Yoritsume ordered what we would now term a “full-scale
scientific investigation,” and his consultants set to work. Fairly
soon they made their report. “The whole thing is completely
natural, General,” they said in substance. “It is only the wind
making the stars sway.”



It would seem, that like the ghost traditions analysed earlier we have a
phenomenon that has constantly been reinterpreted. Before UFOs were ex-
traterrestrial craft they were phantom aircraft (Litzgren and Svahn), phan-
tom airships (O'Chariton; Watson), phantom suns (Plot), or flying ships
from the cloud world of Magonia (Vallee 9-10). This is not to say that there
has been a direct progression of explanations, but that over time the explana-
tions for anomalous lights in the sky have shifted, changed, evolved or been
usurped by totally new ones.

A fairly recent example of a shift in explanation comes from Newfonnd-
land which has a long tradition of explanations for anumalous lights that
appears to be being superceded by the ETH. The effect of this can be seen
from the following entry, collected in 1974, in the Memorial University of
Newfoundland Folklore and Language Archive (MUNFLA). The text is re-
produced here in full as it appears on the card.

The older people believed in warning lights. A warning light
was supposed to be a light which passed low over the ice out
towards the sea and it predicted a bad storm. [ haven't seen any
warning lights or heard talk of any been seen while | was growing
up but I heard grandfather say many times that “if you scen a
warning light you were guaranteed to have a bad storm the day
after one was seen.” Warning lights were usually red but were
sometimes green they were usually considered a bad omen.

Seven or eight years ago red lights were seen around home,
although [ didn't see any several people said they did but the
strange thing is people didn’t consider them to be warning lights
but UFOs. This got people very upset and scared more than
warning lights did. People on the coast seem to be more scared
of the unknown and abstract than any of the known and concrete.
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(FSC 74-103/16)
In this case the shift in explanation has altered the reaction of the cormmunity
Lo the event from one of acceptance to one of fear.
Explanation and crop circles

‘The focus of this thesis then is not on whether or not crop circles exist, for

they do, but on explanations for their existence and their formation. It is the

mapping out of the relationships of the various postulated explanations to
extant. paradigms of explanation which will, I hope, shed some light on the

nature of those paradigms. It is the explanations for the causative agent(s)

behind the circles phenomenon that generate this thesis’s questions. Who

holds these explanations and why? From where do the explanations :ome

and what do the various explanations have with each other? [n
answering some, or at least using, these questions it becomes possible to look
at an issue of folk belief from a macroscopic level.

Perhaps the most important thing about this study is that the circles
phenomenon has reached a fever pitch of excitement in the last two summers
that it may never reach again. In this climate people have to take notice

of the events and the events are so scemingly anomalous that people have

to find explanations for them. C ly the whole dialectal process is

out there in the open; people are involved at all levels and at least one of

the formations of the summer of 1990 — the Alton Barnes pictogram (See

106



figure .12, pg. 19) — shuws all the signs of becoming at least a temporary
cultural icon.

The argument is then that there are various explanations for the rigin
of crop circles and that these explanations will be internally consistent as
well as conforming to certain paradigms. In a sense | am arguing for the
analysis of folk explanation as a folklore genre. This directly follows on from
the concept of folk beliefs as rational, systematic methods for making sense
of the world. As Gillian Bennett states:

Far from being ‘irrational’, they are the results of a rationalizing
impulse, and far from being ‘superstitious’, they are the results
of careful thought and corporate discussion. .. ( Traditions 212)

I will discuss the ramifications of ideri lanations as a genre later,

for now it is salient to note a few points. Firstly, explanations are creative,
which is to say that given some facts it is possible to fit them into the ex-
planation, in much the same way as it is possible to take a series of events
and turn them into a mirchen, legend, joke, ballad or whatever. In Lhis case
the explanation acts as an organizing principle. Secondly, explanations de-
termine what is and what is not a part of the phenomenon that it interprets.
Thirdly, it is possible to find parody explanations such as the “rogue hedge-
hog” explanation for crop circles that has become an esoteric joke amongst
circles enthusiasts. Fourthly, there are certain anti-explanations that scem

to fit the same relationshi

to explanations that anti-legends do to legends,

which is to say that they take an explanation and turn it on its head for the
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purpose of discrediting the original.
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2.4 Methodology

Having sketched the limits of my intended sutject it is necessary to spend
a little time explaining the methodology T used to gather the data and the
principles behind it.

What I did can be best described as taking a ‘snap shot’ of crop circles
folklore over a period of ten months, using a methodology that owes its main
intellectual debt to the Mass Observation movement founded in the UK in
the 1930s.® The basic principle was, at heart, to collect anything that so
much as hinted at crop circles regardless of whether it originated in folk,
popular, elite or any other category of ‘culture’ that one may care Lo posit.

Offhand by ional folklorists, condom advertisements, uses

of crop circles as referents, all these were considered to be the results of

the interaction between the phenomenon and society. These products we

backed up by the more traditional folkloristic techniques of interviews and
archival searches.
To an extent this approach is the result of my attempt to discern a single,

ideological domain for the subject.*” This is not a situation in which I could

“43ee, for example, Tom Harrisson and Charles Madge, Brilain by Mass Obseruation.
Crescent ed. (London: Century Hutchinson, 1986 {1939]). For an example of the applica-
tion of their methodology see Mass Observation, War Begins At Home (London: Chatts
and Windus, 1940). My thanks to Paul Smith for these references and the introduction
to the Mass-Observation archive at the University of Sussex, UK.

The phraseology in this case is intended to be evocative of Elliot Oring's call for
the, “conceptualization of a single ideological domain to which folklore, news, literatuce
and court cases belong,” (“Legend”).
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travel to a small, self-determined community and use that to delimit my
investigations. Crop circles have become an international phenomenon and
were a major part of cveryday life in Britain for a few weeks in the summer
of 1990.

Originally [ had intended to focus on self-contained groups of enthusi-
asts, in much the same way Linda Milligan did in her analysis of UFOs as
a contemporary legend (UFO”). However, [ quickly realised that such a
study seemed Lo miss the sense of national importance that the phenomenon
has acquired. On the other hand, the process of gathering dites about the
phenomenon did not seem to tell me enough about the systems of beliefs
thal appeared to be evolving. It was for these reasons that I felt it useful to
neither concentrate on a small number of circles researchers in great depth
nor Lo just compile a compendia of beliefs, but to integrate both techniques.

Inevitably, what [ collected was no more than a fraction of what occurred.
[ was in much the same position as a man trying to understand a river by
standing in the middie of it and collecting handfuls of water as it flowed
by. | became almost a kind of ‘candid camera’ folklorist. [f I overheard
people talking about crop circles T made notes as soon after as possible. In
tny everyday life [ asked anyone [ came actoss, check-out workers, bar staff,
shopkeepers, friends, the person next to me on the train, what they knew
about crop circles and what they thought about them. I also tried carrying

| and books in conspi places in hope that people would come
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up to me, and they did.

This fairly unorthodox approach was supplemented by more in-depth
interviews both with circles enthusiasts and with everyday people which
allowed me to begin Lo map out the existence of particular explanations
throughout society. It also gave me leads to use when trying to determine
the relationship between the explanation and the paradigm with which it was
associated. [n a sense [ was using my informants' explanations as a guide to
the phenomenon.

As [ mentioned above, although this may scem an unorthodox methodol-
ogy it does have its precedent in the pioneering research technique that Tom
Harrisson termed “mass observation” (Harrisson and Madge). The aim of
his research was to collect quantitative data about the opinions of the British

nation about certain matters. He did this by selting up an archive and re-

cruiting observers who would keep diaties and fill out questionnaires about

specific subjects. The observer’s task was to note down anything which he
ot she obsetved that appeared to them to pertain to the subject, and then
report their findings back to a central arrkive, The aim was observation of
the masses by the masses. Ironically, though the goal of the method was
quantitative analysis, they ended up collecting material that was much more
suitable for qualitative ethnography. Left to their own devices the observers
made their own, native judgements about what should go into their diarics

and consequently the nation has inherited a wonderful amount of cthno-

11



graphic material from the 1930s and World-War II. In my studies I played
the part of one mass observer desperately trying to collect as much material
as possible, as well as the central archive.

A more detailed analysis of the type of data [ collected and the issues
that it raised is given at the start of the next chapter. This chapter focused
on the concept of cxplanation and gave some preliminary ideas about how
it relates to the subject of supernatural folk belief in general and crop circle
beliefs in pacticular. My fieldwork methodology evolved out of my interest in
systems of folk explanation and the practicalities of what could be achieved
in the lime available. Inevitably, [ feel that there is still much to be done.
Chis is a huge subject and there are many facets to it which simply do not fit
into a thesis of this scope. For now I wish to make use of perhaps the unique
feature of the crop circles phenomenon: that it is a mystery that can not
be dismissed as nothing more than misperceptions and tall tales. Of course
the circles may all be hoaxes but that possibility by no means invalidates
the issue at hand. It is the whats, whys and hows of the beliefs about crop
circles that have been highlighted by the phenomenon, and that is what the

rest of this thesis is devoted to discussing.



Chapter 3

Crop Circle Explanations

Introduction

This chapter presents most of the data to be used in this thesis. In doing so
it illustrates the main explanations for the origin of the crop circles. As such
it combines a presentation of the fieldwork that I undertook in the summer
and autumn of 1990 and something of a review of the crop circle literature.
Although this time period will provide the basis for most of the data, where it
seems appropriate [ also draw on some interviews conducted in Newfoundland
in the spring of 1991, as well as discussions about the phenomenon that are
currently taking place over computer networks.

To foreground the concept of explanation in the presentation of the data

this chapter will be organised around the various explanations that have been
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put forward. There appear to be three popularly successful explanations that
have various adherents, and the main body of the chapter will be devoted to
discussing each of these in term. I will also consider various less successful
explanations, as well as what could be described as an anti-explanation, in
the closing section of the chapter.

As stated in the previous chapter, during my field-work I collected, es-
sentially, everything that came my way. It was not a genre-based operation.
In this thesis my basic unit of analysis can be best described as an “expla-
nation”: a collection of dites about a subject. Normally, a dite — a succinct
expression of beliel — could be of the form, “I believe crop circles are caused
by whirlwinds”. Such a dite, though providing a concise statement of opin-
ion, does not illuminate the whys and wherefores of the opinion for it is not
explanatory in or of itself. An explanation is an expression in which the
believer puts forward some reason as to the basis for this choice of opinion.

The example below should help to clarify my intended meaning.

Interview Collected from a member of the bar staff at a night-club in
South-West England. Woman in mid-40s, interviewed after night-club has
closed. (Interviewer, BM, woman, SW.)

BM ['m interested in crop-circles. You know, the circular marks
in fields.

SW Oh yes, them. They're really fascinating. I would love to
know what causes them.
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B So would L. ((both laugh))
Actually T would like to know what you think causes them.

SW Ldon’t know. ((pauses)) I've heard it’s whirlwinds that land
in the field. [ don’t think it’s ((pauses, laughs)) anything,
you know, from outer space. No. [t’s not that [ don't [
believe in, that. .. there’s things from up there. ((gesturing
to ceiling))

BM You think it's whirlwinds then?

SW Well it seems possible. | mean if it was, you know, fly-
ing saucers or anything you would think they would leave
footprints."

Fund, lly this kind of

pression is the result of me trying to elicit
a statement of opinion from an informant and then asking them why they
hold that opinion. In this example the only dite expressed occurs when the
woman says, “I've heard it’s whirlwinds that land in the field.” Indeed,
it is immediately noticeable that she does not give much commitment to
her belief: if not for the rest of the interview it would be ambiguous as to

whether it is the case that she believes that crop circles are so-caused.? The

ICertain ipti ions ace used this thesis. [n tape transcr

ion carries ive rather than ical i ion, with a comma

marking a short pause and a period a longer one. Very long pauses are indicated by

line-breaks. Interruptions are marked by a line break terminated with three dots. Para-

and extra-linguistic information is inserted in double parenthesis. Editorial information

is inserted in square brackets. Three dots inside double parentheses indicates omitted or
indecipherable text. In untaped texts punctuation is used grammatically.

Her use of an ‘I've heard. ..’ construction appears to be a linguistic clue to the level of
het belief on a par with those analysed by Gillian Bennett in Traditions of Belief (213).
According to Bennett's framework for analysis, the constant pausing and Jaughter is hest
interpreted as non-committal or slight disbelief. Bennett’s phrasal and paralinguistic cues
mark the text as indicating that although SW belicves in the existence of UFOs, and in
their explanation as alien spaceships, she finds it difficult to accept crop circles as evidence
for this point of view.
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cxplanation is brought out by the interaction between the interviewer and
the informant.

It would scem then that there is no obvious explanation in the example
above, for the woman does not at any point list the reasons why she be-
licves whirlwinds cause crop circles. She does, however, clearly rule out the
hypothesis that crop circles are caused by alien spaceships landing in fields.
Furthermore, she does this by logically inferring some results of such a hy-
pothesis and then noting that the evidence (no footprints) rules against it,
a classic, scientific reasoning, For her the failure of this hypothesis seems to
leave only the “whirlwinds” theory. In a sense, it can be seen that she has
used a Lechnique of elimination to leave her with an explanation. Perhaps
surprisingly this technique is a common feature of the interviews I collected.
The general form appears to be a statement of opinion followed by evidence
that cither invalidates other explanations or supports the one espoused. Ob-
viously as this was the way I was structuring my questions this is what [
got; however, [ make some notes on a semi-serious discussion about crop cir-
cles that took place in my presence during my fieldwork in the final chapter
and in that case the presentation and defence of explanations did follow a
similar pattern to that outlined above. Inevitably, however, the form of the
explanations presented in these pages is an artifact of the method by which

1 elicited them.
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Usually [ introduced myself, as above, as someone who was studying
crop circles which usually resulted in the interviewce asking me what caused
them. Whilst talking with individuals [ employed a variant of Hulford's
phenomenonological interview methodology ( Terror xv xvi), by asking for
a statement in a blunt manner at the beginning of the interview and Lhen
using the interviewee's own response and language to guide my replies whilst
teying to avoid leading questions. This enforced a certain passivity upon

me and my responses that [ think the subjects occasionally noticed and

responded to. This set of factors allied to the interviewees’ position vis-a-vis

the phenomenon — generally [ found that people were interested and wanted
to know what caused crop circles, regarding me as an “expert” — contributed,
I believe, to the respondents’ characteristic reluctance to espouse their own
theories.

Finally, the context of the interview itself prevented me from Laking notes
at the time. This was the price [ paid for trying to make Lhe context as
natural as possible. [n all cases, after [ had asked for opinions about crop
circles, I informed the person that [ would like to be able Lo use what she or
he had just said as exemplary material in a thesis and asked permission Lo do
s0. Only rarely was [ refused. This did mean that [ often had to make notes
after the event; in the interview above I had to wait for over two hours, and
consequently I could record only what my sometimes selective memory could

recall for me. In this day and age of ethnographic rescarch such an approach
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inay seem like a retrograde step but it did provide worthwhile data. Coming
from a folk speech/cthnography of speaking background myself, having to
rely on such texts goes a little against the grain. [ can only hope that my
Lraining has allowed me to capture the basic verbal strategies used by the
respondents, as well as the general structure of the explanations as they were

expressed to me.

Organisation of the chapter

Each section of the chapter deals with one or more explanations for the phe-
nomenon and the ways in which they are expressed throughout a range of
people associated with the phenomenon. The crucial organising principle is
that each individual stands in a certain relation to the phenomenon. Every-
one from a dedicated field researcher to someone who neither knows nor cares
Lo know anything about crop circles can be seen as being in some sort of re-

to the knowledge about the ph Thus I believe it is both

fair and relevant to start each section with the exposition of the explanations

sl Tknowlad

held by those who have i about crop

circles, for it is they to whom interested parties turn when they want in-
formation. The circles researchers have become the acknowledged “experts”
about crop circles, and they tend to act as repositories information, both
transmilling and receiving it. Whereas landowners may be asked for their

opinions about crop circles that appear on their lands, or meteorologists may
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be asked about the viability of Meaden’s theory, it is the circles rescarchers
who control the dominant flow of information. If a fieldworker were to travel
to the UK and ask someone for information about crop circles, they would
almost certainly be referred to Colin Andrews or Terence Meaden: a situa-
tion that is analogous to a fieldworker travelling to a community and asking
for traditional singers or tale-tellers.

Consequently, in describing the prevalence of an explanation throughout,
society, [ will start with the most clearly articulated and most extensively

hed form of the explanation. So, for the logical expla

I start with Terence Meaden's concept of the plasma vortex despite the fact
that it involves an esoteric level of knowledge, about which many informants
who espoused a meteorological explanation really knew very little, if any-
thing. A similar situation exists in the cereological school of thought. Its
leading proponents tend to reject the alien spaceship hypothesis that most
of its less-involved members believe in. By so presenting crop circle beliefs, |
hope the relationships between the various expressions of these belicfs within

their associated explanations will become clearer.
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3.1 The Meteorological Explanation

‘The meteorological explanation asserts that crop circles are created by a nat-
ural atmospheric vortex. This explanation allows no room for an intelligent
origin to the circles effect. That is to say that the postulated vortex is con-
sidered to be of the same order as hurricanes, heat eddies and other natural
atmospheric phenomena and to be no more amenable to intelligent guidance
than them. As Paul Fuller says:
....it seems totally unnccessary Lo associate the circles with more
exotic explanations and I reject the theory that some kind of
non-human ‘“intelligence” lies behind the phenomenon witheut
reservation. (Controversy 101)
The leading proponent of this theory is Dr. Terence Meaden, an atmospheric
physicist with strong academic credentials. Currently he is the editor of the
Journal of Meteorology UK and director of the CERES crop circle database.
However it should be pointed out that Meaden is not a member of the aca-
demic mainstream, being neither attached to a research organisation (he
runs his own) nor part of an academic community. He lives in the west of
England, from where he directs his investigations. The journal he edits is de-
scribed as “an international magazine for everyone interested in climate and
weather, and in their influence on man.” It keeps track of climactic disasters,
thunderstorms, tornadoes, lightning strikes, even spontaneous combustions,
as well as the more mundane records of temperature maxima and minima,

wind strengths and precipitation. The focus of the journal is the effect of
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weather, normal and exotic, on everyday life. Consequently it is fair to say
that, in terms of his social setting and his interests, Meaden has connections
with orthodox meteorology but occupies a fairly marginal position. This
has had an enormous effect on how his theories have been received by Lthe
meteorological community.

Several individuals have rallied around Meaden’s banner both from within
and without orthodox science. Undoubtedly his most strident backers have
been Jenny Randles and Paul Fuller, both members of the British UI'O Re-
search Association (BUFORA). As a full time author working mustly in the
field of UFOs, Jenny Randles is probably the most famous ufologist in the
UK, and Paul Fuller, a professional statistician, has been one of the leading
members of BUFORA for over a decade. Both are known for their rejec-

tion of the extraterrestrial hypothesis for the origin of UFOs long before the

advent of the crop circle ph As previously mentioned, Meaden's
explanation seemed to offer them a chance to finally bury the Extraterrestrial
Hypothesis (ETH) and Jenny Randles’ influence as a successful and produc-
tive writer has enabled them to publish a major work in support of Meaden's
theory — Crop Circles: A Mystery Solved.

The term “meteorological” was chosen for this particular explanation
both because it is widely used amongst those who study the circles and
because it allows for a wide variety of natural atmospheric phenomena as

the circles effect. Meaden's particular theory has changed drastically from
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its first formulation, and he now espouses a very esoteric atmospheric phe-
nomenon, a “plasma vortex”, which is neither well known nor fully accepted
within the meteorological establishment.? However Meaden’s theory provides
a useful place at which to begin this exposition because the discussion it pro-

vokes and its di ination througk the circles researchers, the farmers

whose ficlds arc affected, the enthusiasts and casual tourists who come te see
the effects and the populace at large, has generated a major part of th= crop

circles discourse.

3.1.1 Terence Meaden and the plasma vortex

Writing in The Circles Effect and its Mysteries, Terence Meaden states:

In 1980 my initial thought, having seen two plain circles near an
escarpment, was that an atmospheric vortex was involved. A type
of fair weather whirlwind seemed plausible at first, except that it
needed to be a vortex which differed from the usual in that, al-
though external rising currents might be assumed in the normal
way, the th internal downdraught was abnor-
mally pronounced, at Ieast for that brief period during which the
flat bed and outflowing spiral pattern were created. (91)

In many ways this earliest formulation of the theory is the one that is
most accessible to those of us without specialist qualifications in atmospheric

physics. | expect there are few people who have not seen fair weather whirl-
The degree of acceptance of Meaden’s theory amongst professional meteorologists is a
matter of some debate. For various points of view see, The Crop Watcher 1 (1990): 27-28;

The Crop Watcher 3 (1991): 22-23; The Crop Watcher 4 (1991): 10-12; The Circular 2
(1990): 24; Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solved 221-227.
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winds, “dust devils”, spinning lcaves around in a street. Indeed most farm
workers are well aware of the sudden, destructive effects of whirlwinds on
stacked hay, and there is a vast body of folklore about fairy winds: sudden
strong gusts of wind or whirlwinds thought to be manipulated by fairies. The
example below, from MUNFLA, makes this explicit.

Mrs Simon Nolan informed me that while she would be out during

the summer months making hay a “gang of fairies” would come

and take the stack of hay and spread it all over the meadow. She

said today people in around here do not refer to it as such but

they call it a whirlwind."

The stationary whirlwind theory is, however, no longer the position held
by Terence Meaden. There are many reasons for this change, the most no-
table being that it would seem that the vast majority of crop circles are
formed at night, usually between the hours of 3am to 5am during the sum-
mer months. Fair weather whirlwinds are cansed by the effect of daytime
heating and therefore can not be responsible for the majority of crop cir-
cles. A corollary to this change has been a change in his opinion about the
geographical distribution of crop circles. As recently as 1989, Meaden was
writing in Fortean T'imes that the seeming clustering of circles sites in the
south of England was an anomaly caused by the concentration of rescarchers

investigating in that region.® However he has since stated that the lopogra-
AMUNFLA, FSC 74-102/38. The card dates the events as being from the 1920s-30s.
5Meaden, “A Note on Observed Frequencies.” Randles and Fuller also emphasized this

point, Mystery Solued 126, Controversy 101. There does appear to be some confusion
about their stance but the following quote from Paul Fuller in Controversy is fairly clear:
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phy of that part of the country, allied to its prozimity to the coast, and the
vast acreage of cercal-crop fields, provides prime circle generating conditions,
thus implying that, regardless of the number of rescarchers that are looking

in the area, there are more circles being generated there than in other places.®

A brief description of the nature of the plasma vortex

“This can, of necessity, be only a brief exposition of the salient features of the
posiulated plasma vortex; Meaden’s theory can only be adequately presented
in the terms of its relevant theoretical discipline-and this thesis is not an
advocacy of any one theory of the circles’ origin. Finally, it is an esoteric
enough construct to be only accessible to a relatively small number of people.
[However, it is vastly important for many reasons, not the least of which is
the motivation it provides for Meaden and others to continue publishing,
defending, and speaking about it. Therefore I give a brief, layman’s overview
of the nature and causation of the vortex,” as well as pointing out those
features of the phenomenon that Randles and Fuller have adopted in their
allempt to explain the UFO phenomenon in terms of the vortex.

The prime cause of these vortices is supposed to be the passage of air over

T the clustering of circles in the “Wessex Cocridor” and the apparent. pro-
grossion in the complexity of the formation of the types are both accidents
of the manner by which reports come to our attention. (101)

IMeaden, “Circles From The Sky" 48-50, “Crop Circles and The Plasma Vortex” 87.
TThe best layman’s introduction to atmospheric vortices in relation to the crop circle
phenomenon comies in Reynolds’ “Whirlwinds and the Circles Effect.”
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a small hill, escarpment or other similar feature of the landscape.® Under
certain situations, as air flows over such a feature, it is possible for an eddy
vortex to occur which is then carried downwind for a certain distance. These
eddies are usually short-lived but can be carried for distances of 6km or s0.?
As the vortex lives cut its brief life it is able to generate an electric charge
when the volume of air becomes ionized. This may be due to the intense spin
of the vortex.'® Hence the term, plasma vortex, as the vortex of air becomes a
plasmoid. Eventually, this rotating column of electrified air is no longer able
to maintain its integrity and suffers a process known as “vortex breakdown”,
at which point it may impact the ground.!! This rotating, electrified vortex
is then capable of flattening standing cereal crop in a spiral formation in a
very brief period of time — probably less than 30 seconds.'? This event may
destroy the vortex or cause it to ‘bounce’ back into the air, possibly to form
another circle formation a little further downwind.

The basic premise is that the circle formations are caused by the descent of
a vortex onto 2 medium which is capable of being flattened into a spiral circle.
The vortex itself is generated by an interaction of the lower atmosphere,

known as the “boundary layer”, with small hills and escarpments within the

®Meaden, “Circles From the Sky” 30-31, Circles Effect 37-39; Reynolds, “Whirlwinds,
Pt.I" 28,

9Meaden, “Circles From the Sky" 30-31, Circles Effect 37-39; Fuller, “The Hill Slope
Effect.”

10Meaden, “Circles From the Sky" 30-31, Circles Effect 37-39.

"Bathurst; Meaden, Circles Effect 38-39, 78; Reynolds, “Whirlwinds Pt.2"; Snow 33-

.
1Meaden, Circles Effect 17-18.



range of 30m to 200m in height, relative to the immediate surroundings.®
Perhaps most importantly, the vortex acquires an electric charge, partially
fonizing the air within, and thereby generates an electro-magnetic field."* So,
Meaden defines the plasma vortex, ot “circles-effect vortex” as follows:

It is an axi-symmetric body of fast spinning air thought to contain
a significant. fraction of ionized gas which may be in the plasma
state. (Circles Effect 103)

Fitting the features

"This theory has been used to explain many of the features associated with
crop circles that were discussed in the first chapter. For example Randles
and Fuller give a list of such correlations (Mystery Solved 140). T will briefly
sketch some of the points here.

The apparent paradox of a force that can flatten circles without damaging
the medium is explained as a necessary result of the application of air pressure
(140). In this case analogies can be drawn with ‘normal’ wind damage to
crops, known as lodging, in which the crop is often partially flattened into
asymimetrical, ungeometric shapes.

The often noted precise nature of the circles’ edges can be seen as a

product of the surface tension of the vortex (140)."% The phenomenon of
" TM{eaden, “Circles From the Sky” 31.
V\leaden, Circles Effect 51.

1Reynolds gives an alternate analysis, assuming the presence of contra-rotating sub-
vortices within the parent (“Whirlwinds PL2").
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“gap seeking”, whereby the edges of the circle are distorted in the presence
of tractor lines, is supposed to occur because the crop bordering the lines
has less support from neighbouring stems and thus can offer less resistance
to the air pressure.'®

The usual discrepancy of the swirl centre with the circle centre is ex-
plained as movement by the vortex during the period in which the circle is
created.!” The swirl pattern itself, and the layering and banding phenom-
ena associated with it, is held to be a natural consequence of the internal
structure of the vortex and the slight movements of Lthe vorlex during circle
creation.'® This is also held to be the reason for the generally non-circular

shape of the circles.

When the subject moves to the plex circle fc tions, the theory
becomes more complicated. The existence of rings around circles is explained
as the result of vortex sheathes.!® These sheathes are well-attested in vor-
tices such as tornadoes.?® Circles with satellite formations may be explained
by noting the existence of spinning columns of air that have been scen Lo
circle around vortices at nodal points.?' Furthermore Meaden postulates the

existence of an “ion race”, a ring of ionized particles that may link all of these

VMeaden, Circles Effect T1-72.

V"Meaden, The Circles Effect 16-17. Reynolds's appears to contradict this, stating that
the vortex does not move at all (“Whirlwinds PL.2").

8\eaden, The Circles Effect 14, 16-17; Randies and Fuller, Mystery Solved 140,

19\eaden, The Circles Effect 14, 16-17; Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solued 140

Meaden, Circles Effect 95-97.

2 Meaden, The Circles Effect 95-07.
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satellite vortices, feeding an electric charge into them and being responsible
for the frequent existence of very fine rings occasionally found linking the
satellite formations in crop circles.?

Those formations that show deviations from circularity pose the biggest
problem for the theory. For example Meaden admits that circles with radial
spurs, looking not unlike spy-glasses, are difficult to explain with the current
version of his theory.

At the time of writing this scems to be one of the hardest myster-

ies Lo explain. . .. Unfortunately the evidence available is severely

limited, and the present thoughts are liable to undergo consider-

able revision when more more exactly-dated circles can be exam-

ined. (Circles Effect 73)
Randles and Fuller suspect that such spurs may be caused by hoaxers adding
to genuine circles and may thus not be a meteorological phenomenon (Ays-
tery Solved 140). However, one atmospheric physicist has published a mete-
orological theory that may account for such spurs.®®

The existence of the pictograms is seen by many to totally invalidate
the metcorological theory®® and so far Meaden has not proposed an explicit
explanation. Instead he has observed that these forms are the result of
vortices self-destructing when they contact the ground, splaying their internal

structure across the corn field, and thus provide useful tools for the analysis

*2Meaden, Circles Effect 64-66.

*3Bathurst 71. Bathurst’s more general fa i igin also clai
to be able to deal with the “swastika” formation discussed eaclier.

CH. the discussion above.
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of the normally hidden composition of the vortices.® However, it should be
noted that such pictograms do compose a vanishingly small subsel of the
phenomenon, about 12-18 cases out of a known database of more than 1500

circles.®

This is by no means an exhaustive illustration of the various
the meteorological explanation and, of necessity, it has been based largely on
Meaden's version of the theory. However al Lhis point it is useful Lo give an
overview of the work of Randles and Fuller as they attempt to explain the

UFO phenomenon in terms of the meteorological theory.

3.1.2 UFOs and the plasma vortex

As mentioned earlier, Jenny Randles and Paul Fuller both became involved
with the crop circles phenomenon in an attempt to divorce it from ufology.
As Jenny Randles said:

However, as we said right al the start of this, um, when we got
involved in this for the first time e — were presuming that we
were doing it to clear the UFO field from this — myth of
UFOs being responsible for crop circles. We've now come round
full circle to an extent, if you pardon the pun.?”

%5Verbal answer to a question at the First International Conference on The Circles
Effect, Oxford, June 1990 and “Major Developments in Crop-Circle Research in 1990:
Part 3" 164.

5The estimates vary. The latest figure from CERES is, of April 1991, 1750 (Meaden,
“Major P1.3").

"Randles and Fuller, “Corn Circles Update.” Taped BUFORA lecture, London, Sept.,
1990. Tape 1 side 2 rev. 448-152. Hyphens indicate pausing.
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Indeed they have now taken various of the postulated features of the plasma
vortex and used them in an attempt to describe ‘genuine’ UFO cases —
those cases in the literature that appeared to be inexplicable according to
contemporary scientific knowledge. By doing so they are totally denying
the ETH and this has led to a lot of bad feeling. Not only do they fail
to ascribe an intelligent origin to the crop circles but they also attempt to

explain another huge mystery in the same way.

Physical appearance and hehaviour of the plasma vortex compared
to UFOs. At its most basic level, a UFO is, at night, a self-luminous object
usually seen at low altitudes and, during the day, a reflective, “daytime disc”
(Hynek 41-79). The level of detail, “definition”, varies depending on the
conditions. Both Randles and Fuller as well as Terence Meaden contend that
this fits the requisite description of a plasma vortex perfectly. So, Meaden
says of daytime vortices:

The cquilibrium state is a sphere, but, if the surrounding air is
flowing, an clongated shape results — ellipsoidal or cigar-shaped.
And, when the mass is spinning, as always in a vortex, the shape is
flatlened to a lesser or greater degree into a flattened-ellipsoidal
or discoidal form. Thus we approach, more and more closely,
the classic vision of a metallic object in the daytime sky which,
however, by consisting of nothing more than the constituents of
the atmosphere, can dissolve and rematerialize with incorporeal
case. (Circles Effect 85)

At night the plasma vortex would be self-illuminated due to the presence

of the electric charge and could glow different colours depending on the
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immediate environment. For example, Meaden postulates that vortices in

water-saturated air may glow red/orange (59-60). Also, Ohtsuki ana

ses

the movement patterns, patterns that would be impossible Lo duplicate in
any atmospheric vehicle known Lo exist, of a postulated plasma vortex picked
up on a ship’s radar in the Pacific Ocean near Hawaii (81 -85)

The argument is that such vortices look like UFOs from a distance, can

be seen on a radar screen, and can appear to behave like UFOs. Thos
UFOs in which some degree of internal structuce is perceived are claimed Lo

be misidentifications in which the percipient has, subconsciously, imagined

a structure based on their cultural preconceptions.® Reviewing their hook
David Reynolds approvingly summarizes their stance:

...Randles and Fuller not only believe that a vortex can acconnt
for crop circles, but the illuminated form can explain away the
rare but high-quality reports of glowing lights appearing in the
sky, usually being reported as descending to road level and often
causing engine failure in petrol-driven vehicles. Combined with
strong rotating winds, electrical fields and ‘smells’ (nitrogen ox:
ides and ozone), it is quite easy to imagine the petrified state of
a lone driver at night. With no other credible explanation, the
witness would report it (if at all) as a spaceship, grafting onto
the featureless light details of fins, windows, ramps, ete. (Review
99)

Car stops. Randles and Fuller give several examples of so-called “car stop”

cases in which a motorist finds his car’s electrical system adversely affected by

Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solved 84,
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a UFO.2 They postulate that this could be an effect of the electro-magnetic
field generated by the vortex.® Meaden has also published data to this end
* (Circles Effect 78-82). The mechanism by which this works is currently
unknown and what little research has been undertaken does not appear to

support this hypothesis (82).

Close encounters of the third and fourth kind. This final category
is the most controversial. Randles and Fuller state that an individual struck
by a plasma vortex will suffer neurological trauma, amongst other things,
from the impact of an electro-magnetic field on the brain. Thus they as-
sert that encounters with aliens from spaceships, and even the abduction of
individuals by aliens (so-called close encounters of the fourth kind) can be

in terms of hall that are i d ding to cer-

tain cultural models. They draw their inspiration from Michael Persinger’s
work which appears to demonstrate that electro-magnetic fields can cause
temporal lobe hallucinations in those who are particularly sensitive to such
events.?! They also note that most alien encounters are discovered through
regression hypnosis, wherein a therapist attempts to uncover “hidden” mem-
ories by causing the subject to relive the experiences. This process is by no

means fully accepted amongst practising psychotherapists and may be one

“®Randies and Fuller, Mystery Solved 198-20, “Crop Circles: A Scientific Answer” 111-
s

"Fuller and Randles, “Crop Circles: A Scientific Answer” 117,
Mpersinger and Lafreniere; Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solved 174-175.
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in which the subject creates narratives in order to please the questioner.*
From all this Jenny Randles and Paul Fuller conclude that it may well be

possible to subsume the study of UFOs within that of meteorology, and they

argue that the ETH should be totally repudiated by ufologists. It is not a

stance that has won them many friends in the ufological community.

3.1.3 Who believes in the plasma vortex?

Attempting to discern the level of folk belicf associated with this explanation
has been the most difficult, primarily because so very few people outside of
those immediately associated with Meaden’s theory appear Lo esponse il
as an idea. The one notable survey that has been done, Paul Fuller's for
BUFORA in 1987, seemed to show a reasonable haseline of support for the
meteorological theory amongst farmers in the south of England, but the
situation may have changed since then.® Furthermore, no one appears Lo

have polled the general populace.

S There is currently a heated debate about the suitability of regression hypnosis for
individuals suffering psychological trauma and in particulas about it
‘proof” of alien abductions. A sample of readily accessible view
Strieber, who underwent such therapy; Hopkins, who practises regres
Klass, who believes that it is a dangerous practice.

WThe survey is presented in, Fuller and Randles, Controversy 87-94 and summarized
in Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solued 129-130.
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Farmers

The examination of farmers’ beliefs provides a useful index to opinions about
the phenomenon for they are the group of people whose livelihoods are most
directly influenced by it. That said, it should be noted that the number
of farms that have been visited by circles are very small compared to the
number which have not.™ This is possibly responsible for the interesting
statistic that appeared to show that some 70% of farmers were unwilling to
stale an opinion about the possible origin of crop circles (Controversy 90).
Of those that did state an opinion, there was little consensus with the hoax
theory being supported by the largest minority. In fact the results lead Fuller
to state that “the phenomenon is of little interest amongst the landowners
concerned,” (91).

Those farmers who do have an interest tend to be the ones, unsurpris-
ingly, who have suffered a circle formation, and they tend to be fairly evenly
split between the hoax explanation and the meteorological one. Those that
do support the meteorological explanation often use personal experiences of
natural atmospheric vortices Lo support their views, as the following letter,
printed in The Sunday Telegraph, demonstrates:

For the information of those interested I report that [ know a
field which has for many years been a grass field, until this year
when it was sown lo wheat.

" 3Fuller estimated in 1987, based on the responses to the BUFORA survey, that there
should be approximately one circle formation appearing per 246 square kilometers per

year (Controversy 89).
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As a grass field, often during haymaking, at a cortain spot in the
field a whirlwind came and lifted the loose hay into the air as a
whirlwind does. This year being planted to wheat it was noted,
at the same spot as the whirlwind appeared when haymaking, a
corn circle appeared, so [ have a good idea of what caused at least
one corn circle. (L. Pearce, 26 Aug. 1990: 20)

d

A similar reasoning process can be seen in Fordyce Maxwell's “farming
news” column in the The Scotsman. He briefly summarizes and dismisses

various other theories and then s

[ believe [Meaden] is right. [ haven't scen it in grain, but have
seen local whirlwinds at this time of year sweeping swathes o hay
into the air. (23 Jul. 1990: 13)

Obviously, much has changed since Fuller's survey in 1987. Until 1988 the
average number of reported formations per year seems Lo have been about
10-15. In 1988 about 100 were found, in 1989 some 300 were reported, and in
1990 some 600 or so. Undoubtedly the phenomenon is having a much greater
impact. Indeed, it would secrn that those farmers most prone to circle for-

mations are i ingly perceiving the i

igators and the casual Lourists
as something of a seasonal nuisance. The owner of the ficld in the Devil's
Punchbow! at Cheesefoot Head employs guards and has erected barbed wire
all around the field. Another encounter to which | was privy, between an

irate farmer and some circles investigators, gives an idea of the hostility that

can occasionally emerge.
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Encounter at a farm in the south of England. There were four in-

vestigators and mysclf in the newly discovered formation. The farmer was

spotted striding over the crest of the hill above the formation. One of the

investigators, (1), moved forward slightly to confront the farmer, (F), whilst

the rest of us huddled together for protection. (Names, dates and any other

possible identifying features have, obviously, been omitted.)

I Good morning! My name is “I". I'm sorry we couldn’t get in
contact but we have done our best to avoid damage.

F Oy. Can't you read. ((pause)) I've just sprayed this field this
morning. The sign says no entry.

I Yes. As I say we had no way of contacting you. ..

F Well you shouldn't be here then should you! How would you
like it if [ decided to walk all over your garden! Hey?
Another investigator ((The only one of us in shorts, he had
been looking closely at his legs.)) We don't intend to cause

any harm but you must realise how important this is...

I Yes. Surely you want to discover what causes these circles?
Once we know then perhaps they will stop manifesting on
your land. ..

F You want to know what I think. I don’t give an effing monkeys
what causes them! Now just get off my land!

I This could be the most important. ..

F I'm telling you. The sign’s up for your own protection. That
pesticide can cause all sorts of rashes on bare skin and it’s
not safe to be in the same field for a day after it’s sprayed.

At this point all decided that it would be most diplomatic to retire.

My own attempts al contacting farmers seems to confirm the lack of

consensus in that group of people, Possibly this was because the only method
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I had of gathering opinions was unsolicited telephone calls andjor letters. ln
such circumstances the people | talked to were understandably cagey. One
farmer who had had a couple of circle formations in his fields had the following
to say.

[ (BM) talked with the farmer (GR) on the telephone in February, 1991,

BM [ am interested in knowing whether you have heard about
the “crop circles” tha scem Lo appear in cereal fields during
the summer.

GR. You mean the ones with the flattened crop?

BM Uh, yeah. They were in the news quite a lot Lhis summer.

GR Damn right! We had one. It was the damnedest thing.
Down in the bottom field.

BM Oh right. Was il the first you knew about them?
GR I've only been here 3 years now so [ wouldn’t know.
BM Yeah. Do you have an opinion on what caused it?
GR Oh, it’s those whirlwinds.

BM Whirlwinds?

GR I asked a few people about it. ['ve seen whirlwinds mysell
in the fields and like. Mind you I've never scen Lhem leave
marks like that but [ guess it's possible. Either that or it's
just some of the lads from the pub!

BM Do you think a whirlwind caused this circle then?
GR [ don't see why not. Look sorty to be rude but Pve got to
go.
BM No problem. ..
Randles and Fuller also quote various farmers’ opinions, including this
one from CIiff Garner from Leicester, in The Harborough Mail (20 Jul. 1989),

which appears to be fairly representative.
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| am as mystified as everyone elsc, but [ think all this about the
Martians having landed is a standing joke. If [ had to advance
a theory it would be some kind of a wind current with an ed-
dying effect, although why it should have occurred where it did
is beyond me. The way in which the perfect circle was formed
suggests this cause Lo me but it is really only a guess. (Mystery
Solved 221)

Generally, a characteristic uncertainty appears to pervade the views of
the farming community, the only consensus appearing to be the rejection of
any theory that advances a supernatural explanation. Perhaps this view is
best expressed in the following comment from William White, the technical

advisor to the UK National Farmer's Union, in The Independent On Sunday:

For all we know they could be caused by the way 14 sofas are po-
sitioned in a village in Wiltshire. I'd put my money on a scientific
explanation, but [ don't even understand the theory, I've only got
O-level physics. If an outer intelligence can make spaceships they
wouldn'l be so obvious about landing. (22 Jul. 1990: 25)

Meteorologists

Just as farmers’ livelihoods have been influenced by the advent of crop cir-
cles, so the meteorological theory has implications for the professional in-
Legrity of meteorologists. If true, Meaden’s theory asserts that an atmo-
spheric phenomenon has existed since long before the dawn of meteorology
as a science, vet it has somehow been totally missed. Furthermore, its ex-
istence requires a certain degree of rethinking about the possible behaviour

of wind-flow in boundary-level meteorology. Perhaps unsurprisingly then,

138



most published by ional logists have been at best

non-committal. For example, after Meaden published a brief discussion of

his theory in IWeather, the journal of the Royal Meteorological S

 (“For-

mation”) , the letters in reply were generally dismissive (Brown; Dike). This

is not to say that there is no support for Meaden’s theory, rather that the
support appears to he mostly limited to precisely those meteorologists whe

are actively promoting the theory. So, for example, Fuller gives a list of of

meteorologists who support the theory in Crop Watcher | (27 28). OF these
13 it is notable that two work closely with Meaden in TORRO and anather

six gave papers at the TORRO conference in June, 1990 on the circles effect.

The other five appear Lo have no great connection with Meaden: une of them

:s retired and another is Heinz Wolf, a famous media personality in the UK,
The rest of the list consists of 16 meteorologists who are either nusure (12)

or regard th lves as lifi

d to pass judgement (4). Fuller lists auly
three who flatly reject the theory; however one of them is Paul Mason an
acknowledged expert on air-flow over obstacles, whose analysis of the flow
structure around a hill Meaden uses as theoretical background.

This appears to be a similar process 1o that which Ron Westrum demon-

strates in his analysis of the scientific disbeliel in the existence of mete-

orites in the nineteenth century and this may well be characteristic behaviour

(“Science”). Also the reluctance among meteorologists Lo accept the plasma

vortex has undoubtedly been exacerbated by Terence Meaden's somewhat



marginal position in the meteorological community.

3.1.4 Beyond the vortex

So far 1 have looked at the impact of Meaden's explanation on two groups
of individuals for whom it has certain ramifications il true; if crop circles are
caused by natural atmospheric vortices farmers can look forward to contin-
wing crop losses and some meteorologists are going to have very red faces.
Now, in considering those people for shom the theory is less important, it

becomes necessary to widen the scope of inquiry slightly. The interview on

page 114 gives some idea of the general unwillingness of individuals to com-
mit themselves to this particular theory, and it should be noted that it is not
Meaden’s theory per se that is at issue, but a meteorological explanation in
the more general sense. Even with this formulation [ found very few people
who were willing to support such a concept and, if anything, this theory

appears Lo be losing credence, as the following example shows.

Interview Talking with a barmaid, (TR), in a pub in London in January,

1991, 1 had a copy of The Crop Circle Enigma with me which initially
attracted her interest. After telling her what 1 was doing and letting her look
through the colour photographs, which do tend to concentrate on the more

exotic formations, [ asked her for her opinions. Italics indicate emphasis.

BM Anyway what do you reckon causes them?
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TR [don't know. T used to think they were all made up or whirl-
winds. But they're so precise. [ don’t see how a whirlwind
could do that. ((looking at the “sw formation on the
front cover of the book)) I mean, I don’t know. Maybe they
are aliens. [ expect they’re Lrying to confus
got a deal with the Sunday Sport™ ((laughs)).

us or they

BM You mean you think maybe it is something to do with
aliens?

TR Oh | don't knuw. You tell me!

3.1.5 Beyond meteorology

If one does not accept a meteorological explanation it may still be the case

that one explains the phenomenon in terms of some kind of, as yet un

plained, scientifically knowable proce:

For example, the two interviews
below demonstrate a certain degree of faith amongst the general popnlace

that science will one day explain the crop circles.

Interview in a bar in Sheffield. | talked with a man (Iaf) in his carly
30s who worked as a labourer just before the Bratton hoax.

BM I'm interested in crop circles and what canses them,

Inf Oh yes. What do they say about them?

BM Depends on who you ask. ..

Inf There is a perfectly natural explanation you know.

BM Yes?

Inf Definitely. There always is.

54 weekly tabloid paper that specializes in sensational storics.
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BM Oh?

Inf Like in the Bible the time when the Jews escaped from the
Egyptians when Moses parted the Red Sea. Have you heard
ahout that?

BM [, um, | read the story in the Bible.

Inf Yeah well sc

BM It can?

Inf You see they were leaving at the start of the rainy season
and over there there’s all these reeds in the seas. OK?

BM Yeah.

Inf All these reeds they collect water and can hold millions of
gallons of it. During the dry season you see all the sea beds
are dry so people can go across through paths in the reeds
but when it starts to rain all the reeds collect water. So
when the Jews went across the water was still all trapped in
the reeds 'cause they timed it right. But when the Egyptians
went across it rained some more and all the reeds couldn’t
hold the water anymore so it all flooded out and drowned
theni. So it says that Moses parted the waves but really he
was just smart and there was nothing magic about it.

BM Ol right. [ hadn’t heard that before.

Inf It shows you doesn’t it. [t shows you that there’s always a
reason. Those circles will be just like that. You just have to
know what you're looking for. It’s like the pyramids.

BM The pyramids?®

nce can explain that!

The man continued to explain that the Egyptian pyramids were built to
act like freezers and also tackled two miracles from the New Testament in a

similar manner. This was all conveyed in an earnest and enthusiastic style.

95¢rom field notes. 1 tried to get permission to tape these theories but the informant
was not amenable. Due to the length of the various expositions | concentrated purely on

getting the sense of his argument and the order in which he presented it.
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Although the above is a somewhat problematic exampleit does show that,
for this individual, there is faith that there will be a scientific explanation for
the crop circles, even if it has nothing to do with whirlwinds* The following
talk with a proprietor of a second-hand buok shop in a small village in the

West of England shows a similar belicl.

Interview. The woman [Wol was in her 505 and had run the book store
for a long time. [ had just purchased a cheap baok abont UFOs when she
proceeded to tell me of an encounter she had once had with a UFO. (February
1991).

Wo ((looking at UFO buok)) Have you seen one of them?

BM No. Have you?

Wo Yes, [ have in fact.

BM Oh. Right.

Wo [ saw scmething | didn’t understand in the sky.

BM Yeah. Well that’s a UFO in the strictest sensc.

Wo [ wouldn’t call it a flying saucer but it was definitely a UFO
And [ was alone at the time so,

BM [sn’t that always the way!
((Narrative description of UFO deleted.))

Wo [ suppose they [UFOs] must be supernatural becanse: no one
knows what causes them.

BM Yeah. ['m actually interested in crop circles, the cirenlar
formations in corn fields. Some people: think there’s a UFO
connection,

37CF. the quote, above, on page 38
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Wo Yeah?

BM 1 don’t know myself. What do you think causes them?

Wo They can’t all be hoaxes though, | think some of them were
people jumping on the bandwagon. Maybe some of them
could be caused by chemicals in the soil. But they've been
around for centuries haven’t they?

BM They do seem to have been around a long while. ((Pause))

Wo 1 think the scientific answer is that whirlwinds cause them.
But there are lots of theories aren't there?

BM Yeah there certainly are. Whirlwinds, UFOs, mating hedge-
hogs ((both laugh)). Apparently when hedgehogs mate they
chase each other round in circles in corn fields.

Wo They would leave a trail though wouldn’t they. You would
expect to be able to see how they went into the field.

BM Yeah. | suppose you would be able to see hedgehog trails.
[ guess that’s it for the hedgehogs!

Wo | suppose no one really knows. If they'ce supernatural it
just means we don't know how to describe them. In the past
people used electricity and magnetism without knowing how
it worked. That was supernatural. So I suppose they have
to he supernatural.

This reg a sophisticated process of ing. The woman is able
to demonstrate that she is aware of the difference between UFOs and their
interpretation. She is able to use evidence (the long-term existence of crop
circles) to rule out the explanation that all crop circles are hoaxes. She
is similarly able to take the joke (hedgehog) explanation and use evidence
(the lack of trails) to disprove it. Again she does not commit herself to

the meteorological theory as such (describing whirlwinds as the “scientific

theary™), but argues that science has explained electricity and magnetism
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and that therefore one can expect it to explain crop circles. For the moment

though, they remain unesplained and are therefore, to her, supernatural,



3.2 The Cereological Explanation

The basic premise of the “cereological”® explanation is that there is some
B 8 P

type of non-h intelli that is responsible, either directly or indi-

rectly, for the formation of crop circles. It is the nearest in type to Gillian
Bennett's concept of a supernaturalist philosophy ( Traditions). This defini-
tion is purposefully encompassing hecause there are many circles researchers
who feel Lhat their work falls into the same camp about whom this is the
strongest statement one can give about their common beliefs. Unlike the
meteorological explanation, which is centered around one man'’s theory, and
the hoax explanation, which is based around the single premise of human

complicity, the is more of an umbrella, covering all

those who believe, as Colin Andrews has said, that “it would be a mistake

h 30

Lo get tao ional” in the explanation of this

different times. Here I use it solely in terms of the definition given above. It comes from
the goddess of the corn, Ceres, and was used as the name for the house journal of the
CCCS, hence my use of it here. Recently, as of issue three, The Cereologiat has undergone
& name change to The Cercalogist and is now no longer the house journal for the CCCS.
Also Terence Meaden's research group, The Circles Effect Research Unit is known by
the acronym, CERES: a remnant, perhaps, of a golden age in circles research when the
researchers were few in number but still friendly with each other.

WColin Andeews. Interview, BBC Radio 2, air date unknown.
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3.2.1 Explaining cereology

As stated above, there is no one cereological explanation for the crop cirel

s
phenomenon. I[ndeed, snme researchers, most notably John Michell " appear
to believe that even the attempt to try to explain is to misunderstand the
phenomenon. This truly sceptical viewpoint is a small minority within the
cereologists but it dues give an idea of just how broad the schonl of thought

is.

Probably the most valiant attempt at synthesizing the cereological posi-
tion comes in George Wingfield's contribution to the CCCS anthology, “Be-
yond the Current Paradigms”. In this, he gives a sketch of the various re-

lationships between the facets f cerenlogical rescarch: drawing oppositions

between the physical and metaphysical schools of thought, and uppusitions

between “sky mysteries”. such as UFOs, and “carth mysteries”, such as dows-

ing (101-102). According to Wingfield, “the whole subject of the crop ci

phenomenon is only explicable if we attempt a solution which involves a syn-
thesis of these different aspects” (101). This is not to say that he accepts

any part of the meteurological explanation, for he clearly does not, but that

“Michell, “Down Among the Explainers.” For example:

This world was made as our natural paradise, and no further explanation is
needed for everyone to enjoy it.

And;

The Oracle named Socrates as the wisest of men because he, alone of all
philosophers, realised that nothing in this world can be exp
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he thinks conventional science can provide useful insights into solving the
mystery. According to Wingfield, the crop circles phenomenon cannot be

cxplained without reference to ‘unconventional’ science.

“This gives an idea of the sophisticated nature of the logical school

of thought. The researcher’s beliels have evolved from initial puzzlement
to a detailed and rationally constructed set of theories. Wingfield’s article
is an attempl to define the nature and objectives of the field, to set up a
cereological paradigm, and Michael Chorost takes this further. He applies
Kuhn's theory of revolutionary change in scientific theory to the current
stale of affairs in cereological research (“Thesis”). Chorost’s position is that
cereology is as yet an “immature” science and that researchers should bear
this in mind when carrying out fieldwork or theorizing. This is an important
finding and [ will return to its ramifications in the final chapter of this thesis
when [ attempt to apply Kuhn's paradigm theory to the various crop circle
explanations.

In the rest of this section [ shall sketch the ways in which cereologists
attempt to explain various features of the circles phenomenon. | shall start

with the version of the explanation being led by the researchers before

considering the versions of the cercological explanation that are held by others

whose lives are less involved with the circles phenomenon.
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3.2.2 Cereological analysis

The cereologists are someswhat more dispersed than the meteorologists, con-

sequently there is no one cereological explanation. In this s

jon 1 Tollow
Wingfield in considering various different sets of researchers, such as Richard
Andrews and the dowsers, Delgado and Andrews, with their interest in force-
fields and UFOs, John Haddington, with his belief in fairies and symbolism,
and many others as being facets of the same overall school. Each of these
tends to concentrate on slightly different features of the circles phenomenon
and I will use theories from all of them.
The internal complexity of circles
The most detailed analysis of the internal structure of the circles has been
published by Delgado and Andrews. In Circular Evidence they spend nearly
thirty pages discussing the various different features of crop circles. ‘To them
the circles are the evidence, the physical remnants of the agency that created
them. Thus they are concerned to demonstrate the complex and confusing
nature of the various features, such as lay patterns.

What kind of a force can produce a variation of lays in one circle?

If you are not confused yet, then perhaps this description of
braided ot plaited lays will help to make you so. (127)

This is not to say that the authors regard themselves as incapable of under-
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standing how the circles are created, indeed Colin Andrews has said precisely
the opposite frequently in interviews. !

The crux of Delgado’s and Andrews’ work was to demonstrate that nor-
mal science cannot explain crop circle formation and thus they gathered
evidence Lo prove their point. So, for example, they say:

Lays are important because, by studying them, investigators

realise that they are looking at the results of a force that has no
known scientific explanation. (126)

Consequently the authors' attempt to elicit only the general nature of the
agent that creates the crop circles. [n this respect their analysis so far is only
slightly divergent from the meteorological one. They, however, are reluctant
to espouse a natural, uncontrolled phenomenon and feel that the evidence
points in a different direction.

We have to look for a force that takes place independent
of ground contact. This means we may be looking for an un-
recognized force that is already in existence in some places but
requires control and manipulation; or perhaps a transportable
force used at will by some controlling power. Both ideas suggest
an intelligence wanting to produce these manifestations for some
unknown reason. (168)

or example following quote from an interview on BBC Radio 2 in the summer
of 1990. The precise air date is unknown.

Interviewer Now are you any nearer to an explanation of, of uh. ..what causes them?

Andrews We are, yes we are, we are getting closer. Uh we know now an awfl lot more
than we did a while ago, we know a lot more than we did when the book came out.
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Delgado's and Andrenws’ theories appear to be the most technologically
based of all the cereologists. Although they concede that the circles cffect
may be a pre-existing natural phenomenon they still appear to believe that
some degree of technological control must be required to direct it. Other
cereologists are less sure, Wingfield appears unwilling to be drawn on the
subject. Others such as Ralph Noyes, and Archie Roy appear Lo be sus-

pending judgement. Some, like John Haddi reject any technological

basis in favour of entities such as fairies. Finally there is the work of Richard
Andrews, of which it is useful to give a brief synopsis here.

Richard Andrews is an ex-farm manager and has practised the arl of
dowsing for over |4 years. He has become the pre-eminent authority on
dowsing crop circles. In his paper, in the CCCS anthology, he gives an
overview of the various dowsing phenomena associated with circle formations.
His basic argument is that the surface of the carth is criss-crossed by a grid-
like pattern of energy lines. These lines can be mapped out by an experienced
dowser with the use of an instrument that is sensitive Lo the energies that
can pass along the lines. Where the lines cross (“nodal points”) vortices of
energy are formed, and with the seasonal cycle these vortices can gain and
lose energy, creating a cone of influence that may stretch up to L00m into the
air. These vortices are the blueprints for circle formations and can he dowsed
at anytime. Occasionally, a triggering of event occurs which cnergizes the

vortex to such an extent that it releases its charge and therchy forms a crop
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circle. Thus any crop circle is formed by the interaction of two events: a
isti 4 i /42
pre-existing energy pattern and some sudden input of energy.

Andrews’ theory is notable in that it postulates a circles effect that re-

quires neither Lechnological manipulation nor, necessarily, does it need some
kind of controlling intelligence. The latter is probably the most controversial
of its aspects and Andrews is somewhat coy as to his beliefs on the matter.®
“These considerations appear to be why Wingfield states that the dowsing,
“carth mysterics”, results form only part of the answer:

.10 fully understand what actually occurs, we need to consider
both the Earth Mysteries and sky mysteries, which are but dif-
ferent aspects of the same thing. (“Ever Increasing Circles” 29)

Placement of crop circles

The issuc of how the circles locate themselves is generally taken as basic
proof of an operating intelligence, There are various aspects to this theory
of intelligent location. Firstly it is argued that circles rarely, if ever, straddle

hiedgerows and thus are always completely formed.# Given the number of

This account. of Richard Andrew’s explanation is taken ftom his article, “The Living
Countryside” and a talk he gave to the British Society for Dowsing on September 19, 1990.

“When questioned after his lecture to the British Society for Dowsing, Andrews re-
fsed to be drawn and when asked if he saw the possibility for some kind of controlling
intelligence behind the circle formations he answered, “that has to be pure speculation for
now.

#“There do seem to be contrary cases. One is given in Delgado and Andrews, Circular
Huidence 23. See also Paul Fuller’s comments in The Crop Watcher 5 (1991); 4-5, where
he claims that at least 3 circle formations have crossed hedgerows. His comments are in
response Lo Noye's analysis of circle fons that cross hedgerows, Tie Cerealagist 3
(1991):

&
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circles that have appeared, and their size compared to the fields in which

they appear, it is argued that this cannot be explained by chance alone. And
so Wingfield says:

...it is, is anything but random, um, these wonderful pictograms,
they don't just sort of fall ont of the sky and come plonk down
across a hedge or anything like that, no. they're very carefully
positioned. (Tape-recorded interview, Sept. 1990, rev. 173 176,
side 2)

Secondly, within fields formations have a tendeney to align themselves

with tractor-lines or other linear ground features with a frequency that seerms
to defy the laws of probability (*Beyond” 100). This is especially true of the
pictogram formations.

Thirdly, circle formations appear to congregate at sites around ancient

monuments. Wiltshire is famous for ancient sites, such as Stonehenge and

and

Avebury, many of which arc based on circular designs. Cor

s
others, believe that this is just too much of a coincidence. For example, the
wonderful photograph in The Lalest Evidence of a circle and ring formation
at Farley Mount in 1990 shows how the formation seems almost to imitate
the construction on an adjacent Bronze Age Barrow (Delgado and Andrews
61). Furthermore, there often seems to be a correlation between the linear
direction of the pictograms and ancient sites (60).

The final aspect of this phenomenon of intelligent location is the predil

e

tion of the circle formations for the Wessex area. In 1989 1990, although the

circles were said to have “burst out” of the area into the country at large,
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the pictograms supposedly all occurred within the Wessex area; Delgado and
Andrews present a map showing the clustering of the pictograms in two main
areas* In the light of all these observations most cereologists appear to ac-
cept that the circles are deliberately being formed in certain places and that

this provides one of the keys to the mystery.'®

Evolution of crop circles

'his is probably the single most important argument that cereologists have
propused against any kind of natural phenomenon. The premise is that the

circles have evolved in complexity and in terms of their movement out of

Wessex. As Pat Delgado says: “Evolution — therein lies all the answers. It
is at work everywhere.” (Latest Evidence 80) This perception leads George

Wingfield to assert that:

The ‘plasma vortex’, if it exists, would have to be endowed with
almost magical properties, including some sort of evolutionary
process, if it is to explain all the characteristics of the circles.
(*Beyond™ 100)

Crop circles interact with people

A final line of argument to note for now, is that many cereologists see an

interaction between the researchers and the circles: the ‘Puckish’ tendency

V5 The Latest Evidence 76, The claim is. of course, disputed. A pictogram from Bulk-
worthy in Devon is shown in the Crop Watcher (Cooper, “Bulkworthy"). OF course this
might not. be a ‘genuine’ pictogram.

YSChorost reports on the ‘spatial relation’ of circle formation and details a research effort
that is being pursued on this topic (“Thesis").
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noted in the first chapter. For example, in the first edition of The Cireles
Effect, Terence Meaden claimed that the fact that in ringed circles the ring

always rotated in an opposite direction to the main circle was strong evidence

for a natural, atmospheric origin to the crop circles, Then, literally days after

the book was published, a crop circle found which had a ring that rotated
in the same direction as the main circle, and this discovery was reported
with no little glee by many cereologists.'™ This is but one instance in which
cereologists feel that the structure and location of the circles is intended Lo
be deliberately provocative. So for example, Patrick Harpur draws analogies
between Mercurius, the messenger of the Gods, and the circle formations.

His handiwork can be discerned in crop circles which tease us

into pursuing him while he maddens us by remaining just out of

reach. (“Mercurius” 11)

Not only are the circles thought to be elusive and contrary but they are

also held to be responsive to wishes. The most famons example of this is
given to have nccurred when Busty Taylor wished out loud, whilst (lying his

plane, that a “Celtic Cross” would appear as a circle formation. A few days

later, he was astonished to find just such a formation in i crop field below

him as he fiew over.®
In both cases, cereologists claim that there has been an interaction be-

tween the agent responsible for creating the circles and the attempts of the

47See for example, Noyes, “Introduction” 26-27.
“8Reported in, Delgado and Andrews, Circular Evidence 45; Michell, “What Mean these
Marks?” 46. The Celtic cross shape is shown later in this thesis: see figure 4.1 on page 242
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researchers to unravel the mystery. Again, this illustrates the apparently in-
telligent nature of the controlling agent of the circles effect. Perhaps the most
dramatic example of this comes from the events that surrounded “Operation

White Crow” in 1989.

Operation White Crow.

“Operation White Crow” was set up in the summer of 1989 with the avowed
attention of Leying Lo capture the formation of a crop circle on video. For
over a week, Pat Delgado, Colin Andrews, and many others monitored the
Punchbowl at Cheescfoot Head with video equipment. Disappointingly, no
circles formed in the chosen locale during the period, but one was found in
an adjoining field the morning after the cxperiment was concluded. This
was Laken, by many, to indicate the “impish sense of humour” (Wingfield,
“Ever” 19) of the circle-makers. What was rot immediately told were the
events that culminated in the discovery of this circle.

“The events surrounding the discovery have now been recounted in sev-

9 Briefly, it seems that the observers received a letter in the

eral places.
post addressed to Colin Andrews and marked urgent. Upon opening it they
found that the envelope contained Lwo pages of childishly written verse from

an anonymous author. This verse hinted that on the Saturday night the

caumont, “More Circular Evidence” 27; Delgado and Andrews, Latest Evidence 11~
13; Wingfeld, “Beyond the Current Paradigms” 104103, 110, “Ever Increasing Circles”
18-25.

156



investigators should go to a nearby circle and “Listen hard for every sound.”
(Wingfield, “Beyond™ 110). Despite believing that it was probably a hoax,
six of the investigators went to sit in the cirele. What exactly happens next
appears to be a matter for sume debates as interpretations by the participants

differ in detail, if not overall sequence, and here | leave George Wingfield to

tell his story.

Wingfield's account of an anomalous encounter duting Operation

White Crow. This comes from a tape-recorded interview in September
1990. At this point most of this information was known only to the partici-

pants in the event. The participants in the interview are George Wingfield,

GW, and the author, BM.

GW Last year at uh Ch
Operation White Crow. 1ave you hard of heard of Lhis

e
73

oot Head ub we had a project

BM Yezh. [ 1 sort of [ read a few ceports on that
GW ((hunts for cigarettes for a while)) Um ((lighting cigaretie))
As as you know we we had um a watch with a lot of high
tech equipment, cameras, and infra-red cquipment and s
on rather similar to Blackbird but um
slightly more primitive which went out for 8 days and
the cameras were trained on the Punchbowl, Chees
Head which is
a very good circle forming place, OF course this was the one:
year in which the circles didn’t form in the Punchbowl. You
could um draw some conclusions Lo thal you might say that
they didn’t form cause it was being watched
or you could say it was becanse there was a crop of peas in
the Punchbowl which are not a good medium for circle form-
ing, and um I'm not aware of any circles have ever formed

ool
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in peas, it's possible they have [ haven’t heard of it. Um at
the end of the watch ((pause whilst lights cigarette))
I persuaded six of those present
to go and sit in a large circle which had formed three weeks
earlier, up at the top on the Longwood Estate on the um on
the right hand side of the road as you go up the hill.

BM Yeah

GW [I'm sure you that you know

BM Yeah

GW The side uh in fact in the field opposite the car park, you
know the car park
on the other side, and ((long pause — lights cigarette))
we went up there at about twelve-thirty at night
the six of us sat in the circle. We were accompanied by a
well-known medium
which uh was something I thought was extremely important
and
I think this this was very significant given the nature of the
the thing, and after about um
after about 20 minutes or so, uh an extraordinary noise, have
you heard this?

BM No [ haven't, [ haven't heard this before

GW Uh the noise, which I've got on tape um
have to see if [ can find it play it to you um was a very
high-pitched trilling noise, not uh not terribly loud as such
but very, very
uh intense and penetrating
and it started up initially um almost as if it started up in
the circle in the immediate vicinity. We all, sort of looked
around at each other and realised that all six of us could
hear this. And, it then distanced itself from us, it uh it was
down the field, about 30 yards down the field and, it moved
around it moved around, here it was
first of all it was that way then it was this way.

BM It was a like a little localized point or something?
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GW uh
it seemed to be like that. There was nothing v
um
the
there was a full moon that night, or nearly a full moon, it
was just it was just past {ull, um and we could see perieetly
clearly in every direction. s the barley
in the field and uh the hedges and see the road which is not
too far away. And um this moved around
rather like a shy animal and
it seemed
wary of us ((...)) is the only way vou could describe it
It uh
after a time uh we had a medium Rita Gould was with s,
and she tried to talk to whatever this was. Uh talking to a
noise is rather...

BM Yeah!

sible whatever

1 we could see w

GW s an odd procedure as you can imagine, but very gradually
it came closer and cluser. ((long pause. Takes a couple of
puffs of cigarette.))

Uh

After a time it came right up Lo the circle where we were, 1L,
was as near as near Lo me as um my dog over there fabout
five feet away, sitting on a nearby chair| and we sal in the
circle. This thing, had a peculiar effect on on one’s head, it
seemed almost hypnotic and

uh [ think all of us felt this, almost hypnotized state, from
this high high-pitched trilling noise, it sounded, it's very
difficult to describe but ah I'll see if I can find the tape

BM Yeah, it would be interesting to hear that.

GW Um [ forget where P've put it but I've got it somewhere. It
sounded a bit like a sort of chattering noise um it had almost
an insect-like quality and the the anly thing it can be really
compared with is a very loud cricket.

BM Yeah
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GW Tropical tropical cricket o ((...)) or something of that kind.
And it sort of varicd slightly uh in its pitch
and
the medium spoke b it, ried to lure it towards us, and said
“If you understand us: stop.” And it did stop, it stopped
for a few seconds other t was it was continuous. Um
and it as [ say it came it right up to us, and it then seemed
Lo, almost encompass you us
by being round on both sides, whether there was a single
source or whether there were multiple sources, very hard to
tell. Impossible Lo tell, there was nothing visible. And um
al one stage in the proceedings uh I got up | went as none of
us could got up while we were sitting [ went to the edge of
the circle, none of us ventured into the standing corn and |
said, “Please. Will you make us a circle.” Sounding slightly
foolish addressing ah an empty cornfield but um what
actually what what amazed me and all of others was that
none of us was in the slightest bit scared of this, there was
no.

BM Yes, | was I was going to ask you about about that

GW No feeling of, no feeling of anything hostile or unpleasant
and uh [ kept thinking “Why aren’t you running, like fury
in the other direction.” Because here is something totally
unknown
[ hesitate to say alien but totally
uh...

BM It’s certainly unusual...

GW Unexpected, strange, unusual
and whether or not my request was um
uh understood, the next morning there was
about four hundred yards away in the direction in which this
noise went off, there was a new circle a very large circle with
a ring around it. Just exactly where it had gone. This noise
went on for three hours, it moved about. When it had come
to its closest to us, three other people who weren’t, who we
hadn't actually invited along came up and into the circle,
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they'd heard it from the road, and um, I think due to their
arrival, whatever this was withdrew and it went away down
the field. And the moment was obviously past, the moment
of closest contact and

um Rita, who's a medium and Pat Delgado said “Right.
Well we must go now. That's it, it's finished. nd, we all
went back down to the vbservation vehicle which is
quarter of a mile awa
an hour and a half elapsed

which we found absolutely staggering all six of us said well
that's impossible and it seemed 1o have been abont hall an
hour

and it was

ot

el to find that

. We were quite i

as if we'd had a missing time experience. | hesitate to s
that that’s the thing you get in connection with UIO phe-
nomena, but, we were totally amazed that it was an hour
and a half after, the time this thing had started.

BM Right. Enthralled by the thing while it was there.

GW Abs, well I suppose we were totally enthralled by it yes.
Utterly enthralled and um as [ say in almost a hypnotic
state. Anyway we went hack down, we had a
had a coffee talked about
in total amazement, and Rita and her husband, who was
also there, um drove off back to Leicester where, where she
lives. And after about an hour | was sort of regaining my
senses and confidence and everything else
[ said to Colin Andrews [ said “For God'’s sake, Lhat thing
is still out there. Let’s go and find it.” So the two of us
accompanied by a third person called Robin Jones, uh got
into his car and drove back up, and
drove into the field up to, as clo:
circle
wound down the window and I I could still here it, right
down the field. So, this was where we got the Lape recording,
1 got the tape recorder out of the car and um I lead the way
and uh we went walked off through the corn Lo, along the

5 we conld get to the
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tramlines, to in the direction of where this was. And yet we
could never, get to it. We got quite close to it, it seemed to
be about ten yards or twenty yards ahead and we walked on
and on and on and it seemed to be leading us, uh

almost as if it was leading us in a particular direction. And
we went very slowly through the corn listening, and making
the tape recording and uh

eventually we said well this is ridiculous, it's getting light it
was you know it gets light half past four, and it was after
four o clock and uh the three of us said right well, lets leave
it, leave it here see i it’s still here when it's light, and [ just
wish we hadn’t because, uh

if we had continued in that direction which it was leading us,
it did seem to be leading us, uh we would’ve undoubtedly
come to that circle. Which [ can’t help thinking, it wasn’t
there the night before, [ can't help thinking that this, caused
the circle.5®

This lengthy memorate gives just about the best indication of why the
cereologists are adamant aboul the existence of some controlling evidence
behind the circles phenomenon. [t is not an abstract desire or need that mo-
tivates their belicfs, but concrete evidence and personal experience. Where

ieteorologists have used analogies with other meteorological phenomena and

the Lestimony of eye-witnesses, gists point to

as invalidating a natural explanation. Thus their interest is in events such
as equipment failure within circles; the trilling noise referred to above and

also experienced on several other occasions; flashes and discharges of energy

51 would like ta express my gratitude to George Wingfield for sharing this extraordinary
account with me. Given the nature of the circles discourse he is opening himself to ridicule
by presenting such a frank account of the events. I have every reason to believe that this
was an honest and sincere recounting of the events as he experienced them.
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from within circles; the etfects of dowsing within circles; strange markings
on film-negatives; the alteration within individual circles over time. All of
this comprises part of the set of evidence that cercologists use to justify and

prove their theories.

3.2.3 Interpreting the circles

The above should have given an idea of how cereologists explained the advent

and nature of the circles. Cercolagists, unlike meteorologists, do not appear

to place great importance on trying to deduce how exactly the circles are

formed. Their explanation in fact forces them to acknowledge that this is

currently unknown and may remain so. Consequently, the thrust of ce

logical research has become a quest to deduce the meaning of the circles,

Richard Andrews states:

We are nowhere near an answer, because the answer may never
be found. But we are at the beginning of one of the most exciting
times for man, [ think. And this will be the first indicator that
we have of the massive change that's going on.*

Symbolism and communication

In altempting to define the field of cereology Michael Chorost says, thal if

one is to assume that the circles are created by a controlling intelligence

®1Richard Andrews, “Dowsing the Corn Circles.” ‘Tape recorded lecture given to the
British Society of Dowsers, London, Sept. 1990. Rev. 139-142 side 2



Discussion only becomes possible when one hypothesizes that the
formations are supposed to mean something, either to their cre-
ators or Lo our: 5. (“Thes

If this is the case, then research has to be applied to the interpretation of the
circles as some sort of code, through examining the structure of the forma-
tions, and their placement in relation to each other or to some other factor,

Iy rejects the use of human alphabets

such as & s. Chorost expl

and symbols as the basis for decoding the symbols, but this activity has be-
come increasingly common amongst circles researchers. For example, John
Kirik Beckjord attempts to apply his knowledge of various ancient languages
to decode a pictogram found in Barn Field near Winchester and comes up
with, “this is a dangerous place to camp”.% Other researchers have focused
on the similarities between some of the circle formations and certain sacred
symbols. The most complete example of this is Michael Green's attempt to
find correlations between ancient Romano-Celtic carvings and various circles
(“Rings”). Other notable attempts have been Michell’s analysis of an Essex
formation as the mark of the Goddess, Ceres, herself (“Sacred"), and the
analysis of the Winterbourne Stoke ‘swastika’ as the Celtic symbol for ‘great
change’ and ancient wisdom.*®

" ¥icckjord, “Hoving a Go”. Beckjord has also privately published a paper giving a

detailed analysis of various pictograms.
Sec for example, Green, "Rings” 145; Haddington, “Between” 175.
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The interest in interpretation has begun to affect the larger populace,
possibly partly inspired by an article in the Today newspaper® The paper
printed an attempt at deciphering the Alton Barnes pictogram. According
to Charles d’Oban, an expert in ancient Sumerian, the pictogram was a
drought warning, literally meaning something along the lines of “multiply
your wells”. In the same article, the paper's resident weatherman, Philip
Erden, noted that the Alton Barnes formation appeared to be constructed
of various weather symbols.

This move appears to be being picked up in other contexts as well. For
example, the cartoon in figure 3.1 appeared in the Today newspaper the day
after the Bratton hoax. The text of the cartoon refers to “Beadle’s About”,
a British TV show in which the host, Jeremy Beadle, plays practical jokes on
unsuspecting individuals. In the cartoon, the circle formation is interpreted
as a practical joke performed by aliens from the “Planet. Beadle”,

A similar example can be found in the advertisements for “Reese Peanut
Butter Cups.” Coincidentally, the company who manufactures these, Her
sheys, is famous for its involvement with the film “B.T." in which the alicn

frequently eats “Reece’s Pieces”." In one of a series of four advertisements,

a circles researcher, named “Rory Tate”, explains to an interviewer thal he

has used ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs to decipher the meaning of crop cir-

% Nelson, “Prepare to Meet The Drought” Today 20 Jul. 1990): 6.

%A pparently there was no direct link between the use of “E.T." to sell “Recces Picces”
and the choice of the “mysterious circles” advertising campaign. My thanks to Lijana
Polensek of Hershey's Canada for this information.
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Ive cracked the code,
It says “Greetings
from Planet

Figure 3.1: Cartoon: scientists decipher the crop circle
The cartoon shows circles researchicrs finally interpreting the message of te
hoax circle at Bratton. The message is, of course, that the formation is a
practical joke pulled by an alien prankster from the planet ‘Beadle’ ( 7oday
27 Jul. 1990: 26).

cles. They can, he says, be decoded as, “real milk chocolale, and peanut

butter” — the constituents of “Reese Peanut Butter Cups”. In th @, the
interest in interpretation has been picked up by an advertising firm who uses

it, humorously, to market a product.

The UFO connection

The growing interest in the symbolic nature of the circles phenomenon has
had a very dramatic impact on ufological research and the Extra-Terrestrial
Hypothesis (ETH) in particular. [ have already discussed the methods by

which researchers such as Randles and Fuller have attacked the [T, and the

concept of circles as communication has caused a similar crisis of confidence
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in the ITH, especially in Britain which remains the focus of interest in the
crop circles phenomenon. Michell says,

EExtra-terrestrialism is thoroughly out of fashion among British
ufologists — unlike in America, Russia and most other countries
where the link between UFOs and space beings is rarely ques-
tioned. (“Down Among the Explainers”)

He continues Lo assert that this is not the case amongst circles researchers
and here | disagree with him. There definitely are those who feel that circles
are caused by solid alien spacccraft, and Michell quotes a communication
from the Rev. Anthony C. Pike from the Saints of God Church in Harrow:

“Shalom! Greetings in the Name of our Lord Jesus Christ. This
is just a note to say that the Wiltshire cornfield circles are caused
by alien spacecraft.

Pike, however, could not be said to be a senior circles researcher and I think
most of those who accept the cereological explanation, with the possible
exception of Pat Delgado, would agree with Wingfield’s comments that:

GW Ok. um, UFO, UFOs have been with us, for a time and
I'm not suggesting and ah a lot of people are not suggesting
that they're
solid alien spacecraft this is, this particular sort of UFO I'm
talking about is, certainly not a solid alien spacecraft. It
gencrates a ball of light of some description which, uh may
come down from the sky, or it may be a, initially perceived
at ground level, and move around in a very peculiar manner
and have rather strange effect on people, um
theres plenty plenty of this in the literature, uh, it's called a
you-cff, always used Lo be called a UFO for want of a better
name, uh, it doesn’t
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say what it is uh, we shouldn’t presuppose what it is

uh, little green men and, spacccraft and spaceships are are
the province of Hollywood and Fleet Strect, | mean

that’s a different matter altogether and uh | see no reason
to attach, that sort of thing to what we're looking at.*

While this interpretation does not rule out the possibility that UFOs
are of an extra-terrestrial origin, it does characterize them in quite a differ-
ent manner from traditional nfology. [t becomes meaningless, for example,
to look for crashed alien spaceships because the nature of UFOs has been
changed, and this is as big a challenge to the prevailing formulation of the

ETH as anything said by Jenny Randles and Paul Fuller or Terence Meaden.

3.2.4 Who believes in cereology?

The preceding section has given an overview of the formulation of the cere-

ological explanation amongst circles hers. As with the logical

theory, much of the above is esoteric knowledge and is not widely available

to the general public. C it is not surprising that the cercological

explanation as it exists without the small, tightly-knit community of circles

researchers takes on something of a different aspect.
Farmers. Those whose livelihoods are most affected by the phenomenon
seem to be the least ready to accept any kind of supernatural explanation,

S0Tape-recorded interview, Sept. 1990. Rev. 315-330, side |. Sce also Richard Beau-
mont's interview of Colin Andrews: Beaumont, “More Circular Evidence”.
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Fuller’s 1987 survey, discussed, above showed this clearly. That is not to say
that there are no farmers who hold this view. Although [ did not find anyone
willing Lo express such an opinion, they do exist. For example, one farmer
whilst never stating an actual opinion when interviewed by a reporter from
a local newspaper said:

It appeared on a virtually wind-free night so I don’t go along
with the weather theory and [ discount hoasers because of the
extremely large number of shapes which are appearing. (Western
Daily Press 20 Jul. 1990: 3)

Circle tourists. There is, however, a whole category of people, that one

could term “circles Lourists”, who overwhelmingly support a cereological ex-

planation. These people are those who have travelled to visit a circle. This
does not include those who have had a circle form in the vicinity of their
homes or work-places. Naturally it follows that people who travel to circles
are likely to do so because they find them interesting, for it takes some effort
Lo track down and visit a circle and, at the height of last summer, one had to
pay farmers to visit the most photogenic formations. Hence my description
of them as circles tourists.

Amongst the tourists were those who had deliberately travelled to a circle
and those who had stopped on a journey to somewhere else, intrigued by what
they saw. The former group tended towards the cereological explanation, For
example the crop circle at Bickington (see the photograph on page 18) was

the first to appear in Devon. A few days after its formation [ went to do
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Figure 3.2: A busy day in the circles
Circles became a massive tourist attraction in the summer of 1990, as the
photograph shows. Tourists had to pay £1 each to enter the field, were
instructed to walk along the tractor-lines to the formation and could buy
hot-dogs and T-shirts from enterprising individuals camped outside the field.
(Photograph © G. T. Meaden)
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a survey and to try to delermine whether or not it was a hoax. Whilst |
was there two groups of people visited: a dowser and two companions, and
a group of four students from a nearby agricultural college. The first group
were most interested in the encrgy aspects of the circles, having read articles
in the New-Age magazine Kindred Spirit37 As [ seemed to know what [ was
doing, one of the women asked me what caused the circle. [ replied that [
did not know exactly but there was a strong chance that it could be a hoax,
to which she responded “Oh, [ hope not. That would be so sad. It feels
right. 1t’s so peaceful and calm in here. I really don't think it could have
been made by humans.” Shortly thereafter I tried to determine their views

more formally.

Interview with a dowser. June 1990, I talked with a dowser (MG) and
his two companions (MF) and (KT). The woman, KT, took no part in the
conversation, preferring to sit in the middle of the circle and occasionally

glance disapprovingly at the more

ic of my questions.

BM Is this the first time you've been to a circle?

MG Yes. ((Others agrec))

BM What do you think of it?

MF It's wonderful isn't it. Can’t you feel how peaceful it is.
BM It's certainly relaxing.

MG You know ['ve no real talent for healing but I think the ener-
gies in here arc very positive. Not so much the outer circles,

" Beaumont, “Crop Circles”, “More Circular Evidence”.
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the energy is really chaotic and unfocused in those, but in
here the energy is so directed and focused. 1t's amazing.

BM How do you reckon these were formed?

MG ((Shrugs)) Nobody knows.

MF [ thought you were supposed to be the expert.

BM No one's an expert at this thing.

MG I read Circular Evidence and [ really can’t see how a whirl-
wind could have done this. [ think the force has to come
from the ground. [ think it's sort of like a gift. Like some-
one saying you've done so much harm Lo the world but look
what it’s still doing for you.

MF VYes. It says somcthing about the way we farm too. | ¢
the more we ruin the countryside with all these pes
the more this is going to happen.

MG Yes [ think that's right.

ink

Although it is clear that none of these three were willing to come up with

an explanation for the circles effect, uther than noting that it comes from the

ground, their allegiance to the concept of circles as communication, in this

case a “gift”, and therefore to a cereological basis is obvious. The second

group wiere less willing to commit themselves. All four were young men who

had heard of the formation at college, and had come to see it for themselves

during a study break. As always scemed to be the case, they first asked me
what I thought.
BM Hard to say. It could be a hoax. Have you heard about
anyone at college who admits to doing it?
1 No. No one knows who did it. That’s why we came out. here.
BM Oh. What do you think then?
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1 Fuck knows.

2 Heard tell it’s whirlwinds.

3 Yeah. If you over-fertilize the barley will lodge.

BM So you think it's whirlwinds then?

((Pausing, unwilling to commit themselves.))

1 Nah. No way. ((The rest scemed willing to let the driver act
as spokesperson. )

BM So what do you think then.

2 Don't know.

These two examples seem to embody the different ends of the spectrum
of opinions that [ discovered. People lended to vary between a total lack of
opinion Lo strongly-held belicfs in the supernatural origin of the circles. [
found no one there who believed them to be hoaxes after seeing them and
1o one who was willing to accept a meteorological explanation. An interest-
ing article in The Guardian, in which various visitors to the Alton Barnes
formation were interviewed, gives an idea of the range opinions encountered.

[Roy’s| theory: “Energy — some kind of earth energy”....
Roland, described by his party as a bit on an expert on ancient
sites, was striding about making sketches. “It’s the way one shape
leads to another,” he muttered. “It leaves your mind kind of
boggled. Colin Patrick, on holiday from Southend, was going on
about how the patterns resembled North American designs — “or
is it South American? Or perhaps Central American? Anyway
those people were supposed to have some sixth sense that we've
all lost.

Sitting in the centre of une circle. .. Jenny Eyre from Muir
Woods in California said she was getting the same sort of fecling
that she had got at Stonehenge.
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“We went up in a plane yesterday and they looked so perfect
from the air, you can’t believe they weren't meant to be viewed
that way,” she said. “I get this fecling of incredible kindness here,
as if the circles are meant to benefit the carth.” (Jul., 1990: 3)

The reporter uses a humorous tone throughout the article and has abviously
been selective in the material he used, but nonetheless the opinions of these

circles tourists are perfectly plain.

The Revenge of ET

If the ETH appears to be under attack amongst circle rosearchers, of all
types, then it is still alive and well amongst the general populace. Those

who do see some type of supernatural origin to the circles tend Lo think in

terms of UFOs. That is not to say that the idea of cireles as communication

does not exist, the interview below demonstrates that it does, but that, for
many, the ‘simple’ idea of circles being cansed by alien spaceships landing in

fields is still the most prevalent.

Circles as communication. [ had talked with AS, who is an optician,
before so he knew of my interest in the circles.™ In January 1991 1 brought
up the subject again in the presence of a mutual friend, JS.

AS So then, found out the answer yet?
BM No. [ still haven't decided. It's difficult o say.
AS Well it obviously isn't just UFOs landing in a field.

8In an informal context and without noting what he said about crop circles.
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JS If it was they must have changed their engine designs this
summer!

AS [ think it has to be symbolism. They're too perfect to be
whirlwinds.

BM You think something's trying to communicate?

AS Why not? There’s so much fucked up with this world it scems
only natural that someone’s trying to warn us. Trying to get
through ((pause))

BM You

AS ((interrupting)) 1 think it's really exciting. | really think
something’s happening and we're part of it. You're really
Iucky. [ would love to to be able to go to one and see what
it's really like. It must be quite something.

It should be noted that not everyone holds the view that crop circles
represent some sort of beneficient communication from a benign intelligence.
For example, the Reverend Peter Saunt is probably not alone in his view,

expressed in the Independent on Sunday:

We've had them three or four years running. It's actually done
by an occult power, a spiritual force. It adds to the spiritual con-
fusion in the country, contributing to the “Jesus was an ancient
astronaut syndrome.” (22 Jul. 1990: 25)

The two examples below give an idea of the range of belief in the ETH as
applicd to crop circles that [ encountered whilst interviewing ordinary people
who had never been to a crop circle and whose livelihoods were in no way

allected by it.

Circles as alien spaceships. Interview with OE: June 1990. He is senior

union official at a local factory which has strong military connections.
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OE The circles. I've read a lot about them.

BM What do you think is responsible for them.

OE I don't know for sure, no one daes as far as | know. Mind
you [ can take a good guess.

BM Yeah?

OE Well for a start they're really perfect, not like normal wind
damage at all. I've seen pictures of them and i's like they're
done by a machine, I've worked on lathes before and | can
tell you there's nothing natural about those things. You
need machines to make circles fike those.

BM Ok right.

OE Yeah. And they've been around since at least the sixties
and before that. [ used to hear about them when | did my
national service.

BM You did.

OE Yeah. There was a mate of mine stayed in and he used to
say they got them all the time on Salisbury Plain. e went
to invest.gate one. It was like like the ones you sce today.
Sort of a big circle in the middle with four landing marks
on the outside. {He is referring to a quintuplet formation|
He said it was perfect. Like something had landed and then
gone straight back up again. Mind you no one never said
anything. It wasn't the sort of thing you were supposed o
say else people might start getting upsel or blaming The
Forces.5®

BM So you think it was something like a UFO did these.

OE Exactly! It has to be. All that stuff about helicopters and
hedgehogs is all a joke.

BM Why do you suppose they land in fields? It seems kind of
odd to me.

OE Who knows? They're aliens aren’t they. Could be anything.

5lang for the military forces.
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In this case OF has clearly constructed a detailed explanation for the
circle formations grounded on the premise that they are the results of solid,
alien spacecraft landing in a field and taking off. He uses his own professional
knowledge to justify his theory that only a technological item could create
the circles and rules ot other explanations accordingly. He only falters when
it comes Lo the aliens’ possible motivations for landing in the fields.

A similar structure can be scen in the argument of a video-store owner in
the same West-Country town (IS) who also proposes alien spaceships as the
Jons et origo of the circles in October 1990. This person was more diffident
with his opinions and, although he is “interested in science-fiction”, he gives
the impression of coming to this conclusion reluctantly and only because he

“can't see what else” could cause the circles.

IS Oh yes, the crop circles. | find them really interesting. What's
the explanation for them then?

BM Hard to say. People have all kinds of different theories.

IS [ know they're been around for a long time cause a lot of
people think they’re brand new don’t they.

BM Yeah quite a lot do.

IS I'd love to know what's behind them. 've always been inter-
ested in science fiction,

BM What do you think?

IS | don’t know. I reckon its gotta be alien spaceships though.

BM Oh. Why?

IS Can't see what else it would be. It certainly isn’t natural.

The interview with [S seems to reflect the general opinion of those who

propose a supernatural explanation for the circles. Generally they appear to
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have Lo come to their beliefs by a process of elimination. This is not so much
different from many of the circles researchers.

Perhaps surprisingly, this material differs in many ways from that which

I have come across from Americans and in Newfoundland. In Newfoundland,

[ have found that the vast majority of people are aware of the phenomenon

despite the fact that, as far as | can tell, there never has been a crop circle

in the province. Even the fungus responsible for fairy rings does not exist.
Of those to whom [ have talked, most seem to have strong beliefs about the

alien origin of the crop circles. The example below gives an idea of this.

A Newfoundlander’s belief in UFOs. In this case | had taken some of
the photographs to be used in this thesis to be duplicated. Whilst doing so,
a worker at the photographic laboratory (PS) commented on them and the
following dialogue occurred. June, 1991.

PS They’re those crop circles aren’t they.

BM Uh, yeah.

PS [ keep an eye out on that stuff.

BM They're fascinaling aren't they?

PS What do you think? Do you think UFOs cause them?

BM It’s hard to say. What about you?

PS Ithink so. You can't tell me that there's all those worlds ont
there and none of them have life on them. You would have
to be really ignorant to think that. And some of them have
to have life on them maybe just like us.

BM Yeah. Therc are a lot of stars out there.
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PS We spend a lot of time laoking for life so why shouldn’t they
do the same. They might come looking for us. It's only
logical. Some people don’t believe in cvolution. They still
believe that the world was created. That’s religion so maybe
that's different. But the evidence all points the other way.
You can't ignore all that evidence. Some people do, but
people will believe anything if they don't think about it.

BM [ suppose if you haven’t thought about something. ..

PS Yeah. You can't tell me that UFOs don’t exist. [ was in
the airforce twelve years and everybody knows about flying
saucers there.

BM Ycah?

PS ((Agrees)) I remember when they brought back one from
Greenland a few years ago. There was a load of wreckage
there and they brought some back to study. It was when
a lot of their own planes crashed and they found this other
stuff as well. So everyone knows about it.

BM [ hadn’t heard Lhat before.

PS Anyways it makes sense to me Lhat there could be UFOs
monitoring us. They’re waiting for the right moment to tell
us but at the moment they’re just letting us see little bits,
like crop circles, to make us ready. If they showed themselves
now it would be a disaster. We're not ready yet.

In this case, the focus of the argument is not on the crop circles per se
but the possibility for extra-terrestrial life and the motivations of the aliens.
Time and time again [ came across the same focal argument: ‘there are so
many worlds out there some of them have to have life.” Furthermore, this
individual puts those who do not believe in the possibility of extra-terrestrial
life into the same category as creationists, and labels them all as people who

ignore the available evidence.



Perhaps the clearest example | have of how the ETH is constructed and
held amongst the general public comes from an American woman visiting
England. [ talked with her on a train as she travelled to meet relatives and it
transpired that she had once lived in the south of England for a few years in
the late-1970s but had never heard of crop circles until the summer of 1990
when she saw them on TV. The interview took place in December 1980, 1
had given her the CCCS anthology (Noyes, Enigma) to look over.

CS So these are the crop circles. Jeeze they're bizarre. ((shakes
head several times whilst looking at pictures.)) And what is
it that's supposed to make these things?

BM Beats me. All kinds of things.

CS [ saw a programme once and they said something about
whirlwinds but no way. That's just too bizarre. [ think
it’s got to be UFOs.

BM Quite a few people do think that.

CS ((Looks at ‘swastika’)) There's no way any thing natural
could make that. That has to a UFO landing.

BM Yeah. But then agair you do wonder why they land in
cornfields.

CS They're flat. [would have thought they would make excellent
landing places. And they’re not near roads and there is no
one about so no one would see them.

BM That makes sense. Then again you never sce foolprints
around them anywhere.

CS ((looks at me as though that were the most stupid comment
in the world.)) They don’t have to walk or go outside if they
don’t want to.

BM Yeah. You do gets lots of different shapes though. Like that
one ((showing the Alton Barnes formation on the hack cover
which she had not previously noticed.))
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CS That looks like a UFO to me. See yow've got two different
parts to it ((referring to the double dumb-bells)) and they
could be the engines. And that's where it touched down.
((Unclear as to what she is referring to.))

BM Oh right.

3.2.5 Cereology and the ETH

The preceding information should have shown that the extra-terrestrial hy-
pothesis is facing something of a challenge because of the crop circle phe-
nomenon. Amongst those in the circle research community it has already
been extensively revised and this revision appears to be becoming increas-
ingly common among the general populace. It is already being expressed in
cartoons and advertising wherein the cereological hypothesis that crop circles
represent communication provides a ready metaphor. The emergence of the
cereological hypothesis and the ensuing tension between it and the ETH has
been crucial to the impact of the phenomenon. The analysis of the attempt
at a radical reinterpretation of the ETH and the role that the crop circles
phenomenon has played in provoking thal reaction is central to the final two

chapters of this thesis.
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3.3 The Hoax Explanation

The basic premise of this school of thought is quite simple - all crop circles
are made by people. The reasons and motivations of the honxers are a matter
for debate, but the result is the crop circle phenomenon. 1t should be noted
that very few people see the whole phenomenon as a hoax perpetrated by one
group of individuals, although some incline to the view thal a large number
of citcles may have been made by a certain group of people. For example

Jenny Randles and Paul Fuller, who part company with Terence Meaden on

0 60

the extent of hoaxing that they believe to be taking pla seem al Limes Lo

take the position that a majority of the modern, complex crop circles conld
be the result of a single body of people working deliberately o fool credulons
individuals.®*

In this thesis [ define “hoaxing” as the deliberate act of creating a crop
circle. There s a, sometimes fine, distinction between that and circles created
as a side-effect of some human activity. Belicf in the latter often goes hand
in hand with the belief in hoaxing, The main focus for Uhis section is on the

hoax theory which can be scen as the most similar explanation in type to

“Fuller and Randles, “Crop Circles” 104.

StRandles and Fuller, Mystery Solved 72-75. It should be noted that Jenny Randles
and Paul Fuller are not a single, homomorphic entity. Paul Fuller tends to lean towards
viewing many of the pictograms as at least partial hoaxes, ie. genuine circles that
had clements added by human hands (personal communication and answers to vario
questions at the BUFORA lecture in September 1990) whereas Jenny Randles scems 1o
have immense problems accepting any sort. of meteorological input to the pictograms. See
her comments in The Circular 4 (1991): 13-14.
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lian Bennett's “

rationalist tradition” (Traditions).

It shouid be noted at this point that hoaxed circles do exist and that all

circles

esearchers agree that there is an element of hoaxing in the modern
phenomenon. The disagreement is over the extent of the hoaxing and the
ability of circles rescarchers to differentiate between hoax and genuine circles.
The issue is further muddied by the fact that there are many different types

of hoaxing.

Self-Evident hoaxes. These are hoaxes that are constructed in such a way
as to leave no doubt about their origin. Such circles may be formed

for a variety of reasons: to emba circles b 1

the main motive behind the Bratton Hoax; to publicize the hoaers,
as is the case when the Acid-House music group “KLF” pressed their
logo into a field near Silbury Hill and then featured it in a promotion
for a new music video;®? or to simply make a joke, which appears to
be the motivation behind the “smiley face” circle that appeared near
the Alton Barnes pictogram (see figure 3.3) aud the appearance of the
phrase “We are not alone” fattened into the field in the Punchbowl at

Cheesefoot Head in 1986.5% Of these hoaxes there are two types:

©iSee Wingfield, “A Carefully Planned Hoax". A picture of the formation appears in
Williams, “Hoaxing and the Open Mind”.

“See Delgado and Andrews, Latest Evidence 46-48, for a discussion and photograph.
Note that although the authors appear to consider it a genuine formation, the consen-
sus amongst other circles researchers is that it is a hoax, for example, Wingfield, “Ever
Increasing Circles”; Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solved 66.
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Figure 3.3 “Smiley Face” circle near Alton Barnes

Photograph shows 2 “smiley face” hoax circle with two columns of unflat-
tened corn for the eyes and a standing arc for the mouth. (Phomgmph
©G T Meaden.)



L. Those in which the shape of the formation is self-evidently a hoax:

the smiley face, KLF logo and “We are not alone”

2. Those which could be real formations but in which hoaxers leave
clues: this includes the Bratton hoax in which fake ouija boards
and crosses were left, and possibly the formation at Littley Green
in Essex which may have been inspired by a pun — the circle

being made, perhaps, by Littley Creen men.®

Non-obvious hoaxes. [n these cases the hoaxers do not intentionally leave
clues. It is the criteria for differentiating non-obvious hoaxes from
genuine circles that are a matter for debate amongst circles researchers.
Known examples of this type are formations such as one hoaxed at the
behest of a national daily newspaper in 1983 at farm near Westbury.®®
There have also been demonstrations of hoaxing undertaken in which
a group of people try to recreate a circle under the eyes of outside
observers.® These, however, are not usually promoted as genuine crop

circles but as demonstrations of the feasibility, or otherwise, of hoaxing.

Hoax hoaxes. A final category appears to be those circles which are claimed
to be hoaxes but which may not be. For example, an individual by the

name of Fred Day claims to have been making circles for over forty

" Randles and Fuller, A Mystery Solved 67-G8.
5See, Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solved 28, 63-64.
%6Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solved 68-70.
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years and constructed a hoaxed circle in front of some reporters to
prove his ability to do s0.67 Although there is no reason to doubt that
he did make the crop circle shown in the photographs, which appears to

show some features normally claimed only to appear in genuine circles,

there are good reasons to doubt the veracity of his claim 1o be the
major producer of circle formations in the UK. Another example of
this may be a formation discovered at Margate in Kent in 1989, In

this case two young men claimed to b

seen a glowing light descend
into a crop field and when they went to investigate they found a circle
directly beneath some power lines, and Lhis is a case that is often cited
as strong evidence for the metcorological theury. Later, however, some
individuals came forward and claimed to have hoaxed the formation

and currently no one is too sure of the status of the formation.™

Applying the above hoax categories Lo circle formations leaves a core
of formations that can be best termed “genuine”. Although individual re-
searchers vary over what is or is not included in that core, it is these circles

that they explain with their theories. The same is true of the hoax the-

Unlike the

ory, which explains these core circles as the results of hoazers.

and

planations, this theory has not inspired a

7See, “How To Make Those Corn Circles.”

8Personal communication from George Wingfield. The case is reported in Forlean
Times 53 (1989): 37. Paul Harris the main investigator of the case emphatically belicves
that the percipients are giving a sincere account of what they saw (The Crop Watcher 4
(1991): 12-13).
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great deal of research activity. Indeed, the leading detective of hoaxed circles
is probably Jenny Randles who mostly relays her findings through the “In-

formed Circles” column that she writes for The Crop Watcher. That said,

there have been some published articles arguing for the hoax explanation, the
wmost notable being David Fisher's article in The Bratish & Irish Skeptic.5®
For now, as in the preceding sections [ will sketch the methods by which
the hoax theory explains the various phenomena associated with crop circles
before moving on to consider the extent to which this explanation is held

arnong the more general public.

3.3.1 Explaining the hoax theory

Amongst circles rescarchers the hoax theory is generally held only by the
Skeptics”. The term is an American one, used to denote a group of individ-
wals who have made it their business to prove that fraud, generally, is at the
root of all supernatural phenomena. The skeptics form something of a con-
tained community, disseminating their views through newsletters and their
respected journal, The Skeptical Inquirer. The 'k’ in skepticism is impor-
Lant because it distinguishes it (rom the philosophical concept of ‘scepticism’

which maintains that nothing can be truly known.

L draw extensively on Fisher's article in the explication of the hoax theory. Unfortu-
nately my version of it is an inated version sent to me via electronic mail, so precise
page numbers are not available. My thanks to Toby Howard of The British & Irish Skeptic
for sending me this copy.
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Skeptics come in a continuum of “wet” to “dry”. Dry skeptics, ‘stars’

such as James (“The Amazing”) Randi and Phillip J. Klass are “hardcore

debunkers” whose self: laimed goal is the elimination of superstitious be-

lief from the gullible public. Wet skeptics like to put the ‘c” back into scepti-
cism and are often willing to grant the existence of supernatural phenomena
as something that will become explicable by science.™ The rallying call for
all skeptics is William Occam’s principle of parsimony, usually known as
“Occam’s Razor”, which states, briefly, that the simplest explanation for a
phenomenon is usually the best one.”™ Of these varicties, David Fisher can
be thought of as being towards the dry end of the skeptical continuum. Al-
though he had in the past publicly supported the meteorological theory, he
found that the hoax explanation fit the evidence much better.™

David Fisher succinctly states the skeptical position with respect Lo crop
circles when he writes that:

_..itis better to believe in human peculiarity (an established fact)
than to upset part (Meaden, Randles and Fuller) or all (Delgado
and Andrews) of current physics.

Consequently it is not necessarily a skeptic’s task Lo put forward a working

™See the interview in this thesis, starting page 143 in which the a book-store owner
‘makes precisely this claim.

ILacey defines Occam’s razor as follows: “entities are not to be multiplied beyond
necessity. ... More generally one should chouse the simplest hypothesis that will fit the
facts. A stronger form claims that only what can not be dispensed with is real and that
to postulate other things is not only arbitrary but mistaken.” Dictionary of Philosophy
147. The stronger form provides the rationale for the act of debunking.

724y Rare Circle for Skeptics.” Weekend Guardian 18 Aug., 1990: 17.
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explanation, but to eliminate other theories so that only the skeptical one
is left. So, the major part of his article is devoted to casting doubt on the
evidence for other theories. He does, however, put forward some tentative
proposals for how hoaxers could go about making circles, albeit with the
caveat that it “is just a silly ad hoc theory.”

Iisher speculates that circles could be caused by a piece of farm machinery
being driven along the tractor lines and then steadying the steering wheel
to slightly off-centre. The non-circularity™ of crop circles would occur due
to the irregularity of the ground. The phenomenon of gap-seeking could be
explained as the driver fumbling when trying to get the machine back onto
the tractor lines. This would provide the circumference of a circle which
could then be filled in at a later date.™

Various other circles phenomena could be achieved like this. Fisher notes
that circles display banding, as if combed, and suggests that a large, comb-

like implement could be attached to the tractor. Furthermore, he posits that

the central ids of hed corn ionally found in circles could be

caused by the machinery being too cumbersome to complete the swirl. He
notes that spray booms often drop lumps of persistent foam and speculates,
correctly as it turns out, that the white, gelatinous substance found by Busty

Taylor in 1985 could be so-explained.”™ Finally he theorizes that the “extra

A5ce section 1.1 of this thes

T4This theory, and indeed the whnlz article, generated a comprehensive rebuttal by
Fuller and Randles. See their “Review of David Fisher”, both parts.

See discussion in chapter one. Fisher’s explanation has now been widely accepted
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touches™ to formations could be achieved by people working on foot, using
snowshoes to avoid damaging the crop.

Peter Williams, writing in The Cerealogist. 1akes this argument a few
steps further in the light of the 1990 developments. His main thesis is that
many of the crop circle features listed in Randles and Fuller as inexplicable

by the hoax theory™ have now been demonstrated possible. lle presents the

case of Fred Day, the self-confessed circle-maker of some forty years, who is
able to travel through a crop without leaving marks by using stilts and whose
circle appeared to demonstrate a precise spiral lay and banding effects. Ie
also proposes an analysis of the use of a rope attached Lo a central pole to
guide a heavy roller of some sort that would account for the non-circularity
of most crop circles.

Williams also notes that the Bratton hoax demonstrated that it was possi-
ble to hoax a full-scale pictogram in a short period of Lime, in Lotal darkness,
under the observation of several trained circles rescarchers, with elements
that could not be reached by tractor-lines. This exercise largely accounts for
many of the features that most circles researchers nave long claimed that it
was impossible to hoax.

It is also possible to account for facets, other than the internal complezity
of crop circles, through the hoax method. Both Fisher and Williams note

that the circles phenomenon appeared to start in an arca that has a long

amongst circles researchers.
T0Randles and Fuller, A Mystery Solved 137-141).
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reputation for strange nccurrences and is home to many occult groupings.

isher describes the area as Britain’s California — “a case of everything

loose slipping to the bottom rather than sliding to the left, perhaps?” —

and considers that these groups may have a vested interest in creating a

mystery. Williams points oul that during the UFO flap of the sixties many
groups were known to head to the hills and flash lights at UFO spotters in
the hope of fooling them and that one group also hoaxed a circular mark in
grass that was claimed to be a UFO landing nest (11). Therefore it is argued
that such hoaxers may be responsible for the apparently sudden appearance
of the formations in the area in the middle-seventies.

This approach is also used to explain the evolution of the phenomenon.
Both authors explicitly reject the notion that there may be a huge conspiracy
at loose to create circles all over the country. Instead, they propose that the
phenomenon is snowballing as more and more individuals take to the fields to
make their own crop circles. Fisher says, “In recent years, all of the publicity
may well have established a common focus and style for the jokers.” However,
Williams does consider that the locally based pictograms may all be the result
of a single group gradually perfecting their technique. They start with single
dumb-bells that are somewhat irregular and gradually add more shapes to
their repertoire until they finally produce the “masterpieces at Alton Barnes,
Beckhampton and Allington Down” (11). He notes that a common motif in

the patterns appears to be a representation of the “Starship Enterprise” —
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Figure 3.4: A circle formation compared to the “Starship Enterprisc”
The figure on the left is a schematic of the circle formation found at Chileomb
Farm on May 237 1990 — the first pictogram found. The proportions are
based on a sketch by George Wingfield. The figurc on the right is a top view
of the “Starship Enterprise”, as featured on the science-fiction TV show “Star
Trek”.

see figure 3.4.
The argument is that hoaxes have been proven 1o exist in other phenom-
ena, that the circles phenomenon has had hoaxes thal appear Lo match the

features of genuine circles and that the arca in which they are most prevalent

contains a high-density of occult groups who have good reason for promoting
a mystery. Furthermore the publicity gained by the phenomenon is thought
to increase the interest in hoaxing. As Williams says:

These days the rewards are higher than ever before — there arc
scientists’ to fool, and your work can appear on TV or in hooks.
Even out of the way circles now get reported so hoaxers can not
lose. (1)
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3.3.2 Who believes in hoaxers?

The previons paragraphs have given an overview of how a hoax explanation
can be applicd Lo the circles phenomenon. There is no circles researcher
with the avowed aim of proving this theory correct, but, as the following
paragraphs should show, it is probably the most popular explanation amongst

orthodox science, farmers and the general public.

The orthodox metcorologists

As Lindicated in the section on the meteorological explanation, the orthodox

meteorological community appears to favour the hoax explanation above all

else. This may be changing, but the following quote from a Weather reporter

in the United States appears to be typical.

Saying that a weather event happens in only a few special places
is perhaps less odd than saying that the special place is Eng-
land. Cool ocean-influenced climates don’t get much interesting
weather other than the occansional monster winter storm. The
USA pacific northwest is somewhat similar. In contrast, the USA
asa whole is a world leader in interesting weather. Add in the fact
that interesting weather other than big storms and frontal pas-
sages usually occur in daylight (mid-afternoon to early evening)
and the “midnight microburst” scenerio becomes about as likely
as the scenerio of little green men using England as a giant etch-
a-sketch.”

T The quote is from a picce of electronic mail posted to the newsgroup “Sci.skeptic”
a forum for skeptical discussion of anomalous happens. The original form and spelling
has bem kept. Steve Olson, “Re: Crop Circles? June 3, 1091: Message-ID,
OLSON.91Jun3 14073 il juliet.ILmit.cd
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The meteorology office at Bracknell, in the UK, has been similarly dis-
missive of any kind of meterological or cercological explanation for the crop
circles, preferring to ascribe the responsibility for their creation Lo drunken

locals.™

Farmers

Fuller’s survey in 1987 appeared Lo show that although farmers were divided
about the possible causes for crop circles the largest minority suspected hoax-

ing (Controversy 87-93). In my research this was still generally the case.

Telephone interview. Farmer (DB) had never had crop circles but a
nearby farm did in 1990. 15 February 1991
BM ['m interested in knowing what you think about their ori-
gins.
DB What do you mean?
BM What do you reckon causes them, the crop circles?

DB Can't rightly say as [ know. [ know some think ils whirl-
winds or little green men or summit. [something] I don't
reckon so myself. They're really perfect and the crop’s flat
tened, that’s what [ heard.

BM Um, yeah. Some say that.

DB I've seen crows eat patches but that's different. No, it’s a
bunch of young kids getting up to mischief. That’s what |
think.

BM You think they’re all hoaxes then.

"8 Their position has been widely quoted in various newspapers.
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DB Well it certainly ain't space aliens I know that much, and
there’s no way any kind of whirlwind will make a perfect
circle. Anyway, we're always getting kids larking around
here and they better not go making circles on my land!

This feeling can be seen in the recounting of an encounter with an an-
gry farmer in 1987 when Colin Andrews, Pat Delgado and Terence Meaden
attempled Lo survey a strange formation in Whiteparish.

Some thirly minutes later he returned with a police officer and
gradually it became clear why he had been so angry about circles
and our presenc in his field. He had farmed the land for 29 years
and during that time he had found many similar circle marks.
Hle was cleacly convinced that they were formed by people and
was desperate Lo catch those responsible. (Delgado and Andrews,
Circular Evidence 55)

The General public

The hoax explanation seems to be the most popular amongst those who are
least impacted by the phenomenon. There are a variety of ways in which

they justify their opinions.

Interview. Female medical trainee in London (EP). June 1990.
BM I'm actually interested in crop circles, the circular forma-
tions that you get in fields.
EP Those? People are still interested in those?
BM Uh, yeah. At least [ am.
EP [ thought they had been explained.
BM Um, [ hadn’t heard.
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EP | remember on the radio, last year I think it was when there
where all those circles in Wales. They were all done by the
farmer.

BM Oh, those. Yes, they were circles cut into heather. I'm
thinking more of the ones where the crop is flattened. Do
you think they’re all made by farmers as well?

EP Not all of them. I've a friend who made a circle once.

BM You have?

EP Yes. He and a few friends went out into a field to see if they
could make make one. He said it was quite simple really -
they just tied a rope to a post and prshed all the corn over.

BM Oh right. Do you think that’s truc of all of them.

EP Oh yes. [t's just a lot of publicity. G
thing to print in summer.

es Lthe papers some-

In this case it can be seen that she has several reasons for her opinion. Firstly
there is the matter of the Welsh circles from the summer of 1989 which were
actually cut into heather by a farmer to allow grouse to settle.™ She has

for the whole When

clearly i this as the
I hint at this she reveals that a friend has made a crop circle and that his
experience was that it was easy to do so. Finally she ascribes a motivation
for the hoaxers: publicity seeking.

This account was unusual in its detail. Perhaps more common are the Ltwo
examples below which were collected from young men in a pub in October

1990.

See section 1.2.3 for details.
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Interview in pub. SE is a draughtsman at a local factory. He is the son
of OE, interviewed above. (Page 175).

BM What do you reckon to the crop circles then?

SE Them? That's a load of shit.

BM Yeah?

SE Fuck yes. Get a bunch of the lads pissed up at the pub and

they go out and make one in the nearest field.

BM Your old man docsn't think that.

SE Oh well. He's really into all that stuff.

BM Um?

SE Science-fiction, flying saucers. He really believes in all that.

BM Not you then.

SE Fuck no. Still I guess, if you want to believe in it it don’t do
no harm.

In this first example SE gives the culprits, drunk locals, and leaves it at
that. When pressed on his father’s beliefs he ascribes them to a generic belief
in “science-fiction, flying saucers” his tone making it clear that this did not
form part of his world view. In the next case, PM, a clerk with the local
council, who did not hear the conversation with SE, gives a similar opinion
and hints that he believes that young farmers are the most probable culprits.

BM What do you know about crop circles?

PM “Crop Circles.” ((Laughs.)) What the fuck do you want to
know about them for?

BM ['minterested in finding out what people think about them.

PM Fucking hell you do some weird things!

BM Everyone's got to do something I suppose. What do you
reckon to them anyway?
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PM ((Dismissive gesture)) Bunch of young farmers out on the
piss [ reckon. Get's all the hippies excited! ((Laughing))

3.3.3 Who are the hoaxers?

It is useful to note at this point that there are various dilferent groups of
people suspected as being the culprits behind crop circle hoages. In the
examples above, young farmers and drunken locals were mentioned. This
was a widespread belief amongst those I talked to as well as in reports in
newspapers, TV and radio shows, and other media outlets. David IMisher
nominates a similar culprit:

Why is it done? Well, why are people drawn Lo make patterns in

sand or snow? Could not an underpaid farm-worker do it out of
boredom or resentment?

Different hoaxers were nominated in an unplanned conversation with an
elderly man, out walking his dog, whilst I was trying lo find a crop circle
near Sheffield, August 3" 1990.
BM Do you know where the crop circle is? | heard there was
one around here somewhere.

OM Crop Circle? Oh that thing. ((Gives dircctions)) Don’t
know what you want to go and look at tha for, i’s all a
load of old nonsense.

BM What do you mean?

OM Oh it’s just some bunch of hippics or young punks with

nothing better to do, go and mess around in sume farmer’s
field.

BM You mean this one is a hoax?
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OM They all are. It’s just a bunch of nonsense.

Hippies, or occult groups in general, also tend to take much of the blame
in known, or suspected hoaxes. For example, when the Chilcomb Farm pic-
Logram was discovered in May 1990, Paul Fuller first suspected that the
rectangular boxes had heen added by some travelling folk seen nearby and
only later changed his opinion.®®

The influence of alcohol also figures large in hoax beliefs. The two exam-
ples above collected from SE and PM mention the role of beer in influencing
people to go out and make crop circles. Diane Coldstein has noted the fre-
quency of this correlation in other traditions of disbelief! and I return to
this point in the next chapter. For now, the cartoon in figure 3.5 gives a hu-
morous summary of the relationship between drunkenness and the activity

of creating a crop circle.

Hoaxing as art

A less serious but still commonly mentioned theory treats the hoaxers as
artists, or at least some form of agricultural graffiti artists. The KLF logo
and smiley faces mentioned above could be seen as examples of this impulse.

A similar case could be made for the suspected hoax at Sedgehill, Tyne
- 3'His views were reported by The Western Daily Press 12 Jun., 1990: 14-15.
#!Personal communication. Often sceptics explain the perceptions of someone who has

an anomalous experience as being affected by alcohol or other drugs. See Hufford’s Terror
12-16
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MEGALOMEDIAw o
[FEAWORIE N ITHRE...) 0F MESSAGE ..

SoMe_sAY 11's
NATURE...

Figure 3.5: Strip cartoon: “Megalomedia”
A new idea for the identity of the hoaxers. Reporters for tabloid newspapers,
such as The Sun have a bad reputation for drinking and inventing stories.
(The Guardian 30 Jul. 1990)
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Figure 3.6: Drawing of a formation at Sedgehill, Tyne and Wear
The illustration is based on a plan by Paul Allison that appeared on the front
cover of The Crop Waicher 3.
and Wear. In this case a key shape was found, similar enough in style to
the triangle at Beckhampton to make it a non-self-evident hoax.* (See
figure 3.6.)
A not uncommon reference has been to refer to “landscape artists” such
as Andy Goldsworthy as the perpetrators of the circles. Andy Goldsworthy
is noted for his constructions of circular objects in natural phenomena. Al-

though G hy himself sees no ion between his work and crop

circles it has not stopped others from trying (McEwen 9). For example,

the following extract occurred during a radio show in which Melvyn Bragg

interviewed George Wingfield about the crop circle phenomenon.®
Melvyn Bragg Cynthia Rose, you want to come in.

Cynthia Rose Well I know a lot of people who are listening

#2Fuller, editorial, Crop Watcher 2: 3-4.
834Start The Week.” BBC Radio 4. Monday June 25, 1990.
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“'Greot — a designer ficld!

Figure 3.7: Cartoon: “Designer [ield”
Michael Heath, cartoon, Mail On Sunday 29 Jul., 1990.

who might ot have seen the diagrams have scen this on the
Vaughall ad where the car drives past a corn circle. ..

George Wingfield Well yes, but that wasn't a genuine one that
was just made for the ad. ..

Cynthia Rose Ah, well if it was made for the ad, then how can
you be sure it isn't some, sculptor like Andy Goldsworthy
out making them in the fields?

A possible response to the concept of crop circles as artistic hoaxes is Lo
regard them as ‘pretentious’, and this view is illustrated in the cartoon in
figure 3.7.

I did not collect any seriously held beliefs about the possibility of crop
circles being hoaxed for artistic purposes. [t would seem to be more of

a parody explanation, that is to say one that is used only in a humorons
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context. 'That such types of explanations exist is one of the reasons given

carlier for considering them as a folklore genre.

The army

The most popular culpeit in the folk explanations of crop circles, after drunks
and hippies, was the army. The example below, collected from a bar-maid

in January 1991 gives a clear stalement of this.

Interview January 30 1991

BM So what do you think causes crop circles?

JO [ dont know. [ haven't really ever thought about them.

BM So you've no idea. ((pause)) Some people think they're elec-
tronic whirlwinds, or UFOs.

JO 1¥'s more likely 1o be six drunks after a night out The Plaza®
going for a prank. Actually, U'll tell you what I do reckc.
A lot of circles are on Salisbury Plain, around Stonehenze
aren't they and that's where the army exercises. You covid
casily drop something from a helicopter and that wouldn’t
leave a mark. | have a couple of a friends in there [the army
and navy] and they get up Lo all sorts of stuff. You wouldn’t
believe it. Not crop circles, but all sorts of other things and
it wouldn’t take much,

[n this case JO initially blames local drunks but then discards that in
favour of a more appealing theory. She bases her theory on the premises that

the circles occur in places where the army exercises and her own observations

"X Tocal night-club, The name has been changed.
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that its members are known to conduct various pranks. Although she has
never heard of crop circles being created in this way she infers that it conld,
nevertheless, be the case.

The army are also considered the vriginators of various hoaxes by those

who do not consider hoaxes to be a general explanation. The clearest ex-

ample of this is the widespread opinion amongst circles archers that the
military may have been responsible for the hoaxed formation at Bratton

during Operation Blackbird.®

The Bratton Hoax

During the last week of July in 1990, Colin Andrews and Pat Delgado or-
ganised a crop watch by the name of Operation Blackbird. The aim of the
operation was to capture the formation of a crop circle on film. The project
was the most expensive undertaken with equipment valued at over £1 mil-
lion, but the quality of the equipment is criticised by both Meaden (“When”
and Wingfield as being inadequate for its purposes (“Carefully”).

The central events occurred in the carly morning of July 25* when the
organizers announced to BBC TV that they had captured the genesis of a

formation on film and were about to visit it with a camera team. It was

%5The most extensive accounts of the hoax are given in Meaden, “Wlhen is a Crop Circle
Not a Crop Circle?” and Wingfield, “A Carefully Planned Hoax.” Of the haax, Meaden
states, “It actually has the look of a military operation.” (386) Wingfield is maore dicect
and bases his article on the thesis that the formation was the work of the army. A curions
article by Clive Potter recounts the discovery of a mutilated horse found at Bratton Castle,
an Iron Age hillfort, during Operation Blackbird.
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not. until Andrews and Delgado actually entered the circles that their true
nature was revealed, for in their centres were imitation ouija boards, wooden
crasses, and, in one, a picce of red wire the same length as the diameters of
some of the circles.

There are Lwo main reasons given for believing that the army was re-
sponsible for the formation. The first is that to successfully complete such
a complex formation in the full glare of the surveillance project required a
grent degree of expertise. Terence Meaden states:

....one must admit that to achieve such an exacting effect during
a night-time operation speaks volumes for an exceptional degree
of design planning and organizational skill. (386)

Although Meaden stops short of actually blaming the army, Wingfield has no
such inhibitions. He notes that the army were deeply involved with Operation
Blackbird and that the hoax had the look of an “inside job". For a start, the
two army corporals normally on duty went missing that night; secondly, the
formation was placed only just out of reach of the range of the monitoring
equipment; and finally, the hoaxers seemed to be aware of the procedure to
be followed should some crop circles be discovered.

The second reason that Wingfield gives for suspecting the military was
the presence of the various artifacts in the circles. He proposes that they
were placed there Lo lay the blame on occult groups and to insinuate that
the whole circles phenomenon was nothing but a hoax. As Wingfield himself

says:



GW Well um, it's a sad thing but uh, [ think that the, army and
the government and the, security services and all of those
people were really rather alarmed by what was happening
at the end of July and, a lot of the circles, and the vast
numbers of people who were going to see them, queues of
cars all over the place and, um, they were really getting
quite alarmed and they thought the only way of defusing
the situation was to, try and make it look as if they were all
hoaxes
and think that to some extent they succeeded.

And, if you remember with the Bratton circles, um, they left
in the circles, the hoaxers, left uh ouija boards and wooden
crosses.

BM Yeah, I heard

GW Now why would anyone do that?
I'll tell you exactly why
uh, the reason that was done was because there was a,
a, there was always the possibility that Andrews and Del-
gado, having examined these, circles, might say “Oh yes
they’re genuine they're they’re, the real thing” and this
would merely have, doubled public hysteria about the cir-
cles if this had happened. So they had to, indicate that they
were a hoax in some way and yet, being the army, and, not
wishing to be seen to, engage in any kind of skullduggery,
uh, the army couldn’t get up and say “we did it, we hoaxed
them” they had to leave behind some evidence that, they
were hoaxes, that would be found
and they also knew, because the army were, closely involved
in the Blackbird project, there were army people there ev-
ery day. They knew exactly what the form was and they
knew that, um, Andrews and Delgado had laid down no one
would go into any of the circles, if circles appeared uh un-
til they had been photographed from above, and that Colin
Andrews and Pat Delgado, would would be the ones that
went in first. So they knew that um
they could set, Andrews and Delgado up in a big way and
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then uh, cause of course total havoc and um
discredit to them.

Which is what they did. Therefore they left these things in
the circles and they must have, um, they must have thought
for a time “what are we going to leave behind in the circles
1o show they're hoaxes?” And they probably settled for,
something which would point to, New Age people and oc-
cult groups as being the, authors of these circles.

More appropriate | [ uh would say would be a pair of army
boots and uh, um, a field marshall’s, baton. Something of
this kind. (Tape-recorded interview. Rev. 460-508, side 1)

Aftermath of the Bratton hoax.

The hoax did seem to inspire an upsurge in popularity for the hoax expla-
nation. Several newspapers ran articles on how to hoax your own circles®®
and the excerpt from the Daily Bzpress, below, is typical of the immediate
reaction.

“IVs the Young Farmers they'll do anything for a laugh” said

locals down at the Duke of Bratton pub as the scientists tried

to explain away their enthusiasm. So ended the riddle of the

Corn Circles, that has had the nation agog. Some said they

were created by demented hedgehogs, running in ever-decreasing

circles. Prehistoric civilisations were said to be coming to the

surface. Helicopters were blamed until somebody pointed out it

was impossible for choppers to weave such patterns unless they

were flying upside down. (26 Jul., 1990: 3).

Instead, The Sunday People advised its readers to:

Forget about flying saucers, whirlwinds and earth vibrations —
the mystical rings are made with a ball of string, a thin steel
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rod, a small hammer, a papier mache tube and an aluminiunt
hand-roller, four feet wide. (*How to make those corn circles”
12)

Whether this upsurge in belief of the hoax

explanation oceurred through-
out the general populace is more difficult to say. It may have acted to conn-

teract the dramatic effect of the pictograms but no suitable quantita

data
exists. Certainly [ did not find a noticeable change in the number espousing
particular theories nor did anyone use the Bratton case as proof that all crop
circles were hoaxes. One person did mention the newspaper articles on how

to create crop circles.

Interview. TP is an insurance salesman who almost atiended the BU-
FORA lecture given by Jenny Randles and Paul Fuller by mistake.

BM This is a lecture about crop circles.

TP Crop circles? The things [rom the summer?

BM Yeah. [ was wondering in fact what you thought caused
them.

TP You mean people are still interested in them? | thought they
were all discovered to be hoaxes.

BM Not every one thinks so.

TP No way! I saw them, no that’s right [ read about how they
were made in a paper.

BM Which one?

TP [ can’t remember now, [ read two or three. | remember the
story, apparently it only took a few minutes to make them
and that was it. You had to tie a rope to post in the ground
and walk around in circles for a while. That was all there
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was to it. Wouldn’t surprise me if they did them on the
Generation Show.[A popular quiz show] ((laughs))

In the case above the man clearly uses the newspaper articles inspired by
the Bratton hoax as proof and places great emphasis on how easy it would
be to make one. He refers Lo “The Generation Show” in which contestants,
without any Leaining, have to try to copy jobs, such as making Havana cigars
or clay pots, normally done by professionals. The influence of the pictograms
has lead some to question hoaxes as an overall explanation. For example, in
an eatlier interview [ asked a woman, EP, about her opinion for the cause of
crop circles, (See page 195) after trying to get in contact with the individual
who had told her that he had made a crop circle, [ eventually collected the
following conversation. (January 2374 1991, telephone interview)

BM Did you manage to get hold of the person who said he had
made a crop circle? %

EP Crop circle?

BM You know. The crop circle formations in corn fields.

EP BD, you mean BD.

BM The guy who made the crop circles.

EP He didn’t actually make one he said he had seen it on TV.

BM Oh right.

EP Yech.

BM Did he see the one with all the marines doing it?

EP No. No. Hesaid a lot of local farmers did it. They'd decided
to do it for a bit of fun to show how easy it was. He said it
only took two minutes and it looked like real.

BM Oh. So you still think that crop circles are hoaxes then?
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EP What? Do you want my opinion?

BM Yeah. Last time we spoke you said you thought crop circles
were all hoaxes.

EP With simple ones it’s very easy. They're all symmetrical,
but the more complex ones they would be very diflicult and
[ don’t know about those.

BM You think they might not be hoaxe:

EP [ can't say. | haven’t studied them so [ don’t really have an
opinion.

BM Everyone’s allowed to have an opinion.

EP ((laughs))

In this case it can be seen that EP is much less convinced and less willing
to offer an explanation for the phenomenon than she was at the start of the
summer. Part of this may be due to her discovery that her friend had only
seen others create a crop circle on TV but part is definitely due Lo the advent

of the “more complex” pictograms.

3.3.4 Hoaxing and occult rituals

To close this section it is necessary to look at an alternative explanation that
also views the crop circle phenomenon as the result of human handiwork.
In this case, the belief is that the circles may be the byproduct. of occult
rituals carried out in crop fields. George Wingfield asserts that this is the
explanation that the army tried to propose for the phenomenon. It is also

put forward by David Fisher in his skeptical analysis.



The reviewer is willing Lo accept a paranormal explanation (of
sorts). It is that circle-making might be a superstitious activity.5”

According Lo this explanation the circles are the result of purposeful hu-
man activity, but the rationale for their creation is quite different. This does
not seem to be a widespread belief, Fuller’s survey of 1987 found only one
farmer who proposcd it.*® During my fieldwork in 1990, [ did not encounter
anyone who held this belief, but in the previous year, [ do recall twice talking
with individuals who believed that crop circles were the results of the activ-
ities of Satanic covens. Similarly, Chris Woods, a photographer with The
Daily Eapress and keen circles rescarcher, put forward Druidic ceremonies as
one his favoured explanations at a BUFORA conference in July 1986.5° As
a general explanation for the crop circle phenomenon magical rituals appear
to have died out.

There are, however, some who believe that occult rituals have a large
influence on the events. For example, occult groups figure prominently in
Clive Potter’s account of a horse mutilation that may have occurred during
Operation Blackbird.

Increasingly there has been a lurid movement of occult-inspired

ideas surrounding the crop circles. These range from the beliefs of

*"During redaction of this thesis, Diane Goldstein noted the way in which, amongst
disbelievers, the supernatural is most often associated with popular occultism and Satanic
rituals: a form of invalidation of the whole through a part. This appears to be germane
here.

88 pyller and Randles, Controversy 91.

% Reported in Fuller and Randles, Controversy 95.
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: the Fountain group, who believe that the crop circles are formed
by intelligent energies and are connected to the Earth, to more

B sinister outfits who are using this phenomenon Lo infiltrate and
influence the research groups involved. This has become increas-
ingly apparant[sic] in recent months with the need for certain

: mystical groups to obtain the centre of any freshly-made crop

circle for the purposes of some unknown magical ritual. (14)

| p

Potter clearly sees thal the are both

gy and

on the same “ship of fools” that leads Lo irrational, anti-scientific “ranting”
i (15). He appears to be deliberately ambiguous about whether the oceult
groups create circles or make use of pre-existing formations. This more sin-
ister possibility is not a generally accepted belief. Although hoaxers may be
regarded as weird hippies, drunken fools, or a real “pain in the neck”, fow

people regard them as a force for evil.

®Richard Andrews, at The BSD lecture, September 1990,
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3.4 Other Explonations

The provious sections of this chapter have dealt with the three major expla-
nations for the crop circle phenomenon. There are, however, several other
theories Lhat have been offered which do not properly fall into any of these

explanati With one exception, that of the heli these theories have

had no great success in Lerms of the number of people holding them. Most

of these are dismissed by circles researchers as either jokes, or
as the meaningless speculation of “arm-chair theorists”.

First we should rule out the absurd explanations trotted out by
some sections of the media: hedgehogs, lovesick badgers, heli-
copters, [ungi, subterranean archaeological features and so on.%!

They do, however, have a life of their own, being disseminated by individuals,
within lists in newspaper articles, or as jokes, and they contribute, often very

colourfully, to the folklore that i the crop circle ph

“This section is comprised of three parts. The first part deals with expla-
nations that assume a technological origin for the circles effect. The next
looks at explanations which assume that the circles have a natural origin,
which appears to be a belief held by many farmers. The final part exam-

ines a parody, or anti-, explanation that has emerged — the manic hedgehog

theory.

g Circles of Bewiiderment”, The Independent 4 Aug. 1990:




{

3.4.1 The technological world

Unlike the hoax explanation, the items that can be grouped in this category
can be seen as the accidental byproducts of human activity. Most of these
have, to my knowledge, only been suggested by one individual or a small
group and have not been generally accepted. That said, it should become
obvious that there are several common themes running throughout these

explanations

Satellites

One of the more popular origins postulated for the circles effect are satellites
of various sorts. For example, one man wrote into the Today newspaper with
the following suggestion:

I believe the Americans have a weather satellite that causes pat-
terns similar to those that appeared in Wiltshire, on the American
prairies. Could these patterns have been reflected and landed on
our own fields instead of theirs?%?

The correlation of crop circles with satellites turned up again in an
electronic-mail message sent to a bulletin hoard on June 5% 1991. In this
case the author, from California, wonders if crop circles could be the result
of pulsed microwaves.

The pulsed microwave theory scems plausible to me, or at least
some kind of electronic signal from some highly technical facility
on earth or perhaps in orbit that is causing the Circl

921, Willis, letter, Today 20 Jul., 1990: 32.
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It may be a combination of some hoax and some actual phe-
nomenon occurring. [ do not lean toward any naturalistic expla-
nation of the Circles, I think they are the result of some kind of
intelligent life, most likely Man, and the idea of microwave type
signals causing them seems like a very possible answer (perhaps
it is being done accidentally by some circling satellite??)%®

Other than these two examples [ collected nothing else pertaining to this
possibility, although there appears to have been an experiment performed in

America in which a researcher placed a lump of turf in a microwave oven and

g

cooked it. This resuit: he grass falling over and was used as evidence for

the ibility of a mi origin for, or of, the circles effect.®*

Certainly the research has sparked off some debate via electronic bulletin

boards and may be gaining popularity as an explanation.®

The military

As noted in the previous section, members of the military are suspected
by many of being involved in hoaxing circles. However, there are other
explanations that see the circles as the results of military activity. Ralph

Noyes notes this when ing on the ibili

ofag cover-
up operation being mounted over the crop circles phenomenon.

i June 5, 1991: Message-1D acsc.edu
4 According to Michael Chorost's bibliography this rescarch was presented in John Bran-
denburg’s article in Mufon UFO Journal 276. I have not seen the article and can not
comment on it.

95\ microwave comporent is postulated for Meaden's plasma vortex and its possible
elfects are noted in Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solved 158, 163.
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1. The Ministry of Defence (MOD) is conducting secret experi-
ments with a new kind of “energy beam”, mainly in the area of

Salisbury Plain.

2. The MOD, with the advice of Agriculture & Fisheries is
testing a form of agricultural warfare (chemically or biologically
based) which, when applied in due course to the grain-fields of
the Ukraine, will bring the Russians to their knces. (“Whitchall”
49)

A variant of the first point was told to me on a bus travelling ko Fdinburgh
at the end of December, 1990. In the midst of a long and rambling exposition,
which I had no means to record at the time, the young man postulated
that crop circles were the results of “super gun” experiments in which a
revolutionary type of chemical warhead is fired over 100 miles. According
to this man, the army had been experimenting with dummy warheads that
caused crop circles when they landed and this was the explanation for the
“radioactive jelly” left in the middle of the circles.”

It should be noted that the concept of a government cover-up of UFO
phenomena, particularly in the area of crashed flying saucers and the storage
of alien corpses, plays a huge part in the UFO phenomenon. Civen the links
between crop circles and UFOs it is hardly surprising that it should turn up
in this context. [ did not collect any such material, except in Lerms of the

belief amongst some circles researchers that the government is interested in

%The reference to the “radioactive jelly” appears Lo be hused on the substance found
by Busty Taylor. The “super gun” is a popular term for a weapon thal was supposedly
being designed by Iraq, using British technology, that would be capable of firing warheads
a long distance.
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defusing interest in the phenomenon. George Wingfield’s narrative above,
dealing with why he thinks the army conducted a hoax operation, is the
clearest statement of the position. A more fragmentary account comes from
a conversation overheard after the BUFORA crop circles lecture.

Man [t wouldn't surprise me if those two [Randles and Fuller]
were being paid by the government!

Man2 Don't joke. [ heard of one person who thinks he’s having
his phone tapped.

Woman No!
Man2 Uh huh. ((...)) They’re worried that's what it is.
Man1 Yeah. This isn't like MJ-12,°7 you can’t deny this. That

must really worry them.
‘This fragment appears to show a sincerely held belief that the physical un-
deniability of the crop circle phenomenon is threatening to those in power.
All three tended towards some type of cereological explanation wher asked,
but were unwilling to voice their opinions to a stranger with a note book and
tape recorder. It sometimes seems almost as if the military haunt the circles
phenomenon, forever lurking in the background, occasionally engaging in ob-
scure behaviour. Throughout Circular Evidence a phantasmagoria of MOD
officials, majors and colonels and army helicopters pass by. For example

Colin Andrews recounts a conversation with an army major who promised

TThe speakers are refering to a seemingly leaked document, labelled MJ-12, that re-
putedly details high-level contacts between the U.S. government and visiting aliens that
is signed by President Truman.
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to take some photographs for him. Afterwards he scemed to disappear: no

one had ever heard of him and no one had seen the photographs (113).2

Helicopter circles

Probably the most popular of the human-technologics

splanations for the

crop circles is the helicopter. Fuller’s survey showed that helicopters were
thought to be the cause of the circles by seven farmers, more than Lwice as
many as those who blamed them on UFOs (Controversy 90-01). The basic
premise is that the downdraught of a hovering helicopter, possibly in the
process of landing, above a crop field could lead to a circle being formed.

Army

have repeatedly denied this ibili

Some believe they are caused by choppers. But an army spokesman
says: “A helicopter could only make that shape if it was flying
upside down over the same spot — then it would crash!”®

The West Country is the centre of helicopter production in Britain, with
a Somerset town, Yeovil, being the home of “Westlands”, one of the leading

of military heli

in the world. Perhaps it is unsurprising
then that the following letter should appear in The Independent on Sunduy:

I feel sure that the answer may be fairly mundanc in that circ
may very well be caused by British remote-controlled helicopters

%In their analysis of UFO folk beliefs Clarke and Roberts frequently refer Lo the cxis-
tence of ‘folk devils’ and name the army as one of them. The authors appear to hold the
view that whereas once unusual cvents were blamed on the Devil, nowadays new devils,
such as the army or the hole in the ozone layer, have emerged.

99410 clues to help crack secret. of the corn circles.” The Sun Jun., 1990: 7.
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They are certainly near the helicopter factories and the corn fields
would be good flat arcas for night landings. (Peter Burden, 29
Jul., 1990: 18.)

I did not meet anyone who held the view that crop circles were caused
by helicopters, though I did collect examples in which hoaxers were thought

Lo use helicopters, as seen in Lhe text from JO, above. (Page 203.)!%

Farm machinery

A final possibility is based around the effects of farm machinery. Cne person
in particular, Robert Cory, has privately circulated a rescarch paper that
explains the circles as the result of long-term soil damage caused by a type
of rotary farm machinery. He supposes that the Wiltshire area has special
irrigation needs that are supplied through the use of rotating crop sprinklers.
These machines spread the solution, a mixture of water and fertiliser, with
circular symmetry. The solution is thought to contain trace amounts of toxins
that affect the crop, causing it to weaken and become prone to falling over
when hit by a gyrating wind,

Cory's theory is somewhat brutally dismissed by Terence Meaden, He
undertook the simple task of carrying out a census of farmers who had dis-
covered crop circles on their land and found that none of them had used any

sort of rotational sprinkler (“Remarks” 19). Instead, Meaden surmises that

WThe relationship between helicopters and a wide range of folk belief is an interesting
topic. Two good starting points are Dennis Stilling’s “Helicopters, UFOs, and the Psyche”
and Phantoms of the Sky by Clarke and Roberts.
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all that is left of Cory’s theory are the gyrating winds which cause the crop
circles.

The rotational sprinkler theory is noteworthy in that it indicates the
interest in trying to solve the crop circles mystery. Cory went to considerable
personal expense and trouble to publish his theory only to risk being savaged
by other circles researchers, as he was. Although it is not a theory [ collected
during my fieldwork, [ did twice hear that the circies were the results of
tractors turning in fields. For example, | overheard the following snippel of
a conversation between a mother and child whilst travelling on a train to
Bristol.

Mother ((Pointing out of window.)) See those lines there that’s
a crop circle.

Child ((Excitedly)) Where?

Mother There in the field by the tree. That’s where the tractor
turns around and goes up and down the field. See where the
ciccle is, that's what a crop circle is. Its made by & man
driving a tractor.

The woman was referring to a place in which a tractor had made a com-
plete circle when turning around in a difficult part of the field, lcaving what
appeared to be two flattencd rings. Although the child scemed reluctant Lo

accept this explanation the mother was adamant.

220



Archaeological crop marks

AU this point it is useful to note that approximately circular marks are left

in fields due to the of prehistori ! Individual houses
were often built in circles and protective ditches were often built around
entire settlements. With time these ditches have filled with soil, providing
a richer than normal growing environment in a circular ring leading to a
lusher growth. In other cases the foundations of archaeological sites are
relatively free of topsoil leading to circular areas of restricted growth. These
archaeological crop marks arc a known fact and have been used ever since
the advent of aerial photography to guide archacologists to new sites.'®*
‘The similarity in form between these two phenomena has lead to some
confusion, newspaper articles often refer vaguely to crop circles being caused
by ancient civilisations and [ suspect that this is to what they are referring.
I certainly never collected any beliefs in this line although Fuller’s survey
found two farmers who expressed the view that the circles were caused by

archaeological sites ( Controversy 91).

"ilndeed archacological air survey archives have a huge quantity of material for circle-
haunted Wessex and many cicle researchers point to the lack of obvious crop circles in
these photographs as showing the novelty of the phenomenon. For now it’s probably
fairest Lo say that | know of no intensive search that has been undertaken in this material
Lo cither prove or disprove the assertion.
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3.4.2 The natural world

The previous part looked at a varicty of explanations for crop circles that rely

Ipability. A second set of explanations cluster around

crucially on human
natural-world explanations: explaining the circles as the result of known,

natural processes.

Animal effects

Animals can create circular damage in crops. In Circular Bvidence, Delgado
and Andrews display photographs of circles that had been damaged by crows
(142-143) and discuss the means by which crows can creale marks in crops

that may approximate a circular formation (165). The authors rule out this

possibility as well as others, such as rutting deer chasing each other in circl

They note, however, that some folk appear Lo accept animals as the canse of

all circles, and quote a county council byways maintenance man.

‘It must be fourtecn or fifteen years since [ first noticed them
They are made by rutting deer, because I have seen deer in the
same field as the circle. [ think the deer run around and flatten
the wheat.” Although T suggested that this would damage the
crop, he was unshakeable that anything else could cause them,
(163)

Fungus effects

Another theory that has been strongly proposed for the origin of crop circles

was first revealed by two botanists, Andrew Macara and Michael Hall, who
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wrote a letter to Country Life claiming that they had solved the mystery.
Crop circles, they said, are the results of a fungal infestation of the crop
which spreads out in a circular pattern. This weakens the crop, leading it
Lo fall over in a slight breeze. They also explain luminosity at circles sites
as the result of fungal phosphoresence. Unfortunately, as with Cory's, their
theory was demolished by a circles rescarcher, George Wingfield this time,
who discovered that neither had ever actually seen a crop circle.!%

Savaged though their explanation may have been, it has maintained an
existence in the lists of crop circle explanations frequently printed in news-
papers. For example, The Sun in publishing a list of “10 clues” included:

Fungus: some experts claim a fungus could cause the pattern.
But plant pathologist David Lockley says: “The circles look too
regular to have been formed by fungus.” (Jun., 1990: 7)

I collected a variant of this explanation from a PhD botanist, (FW), on
November 12%* 1990.
BM I'm interested in crop circles. What do you know about
them?
FW Oh [ heard about them. They’re caused by a fungus aren’t
they?
BM Fungus? What do you mean?

FW A fungus in the soil. It spreads out in a circle and weakens
the roots, so when it gets windy the plants fall over.

""2Michell, “Down Among the Explainers”. It should be noted that ‘fairy rings' ate
actually caused by a fungus, and most circles researchers see them as totally distinct from
the crop circle phenomenon. The occasional confusion between these two phenomena does
have implications for those who are investigating the prehistory of the crop circles.
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BM Oh. So that's what you think causes them?

FW Yes. In fact [ remember we were talking about them in the
coffee room not that long ago. That must be why it's in my
mind. [ don’t go in for all this stulf about flying saucers and
50 on.

BM Why not?

FW Well, it seems silly. Why should something come from an-
other galaxy just to make circles?

In this case FW clearly gives an cxplanation for the cause of the crop circles

and opposes it to “fying saucers”. It is also notable that she remember

discussion in the “coffee room” which would presumably have involved other
botanists. She said later that therc was one lab assistant who thought that
crop circles were made by “flying saucers landing” bul that the majority

backed the fungus as the origin of the circles effect. For hersell she hadn’t

“thought very much about it to tell you the truth” but she was adamant,

theless, about dismissing any kind of cereological cxplanati

Lightning

Another idiosyncratic explanation [ came across was based around the effects
of lightning. [only found this one example and have seen no other references
to it, nor did [ manage to get in contact with the informant’s friend. It is
interesting, however, for the parallels it shows to Robert Plot’s analysis (L
be discussed later) of the origin of fairy rings.

I talked with the informant (RC), a recent graduate in history and now
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an accountant, in May 1990, hefore any of the pictograms had emerged and
before [ had discovered Plot’s analysis.
BM What do you think causes them?
RC 1 don’t think, [ know.
BM Oh,
RC Yup. IU’s lightning.
BM Lightning?
RC Uh huh. [ have a friend who is doing a PhD in the effects of
lightning strikes and he says it's all pretty straightforward.
You see, when lightning strikes it compresses the air in a
column around where it earthed and that's what flattens
the crops. That's how you get the little satellite circles as
well.

The ozone layer

Possibly the most puzzling natural explanation is based on the perceived
elfects of the depletion of the ozone layer. The most complete example of
how this explanation is constructed is given in the following summary:

Holes in the ozone layer could allow ultra-violet rays which could
cause crops Lo collapse. But an environmentalist says: “This
doesn’t explain the perfect symmetry.”1%3

tiven the exceplionally warm and dry summers of 1989 and 1990, along
with the growing public perception of a “greenhouse effect” it is perhaps

unsurprising that climactic changes should be connected to the circles phe-

W10 Clues” The Sun 20 Jun., 1990: 7.
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nomenon. Writing in one daily newspaper Richard Andrews was quoted as
saying:

Perhaps these circles are trying to tell us something. Perhaps
an ecological secret. Perhaps they are harbingers of some awful
doom. [ know it can all sound such a load of hocus pocus but |
believe we will be proved right.!%

This line of thought can be seen reflected in the following excerpt. from a
local news programme in the West Country. After a short piece on the new
circles of 1990 the presenters were faced with making an ad-lib link to the
weather forecaster.'%®

Anchor [ wonder, it's amazing isn't it. Well Tony Targets here
from the weather centre. Tony what, the thing that baffles
me about this is, if it was some natural phenomenon, how
come it’s got these prefect edges and no one's ever seen them
happening either.

TT No. It’s absolutely fascinating really, I would like to see more

pictures of them but.
One thing does occur to me, if it is a weather phenomena
you would’ve thought it would've occurred more frequently
in historical record. I don't know whether it is or not, but
it’s certainly very fascinating and quite mysterious too.

Anchor Perhaps it’s the global warming that’s changing every-
thing now.

TT A global warning or global warming? ((laughs))
[ did encounter one person who thought it “must be because of the holes
in the ozone layer” but he was not able to elaborate on this. [t scems that this

"Richard Andrews, Today 19 Jul., 1990: 3.
108Points West” May 1990, exact date unknown.
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theory has not gained the status of a full explanation, instead it is thought

1o be somehow part of the problem.

3.4.3 Anti-explanations

In as much as there are various explanations for the origin of the circles
effect thete are also some that can be seen as anti-explanations. These are
not meant to explain but to parody. There is a difference between this and
between parodies of explanations. The latter takes an explanation and pokes
fun at it. These patodies have most often been seen in cartoons, such as
the one in figure 3.8 in which the belief that the crop circles are the result
of flying saucers landing in crop fields is humorously extrapolated by the
cartoonist. The former is a nonsensical explanation that is sufficient unto

itself and the most dramatic example of this is the “hedgehogs” theory.

Hedgehogs

This anti-explanation seems to be traceable to a flippant comment made by
a circles researcher, Martin Payne, who meationed that he thought maybe

1% The intent was to demonstrate that

manic hedgehogs were responsible.
he did not Lhink that any sensible explanation yet existed. However the
manic hedgehogs explanation has acquired a life of its own. Time after

time newspapers print lists of explanations as part of their reporting of the
W6 This according to Richard Andrews.
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“With all this *xchnology, I stil say they should have fitted an inside lo

Figure 3.8: Cartoon: aliens use corn fields as a rest stop.
I was unable to trace the origin of this cartoon which was forwarded Lo me
by Paul Fuller from a clipping service.
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phenomenon and Lime after time the hedgehogs, or their close companions,
the lovesick badgers, turn up along with plasma vortices, space aliens and
young farmers.

Some helieve that the phenomenon is caused by a rare fungus
or soil disorders causing the crops to collapse in bizarre patterns.
Others insist that animals such as hedgehogs or badgers many[sic|
have run wild in the summer heat, causing havoc in fields. Some
say that freak wind conditions could be the cause of the damage.
Still more argue the circles are caused by aliens, landing their
perate to icate with humans. But cynics
dismiss the patterns as the work of practical jokers, using bricks
on lengths of rope to flatten crops.!

or d

Some say the circles are messages from aliens. Others put them
down to mini whirlwinds, electro-magnetic fields, helicopters, hedge-
hogs, rutting deer or jet aircraft. (The Daily Star 20 Jul., 1990:
20-21)

Even Canadian newspapers mention them.
Other theories about the cause of the rings range from space-
ships to the activities of earthworms to the mating practices of
hedgehogs. (The Globe and Mail 4 May, 1991: d3)

It can be seen that in these extracts the anti-explanation is treated no less
humorously than any of the others. One newspaper even set about trying to
decide just how possible it was for hedgehogs to make a circle:

Theories include demented hedgehogs running in circles. But
experts say it would take 40,000 hedgehogs to make one small
circle. (“10 Clues” The Sun 20 Jun., 1990: 7)

Today 20 Jul., 1990; 6. ltalics in original.

229



Generally though the explanation is treated as a joke as the next example
shows. BR is an old college friend who [ had not seen for a few years. On
meeting up with him and telling him my current activities he came out with
the following. (February 374 1991.)

BR [ go for the hedgehogs myself.

BM Oh yes?

BR [t's their revenge. After years of being squashed by trucks,
drowning in fish ponds and being baked by gypsies they’ve
had enough! ((laughs))

BM ((laughing)) [ see.

BR This is it. The revenge of the hedgehogs! The hedgehogs
strike back! Hedgehog cornfield massacre! ((laughs))

BM You're the first person 've met to come out for the hedge-
hogs.

BR. Well, there should be more of us. Makes more sense Lhan
anything else ['ve heard.

Amongst circles researchers the manic hedgehogs have become something
of an esoteric joke. In every lecture [ have been to the manic hedgehogs
have been humorously mentioned at some point. Christine Rhone’s series of
9.)

Finally, at this point is should be noted that crop circle explanations

cartoons for The Cerealogist have made the same point. (See figure

can be used to characterize the individual who holds them. For cxample,
the following text appeared on a box cover Lo a computer game. In it Lhe

designers of the game were introduced and their characters summarized by

reference to what they thought might be the explanation for the crop cir

phenomenon,
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Cornelia

S e

“Ican't believe I'm doing thisl”

Figure 3.9: Cartoon: Cornelia juggles the hedgehogs

The figure of Cornelia has been systematically used as a symbol of a cere-
ological circle maker by the cartoonist. [n this case, the cartoon expresses
the ridiculousness of the hedgehog anti-explanation. (Christine Rhone, “Cor-
nelia”, cartoon. The Cerealogist 3 {1990): 6)
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Greg Johnson prefers the deranged hedgehog theory concerning
the unusual Angelic Wheat Circle Phenomenon, while Bob Gon-
zales suspects that perhaps, it is just an alien intelligence, po
bly of terrestrial origin.'®*

18Text appeared on the box cover of: “Starflight 2: Trade Routes of The Cloud Nebula”,
Electronic Arts, 1989. My thanks to Jamie Moreira for pointing this out to me.
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3.5 Synthesis

The above is something of a sampling of the various explanations, and types
of explanations that have been offered for the crop circle phenomenon. There
are many, many more, but a comprehensive listing is beyond the scope of this
thesis. Following chaplers will build on the mass of data above. For now it is
appropriate to note that althongh [ have presented the various explanations
in contrast to each other there are often surprising similarities between them.

For instance, Meaden’s current version of his theory has been revised
to allow for the possibility of clectrical grids in corn fields that can act as
“strange attractors” for plasma vortices, and he notes that the current solar
output is at a 300-year high which may account for the sudden appearance of
the pictograms.'®® Similacly Richard Andrews postulates a grid-like system
of ley encrgy that can form vortices at certain points and which is currently
being almost supercharged by the extreme amount of solar energy entering
inlo the biosphere. The two theories, whilst sitting on opposite sides of what
Paul Fuller terms a “chasm the size of the Atlantic Ocean”,''® appear to be
almost functionally equivalent.

Similarly both cereologists and meteorologists are united in denouncing

the hoax theory. For example, Noyes says: “If patriotism is the last refuge

"0fis current analysis is presented in Journal of Meteorology 152 (1990), 156 (1991),
158 (1991), and 159 (1991).
"9Paul Fuller, “Review of David Fisher’s Review.” 23.
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of the scoundrel, hoax is the last refuge of those who can not bear to face
uncomfortable facts,” (Introduction 29). Yet many amongst the cercologists
see the circle makers as hoasers of a different kind, as a Robin Goodfellow,
or a Puck, leading them in circles for reasons perhaps impenctrable to the
researchers:

But what of the joker who does not unmask, like the perpetrator
of crop circles? He forces us to unmask ourselves. tle needs no
satisfaction on the look on our faces.[sic| He manipulates us for
its own sake.... Let us pray that his tricks stop al crop circles.
(Harper, Mercurius 11)

Certainly the crop circle phenomenon has acted to unmask many issues
in folk belief. So many of the processes that are often obscured have: been left
naked in the quest to understand the phenomenon. It is Lhese processes, the
use and selection of evidence, the rhetoric of the questors, the relationships

between the explanations, to which [ turn in the conchiding chapters.
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Chapter 4

Explanation, Rhetoric and

Tradition

Introduction

This chapter Lakes a step back from the previous one and considers the crop
circle explanations in terms of the discourse they have engendered. [n the last
chapler various beliefs about crop circles were presented within the context
of certain explanations. Now [ wish to move on and consider the various

ways in which those expl ions are maintained, justified and di: i d

ic and di ic perspectives on the various

To do this | present syr
crop circle explanations.

Synchronically, the crop circles phenomenon has engendered a discourse



that can be seen as centered around the competing explanations. This dis-
course is motivated by the proponents’ desires to justily their explanations
and to invalidate the explanations of others. This is the rhetorical aspect of

the phenomenon alluded to carlier. The previous chapter presented the vari-

ous explanations as contemporary pl as supraindividual systems
belief; this one analyses the various estant strategics by which the explana-

tions are dilferentiated and by which their unique identities are maintained

and justified.

Diachronically, it can be observed that explanations have a history, uth
in terms of the evolution of extant systems and in the inheritance of tradi-
tional ways of thinking. Conscquently, this chapter does twa things: it luks

at explanations in a selected number of belief traditions and demonstra

the similarities they bear to the explanations for the crop circle phenomenon,
and it gives an exposition of the evolution of the cereological explanation over
the last decade. There are many more examples that could be chosen and
much more detailed analysis could be done, but that would be heyond the

scope of this thesis. [nstead | wish to demonstrate th

ity of considering

crop circle beliefs in the context of their

sociated cxplanations.

this is intended to be exemplary and not definitive.
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4.1 Circular Rhetoric

“The previous chapter provided the meat of the cxplanations, this section
lewsks at how it is served up to the public and to other circles researchers. To

o so 1 shall examine a few of the rhetorical strategies that are currently in

use. Firstly, [ look at onomastic issues, demonstrating that the various terms
for crop circles and the style of names used for them are the result of various
rhetorical strategies that allow individuals to declare their commitment to
an explanation by the simple means of their choice of such terms. Secondly,

1 ook at the appeal to scientific legitimacy, a strategy used to a greater or

lesser extent by all of the main explanations.! Thirdly, under the rubric

1 used to invalid

of the rhetoric of disbelief, | look at
others’ explanations in the light of the research into traditions of disbelief.
Finally, although not a major part of the discourse, [ look at some of the
uses of humour by individuals.

One could alsn claim that the selection and use of evidence constitutes a
major rhetorical strategy. This is a valid point but I wish to consider that
aspect later in parallel with Kuhn's findings of the co-emergence of theory and
fact in scientific discovery. In practice, rhetoric and ideology are inextricably
intertwined, but for the purpeses of this thesis it is convenient to deal with

issues in the use of evidence separately.

ompare this also to the discussion of the appeal to science by folklorists, discussed

earlier.
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4.1.1 When is a crop circle not a crop circle?

This is the ‘circles effect”, a previously-unrecogized phe
in which neat geometrical patterns appear in farmers’ fields as
flattened circles and rings with sizes ranging from the diameter
of a cartwheel, to that of a circus arena. (Meaden, Cireles Fffect
9)

menon

Throughout his book, and in all of his other publications, Terence Meaden

is very careful not to call the subjects of his study “crop circles”. Sometimes

he describes them as “circles effect traces™, at other times “cornfield cirel

and, more normally, just *

ircles”. "This apparently minor point indicates

a particular perception of the phenomenon, Meaden wishes to emphasi

the primacy of the circles effect: in this case the descending plasma vor

tex. C despite ional flirtations with terms such

as “agriglyphs”, prefer tu describe the formations as “crop circles” ? Thus if

someone describes a flattened area in a cereal crop as a cles effect Lra

their theoretical standpoint immediately becomes clear. The name used by

the researcher can often act as a label for the researcher’s own beliefs.
Parallels to this abound. Perhaps the most ohvious recent case can be
seen in the debate over the name of the local government taz introduced by

the British Conservative government in 1987. The government termed the

2See Noyes, “Crop Circles — Is there a Paranormal Factor?
gested terms. The next chapter discusses the way in whi
what can and can not be a crop circle and this is reflected in the
Suffice it to say, for now, that to cercologists crop circles are defin
agricultural crops (Noyes, “Paranormal” 2).

for & discussion of sug-

hetaric discussed here.
i nceurring only in
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tax “I'he Community Charge”. but opposition groups immediately dubbed
it “The Poll Tax”. These two terms reflect the users’ conception of the tax
and by the use of one of the two terms one could declare one's allegiance.
“T'he widespread dislike of the taxz spread the term “Poll Tax”, and most lo-
cal councils found it necessary Lo use that term in some manner Lo properly
identify the subject on the tax-collection demands; councils run by opposi-
tion groups would use “Poll Tax” as the primary name for the tax where as
non-upposition groups would try to stress “Community Charge” as much as

ible. The success of the “Poll Tax” name can be seen in the fact that

P

ntually even government ministers would make mistakes and call the tax
“the Poll Tax” under questioning, usually to howls of delight from the oppo-
sition. As with “crop circles” and the “circles cffect traces”, a simple issue of

rhetoric can carry enormous connotations. Similarly to the “Poll Tax”, the

simpler “crop circles” seems destined to carry the day, the term “circles effect
traces” niow being largely used only amongst those few physicists interested
in the mystery.

A similar battle is emerging over the use of the term “pictogram” to
describe the more complex formations. Pat Delgado describes how he chose

the term after entering the formation at Chilcomb Farm for the first time.

This was a massive leap forward in displayed phenomena and it
was impossible Lo absorb all the implications at the first visit. We
were no longer dealing with just circles and rings and it was im-
portant Lo find a word that gave some idea of what we were look-
ing at. [ telephoned the British Museum, thinking ‘hieroglyph’




might be the word to use, but was informed that this is used
in reference to carvings on stones and that the word ‘pictogram’
would be more appropriate. Hence from that day onwards every
crop formation of intricate design has been termed a ‘pictogram’.
(Latest Evidence 25)

This term is widely used by cereologists but it is being resisted by meteo-

rologists. For example, throughout The Crop Watcher the term is used only

in inverted commas (2: 6, 30; 3: 21). Again this apparently simple choice is

Aectiveof world

" not only implies communication but
suggests that there is some kind of qualitative difference between crop circles

and the pi f i C ly, to logists the pict

are the most important recent development in the evolution of crop circles.
The Today newspaper captioned its first exclusive aerial photographs of the
Alton Barnes formation as: “They’ve even learned joined-up writing!”® Fur-
thermore, the refusal by meteorologists to use the term pictogram is attacked
by some cereologists.
The circles, and this year’s pictograms, (a word which I know
offends Randles and Fuller because they give it inverted commas)
display a geometry. . . (Glickman 16)

The meteorological stance is equally clear; Paul Fuller steadfastly main-
tains that there has been no evolution, that complex formations have been
occurring throughout history and that therefore there is no need for a new

3Today 19 Jul. 1990: 2-3. It should be noted that the newspaper has exclusive rights

to the work of Collin Andrews and Pat Delgado and tends to echo a cereological viewpoint
in its reporting of the phenomenon.
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term.* So, through their use and choice of terminology, the two schools of

thought further illustrate their dissimilarity.

lar rhetor-

Moving beyond the simple use of terminology we can see a si
ical standpoint in the attitude of the various circles researchers to the ways in
which circles are named. Originally the formations were named as a method
to identify types, such as doublets, Lriplets, single-ringers, quintuplets and
s0 on. However the discovery of steadily more complex formations has lead
to more fanciful names which are generally only used by cereologists. For
example, the formation composed of a quintuplet with a ring linking all four
satellites has become known as a “celtic cross” (figure :1.1). Similarly one
formation is known as “the crucifix” (sec also figure 4.1) and there is the fa-
mous Winterbourne Stoke “Swastika” of 1989. The use of these terms tends
Lo imply some type of causal link between the ancient symbols that they
represent and the circles phenomenon, consequently such terms have been

resisted by non-cereological rescarchers.®

The i of the di d fc ions has lead to two

different onomastic processes. The first has been an increasing tendency to

personily both the formations as well as certain cycles of formations. For ex-

“The point is quite subtle and may be revised in the light of Meaden's latest publica-
tions. Essentially, Fuller's explanation is that although changes iu agricultural practice,
and possibly climate, may be making circles more common and :may be making it easier
for complex formations to oceur there is no evolution in the complexity of the circles effect:
the plasma vortex.

“See Busty ‘Taylor's commentary to his photographs in Enigma. The most detailed
attempt to link circle shapes with ancient symbols is Michael Green's “The Rings of
Time.”
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Quintuplet Celtic Cross Crucifix

Figure 4.1: Three types of crop cirele formation

1t should be noted that the “crucifix’ formation is thought by some,
the meteorologists, to consist of a chance alignment of a quintuplet formation
with a simple circle for the three supposedly in-line satellites do not actually
comprise a straight linc.

ample the three first pictograms appeared at Cheesefoot ead between May

23" and June 16%. According to Wingfield the three formations represent a

move from incompleteness, through the “sad, damaged™® “Gaia” formation,”
%o a triumphant affirmation of rebirth and completeness with the “phoeniz”
pictogram.® Which is to say that many cereologists saw a theme of move-

ment, from i to Tulfill pressed in the three pi

As well as these more dramatic names have co

e jocular nick-names.

The giant formation at Bishops Canning in May 1990 is widely known as

“Big Bertha”, due to its size. A more complex example commes from a simple

CDelgado’s description, Latest Evidence 35.

7Michael Green's term: “The Rings of Time".

8Personal communication fram George Wingfield. Pictures and descriptions of all three
can be found in Delgado and Andrews, The Latest Evidence 23 25, 31 35, 30- 32 respec-
tively. Photographs also appear in Enigma, p.95 for the first and p.113 for vl A
photograph of the first pictogram appears on page 45 of this document. The interested
reader is best advised to put the three photugraphs side-by-side in arder to come Lo an
understanding of the postulated symbolic relations.
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pictogram found at Alton Barnes in a field separate from the famous double-
dumb-bell formation. This one features a simple circle with what looks like
an arm and three-fingered hand attached to it. A few metres from the termi-
nation of the “hand” is a small single circle: illustrated in the photograph in

figure 4.2, This formation is known by some as “The Hand of God” for two

reasons. Firstly, it appears to match a part of the complex formations that is

known as the circle-makers’ signature, only in this case it is pre-

sented by itself.? Secondly, it is a reference to an accurrence during a soccer
match played by the English team against Argentina in the 1986 World Cup.
During this game, the Argentine player Diego Maradonna scored an illegal

goal by using his hands to hit the ball into the net and, inexplicably, the

did not see the offence. England eventually lost the game by a sin-
gle goal and, when asked about cheating afterwards, Maradonna claimed to
have been helped by the “Hand of God.” Photographs of the illegal goal and
Maradonna’s quote were headline news in England; it should be remembered
that this was the first time the two countries had played each other since the
Falklands/Malvinas conflict. This quote and its context has become a part
of English national folklore, and the pictogram does look remarkably like a

top view of a soccer player jumping up to hit the ball with his hand. Hence

The small ringed circle appears at one end of quite a few of the complex formations
and o is referred Lo as a signature. Busty ‘Taylor refers to ten complex formations ( Enigma.
118), and Colin Andrews’ catalogue of types gives 3 formations in which it occurs (Chorost,
“Thesis” types Andrews docs ot include the pictogram at Stratton St.
Beenard (see figure 14 in this thesis) in which the “signature” circle can be seen at the
top of the formation.
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Figure 4.2: The “Hand of God” pictogram at Alton Barnes

the nickname.

It perhaps goes without saying that this type of naming does not oc-
cur amongst proponents of non-cereological explanations: meteorologists are
trying to couch their theories in the terms and rhetoric of science!® whereas
hoax theorists tend to describe circles as looking like fictional spaceships or
meteorological symbols, thus implying a human agency behind the circles
creation. Amongst the general public the only term in use is some variant of
“crop-" or “corn circle”. Although I have had several people comment on the
fact that the first Chilcomb Farm pictogram looked like the “Starship En-

terprise”, betokening, perhaps, individuals who hold the hoax explanation, I

1OGenerally they use the location of the formation as the means by which to identify it.
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have not scen any evidence of other types of consistent naming, This would
seem Lo support the contention that such naming is rhetorical device used in
crop circle discourse, although it is also constitutive of world-view: after all,
only if one sees meaning in the placement and structure of the formations is
one able to apply names o the shapes, or themes to the relations between

the shapes.

4.1.2 When is a scientist not a scientist?

Well I’m a scientist. | have a science degree and I've always
viewed things in a scientific manner. (Wingfield, tape-recorded
interview. Rev. 2-5, side 1.)

George Wingfield's quote is highlights one of the rhetorical strategies that the

of the various expl

prop use to gain legitimacy for their views:

the appeal to science. When [ first talked with Mr. Wingfield [ explained

briefly what [ was doing and, switching on the tape-recorder, I asked him to
describe how he came Lo be involved with crop circle research. The quote
above was the first thing he said. Yet, Wingfield is one of the leading propo-
nents of the cereological school of thought: he believes that, amongst other
things, channeled messages rom psychics are useful in an understanding of
the problem (“Beyond” 101). Surely this is the very antithesis of “science”?

Presumably Terence Meaden has the likes of George Wingfield in mind when

he writes:
Such people fail at the starting point through an ignorance and
by an arrogance by which, although they know nothing of physics
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and scientific methodology. they choose to re
ciplines upon which the world’s great scientific and technical
achievements are based. (“Remarks” 18)

those very d

When Paul Fuller says to me, “You should watch out though, there are peaple

out there who are out-and-out liars", he would seem to have the cercologists

as his target. How then can George Winglield claim to be a scientist? The

solution to this sceming paradox is not that Mr. Wingfield lied to me, that
he is mentally incompetent, or that he has no idea of what “science” is, but
that he is taking a rhetorical standpoint. To hirmn, “science” is the unbiased

lous ph S a view of the goal of

of an

cience that
[ am sure Terence Meaden would happily endorse. lronically, according to
Wingfield it is Meaden who is not the scientist.

Dr. Meaden, who is meant to be a scientist, has never at any
stage published any, figures, equations, rotational velocitics rates
of descent anything of this kind, to justify his present vortex, how
it forms or how it operates or, how it acts.

No figures. What he appears to have done is he!
people used to call a UFO

and called it a plasma vortex. Oh well [ don’t think that’s par-
ticularly scientific and it doesn’t make us

we're no further along. (Tape recorded interview, rev 305 309,
side 1.)

taken what

It is useful to oppose Meaden’s and Wingfield’s views on his subject be-

cause this is so often done by others. The CCCS anthology, Enigma, printed

USee for example his remarks in “Beyond the Current Paradigms”.
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articles on the circles effect by the two researchers side-by-side;!? the Inde-
pendent newspaper’s “Free Speech” calumn did likewise. Essentially both
rescarchers are claiming that their standpoint is the rational one.

Meaden’s strategy is two-fold. Firstly, he dismisses the cereological belief
that some type of intelligence directs the circles effect:

This sort of suggestion — Lypical of non-scientists — is an en-
tertaining diversion but a wild guess nevertheless. lts support-
ers arrogantly reject the applicability of physics upon which our
technological civilisation is based, and prefer instead to devise a
psendo-scientific nonsense drawn from the pages of science-fiction
writers, (“Free Speoch”)

Secondly, he draws on the notion of a scientific community of physicists, the
same ones responsible for “our technological society”, and asserts that they

are the ones who will solve the mystery.
Following the success of the Oxford conference on circles a month
ago, steady progress is to be expected as more prolfessional scien-
tists apply themselves to this intriguing problem. (“Free Speech”)

The rhetorical standpoint of those involved with the meterological theory
is less transparent in Paul Fuller's The Crop IWatcher journal, which openly
adopts a satirical viewpoint. This journal concentrates almost exclusively on
what can be seen as the rhetorical argument — for instance it constantly

prints lists of scientists who back the and letters

of support from the scientific community.'® [ssue 3 introduced an article by

“Crop Circles and the Plasma Vortex”; Wingfield, “Beyond the Current
Paradigms”.
1 Crop Watcher 1 (1990): 27-28, 2 (1990): 7, 3 (1991): 22-23.

" ViMeader
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David Reynolds giving an introduction to vortices, their classification and
production (“Whirlwinds”), but the main thrust of the journal consists of
responses to attacks on the meteorological explanation. In his foreword to
the first issue Fuller writes:

Our task will be to challenge the views and theories being ox-
pressed by many of the self-proclaimed crop circle expert
to examine the way in which the media portray the subject as
supernatural myth. (3)

ndd
a

In a sense this journal does the “dirty work” for the meteorological the-

ory. The contributors to The Crop Walcher attack other explanations,™

present evidence f: ble to the logical explanation,'® satiri:

op-

posing standpoints,'® and promote the meterologica! explanation as the sci-

entific theory.!” This leaves Terence Meaden free to espouse the technicalitics
of the explanation with clean hands; he has nothing to do with the journal.
This is not to imply that the The Crop Watcher is some sort of conspiratorial
undertaking, but that it happens to show, in a very clear way, the rhetoric
of the meteorological explanation.'®

In response to this two-fronted attack on the scientific nature of the cere-
ological theory, cereologists have taken several standpoints. However there

appears to be one metaphor that is associated with most, if not all, of these

U The Crop Walcher 1: 4-7, 22.26; 2: 23-28; 3: 13-14, 18-21.

15The Crop Watcher 1: 29-30; 2: 9, 14-19.

1S The Crop Watcher 2: 29.

17 The Crop Watcher 1: 27-28; 2: 4-6; 3: 2223,

181 recent issues, (4 and 5), The Crop Walcher appears to have become less polemical
in tone.
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positions and that is the concept of an “open mind”. The rationale behind

this varies by researcher. Wingfield suggests that:

There are a number of people like um, Randles and Fuller, and,
their chums who hate circles

they hate UFOs, and they, their psychology demands that such
things dun’t exist o clse they have to be, plasma vortices or
something of the kind. (Interview, September 1990, rev 41

side 1)

The implication here is that the researchers in question lack the necessary
scientific objectivity. As such, Wingfield is questioning the competence of the
researchers in an attempt to invalidate their explanation. This is a common
rhetorical strategy, it is used by proponents of all the differing explanations,
and | return to this point in more detail later.

Geo ge Wingfield’s position seems to be that althongh the crop circles
phenomenon is not wholly within the field of orthodox science, it is still
possible Lo use much of the insights of that approach in an understanding
of the phenomenon. This can be scen as one end of a spectrum, at the
other end of which are those who totally reject the scientific approach. These
include the likes of John Michell, who proposes a more contemplative, passive
research technique.

Cereologists, in seasons Lo come, would surely be best advised to
forget any conclusions they have jumped at and to make a fresh
appraisal of the whole phenomenon through the evidences of itself
which it has chosen to present. If Nature is speaking through the
crop circles, the most fruitful response is to be still and listen.
The ideas which steal into the mind as one contemplates these
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wonderful patterns are likely to be the very ideas which they are
designed to convey, (“What Mean?

There are also those who appear (o reject the whale culture of science

and “our technological civilisation”. and fur such people the whole concept of

applying scientific methodulogy is both meaningles

and possibly dangerons

Michell alludes to this when he likens the obs

w with explaining crop

circles to guests who would watch Belshazzar's linger Lrace its message

doom and then fall to arguing about how it was done instead of heeding
the warning on the wall (“What Mean” 18). Thus, according to this view,
science misunderstands the meaning of crop circles, their most important
part, because scientists minds are closed.

Not only is science portrayed as findamentally failing Lo unders

crop circles because it is not open-minded enough, but it is

failing even in its own terms. Thus Peter Hewitt wiites:

What is science? Theory. Experiment. Prediction. But scientists
haven't been able to do any experimen

And they haven't got
any sensible theories. But [ have a theory. Anda prediction. The
circles will cease. And when they do, perhaps my theory will e
accepted. That’s science isn't it? (*Cosmic Graffiti” 11)

Similarly, in his analysis of Crop Ci

A Mystery Solved, Mic

el Glick-
man uses the authors’ adherence to Meaden’s theory as a method Lo invali-
date their book.

The circles have been seized upon gleefully by so many simply
because, as yet, scientific convention, which Randles and Fuller
claim so pompously to represent, is stumped. (16)



‘I'he above criticisms relate to the “closed-mind” nature of scientific in-

quiry; some cereologists have also tackled the meteorologists claim to be-

long Lo the scientific community. Kingsley points out that the list of me-

Leoralogists who support a meteorological explanation is not as convincing
as it appears."? Patrick Harpur takes a different approach when reviewing
Meaden's exposition of the meteorological explanation in The Crop Circle
Enigma and ridicules the very idea of any kind of scientific consensus.

The theory must be right because other scienlists agree with him
(my italics; our surprised murmurs). Not since the 19 century,
when scientists agreed that the universe could be explained by
next Tuesday, have we been treated to such a robust and confident
discourse. (“Crop Circle Banquet” 15)

“The above represents a major attack on both the meteorological theory’s
claim to scientific legitimacy as well as the very existence of such a legitimacy.
There is no doubt, however, that, on the whole, there is a great folk belief
in the efficacy of science and technology. Time and time again I encountered
stalements of the nature of: “Well I'm sure there’s a scientific explanation,”
“I can'l say for myself but I expect there’s a scientific answer,” “Isn’t the
scientific explanation something to do with the wind?” It is belief that seems
to run throughout society: from the young, uneducated male labourer on
page 141 who asserts that science can explain the parting of the Red Sea and,

therefore, why not the crop circles; to the elderly, highly educated bookstore

" See The Circular 2 (1990): 24. This pals i raisd agala i the lghe o comments
from Paul Fuller in The Circular 3 (1990): 2
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owner who said:

I suppose no one really knows. 11 they're supernatural it just
means we den't know how o describe them, Tn the past poople
used electricity and magnetisin withont knowing how it worked.
That was supernatural. $o | suppose they have o |

ral. (See page 1:4+4)

upernati-

There is another view that implicitly rejects scientific values, and blames

science and technology for the current s

e of the planet, For example,

there was the dowser's companion who stated that she thought the erop

circles were a warning abont the over-use of pesticides (see interview on

page 171), and the optician who stated that “there’s so smuch fucked up

with this world it seems only natural that someone's trying to warn us,"

(Page 174). Whether this anti

scientific belief is on the increase, as a gre:

many skeptics seem to think, is dificult Lo say. There is a long history of
belief in UFOs as a means of salvation (sce, for example, Festinger, ot al,

for their description of a small group who believed they were about t be

“saved” by spacemen in flying saucers in the mid-50's), and the existence

of crop circles in agricultural crops is held by some Lo imply that the circles

represent an ecological message of some type: perhaps indicating a continity
of belief in the efficacy of the supranormal. All [ can state is that amongst the

ordinary people I interviewed, as oppused to many of th

there was an implicit belief in the goodness of science.

Consequently there scems to be great deal to be said for d

your theory is “scientific”. So, for example, Meaden says in his
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Cory’s explanation’

In fact one might add that his is the only idea, besides my own
suggestion of a descending electrified vortex, which can be said
Lo rise to the status of a scientific theory. (“Remarks” 18)

Yot Cory's theory was found totally wanting. The author had not conducted
the simplest test of his sprinkler hypothesis, determining whether such ma-
chines actually existed. Ile had not carried out experiments to determine
whether such a mechanism conld produce similar results under controlled
conditions, nor did his theory even begin to expiain the most rudimentary of
crop circle features. In short, as a theory, it failed cvery criteria used in the
evaluation of a scientific theory. Therefore, how can Meaden claim that it is
the most scientifically valid theory, after his own, to have emerged? In terms
of detail it compares poorly with any of the feldwork done by the experienced
cereologists. "The only answer is to observe that Cory’s theoty is couched in
scientific rhetoric, and it is this which motivates Meaden’s comments.
David Fisher's review of the circles phenomenon gives a skeptical analysis

of the scientific legiti of the logical and logical explana-

tions. For him, both are found wanting and he is particularly hard on the
meteorologists, after making an a priori dismissal of anything the cereologists
might have to say. Instead he notes that:

The current circle-situation recalls the one which existed when
Uri Geller was at the height of his spoon-bending fame. That
is, some experts talked of a new phenomenon (the mystical ap-
proach) and some suggested that chemical agents might produce
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the (Rehbinder?) effect: the scientific approach. .. the reviewer
will apply Occam’s razor and vigorously champion the “null op-
tion” (fraud) which proved th be so pertinent to the Geller case

To do this he uses the same rhetorical tools as the cereologists. First,

he casts doubt en the “skepticism™ of the various circles researchers, i this

Sorhe

case equating skepticism with scientific legitin ims Randles and

Fuller:
...are really obscurantis
the better 1o make even
seem mysterious. Lo is well-known that Rand
that 'little green men’ are no longer on Buloral
herself not slow to use them to explain mysterious dumpings «

dead bodies.

they adopt an open-minded stance
ventionally explainable phenomena
while ¢l
front burng

ming

she has, in the

In Fisher’s view Randles’ credibility is in question becans

past, given written support to some facets of the ETIL e deals with Terence

cientific nature of Meaden’s other research

Meaden by casting doubt on the

and comparing him to Pat Delgado and Colin Audre
Meaden's other 'hats' are ubviously his editorship of Journal
of Meteorology (J of M) and his directorship of TORKO. This
should also cause some misgivings among skeptics, for Meaden

seems to be as singlemindedly intent on finding a meteorohgical

explanation as [Delgado and Andrews] arc in sccking a mysteri-
ous one. At times, this scems to impair his objectivity. [t mus
also be noted that the J of M is somewhat of a [ringe publicati
and, during its post-1976 existence, papers from it (often writ-
ten by non-meteorologists such as Colin Andrews and
Campbell) have been quoted less than a dozen times by its pe

Fisher’s analysis is couched purely in the rheloric of skepticism and he
purely P!

uses he the common technique of damnation by contamination; that is Lo say,
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nnce some researcher is shown to have ever supported some ‘non-skeptical’

of their work becomes suspect.? That said, the essay is

theory, the
useful in that it demonstrates the common rhetorical framework on the bat-

tleground of seience

4.1.3 The rhetoric of disbelief

Hufford's ground-breaking work on the “Old [lag” tradition led him to posit
the existence of “traditions of disbelief” and particularly the “cultural source

hypothesis” (CS1).2" In clucidating the CSH Hufford isolates six standard

arguments that are used by its proponents to explain accounts of anomalous
experiences. | wish to propose that these arguments can be scen as thetorical

strategies that are available to proponents of any explanation and that they

can be seen in action in the current crop circle discourse.

The discourse engendered by the crop circle phenomenon is centered on
the origin of the circles, on questions of how and why the circles are formed.
“Phis immediately places it in a different category from many other supernat-
ural belief traditions in which the discourse is as much about whether or not

the phenomenon cxists as about the explanation for it. That said, Hufford’s

m not aware of any specific analysis of the rhetoric of “skepticism”, though Hufford’s
“Traditions of Disbelief” is useful. Abell and Singer's Science and the Paranormal has
several articles that explain the skeptical viewpoint and it does make a good introduction
to the subject.

#ISee for example Terror 12-46, “The Supernatural”, “Traditions of Disbelief”. This
point picks up from the earlier discussion in chapter 2.
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six points are still illuminating and | deal with them in order here.

Personal experience nar s do not current form.

Narratives that claim to be personal encounters with the phenomenon are in

fact artifacts of the tradition

sociated with the phenomenon. This argu-

ment can be used in two forms: cither the percipient interprets their experi

ence in terms of a tradition of a belief (Lhat is, instead of stating that he or

, the statement is that he or she

she saw “lights in the sky aw a UFO™),

or in the constant telling of the inemorate, and during its transmission and

evolution into other narrative genres, the experiences become interpreted ac
cording to a cultural tradition of beliel. Generally, the concept is that a
memorate becomes more fabulous as time goes by and that the initial expe-
rience becomes exaggerated. In the crop circle phenomenon this argument
has been most often be used against cye-witness accounts of the formation
of crop circles.

Cereologists have taken this tack in their attempt to deligitimize the
ever expanding list of eye-witness accounts of circle formations. ‘Thus o

Kingsley's point:

The constant insistence, made this time by sci
UFO cultists, that what is being seen is a vortex, may prepare
those who have come into contact with this idea through the
media to expect to see just a thing. ( The Circular 1.3: 25. Ita
Kingsley’s.)

This is clearly a case in which it is asserted that the personal expe
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narrative is shaped to conform Lo a tradition of belief. In this case the

tradition in question is the meteorological explanation. Paul Fuller reposts

by posing the question, “why docs no ane see UFOs creating crop circles?”
(Editorial, 3: 5).
More usually though the meteorologists appear concerned to cast doubt

on the memorates of encounters with the circle makers or accounts of anoma-

rence Meaden recounts with

15 events within crop circles. For example,

a measure of glee, the immediate reaction of Pat Delgado when he entered
the hoax circles at Bratton.
..upon entering the ield Delgado threw his arms wide in spir-
itual fashion as he responded Lo the ‘vibrations' and ‘energies'.
Then as Colin Andrews reached the centre of the circle Andrews
yelled out “We've been had!”, for he had found the first of the
Loy ouija boards with crossed sticks on top. (“When” 386)
In this case Meaden is implicitly arguing that not only does the tradition
shape the memorate but actively effects the event as it occurs. The impli-
cation is that if Delgado can mistakenly respond to the “energies” in a hoax
circle then his reactions Lo the “energy” in genuine circles must be doubtful

in the extreme. So, as a rhetorical tool this argument can, and has been used

to, cut both ways.

Ey it can be

Eye-witness accounts may be no more than an account of an individual mis-

perceiving some mundane object, perhaps in an unusual context, and la-
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belling it as something anomalous. This argument is used in many w

circles researchers.
Cereologists argue that accounts of crop circle formations pre-dating the

modern era are being mistakenly

igned Lo the current phenomenon. They

argue that wind-effeets can cause roughly circular are

g of damage in fields
and that these mundane areas of damage are being misperceived as crop

circles in the light of modern public

Similarly, they argne that whirlwinds

do occur and that some individuals have, on

wind or  ilar

ing a whi

phenomenon, mistakenly linked it to a nearby circle, consequently mista,

a mundane atmospheric phenomenon for the circles effect. ‘This point is also

made by David Fisher. Thus both hoax theorists and cereologists, prime

examples of the holders of traditions of beliel and dishel

f, use the same

argument to invalidate a category of evidence.

This can be said to be the major rhetori

tool for the hoax theorists,

for if all crop circle are caused by hoaxers then other circles rescarchers are

misperceiving mundane occurrences for something more exotic. Anyway, 1s

David Fisher says:

Eye-witness accounts would clinch the matter for non-skepli
Meaden’s book even has a section (2.1) devoted Lo the value of
eye-witnesses; but a skeptic knows that this value is zilch.

This point is echoed by Bob Kingsley, a cereologist, who points out that

eye-witness accounts are inherently untrustworthy due Lo the inability of



observers Lo correctly remember what they saw.??

Some accounts are outright lies or errors of memory.

Given the existence of libel laws this is the most dangerous claim to make.

Whereas the previous point takes sincere misperception as an argument

against the validity of eye-witness accounts, in this case doubt is cast on

the veracity of the teller. This strategy was incautiously used by Colin An-
drews when he refused bo accept a narrative from Melvyn Bell that appeared
to give strong support to the meteorological explanation, because of Bell’s
Jinks Lo Terence Meaden.® More generally, circles researchers are constantly
levelling accusations of duplicity against each other. Paul Fuller and Jenny
Randles have been described as “monumental and egregious liars” but are
capable of giving as good as they get.?!

Some percipients are victims of hoaxers who have used the tradi-

tion as a model.

This is, of course, the basic theoretical standpoint of the hoax explana-

tion. For instance a certain group drew on the UFO tradition to construct a

“Kingaley, The Circular 3 (1990): 24. This untrustworthyness of eye-witness accounts is

a major part of skeptical thinking. See for example Abell and Singer, “the most remarkable

advances of science are characterized by science reaching beyond or even contradicting our
ordinary senses and intuitions,” (23).

SAndrews later retracted, claiming that he was ambushed by the interviewer. See

Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solued 76-80 for an account of thi

For good examples of this see any of Paul Fuller's editorials in The Crop Watcher.

259



fake “saucer nest" (a circular depression in grass or cereal crops) during the

Warminster cycle of UFO reports (Fishe:

died aw

After that series of encounters

the hoasers were quict until some simple circles, possibly even

mundane circles, were interpreted once again as UFO landing marks in the

early eighties. Since then there has been, supposed

a mutnal celationship

between the shapes created by hoaxes and the evolving tradition as reported

in the media. Similacly, Paul Fuller suggests that the few encounters with the

circle makers may be the result of individuals tricking the circles re:

(Editorial, 2: 6-7).

Some encounters are caused by aciivities known to canse powerful

subjective experiences.

This is the main argument that the meteorologists use to assert thal plasina
vortices can cause UFO encounter reports. The basic position is that a dis-

tant encounter with a vortex will lead to reports

f lights behaving strangely
in the sky and a close encounter will lead to neurological Lrauma that, is
interpreted according to the UFO tradition (Randles and Fuller, Mystery
Solved 164-177). This argument is also used against those accounts in which
individuals have tried to summon circle makers or cause a circle.
Proponents of the skeptical explanation make great use of this argument,
especially concerning alcohol and drugs. The relation between drunkenness

and crop circles is complex. Unlike ‘normal’ anomalous phenomena, one

n
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not argue that anyone who has seen a crop circle must have been drunk or

“on drugs”. Instead drunkenness is often given as a reason for why hoaxers

would make circles. This is a theme that ran throughout the various be-

liefs [ collected and is especially prevalent amongst those who hold a hoax
explanation.® Again, Paul Fuller recounts:

At Alton Barnes pesple even camped inside the circles mischevi-
ously flashing torch lights and Laking drugs whilst the more re-
strained circle watchers stood around getting cold on the sur-
rounding hilltops. (Crop Watcher 2 (1990): 7.)

It is almost as if there is a double invalidation occurring: not only are the
circles not caused by anything out of the usual, but they are caused by
drunkards and druggies, implying perhaps that crop circles are of absolutely
1o intercst, hence perhaps PM'’s question to me, “What the fuck do you want

to know about them for?” (See page 197.)

Some events are the experiences of abnormal individuals.

This is possibly the implication of Paul Fuller’s words when in reviewing The
Latest Bvidence he says,

Pat and Colin are very lucky men. They have an uncanny knack
of being in the right place at the right time when it comes to ex-
periencing “cnergy fields”, odd noises, camera defects and alien
possession. [t only seems to happen to them or to their collabo-
rators. (19)

See interviews on pages 137, 197, 197, 203, for example. See also the cartoon in fig-
ure 3.5 0n page 200 where the circles are caused by tabloid-newspaper reporters desperately
Lrying o get out of a cropfield in search of the nearest public house.

261



Invalidating the experience by implying the untrustworthyness of the per-
cipient is a widely used technique. Paul Fuller, again, thinks that perhaps

many hoaxes are done by socially abnormal groups of individuals, such as

cultists or the eponymous “hippies.”*® Another example comes in a conver-

sation with a video-store owner (1S) during which [ was Lrying to track down
a young man who had claimed to see a circle form.

BM Do you know anything about the kid who saw a UFO in a

circle round here somewhere?

IS Oh, Peter. Yeah he’s in here all the Lime.

BM 1 could do with speaking with him.

IS Well you can try. He's a bit simple.

BM Oh.

IS Oh yes, known for it. He's always claiming he's gol flying
saucers at the foot of his garden.

BM Do you think the circle isn’t a real one then?

IS Hard to know, it was harvested straight away. But Peter's
just the type who would go out and make one. [ expect he
would believe it too — poor kid’s really not all there.?”

This case is unusual in that it refers to someone who actively claims Lo
have seen a crop circle created. There is a more general folk use of this type
of rhetoric to invalidate thosc people who hold alternate views. For example

b
SE, a believer in the hoax theory, when asked why his fathbr befieved that

alien hips were ible for crop circles d as follows:

26Personal communications. See also the “Hoaxers' Diary” and “Informed Ci
columns of The Crop Watcher which tends to assign the blame to groups such as “hippies”.
27An earlier part of this conversation is given on page 177, above.
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SE Oh well. He's really into all that stuff.

BM Um?

SE Science-fiction, flying saucers. He really believes in all that.
BM Not you then.

SE Fuck no. Still T guess, if you want Lo believe in it it don't do
no harm, (See interview on page 197.)

Similarly, a believer in the alien spaceship hypothesis argued that the typs

of people who disbelieved in the ETH were the same kind of people wha
believed that the world was created 6,000 years ago.

Some people don't believe in evolution. They still believe the
the world was created. That's religion so maybe Lhat’s dilleren
But the evidence all points the other way. You can’t ignore all
that evidence. Some people do, but people will believe anything
if they don’t think about it. (Interview starting page 178)

In this case the implication is slightly more subtle in that it accuses those

not believing in the ETH of having abnormal views and links them with

creationists, presumably for this person, an abnormal group of individuals.

Rhetoric and disbelief

The various strategies Hufford assigns to the CSII appear o be spec s
of a more general strategy of rhetorical disbelicf, and they arc used by all
types of believers. One can sce them more generally as methods for invalidat-

ing the beliefs of others, by either invalidating their evidence or invalidating

the individuals. The crop circle phenomenon provides a clear cxample of this

because of the use by the of personal experience narrati
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evidence, a type of evidence more normally seen in supernatural explanations
for anomalous cvents.

Mare generally it appears to be the case that personal experience is the
most highly valued type of evidence used in any tradition of belief. Con-
sequently the personal experience narrative holds the most weight, hence
the battery of rhetorical devices to invalidate either it or its teller. The
crop circle phenomenon is unusual in that there is no doubt as to the exis-
Lence of the evidence, but personal experiences of circles forming are almost
non-existent and are not widely known. There is, however, a form of such
personal experience and that occurs in media demonstrations of how to hoax
a circle. These demonstrations have become a crucial part of the evidence

used in explanation: amongst circles enthusiasts such demonstrations are

held to demonstrate the inad of the hoax explanation, whilst among
the ordinary folk they are usually taken as proof of exactly the opposite. For
example, Lhe debate presented in the next chapter (page 332) was sparked
by one person commenting that she had secn some crop circles made on TV.
A more direct example comes from the interviews with EP. In the first one
(puge 195) she uses what she believes to be a [riend’s narrative of making a
crop circle:
EP [I've a friend who made a circle once.

BM You have?

EP Yes. lle and a few friends went out into a field to see if they
could make make one. He said it was quite simple really —
they just tied a rope to a post and pushed all the corn over.
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BM Oh right. Do you think that’s true of all of them?
EP Oh yes.

Her friend’s experience is clearly crucial evidence for this woman. However,
as it turned out, his evidence was not quite what she thought and this causes
a blow to her belicfs as a follow-up interview shows:

EP Hedidn’t actually make one he said he had seen iton TV, ...
He said a lot of local farmers did it. They'd decided to do
it for a bit of fun to show how easy it was. Ile said it only
took two minutes and it looked like real. ...

BM You think they might not be hoaxes?

EP [ can't say. [ haven't studied them so I don't really has
opinion. (Page 209)

From this it can be seen that personal expericnce of honxing, whether it
is seen in the media or recounted by a friend, provides prime evidence for

the hoax theory. On the other hand the very lack of expericnces with circles

forming is taken by some as indicative of their mysterions origin, For example

one TV presenter commented, “it's amazing isn’t it...the thing that baflles
P! L

me about this is, if it was some natural phenomenon, how come it’s got these
prefect edges and no one’s ever secn them happening either,” (page 226)
Another example of this came from an assistant bank manager wh said
to me, “well, if they’ve been around all this time why's nu one ever seen
them forming or taken a photo?”?® In both cases, the lack of such evidence
“8May 1990, 1 was actually applying for a loan at the time in order to buy Lransport Lo

carry out my fieldwork on and had explained my intended subject to her, leading to the
question above.
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is interpreted as being unusual, enhancing the mystery of the origin of the

circles.

4.1.4 Circular wit

To date this has all been a pretty grim business, so it should be noted that
humour can be, and has been, used in the ongoing discourse to a greater,
or lesser, extent. There have been two main avenues for the expression of
humour: satirical prose and cartoons. In both cases the texts have been used
by insiders as a part of the inter-explanatory war and by outsiders about

circles research in general.

Prose satire

This particular genre of humour is used by both the meteorologists and the
cereologists. Essentially the aim is to ridicule the views and activities of
the other camp. For example The Crop Watcher used to run a column
named “Rumours and Rumours of Rumours” in which various cereologists
were ridiculed. The various name games in the example below should be
mostly self-cxplanatory by now, though it does help to know that one senior
circles rescarcher believes himself to be the favoured contactee of the circle

makers and that Zirka is an entity that claims, through various channeled
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messages, to be responsible for the crop circles.?®

Zirka the alien is alive and well and still visiting St John. Ilis
granpy was very upset when she was told the aliens were visiting
us and that the “food chain” was contaminated by a “molecular
change”. Zirka’s spaceship had an unfortunate accident on the
Winchester Bypass when a Black Crow collided with a well known
organizer. The Man-in-Black who turned up in the rain has finally
been released from prison. (*Rumours” 1: 28)

The cereologists too are perfectly capable at satire, and the early i

The Crop Walcher seems to have inspired them to attack in similar Lerms,
So, for example, The Cereologist parodied the scientific method in a fake
review of Zoltan Crunlop’s “Crop Circles: The Mystery Solved,” and also

printed a putative excerpt from it.

The time has come to apply slern scientific reasoning to Uhe ph
nomenon, and who better to undertake the task than mys
Is there anyone alive who does not own a copy of my “Propul
Mechanisms Fuelled by Burned Fish” or “Misery With Gravel”.

Realising the need to create laboratory conditions, | bought a
large field in Wiltshire which had been the site of well-documented
crop circles during the previous two years. | then cordoned off
the site by building an invisible orce-field around it. (2: 20)

m
i

Crop circles have also been used in humorous contexts by people ont-

side of the circles researchers. For example, Privale Eye, a popular satirical

magazine, has a long running feature named “Heir To Sorrows.” Wrilten in

to find

the style of a romance, it features the quest of the Prince of Wal

L am not sure what th author, presumably Paul Fuller, refers to by the “Man-in-Black
who turned up in the




meaning in his life and uses this theme to make satirical comments about
the: Prince’s wcll-know‘n beliefs as well as a whole host of other subjects. In
the story of August 17 the focus was on the Prince’s beliefs about non-
orthodox healing (his left arm had recently been broken in a fall), his mentor
(Laurens Van der Post), and the alleged mystical qualities of crop circles. In
an attempt to speed the healing Van der Post takes the prince out to the

Alton Barnes formation.

“You see, Charles, in a circle there is no right or left. It is a
complete whole. You have put your arm into your shadow self.
What we must do is awaken the left arm to restore the whole self.

You see.... balance, wholeness, oneness...."

The helicopter swooped down, its blade whirring like a giant
vulture. “Great!" shouted the photographer, snapping furiously.
“Who's the old bloke for the caption? Looks like an alien,” he
added, with a raucous laugh.*

The use of cartoons

Finally, this same use of satire is also scen in cartoons, both in specialist
publications and in the daily press. Amongst the circles researchers’ journals,
cartoons have been used to either support their own beliefs or to satirize those
of others. Figure 3.9 on page 231 showing Cornelia juggling hedgehogs can
be secen as a blend of the two. The central figure has been used in three
cartoons now, and is intended to express some characteristics of the circle

makers. A more openly satirical cartoon (reprinted in figure 4.3) comes from
T5ylvie Krin, “Heir To Sorrows.” Private Ege 748 (1990): 20.
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Figure 4.3: Cartoon: an unusual “plasma vortex”
The sub-text of the cartoon attempts to invalidate the meteorological concept.
of the plasma vortex. (The Cereologist 2: 20.)

The Cereologist, in which the view that Meaden has simply renamed the
UFO a plasma vortex is expressed.
Unsurprisingly, The Crop Watcher prints cartoons thal satirize cereolog-

ical explanations. For example the cartoon reprinted in figure 4.4 gives an

impossible explanation for who the alicns responsible for crop circle

bedt

s might

Outside of the community of circles researchers the cartoons abont the

3'The use of science-fiction referents has heen ane of the constants throughout the
circles phenomenon, starting with the carly association with “E.T.” The comment about
circle formations appearing to have the Starship Entorprise a8 a common motif has heen
discussed above. Noteworthy also is a comment from a wouen in Circular Evidence who
heard a strange noise “like something out of Dr. Who” iz relation to a UFO sighted near
anew crop circle (66).
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Figute 4.4: Cartoon: aliens beam up scarecrows
"The text is a catch-phrase from the cult science-fiction show “Star Trek”
(The Crop Watcher 1: 12).
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crop circle phenomenon take on a different slant. On the whole these cartoons
tend to satirize any non-hoax explanation, such as the “Greetings from Planet

Beadle” cartoon reprinted in figure 3.1 (page 166). The clearest example |

found of this is reprinted in figure .15, In this case the eye-witness has, with

cornic results, misinterpreted a “mundane” event a

something extraordinary.,

Although this is only the brivfest of wverviews it should be elear that

although it is not necessarily so, it is possible for humorists to us

an expla-
nation as a source of humour, whether in prose, cartoon or other form. It

should also be noted that many lectures on the subject often end up with

a cartoon of some sort being displayed on a slide-screen as a piece of comic

relief. Circles researchers are not without a sense of fun.



Figure 4.5: Cartoon: sex, aliens and crop circles
"This cartoon appears to be (rom The Sunday Mirror but 1 do not have a
precise reference. It was also reprinted in The Circular 1: 30.
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4.2 Explanations and Tradition

The previous section of this chapter examined crop circle

splanatic

s sy
chronically, studying the discanrse as it is laid out at the present moment.

However, it is also the case that much of what is happening today appea

to have its roots in the past. Without trying to trace the evolution of the
crop circles discourse, if for no other reason than the perceived novelty of

the phenomenon is an important part of that discourse, it is useful to look

at explanations in other beliel traditions, for this demonstrates that both
the Lypes of explanations and their relationships to cach other are remark-
ably similar in case after case. To do this | will give a briel overview of
explanations for two related belicf traditions to crop circles (fairy rings and
sancer nests) as well as those engendered by a unique event at Bell Island,

Newfoundland.

4.2.1 Some explanations for similar belief traditions

Circles and fairy rings

Given that there is some confusion between fungal fairy rings and crop circles,
it is enlightening to look at some of the explanations for the former. The: hest
starting point for such a discussion is the work of the natural philsopher,
Robert Plot.

In 1686 Robert Plot published his Natural flistory of Staffordshire a part
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of which consisted of a discourse on the possible origin of fairy rings. He
tmentions various of the possibilities that had been proposed for their origin.
including animals, witches and fairies, but later rules them out in favour of
an explanation involving the impact of lightning on the ground.

And here perchance by the way it may be no great digression to
inquire into the nature and efficient canse of these rings we find
in the grass, which they commonly call “Fairy Circles”: whether
they are caused by lightning? or are indecd the rendesvous of
witches, or the dancing places of those little pigmy spirits they
call “elves” or “fairies”? (9)

It can be seen that the three explanation Plot entertains are analogous
Lo the three main explanations for the crop circle phenomenon: viz. the

logical /scientift 1

i ion (lightning), cereological 1

(fairies and elves) and the hoax/human origin (witches). Furthermore, Plol’s

grounds for dismissing the

are totally paral-
lel to the ones discussed carlier in this section for crop circles. When dealing
with witches, he notes that there is evidence that wizards and witches dance
in circular patterns during their rites (9-12) and provides an account of such
an activity® He also points out that supernatural spirits do likewise and
although his faith “be but weak in this matter,” he does allow that a small
minority may be caused by such agencies. Plot also deals with other expla-

nations, such as that the rings may be caused by rutting deer, the working

FThis account, featuring people dancing in a crop field and unusual whirlwinds, is
claimed by David Reynolds to be an early example of a crop circle caused by a plasma
vortex (“Pousibility”).
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of “moldwarps”, the dung of cattle excreted as they lic in a circular group or
hy water. All of these he surmises could be capable of causing rings of sorts,
but he notes that these explanations do not fit the available evidence: the
size of the rings, the ability of the rings to run through hedges and ditches
and the strange composition of the soil bencath the rims of the rings (14-15.)
Given all this he concludes, “it became equally plain that | was no fonger to
inquire for the origin at least of these larger circles, cither from any thing
under or upon the ground,” (15).

Plot's exposition of his theory is strikingly similar to that of Terence
Meaden’s. First he concentrates on the method by which lightning is released

from the clouds and observes that these various means scem to be echoed in

the shapes of the fairy rings (15-16). He then niotes the effects of the lightning
on the ground and concludes that it causes a sulphurous reaction in the soil,
leading to its changed composition (16-17). Finally he postulates that Lhis

can lead to the change in the colour of the affected grass and its fecundity

(17). Essentially his methodology and form of t runs parallel to the

meteorological explanation for crop circles. For further evidence he turns to
an eye-witness account of encountering a newly burnt circle shortly after a
thunder storm.*

Plot’s answers to the weaknesses of his theory are also remarkably similar

ing in is” makes a similar point, noting that: “Plott’s [sic] discus-
sion anti :pnm pam of the modern debate with remarkable rulcln.y . It appears that
Plott anticipated the meteorological theory by roughly 300 years.”
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to Meade He rebuts the complaint that his theory needs lightning to
strike vertically if circles are to be caused by it, noting that most circles are
not, in fact, geometrically circular and thus indicate that the conical lightning
struck at an angle (18). He has more problems with the tendency for rings to
enlarge, and postulates that the lightning strike may infect the ground with
some sorl of discase that continues to spread outward in a circular manner.
Hle draws on the ubservation that macks showing imperfect segments appear
Lo grow inward in the middle and postulates that this is the expected effect
of a lightning strike (18).
The success of Plo’s cxplanation is hard to gauge but it does not appear

Lo have heen totally forgotten. In 1789, Erasmus Darwin (grandfather of
Charles Darwin) appears to accept the explanation, writing in a couplet:

So from dark clouds the playful lightning springs,

Rives the firm vak or prints the fairy rings.3
In. further notes Darwin claborates on the point, noting how the explanation

seemed to fit the observed evidence. Currently further information about

3 Reprinted in Chapman. The poem is entitled “Botanic Garden”. Consider also the
following, recently discovered quote:
The peasants point aut, upon the plain, those electrical rings, which vulgar
credulity supposes to be the traces of the Fairy revels.
The passage concerns the ballad of “Tam Lin” in which a mortal is kidnapped by a fairy
queen. Donohue uses it in his analysis of a formation known as “The Devil's Tramping
Grouzud” in Chatham County, NC. The original comes from Lowry C. Wimberly, Folk-
lore in the English and Scottish Ballads (NY: Fredrich Ungar, 1928), 64. It is notable
that. Donohue traces the evolution of various beliefs about this formation, viewing them
a3 successive reinterpretations and concludes by saying, “now that the legend has been
popularized and new modern motifs have appeared, it seems that the devil is in danger of
being replaced by spacemen from another planet.” (52)
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the popularity of Plot’s theory is not forthcoming, but the similarities of his

observations to those engendered by the crop circles phenemenon have caused
quite a stir. Rickard uses Plot’s notes to assert that crop circles did not exist
as a phenomenon at that time (“Whirls" 68), whereas Randles and Fuller

use it as proof to the contral

Regardless, David Reynolds an:

eye-witness account given by Plot as being a confused account of a sighting

of a plasma vortex interpreted according to the peasants’ world-view. ™ The
confusion spread to one reputable newspaper, The Daily Telegraph, which,
on reviewing Crop Circles: .\ Mystery Solved, assumed that Plot had in fact
predicted the solution of the mystery of the crop circles some three hundred
years ago.®”

Although Plot’s theory has now been proved to be without foundation,

35Randles and Fuller, Mystery Solved. Also Paul Fuller used Plot's diagram of square
faity circles to prove that complex formations have always existed (BUFORA lecture).
This appears to be a genuine mistake by the anthors and | do not helieve that they still
hold this position.

0Reynolds gives various possible cxplanations for the account in Plot. Brielly, in 1590 a
woman returning from grinding a millstone saw a number of people dancing in a ring, in an
unusual manner, in a cropfield. On looking closer the woman discoveted that some of Uhe
dancers had cloven hoots for feet. Frightened, the woman called on Jesus Lo protect her, at
which point, all but one of the dancers disappeared, two people got picked up and carried
away by a whirlwind and the woman herself was battered by intense winds (350). Reynolds
gives three possibilities, cither the woman was in the vicinity of a plasma vortex and
suffered from hallucinations; that a erop circle already existed and that a group of people
then went to dance in it “wearing special shoes” and the whirlwind was mere coincidenc
or that the the circle was trodden down by the dancers with the whirlwind, again, being
mere coincidence or maybe even even a lie (351). Reynold's analysis is ingenious but the
text he deals with demonstrates the extreme ambiguity of folkloric accounts that could
refer to crop circles.

37The Daily Telegraph 16 Aug. 1990: 5. Bob Kingsley's struggle to correct this mi
prehension is printed in his “Eye on the Press”.

-
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it docs clearly show the traditional nature of many of the types of extant
explanations concerned with the crop circle phenomenon. This observation
is one that has not gone unnoticed amongst circles researchers:

It is curious how most of the theories put forward to explain
crop circles have their counterparts in antiquity, as we have just
noticed. (Rickard, *Whirls” 68).

However, [ believe that this is not just an isolated case of coincidence and
that many of these same types of explanations can be seen in more recent

phenormena.

s and saucer nes

Circl

A more recent belief tradition concerns UFOs. Looking at UFO explanations
would require a thesis in itself, and even trying to abstract such information is
beyond the scope of this document.?® However one subject can be touched on
here, and that is the issue of “saucer nests”, or more generally “Unidentified
Ground Markings” (UGMs).

jenerally, UGMs have been examined in the light of the extraterres-
trial hypothesis and used as cvidence for the existence of physical, alien

spaceships.®® Although UGMs can come in many types®® the most commonly

WPhe dissertations of Peter Rojcewicz and Thomas Bullard provide the best. guide for
folklorists to the subject.
See for example Chalker; lynek The UFO Ezperience 126-157 and Hendty who rules
out studying any ground trace that is not associated with a UFO sighting (75-84).
For example the NAICCR report divides UGMs into ten types, some of which are the
modern-day crop circles.
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known are “saucer nests”, circular depressio;

s in the ground or circular arcas
of flattened grass. The most relevant example comes in a report by Vallee

katchewan in 1971 In

and Hynek of a series of ground markings found in Sz
this case, seven circles of flattened, swirled wheat were found after a strange
encounter with a UFO. The report is notable for photographs of the circles
that clearly show the similarity between these traces and crop circles. It also

demonstrates the influence of the ETI on the investigative methodology, i

1
which the emphasis is on eliciting details of the UFO with the UGMs being
used as corroborative evidence.

The above case gives an idea of the use of the ETI Lo explain the origin
of UGMs, and also its role in setting the criteria [or whal constitutes ap-
plicable evidence. However a serics of UGMs from Tully, Australia in 1966
demonstrate what happens when the events are anomalons enough L pose 2
threat to the dominant explanation. The best description of these events is
given in Jacques Vallee's Pussport to Alagonia and [ draw on his work here.
Briefly, a banana-grower named Cieorge Pedley was driving a Lractor near a
swamp when he suddenly heard a loud, hissing noise. Looking around he saw
“a machine rising from the swamp”, which, whilst rotating rapidly, suddenly

of

took off at tremendous speed (33). On [urther investigation, five circle
cut and flattened reeds were found. Furthermore, it turned out that many of
the people in the area had also seen the UFO and had reported their sight-

ings independently of Pedley. Although Vallee deals with the subject from

279



an ETH perspective he also includes some of the explanations given for the

“saucer nests.”

® Soviets testing secret military weapons. (33)

o Various types of birds such brolgas or blue herons “dancing” in the

s and being startled into light by Pedley. (34)

e Mating crocodiles thrashing around in the reeds and making the circles.

(34)

Needless Lo say, Vallee rules all of these out, but again the same themes
as appeared in the crop circle explanations, even down to mating animals
making circles (whether crocodiles or hedgehogs), appear.

Perhaps the most ironic element of Vallee’s analysis of these UGMs is in
his discovery of the lightning theory of fairy circle origins. On discovering
Darwin’s poem Vallee writes:

It is amusing to note that attempts have been made, in the early
days of Rationalism, to explain fairy rings as electrical phenom-
ena, a consequence of atmospheric effects. ... The formulation of
this idea in terms of modern plasma physics will no doubt soon
be provided by eager scholars. (38-39)

The Bell Island lightning strike

A final example of the traditionality of explanations can be seen in the af-

termath of a “super-lightning” strike that hit Bell Island, Newfoundland on
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April 20 19781 The lightning-bolt struck the home of James Wickford in
Lance Cove, Bell Island, smashing the electricity meter, blowing electricity
outlets out of the wall, destroying a hen-house, killing a number of hens and
finally striking a tree in neacby woods before going to earth. 2

The event caused a huge stir in the small community at Lance Cove as
well as among scientists at Memorial University, and for the nest week or so
speculation was rife as to what had actually vecurred:

While all and sundry speculated about the exact nature of the
phenomenon — with guesses running from a metearite shower
to a falling satellite to a UFO — the big news in the Bickford
household read that, miraculously, no one had been hurt.™

Dr. Tom Gold travelled from Tthaca, NY to investigate the scenc, postu-
lating that the event may have been caused by a meteorite strike or one
of a group of phenomena related to earthquakes.™ The meteorite explana-

tion was also favoured by a Dr. Ken Collerson of Memorial University who

thought a lightning explanation was “not very credible”.” The U.S. military

also become involved, sending two attachés {rom Los Alamos, CA to Lang

Cove as, apparently, military observation satellites had picked up the blast

on their monitors.*®

11 owe thanks to Phillip Hiscock for first pointing out the suitability of this topic and
to David Kennedy for furnishing me with copies of newspaper reports.

“Reported in The Daily News 3 Apr. 1978; The Euening Telegram 3 Apr. 1978.

43The Evening Telegram 4 Apr. 1978: 1.

*The Evening Telegram 6 Apr. 1978,

45 The Evening Telegram 6 Apr. 1978.

45The Evening Telegram 10 Apr. 1978.
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From the papers it can be scen that several explanations became current.,
notably the meteorite and lightning strikes, UFOs are mentioned but not

stressed. Although [ am unable to do further research presently, personal

cation with an inhabitant of Bell Island, revealed that at the time

comrmi
there was a great deal of talk — ostensibly confirmed by the arrival of U.S.
military attaches — about whether the strike was caused by a Soviet military
satellite, or by some sort of attack from a UFO that “went wrong.” Pending
further research, it does seem likely that in this case we have some of the
same types of explanation occurring as with the crop circle phenomenon: a
supernatural one (UFOs), a natural one (lightning/meteorites), and a human-
Lechnological one (Soviel military satellites). As with crop circles, when
people are forced Lo Lry Lo come to terms with something out of the ordinary
that can not be denied, it would seem that folk explanation, as a genre, rises
to the surface and, at least in the first recourse, people turn to traditional
explanations to come to at least a preliminary understanding of the events
that have just entered their lives.

4.2.2 Expl ion and i i

If one can say that explanations can and do have a traditional basis then
one must also allow for the flip-side of tradition — innovation. The ques-
tion is, how do explanations change? This is not an issue that has been

explicitly addressed before, although at least Lwo authors have offered ideas
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about changes in belief systems from a folkloristic viewpoint: David Hufford

and Linda Milligan.*” Furthermore, the crop circle phenomenon provides an
excellent case of a change in explanation with the challenge of cereological
hypothesis to the ETH. This event is analysed as an example of Kuhnian
paradigmatic change in the next chapter. but for now it is nseful to give an

ov

view of the manifestation of this change in recent years,
In ealier part of this chapter [ gave a brief overview of saucer nest phe-

ible for a series of

nomena and noted how, in at least one case, it was p

events to pose a threat to the dominance of the ET', for which saucer nests

were usually used as evidence.*® It is my contention that the crop circle
phenomenon has taken a species of UGM and separated it from the ETH
through a series of different strategics.

Firstly it should be noted that the ETH labels UGMs as “close enconnters

of the second kind”,* that is encounters with UFOs in which they le;

behind some physical evidence of their activitics or have an effect of some
sort on the percipient(s). Generally these marks are held 1o be the result
of a UFO landing. In the carly days of the crop circle phenomenon, and

especially during the first bout of media interest in 1983, this appears o

“"Hufford, “Contemporary Folk Medicine” 46-65 provides an analysis of folk medicine
as system of belief. Linda Milligan, “Truth” provides an overview of the battle betneen
believers in the existence of Bigfoot in Ohio, some of whom hold the view that it is an
alien creature associated with UFOs and others who believe that it is an unknown wild
animal. Hufford also deals with this issue from a different perspective in “Humanoids”.

#See pp.279-280 above.

49The terminology was invented by Hynek and forms one part of a continuun of UFQ
encounters from lights seen in the sky to abduction by aliens.
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have been exactly the coreological position. The earliest cereological writing
was published in outlets such as Flying Saucer Review and was concerned
with finding UFO links to crop circles.% [n fact, as noted before, this is what
fir & inspired Randles and Fuller Lo investigate crop circles in an attempt to
divozce them from UFOs.?

The carly crop circles did appear to support the ETH for only a few, sim-
ple circles were found (singles, triplets and in 1983 quintuplets) all of which
could fit the classic shape of flying saucers, and the shapes were appearing in
an area of the world that had been known as the UFO capital of Britain. The
big problem was the paucity of UFO sightings associated with the formation
of crop circles, something which, allied to their seeming geographical isola-
tion, conspired to leave the UFO community outside of the West of England

largely ignorant of, and uni {in, the ph c ly, the

perceived evolution of the phenomenon and its anomalous features seem to
have caused a massive crisis for the ETH explanation, and those who would
normally be foremost in trying to save it, namely the American Ufologists,

remained largely ignorant of the full extent of the phenomenon.

The devel in the circles ph; have forced ! to

conclude that the placement and form of the crop circles is not accidental

and does in fact represent an attempt, by something, at communication.

See for example, Pat Delgado’s FSR publications.

31They can be seen as following the advice in Hendry's influential UFO Handbook which
states that any ground marking not explicitly linked to a UFO sighting should not be
regarded as a part of ufology (75-84).
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This is directly at odds with the ETH, which views UG)Ms as the accidental

byproducts of UFO activity. Consequently there has been a massive, radical

reformulation of what a UFO is amongst circles researchers. For example
both Pat Delgado and George Wingfield talk dismissively of “flying saucers”
and “little green men”: Delgado appears to believe that UFOs manipnlate

force-fields to form crop circles, while Wingfield postulates that UFOs

pear

to “seed” crop circles at new sites which are then capable of gencrating

circles without UFO activity® Whatever the pres

e position, it is a

that circles are

that current cereclogical thought takes the basic premi
communication. Even Ken Rogers, president of The Unerplained Sociely
and doyen of the ETH, now believes thal crop circles are deliberately caused
by UFOs to communicate a message.*™

Cereologists are generally quick to point out that their stand is nol an
argument against the ETH and point out that no one really believes in flying
saucers anymere. The plain fact of the matter is that this is not true. The
main movement of American Ufology is based around the search for evidence

for crashed alien spaceships, or searching for evidence of the activities of the

“Wingfield’s comments are from personal communication. Delgadn’s are deduced from
his books and comments in newspaper.

“3The extent of the communication metaphor varies. Some, such as Michael Churust
believe that there is an inherent, linguistic message encoded within the circles whe
others, such as perhaps Bob Kingsley, lean towards secing the circles as almost extra
linguistic, which is to say that the choice of action is significant but the form iu
probably not — analogous perhaps to a person’s choice of clothes on a given nce
For example, Kingsley notes that UFO phenomena tend to vary in different countries and
postulates that this maybe a deliberate act by some intelligence to conform its message
to different societies preconceptions (Personal communication).
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aliens, hence the current interest in abductions and cattle mutilations.5* The

ed benign nature of the crop circles phenomenon is at odds with the

pe
current. formulation of the ETH, and the cereological explanation has to be
seen to be as much of a radical break with the ETH as Einstein’s theory of
general relativity is with Newton's laws. %

Perhaps the most obvious sign that there has been such a change is in
the type of evidence gathered from crop circles as opposed to saucer nests.
Michael Churost best exemplifies this when he tries to list the various data
that should to be collected by cereologists:

“There should be routine data collection with IR cameras, geiger
counters, magnetomelers, plant DNA assays, weather stations
and so on. Good photos and accurate measurements need to
be taken; cven dowsing results and unusual physical sensations
should be assiduously recorded.

As such there is not that much difference between this aspect of his call and
the nsual method of investigating ground traces under the ETH hypothesis,

but Chorost implicitly goes further by typing circle formations according to

statement that would anger many American ufologists who regard the ETH
as an aberration. Yet reading such works I am consistently struck by the way in which
such researchers define their work in relation to the ETH. Also Haines’s summary of
UFO explanations has the ETH as by far the largest category and explanations involving
physically real spaceships account for over half of the data. It scems to me that even if
the ETH can no longer be considered the orthodoxy of American ufologists that it is still
very much the pack leader,

“This is something of a generalization. Although there are ufologists who see the
postulated aliens as benign, there seem to be far more who regard the aliens as at best
neutral in their intents and the current interest in the MJ-12 documnent, cattle mutilations
and abductions takes the premise of alien exploitation of us as its basis.
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their form and arguing for analyses of the spatial relationships of the forma.
tions; both activities would be meaningless if the circles were no more than
the accidental byproducts of UFQ activities. Furthermore, this appears 1o

be the main thrust of his research, and he gives the data collection necessities

above only because he can not rule it out as irrelevant at the present state

of rescarch. Indeed the major part of his paper is a theoretical overview

the issues arising from the analysis of crop circles as some sort of linguistic

code.

Chorost’s article gives the most explicit example of how cereological re
search marks a radical reformulation of the ETH. Other cereologists are call-
ing for much the same thing, hence Michell's plea for cercologists o discard
all currently held explanations and start all over again.*® Similarly, Wing-

field attempts to assert that cereology now subsumes ufology, in as much

as that the latter forms a part of the crop circles phenomenon (“Beyond”),

rather than crop circles being scen as & sub-set, of the evidence for the UFO

phenomenon. However, cercology exiles the vast majority of UGMs that the

ETH tries to explain, such as blasted holes, circular depressions, and rings
of burnt grass. As Ralph Noyes says, “A ‘PO nest’ is one thing and a cron
circle is quite another,” (Introduction 27). Furthermore, the importance of

hical isolation in Wes-

the evolution of the ph and its carly g

sex leads many to cast doubt on the possibility of existence of crop cir

%Qtd. earlier. “What Mean?” 59,
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countries other than Britain before the last few years, a stance that North
American researchers such as Chris Rutowski and Michael Chorost appear
1o find untenable.*”

It can be seen that cercologists have temporal, spatial, and structural
criteria to determine whether a particular UGM is a crop circle that are
vastly different from the ETH. Furthermore the ETH position is increasingly
derided by cereologists in terms of the stereotypes of alien spaceships and
little green men:

The diminishing band of those who belicve we are being visited
by extraterrestrial life-forms claim these disturbances [UGMs] as
“UFO nests’ or ‘UFO landing traces', and they use the acronym
UFO (Unidentified Flying Object) as though it were a noun with
the meaning ‘extraterrestrial space craft’. Most ufologists, any-
way in recent gears, have simply suspended their judgement about
the cause of Lhese many peculiar markings, and many of them
would welcome the kind of meteorological explanation for which
Meaden has been seeking. (Noyes, Introduction 27)

The paragraphs above should indicate the way in which the cereological
explanation is usurping the ETH. It is not a simple addition to the ETH
for, if nothing else, it rules out the vast majority of evidence that the ETH
uses. It is a radical change brought on by the advent of the mystery of crop
circles. Linda Milligan reports a similar attempt at explanatory change in
the Bigfoot sightings in Ohio. She finds that the traditional explanation of

Bigfoot as some sort of wild, possibly semi-intelligent, animal has come under

STPersonal communication. See also Chorost’s comments on “naive” hypotheses in
“Thesis”.
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threat from a group who believe that Bigfoot is an alien of some sort. The
interaction between these two explanations has engendered a large amount
of discourse. In this case the ETII is making a bid to usnrp the traditional
explanation, for those that hold the view that Bigfoot is an alien creature
draw on memorates that feature a correlation between sightings of UFOs and
large, hairy bipeds.

Linda Milligan writes from a legend perspective but her findings are ex-
tremely pertinent here. She notes that the Ohio Bigfoot researchers commu-

nity have accepted this new explanation to various degrees, and she writes

that currently Lhe “older, more established form of the Bighot legend c
with an emergent belief,” (97). The reason she gives for this is that she be-

" P 1

lieves the ETH is imported from in Pennsylvania, a neight

ing
state, and, as yet, there is no compelling evidence for this new explanation.
For example Milligan found no combined UFO/Bigfoot. memorates amongst
the Ohio researchers. So she writes:

It is too soon to tell whether or not the emergent belief will be-
come an established legend. The lack of supporting memorates
in Central Ohio suggests a resistance to change.® The change
from Bigfoot the animal to Bigfoot the alien could not simply be
described as dynamic. Such a change would be radical and would
invalidate much of what has become traditionally associated with
the creature. Such a radical alteration of traditional belicf would
require compelling new first- and second-hand accounts as sup-

81t should be pointed out that here Milligan is writing within a tradition of dishelief,
assuming that memorates are generated by legend rather than vice-versa. However that
does not invalidate the point she is making.
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porting evidence. (97-98. Italics my own.)

Linda Milligan’s discovery that the change in cxplanation would be “rad-
cal” and would “invalidate” the previons belief corresponds exactly with the
situation in circles rescarch. In the case of the crop circles the traditional
cxplanation for them is that, they are landing marks of alien spaceships (the
FTH) and it is this that is being usurped by the cereological hypothesis
that the circles are the results of communication. Unlike the situation in
Ohio, compelling evidence in the form of crop circles and their associated
phenomena has come to light, and it this that has allowed the change.

Finally it should be noted that the characteristic of rapid, radical change

in explanations is predicted by Hufford in his analysis of folk processes, if we

allow for the folkloric nature of such explanati Writing in “C: y
I'olk Medicine” Hulford asserts that:

Folk processes are those that have the same characteristics of low
energy systems: intimate feedback loops and, therefore, rapid ac-
commodation Lo local conditions. From these characteristics the
most salient features of folklore flow: regional variation, identifi-
cation with groups (eg. ethnic groups), and resistance to change
when conditions are relatively stable but rapid innovation when
conditions change. (4)

Furthermore, Hufford’s analysis provides an understanding of the variation in

the uptake of the cereological explanation amongst different levels of society.

The citcles-research ity provides a close-knit group in which there

exists an intimate feedback loop, thus for them information is rapid and
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easily available and they are, Terence Meaden as much as Pat Delgado. part

em. lowever the great mass of

of what can be identified as a low-cncrgy
the public have no such intimate feedback loop. having to rely on the mass
media for information and are consequently much more resistant to change

as well as less prone to rapid innovation.” However, perhaps one can predict

that, if the circles phenomenon continues to be of such great media inte
then the cereological hypothesis should continue to replace the E'TTL It may
well vet come to pass that the mysterious crop circles, which first lead the
Daily Ezpress to ask “ET” to phone them, will eventually be the death of

the ETH.

Here in Newfoundland, where [ found the ETH Lo be Lotally dominant, people are an
extra step removed from information about the subject, indicating perhaps that the
has not yet been put under the sort of pressure that it has with the continuous crop circle
coverage in the UK.
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Chapter 5

Explanation and Belief

Introduction

The basis of this final chapter is the analysis of the data presented so far. The
focus of my attempt is Thomas Kuhn's theory of paradigmatic revolution in
scientific explanations. The main body of the chapter is devoted to ascer-
taining its applicability both to circles research and to beliefs held about crop
circles amongst those less involved with the phenomenon. The former has
previously been assayed by Michael Chorost (“Thesis") and, working sepa-
rately, we have both arrived at broadly similar conclusions.! The latter is the

more problematic, and [ turn to the work on belief systems undertaken by
1 received Chorost's paper before writing this chapter and it is referenced throughout
this thesis, but I go much further in the analysis than he wishes to. Consequently, whilst

acknowledging the precedence of his findings, most of the material in this chapter goes
beyond the issues he raised.
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Borhek and Curtis to help ascertain some of the features of folk paradigms.
In the course of the chapter I also return to the concept of explanation as a
genre, providing some preliminary ideas about how it might be characterised
and in what contexts explanations may be voiced. The focus of the chapter.,
however, is on the application of paradigm theory to crop circle explanations,

and it ends with some ruminations about Lhe general utility of the theory.

5.1 Explanation and Paradigm

Thomas Kuhn's The Structure of Scientific Revolutions introduced the con-
cept of “paradigms” into the study of belief systems: the system he studied
being that of science. More recent works, such as Borhek and Curtis’s The
Sociology of Belief, have attempted to discuss belief systems qua systems and
have explicitly included science as a belief system. Further rescarch has noted
the applicability of Kuhnian paradigms to a wider class of phenomena,? and
some of the basic concepts have been used in folkloristics? but, to date, there
appears to have been no major attempt to ascertain the viability of applying
the ramifications of Kuhn’s findings to belief studies. For example, in de-
scribing the dual standards applied by folklorists in their approach to belief

materials vis-a-vis other folklore genres, such as foodways, [Tufford notes that

2See for example, Barnes, “Paradigms: Social and Scientific.”
2Hufford, “Humanoids”; implicitly in Milligan, “Truth”, and in Rojeewicz's “The Folk-
lore of the ‘Men [n Black'".
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the resulting inadequacics of analysis are “derived from our assumptive set”,
or “paradigms” (“Humanoids” 231-235). His remarks are perspicacious and

played no small part in motivating the following analysis.

5.1.1 The nature of paradigms

Kuhn developed the concept of “paradigms” to describe the nature of sci-
entific research. He was motivated by the observation that the dominant
description of scientific rescarch was as an accumulation of knowledge, in
which cach new theory was supposed to build upon the successes of the one
it superseded, To Kuhn it seemed that, instead, science secemed to exist in
Lwo states, a ‘normal’ state in which the emphasis lies on puzale solving and
a ‘crisis’ state in which it seemed that the scientific community was engaged
in a furious debate about the proper way forward. The latter undertak-

ing appeared to be more like revolution than lation. C I

Kuhn looked for a method of describing with one underlying principle the
nature of these two states and proposed the notion of paradigm — a “body
of intertwined theoretical and methodological belief that permits selection,
cvaluation and criticism,” (17).

A paradigm is a way of thinking, an assumptive set as Hufford describes
it above. The essence of paradigm is to unify disparate thought, to describe
the nature of a certain scientific pursuit: not only does it inform the scientist

about the right questions to ask but about the sort of answers to expect from
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those questions. Kuhn uses the metaphor of a jigsaw pu

arguing that

a scientist conducting research nnder the auspices of a paradign is assured

that all the picces are probably there and that the final rosult will be some

sort of meaningful picture. This conduct of scientific research is what Kuhn

describes as “normal science” and is characterised by its ‘problem solving'

nature, by the way in which its proponents detve into rrower and

adily

more arcane problems within the selected paradigm.

Hufford also refers to the “tyranny” of paradigms, for they “make certain
lines of inquiry very difficult to think of in the first place, let alone to ubjec-
tively consider,” (235). To return to Kuhn's jigsaw metaphor and extend it

somewhat, the paradigm tells you what side of the ji

w picce to lonk at,

what you can and can not do with it (no sawing off the connectors to make a
piece fit) and what to expect in a jigsaw piece: for example, if you are assem-
bling a jigsaw that the paradigm says should eventually look like Van Gogh's
“Sunflowers”, then you should probably ignore a picce that appears Lo have

a coca-cola label on it. This may scem a somewhat whin précis, but the

effect of paradigmatic blindness can be seen in J. Allen Hynek's description
of his attermpts lo interest the scientific community, of which he was a part,
in UFOs.

During an evening reception of several hundred astronomers at
Victoria, British Columbia, in the summer of 1968, word spread
that just outside the hall strangely maneuvering lights — UFOs
— had been spotted. The news was met by casual banter and the
giggling sound that often accompanies an embarrassing situation.
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Not one astronomer ventured outside into the summer night to
see for himself. (UFO Ezperience 7.)

Consequently, one can say that the acceptance of a paradigm inevitably
blinkers those who are working within it. Kuhn argues that it is this which
allows science to make such leaps because it focuses the concentration of the
scientific community. The reverse of this can be seen in folkloristics where
the dominance of the Cultural Source Hypothesis as a paradigm has virtually
strangled folk belief scholarship.

A paradigm informs normal science research, but there are also times
when that research hits a crisis, when researchers begin to realise that there
is just too much wrong with the current paradigm (77-90). Kuhn demon-
strates that such crises are dependent upon anomalies — things which can
not be explained satisfactorily (if at all) under the current paradigm — and
are provoked by the perception that the inability to deal with the anomaly is
a failing of the paradigm and not of the researchers. In crisis science, the na-
ture of the rescarch is totally different, featuring several groups of researchers
promoting differcnt explanations for the same observations (86). During a
crisis period, several paradigms compete for dominance and it is this compe-
tition that motivates a discourse, rather than the usual monologue of normal
science. [t is almost as if all the various jigsaw builders have fragmented into
groups, and all are zealously trying to construct a new solution out of the

various pieces available to them: if it means turning over some pieces, cut-
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ting off the connectors of others, and scouring the corners of the laboratory
for all those ones with coca-cola labels that were thrown away earlier, then
so be it. In science, Kuhn writes “All crises begin with the blurring of a
paradigm.... And all crises close with the emergence of a new candidate,”

(84). This chapter examines what happens in a crisis outside of scicnce,

5.1.2 Paradigms and crop circle research

Given the previous graphs, it should seem bl

to attempt to
describe circles research as a discipline in search of a paradigm. This is a
stance taken by Michael Chorost, who says that currently circles research
“consists of a mass of disparate observations and a few theories, none of
which explain very much,” (“Thesis”). He continues o describe a particular
eye-witness account which is interpreted as UPQ sighting by Delgado and
Andrews and as an atmospheric vortex by Terence Meaden. The point can
be made more strongly, for crop circles appear to be a classic case of the
anomaly that can provoke a crisis. Kuhn observes that most scientists are

able to live with anomalies providing they elieve that the anomalies may

be explained one day, but the crop circles phenomenon, with its m
proliferation and perceived spatio-structural evolution, has provoked a crisis
in at least two disciplines: ufology and metcorology. It is in the light of

this observation that [ wish now to interpret the discourse between the three
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major explanations.*

Crop circle explanations as paradigms

It is useful to look at the three main crop circle explanations and see if it
is possible to regard them as competing paradigms. If this is the case, then
one should find several correlations between the explanations and Kuhn's
paradigms, particularly the observations that paradigms determine the na-
ture of the facts that they explain, and that paradigms are prior to rules —
which is Lo say that one can identify the existence of a paradigmatic explana-
tion without necessarily being able to interpret it (44). For now it should be
noted that [ am referring to the expositions of the various explanations that
are held by circles researchers; dealing with the more general folk paradigms

is more difficult and is attempled later.

The cercological paradigm

Previous chapters have delimited the ideology of the cereological explana-
tion, and if this is to be interpreted as a paradigm then one would expect

there to be a relationship between fact and theoty, between evidence and

IChorost warns against adhering too closely to the Kuhnian model, for he believes
that it will distort much of what is really going on. The following analysis is presented
as a thought experiment, a test to see what happens when one does apply the theory of
paradigms to systems of folk belief. Also, Chorost observed that “I see a lot of old ways
of thinking coming to the surface,” and claims that this is incompatible with Kuhnian
progress through revolution (Personal communication in both cases). For now [ take
cognizance of his observations but believe, nonetheless, that the analysis is worth pursuing.
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explanation, that asserts a co-cvolution. That is to that the evidence

and the explanation for the evidence tends to emerge together, with neither
being prior to the other. This mutual dependence can be seen in a column in
The Cerealogist 3 in which various seniar cercolugists are asked 1o make pre-
dictions for the future of the circles phenomenon. For example, Luey Pringle
writes:

[ predict that the crop circles will continue to appear mainly in
Wessex but extending countrywide. Reports of formations will
come in from far-flung corners of the world but the British lsles
will remain the focal point. (5)

These predictions in The Cercalogist represent an alempl by the writers 1o

utilise the l [ paradigm. C: ly, all of the predictions focus

on the evolution of the phenomenon and the increasing role played by varions

anomalous aural and visual features:

I believe 1991 will undoubtedly see more maj
larger markings, much more complex structures
cate as snowflakes; and do not forget the acrial
have always believed was a true one. Lastly, THE NOISE. When
you have experienced this, as 1 have on several occasions, YOU
DO NOT NEED TO BE TOLD HOW IMPORTANT A PART
IT IS PLAYING. (Colin Andrews, 5. Capitals in original.)

ociation which |

The cereological paradigm also conforms to Kuhn's observation that can-
didates for paradigm generally only atlempt to explain a sub-sct of the avail-
able data, and this can be seen in the following quote from Ralph Noyes, in

which he wrestles with a definition of the field.
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It is these basic characteristics — disturbance in a field of crops;
mainly a swirled flattening without other damage; and great pre-
cision in the the accurrence - which most crop circle researchers
have since used as the definition of their field of enquiry. (“Crop
Circles” 2.)

In this case it can be scen that Noyes is ruling out the vast majority of
Unidentified Ground Markings (UGMs) in an attempt to restrict the subject
of the discipline.

One can assert that the cercological paradigm is oriented around several

loci:

Evolution — temporal, spatial and structural, This delimits the available
evidence. For example, after the pictograms of 1990 simple circles are
less important; they do not cease to be evidence for the explanation,

but their cvolution into pictograms is now a primary concern.

Circle features — Ralph Noyes’ quote above indicates the manner in which
overriding characteristics are adduced from the features. Most notable
is the paradox of the gentle but strong force and the concept of com-

plexity. From this much scems to flow.

Intelligence — in terms of the placement of the circles and their seeming
symbolism. Also in terms of the way in which circles manifest, the
Puckish tendency noted earlier, and the way in which the phenomenon

appears to react to the investigators.
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Mysterious phenomena — most notably the noise, strongly stressed by
Colin Andrews above but also the focus of Wingfield's narrative.” Also
the various equipment failures, time slips, dowsing results and animal

reactions.

This is not a characterization or text book of cereological thought, but it does
indicate the phenomena that comprise the set of facts to be explained. Itis an
attempt at identifying a paradigm without interpreting it.® While it should
be clear that these facts are a part and parcel of Lhe explanation, other items

of evidence, such as the hical relief of the i

of a circle formation, are considered irrelevant whilst eye-witness accounts

are branded as misleading and unhelpful.

The meteorological paradigm

As with the cereological paradigm, the meteorological one is comprised of &
symbiotic relationship between fact and theory. For example, Meaden has
been repeatedly accused of consistently rewriting his theory and his answer is

that he has always maintained a standard view, that crop circles are caused

by a type of natural, atmospheric phenomenon, only the details have changed.

Essentially, he is working within a paradigm that is accurately described by
5See page 157 in this thesis.
9See Kuhn (44-50) for his analysis of the possibility for so doing, and also his ideas

about how it is possible for scientists to be able to work within a paradigm without being
fully able to interpret it themselves.

301



Cieorge Wingfield when he says:

“Terence Meaden is the only one who

thinks that these are natural phenomenon, phenomena

and

that is because he starts off from the premise they have to be nat-
ural phenomena and works from there, and if you’re determined
there are natural phenomena you have to find some kind of a uh
an explanation Lo

to account for what's going un. (Tape-recorded interview, Sept.
1990, side | rev. 27-33.)

As with the cereological paradigm, it is possible to identify the various
loci of the meteorological paradigm by looking at the evidence that is stressed

by its proponents.

Ey it — ially those ing to correlate an atmo-

spheric phenomenon with a crop circle.

UGMs — unlike the cereological analysis, crop circles are presumed to be
just one instance of the damaging effect of a vortex on the ground.
Thus the meteorological paradigm takes as evidence all sorts of UGMs
that could be caused by the impact of some type of electrically charged

vortex with concomitant magnetic fields.

Topological relief — interpreting crop circle locations as a function of the
relation between the boundary layer and the topological relief. Conse-
quently there is interest in publishing statistical analyses of the prox-

imity of crop circle locations to nearby hills or escarpments.
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Meteorology — recording climactic details, especially micro-meteorological

events such as the passage of weak cold-fronts.

UFO evidence — most controversially the meteorolog

theory radically
reinterprets UFO evidence such as car-stops, landing traces, and ab-

ductions.

This list provides the loci of rescarch within the meteorological paradigm.

Events such as equipment failure, obscure marks on photographic negatives,

and strange trilling sounds are thought to be cither irrelevant or simply
explained as the after-effects of the vortex strike. Further phenomena, such
as the dowsing results, are used as tools but are nol thought of as evidence,
Issues such as intelligent location, reaction of the phenomenion Lo researchers,
the symbolic nature of formations, are not merely irrelevant but are non-
existent within the meteorological paradigm.

It can be seen that the two explanations use very dilferent evidence in

their explanations, yet taken as constructed systems both are in-
ternally coherent and promise to explain, if not now, then later, the ‘facts’
Contrast this to the hoax theory which is not an explanation that has grown
out of circles research but is the explanation for crop circles within the ex-
tant and well established “skeptical” paradigm. Whereas the cereological

and can be seen as

of existing
paradigms, the hoax explanation is, according to its proponents, in no such

state of crisis.
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The skeptical paradigm

This paradigm has yet a different set of facts compared to the other two.
Most notably, it does not characterize crop circles as anomalies but as fun-

lamnentally explained. C ly, it is ising that there has been so

little effort devoted Lo explaining crop circles as hoaxes, as it has, essentially,

already been done.

Existence of hoax circles — they are known to exist and, according to
Fisher, circles researchers have no way of determining ‘genuine’ from

‘hoax’ circles.

Existence of previous hoax cycles — UFOs hoaxes and faked “Bigfoot”

prints indicate that hoaxers do exist and have fooled people in the past.

Existence of symbolic systemns — such as Satanic graffiti which indi-
cates that it is possible for scemingly coherent groups of symbols to

emerge from unconnected hoaxers.

Human gullibility — past lrauds indicate, by Occams’s razor, that present

and future frauds will continue.

Unlike the diy ic loci of the logists and logists, this list

shows the basic premises of the explanation. Although this evidence is still to

be oxplained, it is Lo be done in Lerms of disciplines such social-psychology,
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sociology or even folklore.” For the hoax explanation, crop circles are a
non-mystery, hence perhaps the almost total lack of articles in The Skeptical
Inguirer, the fagship journal of the skeptical movement.® That is to say that
skeptics have not been forced to reconsider their position by the advent of

the crop circles phenomenon, it is merel

a new subject to be explained as

the result of human superstition and gullibility.” Perhaps this

o explair

what appears to be the increasing success of their theory amongst the world

outside of the circles researchers.

5.1.3 Circular revolutions

So far it has seemed as though it might be possible to conceptualise the

"

various crop circle explanations as vying for domi within

circles research, certainly that is Chorost’s thesis, but there are problems.

For a start, circles research is not a subject area in its own right, in the

way a scientific discipline such as biochemistry is. Of course it may become

7One could argue that the supposed evolution is a prime case of historic-geographic
style diffusion of the symbols, carried through mass-media channels. The compiarison with
Satanic graffiti was suggested by Philip Hiscock in conversation.

The one article to appear so far is Wendy Grossman's, in which she is orced Lo argue
that crop circles do indeed represent a genuine mystery.

9An analogy could be drawn with a geneticist isolating a gene, or a Western scientist
discovering the scientific basis behind a folk cure. Although the precise nature of the
discovery could not be determined before the event, the researcher’s paradigm informed
her about roughly what to expect. For skeptics, crop circles seem Lo follow naturally from
UFO hoaxes and were, therefore, potentially predictable under the skeptical paradigm,
This contrasts totally with the cereological and, to a lesser extent, the meteorological
theories which are the result of abandoning certain beliefs in an attempt to come up with
a better explanation.

3.
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s0, but at the moment that would only become possible if the cereological
explanation won, for it is the only one that treats crop circles as a unified and
distinct field. This analysis of circles research as an “immature” science, one
that has not yet achieved a paradigm, is the stance taken by Michael Chorost
and it should be noted that he does reject the meteorological explanation,
otherwise his altempts to decode the pictograms would be meaningless. If
this is Lo be the case, Lhen circles research will be based on a premise totally
at odds with orthodox science and will probably be consigned to live the
same phantom half-life that ufology has suffered during its forty years of
dominance by the extra-terrestrial hypothesis (ETH).

There is, however, an alternative way of looking at the sitvation, which
is to see the crop circles as provoking crises within established disciplines,
rather than as being the birth pangs of a new subject. The latter possibility
appears, Lo me, to be premised on the presuppositions of the cereological
position, as indicated above. Here I propose to examine the ways in which
crop circles have provoked a “minor” crisis within atmospheric physics and
a “major” crisis within the ETH, for [ believe it is the case that Kuhn's
analysis of the structure of scientific revolutions accurately describes much

of the events in the last few years.
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The death of “E.T.”

At this point it is finally possible to phrase the events discussed in soc-
tion 4.2.2 in Lerms of paradigmatic revolution. If one takes the position that
ufology is a discipline that has been ruled by a particular paradigm, the 1111,
then certain observations occur. Consider Kuhn's aualysis of the structure

of scientific revolution.

Crisis. According to Kuhn, a discipline needs Lo be in a state of crisis in
order for an anomaly to provoke a paradigm shift (67-69). It should be

and has

noted that the ETH has gained most prominence in North Ameri
never been as successful in the rest of the world: part of the reason why
American ufologists have generally produced the most detailed and in-depth
studies.® The illumination of this paradigm first appears to have begun in
“Condon” report (Gillmor) which appears to use the ETH as a tool against
ufology."" Outside of America, iconoclastic rescarchers ploughed their own

furrows: Jacques Vallee investigated the continuity of UFO with

older belief traditions; Aime Michell produced startling statistical analyses

that seemed to imply that UFOs travelled in straight lines, a finding cchoed

by British ufologists, such as Jenny Randles and Peter Warringlon who con-

WEberhardt’s bibliographies provide the best overview of UFO literature. An older
annotated bibliography by Lynn Catoe is also useful.

UThe emphasis of this report, the most high-powered scientific investigation of UFOs
ever, was that there was absolutely no basis to to assert that UFOs represented some
sort of alien spacecratt. In so doing it is possible that they threw the baby out with the
bathwater.
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centrated on UFOs as psychic phenomenay whilst others such as David Clarke

Klights” h h

lucted work on the “spooklights” hypothesis; and Paul Devereux outlined

his, possibly, cognate terrestrial theory, that found support in Canada from

Michael Persinger's experiments.'? All of this can be seen as an attack upon
the fundamental premises of the ETH, so much so that BUFORA’s prestige
publication /FOs 19471987 was able to take a step back and look at various
possible hypotheses about UFOs."® Furthermore, the very heartland of ufol-
ogy has been riven by Whitley Strieber’s sensational best-seller Communion
which details his alleged abduction onto a UFO. This best-selling personal
experience narrative falls most nearly into the work done by the likes of
Jacques Vallee and poses tremendous problems for the ETH.'* Indeed the
official position on the status of abductions under the ETH, best represented
by Budd Hopkins, the ufologist who first unearthed Strieber's memories, is

1 started

currently in ition with the abduct and
up by Whitley Stricber.'s

The paragraph above illustrates the various viewpoints that have been in-

" There is no definitive reference for Michael Persinger’s work as it has been published
piecemeal in the journal Perceptual and Motor Skills: an article appears in every issue
since 1981, Persinger and Lafreniere provides a useful overview of the theory.

"3Evans and Spencer, UFOs 1947-1987 later considerably revised and reprinted as Phe-
nomenon.

HSee for example Ed Conroy's analysis of fairy motifs in Stricber's accounts in Report
on Communion. Another detailed analysis of the relations between the fairy faith and
UFOs comes in Rojcewicz’s “Between One Eye Blink and the Next”.

15ee Phillip J. Klass's article “Communion and Intruders: UFO Abduction Groups
Form.” In Skeptical Inquirer 14.2 (1990): 122-123.
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creasingly expressed as explanations for UFOs.'® It can be seen that ufology
has become a veritable Tower of Babel with the once dominant explanation
— that UFOs are alien spaceships, the ETH — struggling to maintain its
hold. "This appears to fit the pattern of a discipline in crisis. In this per-
ceived state of crisis the crop circle phenomenon could well be the anomaly

that provokes a paradigmatic shift.

Response to crisis. The key to Kuhn's analysis of paradigmatic revolution
is his assertion that:

The decision to reject one paradigm is always simultancously Uhe
decision to accept another, and the judgement leading to that de-
cision involves the the comparison of both paradigms with nature
and with each other. (77. Kuhn's italics.)

Because of the crop circles anomaly, the ETH is under threat from two

sources, the cereologists who would appear to like to subsume it within their

field and the meteorologists who believe that they have a new paradigm for

ufology. There are of course many other explanations that have been offered

for crop circles which have no implications for the BTH, such as Cory's rotat-
ing sprinklers, but regardless of their utility none of these provide the dual
facets of a new paradigm — which is to say that although they may cxplain

some portion of the current phenomenon they do not seem Lo indicate new

!0For a more comprehensive listing of the various UFO explanations see Richard Haines's
“Review”. Of particular note amongst UFO researchers is John Keel and his works and
the increasingly popular “Cyberbiological” school (Ring; Stillings). | am indebted o my
external reader for this information.
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areas in which further solutions may be found. For whatever reason, the
ETH has become crucially bound-up with the crop circle phenomenon and

the l: i for the ph are th ing to either invalid, the

ETH (the meteorological explanation) or radically reformulate it (cereologi-
cal explanation). The only way the ETH would remain untouched would be

if some cause for the crop circles that had absolutely no bearing on ufology,

or if the hoax were

(fungus effects for le), were
to be proved, in which case ufologists could return to the ETH and claim

thal crop circles never really had anything to do with UFOs anyway.

Paradigm conversion. Kuhn also discusses the almost irrational nature
by which scientists change paradigms, calling it a “life conversion” (150)
and an “act of faith" (157). These observations can be seen in the effect
of Meaden's theory on Jenny Randles and Paul Fuller. Formerly having to
work in ufology despite feeling uncomfortable with the ETH it seems that
they both have been converted, and the evangelic fire in Jenny Randles’
words as she preached Lo the largely unconverted audience at the BUFORA
lecture on circles research (note the three-fold repetition at the climax of the
passage) denotes the uncompromising stance of the researcher who has found
a home.

I think that we have

with this phenomenon

suddenly found a wonderful key which unlocks a lot, of the puz-
zling secrets of the so far unexplained UFO reports. That's why
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we are encouraging you to go back, look at the UFO cvidence in

the light of this idea of an ionized vortex

see how it might fit and like us I think you'll find

[ hope you'll find

we believe you'll find that it does suddenly magically transform

the evidence.!”
Paul Fuller said much the same to me during an interview after the lecture,
noting again the way in which Meaden's theory so forcibly struck him as
being the answer to so many of his questions.'® [L is notable that both used
the same image of a sudden conversion, and of the way in which the theory

magically transforms the evidence. Both scem to be indubitable parts of

what Kuhn describes as the Gestalt nature of paradigm shift (passim).

The children of the crisis. Kuhn also notes that many paradigmatic rev-
olutions appear to have been inspired by cither young researchers or those
new to the discipline, and this seems to be the casc in cereology. For exam-
ple, leading cereologists, such as Colin Andrews, George Wingfield, and Busty
Taylor, are all new to any kind of paranormal research, Other researchers,
such as Richard Andrews and Patrick Harpur, come from backgrounds with
little interest in the ETH, whercas others, such as John Michell, Pat Del-
gado, and Archie Roy, have long been interested in UFOs but only from the

sidelines, preferring to concentrate on other subjects. Very few hardened

17Jenny Randles, BUFORA lecture September 1090: tape | side 2, rev. 484-490.
18 Although this interview was tape-recorded most of the tape was lost due Lo a mal-
function, hence the paraphrasing of his words here.
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ufologists appear to swell the ranks of the cereologists.

The crisis discourse. Kuhn further asserts that the proponents of dif-

ble of seeing eye-to-eye, describing the ensuing

ferent li are i

disconrse as an argument between incompatible modes of community and
stating that “Each group uses its own paradigm to argue in that paradigm’s
defence,” (93). For example, the meteorologists argue that other vortices can
be clectrified so why not the one that causes crop circles? The cereological
response is that such an argument is a non-sequitor. Equally, the cereologi-
cal assertion of a symbolic nature to the shapes is totally disregarded by the

eteorologists. [t is not so much a dialogue of the deaf but one in which the

proponents are speaking in different languages.'®

Crisis resolution. Kuhn’s analysis is predicated on the assumption that

any state of crisis will end with the of one didate for di

and that the response to this is a steady resumption of normal science as it
makes an attempt to articulate the new reality. As yet, such a development
can not be said to have occurred and perhaps may never do so, for Kuhn
writes of science and equates crisis resolution with progress. Applying this
rubric to events outside of the scientific community, assuming perhaps that

successive reinterpretations of lights in the sky represents ‘progress’, is coun-

95uch an observation is strong support for Chorost’s thesis that the debate is engen-
dered by the non-paradigmatic natute of circles research. [ make an attempt at esolving,
or at least reducing, the differences in our views later.
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terintuitive and possibly irrelevant. [t is, however, possible to take a reverse
view and question the nature of ‘progress’ in science. Kuhn explicitly com-
pares his model to that of Darwin’s theory of the evolution of species, noting
that, as with Darwin’s theory, his is not goal-directed. that is to say that each
successive revolution does not bring the subject closer o some ultimate aim,
only further away from an origin. Whether this represents progress is debat-

able, what can be seen as the latest i i lution in mathemati

“Chaos Theory”, asserts that we are a lot further away from understanding
the universe than most scientists’ worst nightmares.*”
Meaden and the meteorologists

At this point it is germane to consider the effect Meaden’s explanation of

a plasma vortex, a p d natural heric vortex, has
had on the meteorological community. Currently there appears to be little
explicit support for Meaden’s theory, and Reynolds has noted that those
who disagree with the theory tend to do so because of a mis-understanding
of the theory (letter). Part of this may be put down lo the characteristic

refusal of an established science Lo easily give way, part may be due to the

fact that meteorology is not currently in a state of crisis, although the afore-

For an excellent overview of the rise of chaos theory see James Gleick’s Chaos. Gleick
explicitly uses Kuhnian paradigms in his analysis. Compare Sagan's assertion, written
before the rise of chaos theory, that “This book is written just before. .. the answers to
many of those vexing and awesome qucstions of origins and fates are to be pried louse
from the cosmos” (Broca’s Brain xii) with the tenets of chaos theory that presuppose i

as of even simple systems.
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mentioned chaos theory has huge ramifications for the discipline, and part of
it may be that the evidence Mcaden claims to be explaining has long been
exiled from scientific orthodoxy. It would appear that Terence Meaden may
become caught in the same trap as the likes of Paul Devereux or Michael
Persinger, who find themsclves disliked by both mystics and scientists, for
if his theory is accepted, then many respected scientists will find themselves
the subject of much laughter.

"That is not to say there is no hope for Terence Meaden's plasma vortex,
for it is not inconceivable that the mechanics of “scientific discovery” may
yet come into play. Kuhn notes that crises come in two sizes, major and
minor, and that it is perfectly possible for a small sub-set of a discipline
to undergo a revolution without affecting the larger environment. In this
case, il is possible that the plasma vortex might be added into the fluid-
h t ing, events di

vortex bestiary with the, its

discovery conveniently forgotten. The rhetorical nature of scientific discovery
is discussed by Ron Westrum in his analysis of the way in which the scientific
community, which had long refused to believe in the possibility of rocks

falling from the sky, despite the repeated testimony of country folk who had

seen it happen, suddenly the exi of ites (“Science”).
Hufford makes the same point in the context of medical systems, noting how
Western orthodox medicine repeatedly ‘discovers’ the efficacy of folk cures

and credits the invention to the researcher who first successfully dresses the
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findings in the appropriate thetorical form (“Contemporary”).

In the context of scientific discovery, Meaden’s vortex has reasonable odds
of survival, probably consigned to the marginal position ance occupied by
ball-lightning until enough of a new generation of scholars have grown-up
with the concept to feel comfortable with it. At the moment, as with ball
lightning, it is likely that the vortex will be pressed into service to explain

any anomalous ground or atmospheric effect that comes on the scene until its

biliti |

are more fully

2 For now some progress is
being made, notably Yoshi-Hiko Ohtsuki’s claim to have recreated crop-circle
style markings in aluminium powder in a laboratory.® Of course, all this

presupposes that the circles effect can be regarded as a natural phenomenon.

Crisis or birth?

Finally, it should be noted that Kuhn clearly distinguishes between research
in immature sciences, those that have never acquired a paradigm, and revo-
lutions in mature sciences as they undergo paradigmatic shift. In the former

case, Kuhn notes the almost random nature in which facts are gathered up,

as compared to the latter in which of competing explanati

21 For example ball-lightning was at one point suggested as the cause of the Bell Island
lightning strike. It would scem that, protests notwithstanding, the scientific community
is often happy to explain one mystery with another and that get back to the busi
normal science.

22Reported in several newspapers in June 1991. Ohtsuki also claimed to have seen “crop
circles” on the London Underground trackings, presumably traced by vortices created by
passing trains leaving traces in the dust ~- a discovery no doubt that has tremendous
ramifications for the “Circle Line”.

ens of
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concentrate on more localized fact searching. The situation in circles re-
search appears to me to show the interdependence between the birth of a
new discipline and crisis in an old one. Crop circles are the subject of inter-
disciplinary research and those findings are both simultaneously a part of the
circles discourse and a challenge o the disciplinary homes of the researchers.
For example, although no one is saying crop circles prove that UFOs can not

be solid, alien spaceships it appears to be the case that virtually every ma-

jor circles rescarcher holds this opinion.?® There are then two possibiliti
cither circles research will become accepted as a subject in its own right or it

will become subsumed within some other subject, irrevocably altering that

subject when it does so.
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5.2 Popular Belief and Paradigms

Thus far, this chapter has examined the utility of applying Kuhn's concept
of paradigmatic revolution to circles research; now I wish to try to extend
the analysis to what would normally be considered as popular belief about
the crop circles. [t should, however, be born in mind that this thesis has
tried Lo treat crop circle beliefs and explanations as a single ideological field
that finds expression in & wide variety of cultural contexts. Specifically, |
have concentrated on explanations that appear Lo exist al a supraindividual
level and have explicitly organised this thesis around the expression of such
explanations amongst a range of individuals. It is the issuc of determining
whether it is possible to apply the same paradigmatic analysis Lo beliels in
oral tradition that I address now.

There has been very little written about the organisation of folk and
popular thought. One of the few relevant articles appears to be by the in-
defatigable Alan Dundes, “Folk Ideas as Units of Worldview.” In this he
discusses the possibility of cognitive constructs, such as “bigger is better” or
the “principle of unlimited good”, that can be said to wotivate many expres-
sions to be found in folklore genres, such as proverbs. Dundes particularly
notes the cross-generic nature of such concepts as well as their existence in all
types of culture, It is a principle that appears to be approached by Kenneth
Goldstein from a different perspective when he analyses the concept of “big”

as a folk aesthetic (“Notes”). Although there are pitfalls in such analyses, it
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is easy for a researcher to start ‘inventing’ underlying concepts that motivate
expressive items, if one sticks to instances in which speakers correlate ideas
then perhaps one can get at such units of worldview.

Dundes and Goldstein both addressed the issue of cognitive constructs of
belief; alternatively, one can look at the organisation of belief systems. This
is done most comprehensively by Borhek and Curtis in their The Sociology
of Belicf. Their major effort is in detailing the social construction of belief
systems, a subject outside of the scope of this thesis, but in their pursuit
of this goal they attempt to analyse belief systems as systems. Most valu-
ably, they propose a typology of belief systems based around several variable
characteristics including the complexity of the belief system, its empirical

clevance, willi to take on i ions, tolerance for other systems,

degree of commitment it demands from its members, and style of organi-
sation of the belicfs (25-38). They analyse folk belief systems as one type
of an organisation of beliels, in contrast to others, such as elite beliefs and
specialized belief systems (34-36), and say of it:
Folk beliefs involve low system, variable tolerance, and low de-
mand for commitment. Empirical relevance may vary but it is,
in our experience, usually high. They closely approach a random
assortment of norms organised only on the basis of locality and
tradition. (35)
These are contentious words and the authors draw their examples from out-

of-context folk cures and weather lore, perhaps indicating that they have

been misled by the huge collections of “superstitions”. However their anal-
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ysis of the complexity of belief systemis as it pertains to folk beliel is most
interesting. The basic premiseis that folk belief systems are structurally sim-
ple, containing fewer substantive beliefs and less connections between them.
According to the authors this is part of what gives folk belief its persistence,

for it is possible to invalidate particular belicls and not have the whole

tem come crashing down. [n the light of this it is useful to examine what
can be seen as the substantive beliefs in folk explanations for crop circles Lo

see how empirically viable the sociologists findings arc.

Precision. The precise nature of the circles is the one thing that was
stressed to me over and over again in interviews, IL was even more dramat-

ically the case here in Newfoundland when | showed photographs of forma-

tions to people — the phrase “I never realised they were so precise” became
almost a cliché. Generally, this description co-cxisted with other related
phrases stressing the “perfectness” of the circles or Lheir symmetry. This ob-
servation was generally used to stress that crop circles could not be natural

in origin. The best example of this comes in the interview with OF, starting

on page 175, where he explicitly states that the precision of the crop circles

must be proof of their technological basis. Similarly EP (page 209) st

that the symmetry and shape of the crop circles are indicative of a he

In general, there was a correlation of precision with technology, perhaps in-
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dicating the use of a contemporary folk idea to help explain the circles.2t
Again, the phrase, “they’re too perfect to be natural,” occurred repeatedly,
stressing the difficulty that any explanation positing natural causes for the

crop circles inevitably floundered against.

Crop circle definitions. Although it may seem obvious, it should be
noted that people defined crop circles as circular marks Aattened into crops.
Nobody outside of the enthusiasts even considered there to be any relation-
ship between crop circles and other anomalous ground markings.® That
said, in my position as a crop circle “expert”, [ was usually asked by those [
questioned whether or not crop circles ever occurred in anything other than
cereal crops. It is also noteworthy that the American woman on the train
(page 180) thought that maybe cropfields were chosen because they were flat

#1There is ample evidence of this correlation, perhaps most strikingly illustrated during
The Gulf War. In that case, the idea of alied “precision” was constantly opposed to
Iraqi technological incompetence and lack of precision. Anti-Iragi xerox-lore stressed this
aspect: for example the Iraqi air-raid shelter consisted of a camel-anus, and the Scud
launcher featured a camel with a scud missile in its mouth about to have its genitals
hammered by an Iraqi with a very large mallet. See Dear Mr. Thoms 20 (1991): 6-7, for
these. This can be seen in contrast with cartoons celebrating the accuracy of the allied
weaponry: for example one had an Iraqi general opening a bunker door to see a cruise
missile hovering there, and the text ran “President Hussein, I think it's for you!” Although
one could claim that this was merely the result of successful military propaganda allied
to a certain degree of wish-fulfillment, it seems more likely that the military authorities
exploited a pre-existing folk idea — technological precision — rather than generating a
new one. The strength of the correlation can be gauged by noting its persistence despite
the fact that over 70% of allied missile and bombs “missed” their target, which is to say
that they did not land close enough to even slightly damage it. (Reported in a post-war
military briefing.
he situation is different in Canada where so-called “burnt rings” are popularly treated
s a part of the crop circle phenomenon. This issue is dealt with in Appendix B.
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and isolated, making perfect alien landing sites.

Spatio-temporal factors. Allied to the structural definition of crop cir-

cles, most people had a well-developed idea of where crop circles ocenrred,

in the south of England, and for how long they had been veeurring, a fow

years. The spatial dimension was most usually identi as Salisbury Plain,
evidence of either military or mystical origins. Temporally most people as-

sumed that crop circles are a modern phenomenon although most of thos

who saw a UFO connection appeared to believe that circles had been oc-
curring for a long time. For example the conversation with OF (page 175)
clicited his opinion that crop circles had been ocourring since at least the
1960s. Another informant, IS, (page 177) appeared to believe that crop cir-
cles had been around for a long time, and the bookstore keeper (page 143)

appears to believe that they have been “around for centurics.”

Types of formation. This appears only to be of interest Lo those who
see the crop circles as landing marks. In this case the standard quintuplet
formation is often characterised as the landing marks of a flying saucer and
its four legs. It is also notable that people often use either astronomical
referents (one woman described a ringed circle as “Saturn shaped” [Circalar
Evidence 67]) or science-fiction referents, most generally o do with TV series
such as “Star Trek” or “Dr. Who". A symbolic analysis of circles appears

to be restricted to enthusiasts, but 1 did collect a few cases in which people
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thought that crop circles might be “ancient symbols’ and a few more who

thought it was relevant that they occurred in the same places as stone circles.

Existence of attested hoaxes. The fact that circles can be made by hoax-
ers and that some circles have been proved to be hoaxes, most notably the
Bratton example, is used by many as proof that the rest probably are. Usu-
ally this takes the form of “I saw some people make one on TV and it looked
quite casy.” There have also been various articles in newspapers demonstrat-
ing methods of creating crop circles. Furthermore, the standard chain-and-
pole method produces almost perfect circles of fattened crop, meeting the

general folk definition of a crop ciccle.

Life in space. This final category was something [ encountered much more
explicitly in Newfoundland. Basically, the argument is that it is inconceivable

that humans could be the only intelligent species in the universe, therefore

it is perfectly possibly that a more developed ible for

alien species is
the the crop circles.

As with circles research the data above can be seen as providing the loci
of the explanations for the crop circles. Those who hold a hoax explanation
use their precision to deny any natural basis to the circles, point to the

possibility of hoaxes, and ifnea to the spatio-teinporal didtribiition of

the circles. On the other hand, those who believe that circles are caused

by spaceships point also to the precision of the circles and spatio-temporal
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factors, and include the form of the circles, and the possibility of fife on
other worlds. Those who espouse a natural, meteorological theory gencrally
appeal to its scientific legitimacy but may also include accounts of whirhwinds
doing roughly similar things. Similar analyses can also be done for other

explanations.

5.2.1 The nature of folk paradigms

[t can be seen that there are qualitative and quantitative dilferences between

rehers formu-

the explanations of the non-specialists and the circles re
lations. Many of the differences can be put down to amount and type of
information that is disseminated to the general public. Although Circular
Evidence was a best-seller, the vast majority of the people in the UK proba-
bly have never even heard of the book. The major source of information for
most people has been newspaper coverage, which has tended Lo concentrate
on the more spectacular formations and aerial photography, showing the

overall structure but not the fine detail.?® Consequently the various arcane

Randles and Fuller consistently describe the circles phenomeaon as a media myih,
Fuller particularly is hard on the newspapers. However, with the exception of Today, the
daily newspapers have taken a very skeptical line, treating cereological exp
sources for humour. The influence of the media is an important factor in the d
of crop circle information and useful insights can be gained by applying
analyses to the spread of information (Lewin; White). Although it is the cas
media plays the crucial role in spreading information, [ think it is overly simpli
ascribe the strength of cereological beliefs to media influence; the choice of photographs
does tend to reflect the evidence used by cereologists but the commentary itself is almost
overwhelmingly anti-cereological.
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details of crop circles are not available Lo most people and their explanations
have to be constructed accordingly. In this respect it can be seen that the
popular versions of the explanations are simpler in the amount of detail they
have to account for. Does it then follow, as predicted by Borhek and Curtis,
that folk explanations have a lesser degree of system?

I the folk explanations for crop circles display less system, then one might

expect ientific ions amongst to be less complex

than the

cientific ones, for Borhek and Curtis explicitly state that scien-
Lific belief systems are marked by their extreme complexity (118-119). This
palently is not the case in this subject, as the exposition thus far in this thesis
should have shown. 1t would scem that the different explanations amongst

enthusiasts differ in their selection of evidence and in their choice of rhetoric

but are kably similar in their I

It is true to say that folk explanations are held by people with less ex-
posure Lo less interest in and less commitment to the phenomenon than
the circles researchers. [f any one of the explanations were to be proved
irrefutably correct then the circles rescarchers who proposed any of the op-
posing explanations would probably find their reputations destroyed.?” Also
the major circles researchers spend virtually all of their free time in inves-
tigation of the subject, for them the subject involves a very high degree of

voluntary commitment. This is not so for the vast majority of people in

7If this ever were to be the case, it would be interesting to compare the resulting
reactions with those reported by Leon Festinger et al in their study of a failed prophecy.
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the UK. It is the case that circles researchers have focussed on crop circles

and constructed belief systems. explanations, around them. On the other

hand, folk explanations seem to be based on the slotting of crop ¢i into
pre-existing belief systems. Consequently, the complesity in folk beliel about
crop circles is more likely to be found in the pre-existing worldview. For

example, for some people the *pracision’ of crop circles is used as evidence for

their technological origin, drawing upon their pre:

existing belief that tech-
nology equates Lo precision. Similarly those people who befieve that crop
circles are caused by atmospheric vortices have generally seen whirlwinds or
other similar phenomena in action, thus they have an extant agent for the
circles effect.

Another point is that people vary in the amount of information that they
have been voluntarily (or involuntarily) expused to. Those who have had

circles occur on their land or who have been witness to the formation of a

circle possess a whole body of experiential evidence that is simply not avail-

chers

able, except by testimony, to even the most ardent circles re e

people have had their opinions and perceptions disseminated throughoul. the

circles enthusiasts and thus can be seen to be feeding dircctly into the infor-

mation about the phenomenon. One eye-witness, Sandy Reid, is, apparently,

writing a book about his experiences. Similarly, those people who have cre-

ated hoax circles and then talked about it afterwards (as EP thought a friend

281 owe this point to Diane Goldstein.
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had done — page 195) are contributing information that would appear to
have a great degrec of influence at local levels. Admittedly these people are
very few in number (though probably more numerous than dedicated circles
researchers), but they can be said to be privy to esoteric knowledge and
presumably construct their beliefs accordingly.

It is, however, the case that the vast majority of people in the UK have
only ever heard of crop circles second hand, their information being based
on photographs in newspapers and maybe snippets broadcast on TV. Oc-
casionally, as with George Wingfield, such people may find their curiousity
piqued enough Lo try to find out more and end up with their lives ineradica-
bly altered. For most, talk with friends or maybe a chance encounter with
an expert provides the only forum for debate.

Finally, it is notable that those people who espoused some type of cereo-
Ingical explanation tended to know more about the subject than others and
this may well be down to an increased interest engendered by the explana-
tion. This is to say that to believe in the ETH is to believe in an officially
unsanctioned belicf, it has been denied scientific legitimacy, its believers are
usually portrayed as ‘flying saucer cranks’ and it is therefore vulnerable to
ridicule. Consequently, to believe in the ETH is to fly in the face of ‘official’
belief, requiring therefore that the believer be prepared to do so; inevitably

ensuring that as a belief system the ETH engenders a higher degree of com-
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mitment and a consequent increased interest in validation.*®

It does appear to be the case that the folk expression of crop circle ex-
planations focus on a restricted sub-set of the phenomenon when compared
with researchers’ theories. Amongst themselves, however, folk explanations
do vary in their complexity and the amount of detail they explain. For exam-
ple, the meteorological/scientific explanation appears to approach the status
of single belief in the efficacy of science, whereas those who hold a cerco-
logical explanation generally appear to have a more detailed set of beliefs
about crop circles. This runs somewhat contrary to the popular stereotype
that those who ‘believe in’ UFOs or other anomalous phenomena do so be-
cause of unthinking acceptance. It would seem that the complexity of such

explanations comes from within a pre-existing belief system.

In asense it is possible to see paradigms as somewhat similar Lo, or possi-
bly a sub-set of, worldview. Much of the work on worldview appears to show

the way in which it informs everyday activity at an unthinking level® It

5ee Borhek and Curtis, 89-109 for a discussion of the relationship hetween commit-
ment and validation; Festinger et al. also provides an insightful case study. Interestingly,
the situation here in Newfoundland, and seemingly prevalent throughout North America,
is somewhat different, pmlbly due to the so-called SETI (Search for Extraterrestrial Intel-
ligence) hypothesis of ths scienti legitimate theory is
that it is possible to icate with through radio waves.
SETI proponents tend to be the most powerful enemies of the ETH for UFOs, probably
because they would be out of a Job if alien spaceships were already visiting. However
the (grudging) scientific granted to SETI including occasional
research grants, appears to have let in the ETH through the back door. After all if scien-
tists believe there are aliens out there then why should not ‘the folk’? The relationship
between SETI proponents and American ufologists is analysed in Westrum et al. “Little
Green Men.”

3'The classic analysis is Barre-Toelken’s “Folklore, Worldview and Communication.”
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would seem that, like a paradigm, a person’s worldview delimits their under-
standing of the way the world works. A person with a scientific-rationalist
worldview, akin perhaps to one of Gillian Bennett's opposing philosophies
(Traditions), has only certain folk ideas from which to construct an explana-
tion. So, for a rationalist the concept of ‘technological precision’ either has
Lo be ignored — no one I talked to used it as evidence for a natural origin to
crop circles — or else one has to look to human technology for the answer.
This may explain why so few people were willing to accept the meteorologi-
cal theory, for it seems to fly in the face of a commonly held belief, and why
those who did appeared to do so as an act of faith,

The implication of such an analysis is that crop circles have not provoked
a paradigmatic revolution amongst the general public. Instead it would seem
that crop circles have been fitted in to existing belief systems: as proof of
the extra-terrestrial origin of UFOs, for example. This may change, but so
far it has only been a small trickle of individuals that have been so affected.
As a somewhat heartless experiment, [ gave a frank description of various

crop circle features ity, gap-secking, eye-witness accounts) to a

Newfoundland woman who had frequently stated that she believed that crop
circles were the result of UFOs landing. [ maintained a non-didactic style
and was responding to a direct request from her for more information, but as

I spoke [ could see her face cloud and when she spoke she did so in a subdued

fle demonstrates, for example, that trying to force Native Americans to sit in straight
lines in fixed scats in a classroom causes them physical distress.
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tone: a classic exhibition of a crisis in her beliefs, provoked, in this case, by
an exposure to esoteric knowledge about the phenomenon.®

The text should by now have indicated the role that explanations play in
belief systems. [t would scem that they form a subset of worldview. They are
not “folk ideas” but instead can make use of such ideas. Although the state-

ment, for example, that a crop circle is made by a UFO landing is a simple

dite, it is also a label for a complex of substantive beliefs. In a sense, expla-
nations and paradigms demark certain portions of beliel systems, providing
native categories of information about the world. These explanations are
also supraindividual and are not necessarily carried by social institutions.
They seem more readily carried by communication, whether through folk,
popular or technical channels. Consequently, whether one wishes Lo talk of
channels of communication, levels of culture or of some other formulation of
the concept of folklore the use of paradigms allows a certain formulation of
the relationships between different beliefs. It scems to me that in terms of
the crop circle phenomenon there are several traditions of belief that have

spawned explanations and the ion of Lhese expl

can vary in
much the same way as an other genre of folklore. Whether the explanation is
written in a scientific journal or discussed over a pint in the pub, it remains

part of a unified ideological field.

1Compare with Festinger's description of “cognitive dissonance.”
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5.3 Explanation as Genre

‘The thrust of this chapter has been an analysis of explanations as paradigms
of thought, both throughout circles researchers and as they exist amongst
‘the folk’. It is, however, possible Lo look at them another way: as a genre.
‘This would seem Lo run contrary to most of what has been said above: for
example, Dundes explicitly states that he believes “lolk ideas” to be cross-
generic, capable of being expressed in a wide variety of genres as well as folk
and non-folk contexts (95-96). Much the same would seem to be true of
explanations; as ideal constructs they have been shown to underly cartoons,
advertisements, jokes and possibly many other expressive forms. Yet previ-
ously I asserted that explanations scemed to show many of the characteristics
that one would normally ascribe Lo a genre. The solution to this seeming
paradox is, [ believe, to differentiate between explanations as abstract, ideal
constructs and explanations as items of expressive culture. This thesis has
concentrated on the former, but at this point it is useful to make a few notes
on the style and context of explanatory forms.

The dichotomy above was initially suggested to me by the strange be-
haviour of friends and acquaintances when they discovered my research topic.
After an initial move, which was usually to ask me what caused the crop cir-
cles or occasionally to tell me what they thought, I would find myself bom-

barded with colourful and humorous explanations for crop circle origins. At

1 biesideceifach

first | was content to dismiss these ! as the i
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of doing something generally perceived as ‘weird’, but eventually [ began to
realise that similar motifs reoccurred, the context was usually similar and
the attitude of the jokers was always one of scepticism. 1 began to wonder
if maybe [ was inadvertantly providing a context for these joke explanations
and if other such contexts existed.

My experiences were not unique, other circles researchers reported that
they, too, have been bombarded with all manner of explanations, from the
absurd to the almost plausible. Paul Fuller remarked during an interview™
that people seemed to love coming up with “weird” explanations, echoing
Jenny Randles’ words during the BUFORA lecture:

You've probably seen and heard all of the wild, daft ideas that

people are coming up with all the time. ..but usually they just

come up with them for fun, they’re not serious attempts Lo ex-

plain what’s going on.®
[t would seem that circles researchers draw a line between explanation and
joke, one that is exemplified by the anomalous nature of the “hedgehog” ex-
planation, a joke that occasionally gets taken seriously. The distinction is
further confused by the existerre of a large number of idiosyncratic beliefs
sincerely held by a small number of individuals. For example Chris Rutowski
mentions one individual who claims that crop circles are made by hot-air bal-

loonists who attach rotors to the bottom of the baskets which create the crop

32geptember 1990, actual words lost due to tape malfunction.
33Jenny Randles, BUFORA lecture September 1990, tape | side rev. 175-178. Ellipsis
marks long pause.
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circle:

as the balloon drifts by I came across a similar explanation from
an individual who thought that crop circles were caused by “yuppies” tak-
ing balloon or helicopter flights and stopping in remote fields to eat picnics,
hence all the strange shapes. Despite their humorous aspects, both of these
explanations were offered as possible mechanisms for crop circle production.

I do not have enough data yet to make any claims about the nature
and context of the use of joke explanations; during my fieldwork [ came
across only one example of crop circle explanations becoming the focus for a
discourse, and | was unable Lo record it at the time. [ can, however, make
some suggestive remarks based on my observations.

The events took place amongst the staff of a night club after closing hours
and were started by one of them, a friend who knew I was interested in crop
circles, making a remark to the end that all the drunks were off to urinate
in the fields and make crop circles. This was towards the end of August and
suddenly sparked a debate. One woman said she had seen crop circles on
‘I'V and didn't think they could be natural, another asserted that she had
scen the army make one on TV and it looked perfectly easy. However, rather
than becoming a polarized debate it evolved into a joking competition. The
glass collector said he reckoned it was probably Hell’s Angels making circles
with their bikes, another said no, it was prebably hippies on drugs. At this

point, the bar-manager intervened and said, seriously, that he thought that

ersonal communication.

iy,
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there “has to be something in it.” This lead to a small silence before the
disc-jockey suddenly claimed that he “knew” what caused them. e then

groceeded to tell a long narrative about how crop circ

were really dances

floors for aliens and claimed to actually have been a disc-jockey at several of
them. This, he stated, was why people heard weird sounds and suv strange

lights around about crop circles. This explanation terminated the di

as people decided to start going hume.
Although the abuve occasion is unsatisfactorily recorded, and to be hon-
est, although [ did interview most of the participants afterwards this kind of

material was secondary to my main interest, there were several notable fea-

tures. The most striking was an uneasy Lension between the humorons side

and the serious. It started off flippantly, and only the bar-manager appeared

to have enough status Lo inject a serious comment into the events, occasioning
an uneasy pause until the disc-juckey came in with his long narrative. ‘This
tension seemed also to be reflected in the content of the explanations, which
seemed to be generated by an aesthetic: that they should be humorous but

at least superficially plausible. There did seem to be i very strong aesthel

favouring imagination and creativity, y

et at the same time the ezplanations
generally conformed to one or the other of the explanatory paradigms. Fi-
nally, the style of the event was very raucous, people were fighting 10 be
heard, explanations were pared down to a bare minimim, and there vas

continuous interruption, laughing and corr

on. After the bar-manager's




interruption the disc-jockey was given much more silence, being interrupted
only after he had ‘revealed’ the origin of the circles and started to justify his
reasons.

It can be seen that in structure and style the event appears very close to

the descriptions of legend-telling sessions.™  Although there was no formal

setling for it, the event was marked by a change in the level of interaction
amongst the participants, voices became markedly louder, the whole staff
hecame involved and extremely animated, it almost scemed like a free-for-
all. Before and alter the discourse, people were talking quietly in small
groups, gathering up their belongings and generally winding down after a
busy night. That said, there arc noticeable differences. There was no group
effort to construct a narrative but more of a competition between individuals.
There was no reality checking except as a rhetorical device of the nature, ‘it
can’t be so and so because of this, the real explanation is..." There was no
attempt al group validation, or invalidation, aside from perhaps the initial
moves and the bar-manager’s intervention, rather the occasion seemed to be
structured as a joking competition with specific rules which used crop circles,

and their associated explanations, as the subject material.

Obviously this one occasion is too little on which to base an analysis. [
would say, however, that my interest in crop circles does provide a continuing

context in which explanations, as a genre, can be given to be me by friends

See for example Dégh and Vazsonyi, “Legend and Belief”; Bennett, “Playful Chaos”.
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and a i Overwl

explanations are jokes of varyving
degrees of plausibility, but sometimes they take a more unusual form and,
always, they are offered to me without elicitation. For example, one of my

flat-mates suddenly told me that her father had “seen hundres

of crop circles

on the banks of rivers.” When | asked her for further information she wld
me that he said that they were caused by moose lying down. At another

time, a folklore undergraduate excitedly told me that she and a friend had

just ‘made’ some crop circles. Again, when | asked, she said that the two
of them were trying to cut long grass with a “weed-cater” and, a couple of

nall

times, because the grass was so thick they only succeeded in flattening s
circles which she described as being “just like crop circles.” Apparently, at

the time when they accidentally made these circles they got quite

about it.%®

A final example of the contexts in which explanations appe

fered in this style can be seen in the circles discourse over o e
dia, especially the newsgroups “alt.paranormal” (a forum for the discussion
of paranormal events) and “sci.skeptic” (a forum for skeptical comments).

There has been little information in the summer of 1991, so the number of

messages dealing with crop circles has been low, less than fifty, but mized

in with the debate about crop circle origins have been several humorous

36[ showed this paragraph to the woman concerned to check whether she
its being used, and she commented that the reason they fuund the event interesting was
not that they thought that “giant weed-eaters” were responsibie for the circley but that
the event seemed to indicate what kind of effect would be needed to create a crop circle,

335



items. Again, there does scem to be similar aesthetic and system of rules,

parodying “serious” explanations, and ctimes coming up with
totally original ideas. The latter case is seen below, in which one user. John
Stach, concentrates on a pun: “cereology — the study of breakfast foods.”

Now I get it! Cheerios, apple jacks, and all those other crispy
little O's that make our mornings so pleasant. It all makes sense

now.
As we all know, in secret labs all over the world, research cere-
ologists have been searching for the secret of how to make those

little O’s stay crunchy in milk. The sccret is in the grain!
However, in creating the perfect grain with painstaking training
by showing the grain soggy O’s and giving them electric shock and
then showing them crispy O’s and giving them water, some of the
grain has rebelled and formed a potent underground (literaly).
This may sound corny (literaly), but the crop circles are evidence
of suicide pacts to demonstrate against the push for crisper cereal.
“That’s why they form large O’s. So that everyone can see what
the evil scientists are doing. All these other explanations are red
herrings planted (literaly) by evil scientists (esp. cereologists) to
keep us from stalking (literaly) the truth.

John

Pll be right alongside them outstanding in my field®”

un:!ll‘ Message-1D: 25538@unix.SRI.COM. Original form

Stach, sci.skeptic,
and spelling maintained
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5.4 Conclusions

In closing this thesis [ would like to suggest a way of combining all that has

gone into a whole. So far, | have suggested that the various explanations

seem to operate in the same

as Kuhn's paradigms, albeit for a subject

outside of the field of scientific rescarch. The delineation of these explana-
tions was initially guided by popular conception, must pecple seem to divide

the explanations into the cereological, metearological, hoax, and ‘other’ cat-

egories, and I have suggested that these explanations can be differentiated in
the evidence they seck to explain. It also scems that these explanations fit

into a traditional paradigm (In the nun-Kuhnian sense of the word) in that

various other phenomena have been explained in terms of scientific, rational-

ist, supernaturalist and other theories: Plot's analysis of fairy rings being a
prime example. [t would seem that these “slots” are somewhat similar to

worldview or to Gillian Bennett's concept of philosophi

1 wounld suggest
that there are four factors that are important in the determining of crop

circle explanations.

Worldview. Worldview can be seen as operating in a similar way o a

paradigm in that it delimits an individual’s concept of reality. For a ratio-

nalist, crop circles are not something that needs 1o be explained except in

terms of human psychology. To someone who is prepared to accept that there

are more things on Heaven and Earth than we have begun to even imagine,
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crop circles may be a mystery. That is not to say that someone who believes
in other ‘paranormal’ phenomena must necessarily hold a supernaturalist
explanation for crop circles. For example, Bob Rickard is a respected cata-
loguer of Fortean events who tends to the view that crop circles are hoaxes.
It would seem then that, amongst other things, worldview is constituted by

several explanations.

Folk ideas. Dundes describes these as units of worldview, a more useful
description might be “shared assumptions”. These are concepts held by
individuals of widely differing worldviews that seem to be shared amongst a
community or socicty. Such assumptions are not limited to folk or popular
culture, for example David Hand shows that several “lolk theorems” exist in
mathematics, and appear Lo exercise a surprisingly large influence therein.
In the case of crop circles Lheir oft noted precision coincides with a cultural

assumption that precision is the result of technology.

Social context. This appears to affect both the form and content of ex-
planations (Borhek and Curtis). Amongst circles researchers the notion of
belonging to a certain community crucially affects Lhe degree of system of
their beliefs. In folk and popular belief contexts the perceived status of the

different cxplanations affect their uptake. For example, holders of cereologi-

cal explanations tend to have a greater degree of complexity in their beliefs

about crop circles precisely because the explanations are socially illegitimate.
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Similarly one would expect that members of specific groups whose belief sys-

tems are affected by the crop circle ph . (dowsers, 1

New Age proponents) would be expected tn construct their explanations in

accordance Lo the group norm.

Information. One must form one’s beliefs with respect to the ava

lable
information. Thus circles researchers, who are privy o the highest quan-
tity of information, tend towards explanations that encompass such esoteric
knowledge.®® Others, such as farmers, who have involuntary exposure to the
phenomenon and for whom it often means a luss of money and time scem
to be being driven to the hoax explanation. Finally, there are thuse, the
vast majority of people, who have access to information that is both quali-

tatively and quantitati

ly different from that of the circles rescarchers, and

who must construct their explanations accordingly.

Taking the above into account, individuals construct explanations as ra-
tionally and coherently as possible. The other possibilities are then dealt
with through the rhetoric of disbelicf. Although the particular expressions
conform to the subject at hand the particular strategices are traditionally
based. Borhek and Curtis approach this point when they look at methods
by which believers attempt to invalidate competing belief sytems (130 132),

and the strategies appear to be the same whether they are being used im-

3]t should be noted that circles researchers vary in the information they nse. For
example many cereologists take heed of the messages of channelers.
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plicitly by academics or explicitly by someone who accuses a UFO percipient
of “drinking too much.”

These explanations act paradigmatically. To the woman who thought
there was nothing mysterious about crop circles, the tracks left by a trac-
tr turning in a field presumably did form a crop circle. (See page 220.)
Similarly the Scandanavian farm worker whose worldview contains creatures
who would punish someonc found slecping would explain his experiences in

precisely that way® It should, however, be noted that Kuhn explicitly re-

jects a logical-positivist i ion of paradigmatic explanation. Such a
theory asserts that one receives “raw” sense data — perceptual stimuli —

" di

that is then i to cognitive 4 It is this that
allows Honko's traditional-psychological analysis. Instead, Kuhn postulates
that maybe paradigms are inextricably wedded with perception. (119-125).

for

His is not fully d, but it has i
supernatural folk belief studies. In the present case, when someone like Paul
Fuller or Terence Meaden looks at a crop circle what they see is an example
of a damaging vortex descent, they see random damage dotted about the
countryside.*! To a cereologist, such as George Wingfield, crop circles are
precisely shaped messages flattened gently into the cereal fields, something

conceptually at odds with random damage. Taking this further, the Scan-

ce the discussion of Laurie lHonko's work carlier.
e Lacey's discussion of positivism, 165-167.

"The actual word damage is used frequently by meteorologists. Note also the discussion
of crop circle naming in section 4.1.1.
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danavian peasant did not receive a stimulus and then interpret it according

to his explanation; he saw a barn spirit.

A model such as this is intriguing, for it provides a pssible c

pe route,
if one is wanted. from the dominance of lngical-positivistic thinking. It also
poses some interesting questions for the methodulogy of even the most re-
cent folk belief scholars. For example, David Hufford's phenomenonological
method presupposes the existence of uninterpreted phenomena, pereeptual
stimuli, that act without regard for tradition or interpretation. Similarly, Ro-
jcewicz’s Extraordinary Encounter Continuum hypothesis asserts that such
encounters can be deconstructed by attempting to recover the original phe-
nomena, and then reconstituted in some Lype of analytical typology. A
Gestalt theory such as Kuhn's is somewhat at variarce with such a hypoth-
esis. It would seem to imply that [lufford’s analys's of the lundamental

stability of certain features in supernatural assault narratives is

an example

f

in the context

of paradigmatic reinterpretation by Hufford, in this c

medical symptomatology.

Whether such an approach is useful, yet alone appropriate, is not cur-

rently clear. It may however prove uscful in the analysis of how individuals
come to try to understand anomalous events and incorporate them into their

lives. For example, a lot work on Near Death Fxpes has com-

(NDEs

mented on the way in which such events appear Lo be life-altering occurren

(Moody; Lundahl) and Bullard notes the same for [FO-abduction victims.
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It may well be fruitful to talk about the process by which this happens in
Lerms of paradigmatic revolution in response to a crisis. [t may well also pro-
vide a useful tool in the analysis of various type of supernatural encounter
narratives: for example, the “witness” style of memorates may be a necessary
result of the speaker trying to find a paradigm. It may be useful to look at
the discourse surrounding mysterics such as lake monsters, Bigloot sightings,
Elvis encounters, and UFO experiences, in terms of competing explanation
rather than as polarized debate about their postulated truth or falsity.
Such speculations are for the future, if at all. [ make no great claims about
having discovered some wonderful new theory, this chapter should be seen
more in the nature of a thought experiment. Many have been struck by the
mystery of Lthe crop circles and have struggled to come to an understanding
of them. Whatever their origin the circles have presented a challenge to all
who have studicd them, burning away easy explanations with each new turn

of the mystery. This document is merely my response.
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Appendix A

he Mowing Devil

Men may dally with lHeaven, and criticise on Hell, as Wittily
as they please, but there really are such places
tions of Almighty Providence does not ccase continually Lo evinee.
For if by those accumulated circumstances which generally induce
us to the belief of anything beyond onr | we may reason-
ably gather that there are certainly sucii things as DEVILS, and
we must necessarily conclude that these Devils have a Hell; and
as there is a Hell, there must be a lleaven, and quently a
GOD; and so all the duties of Christian Religion ndispensable
subsequents necessarily follow.

The first of which Propositions, this
not a little help to Confirm.

For no longer ago, than within the compass of the present.
Month of August, there happened so unusual an Accident in
Hartford-shire, as is not only the general Discourse, and Admira-
tion of the whole Country; but may for its Rarity challenge any
other event, which has for these many years been Produc't in any
other Country whatsoever. The story thus.

In the said County lives a Rich industrious Farmer, who per-
ceiving a small Crop of his (of about three Half-Acres of Land
which he had Sowed with Oats) to be Ripe and fit for Gathering,

the wise dispensa-

suing Narrative does
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THE MOWING-DEVIL:
OR, STRANGE NEWS OUT OF
HARTFORD-SHIRE.

Peing a True Relation of a Farmer, who Bargaining
with a Poor Movwer, about the Cutting down Three Half
Acres of Oats; upon the Mower's asking too much,
the Farmer swore That the Devil should Mow it rather
than He. And so it fell out, that very Night, the Crop
of Oat shew'd as if it had been all of a Flame; but
nest Morning appear'd so neatly mow'd by the Devil
or some Infernal Spirit, that no Mortal Man was able
1o do the like.

Also, How the said Oats ly now in the Ficld, and the
Owner has not Power to fetch them away.

Licensed, August 22nd, 1678.

Figure A.1: Frontispiece to the “Mowing Devil” pamphlet.
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sent to a poor Neighbour whom he knew worked commonly in the
Summer-time at Harvest Labor, to agree with him about Mow-
ing or Cutting the said Oats down. The poor man as it behoov’d
him endeavour'd to sell the Sweat of his brows and Marrow of his
Bones as at dear a rate as reasonably he might, and therefore askt
a good round Price for his Labour, which the Farmer taking some
exception at, bid him much more under the usual Rate than the
poor man askt for it; So that some sharp words had past, when
the farmer told him he would Discourse with him no more about
it. Whereupon the honest Mower recollecting with himself that
if he undertook not that little Spot of Work, he might thereby
lose much more business which the farmer had Lo implay him in
beside, ran after him and told him that, rather than displease
him, he would do it at what rate in reason he pleas’d; and as
an instance of his willingness to serve him, propose’d to him a
lower price, than he had Mowed for any time this Y. ~r before.
The irritated Farmer with a stern look, and hasty gesture, told
the poor man That the Devil himself should Mow his Oats be-
fore he should have anything to do with them, and upon this
went his way, and left the sorrowful Yeoman, not a little troubled
that he had disoblig'd one in whose Power it lay Lo do him many
kindnesses.

But, however, in the happy series of an interrupted prosperity,
we may strut and plume our selves over the miscrable Indigencies
of our necessitated Neighbours, yet there is a just God above,
who weighs not by our Bags, nor measures us by our Coffers; but
looks upon all men indifferently as the common sons of Adam;
so that he who carefully Officiates Lhat Rank or Station wherein
the Almighty has plac’t him tho but a mean one, is truly more
worthy the Estimation of all men, than he who is prefer'd Lo
superior dignities, and abuses them: And what greater abuse
the contempt of Men below him: the relief of whose common
necessities is none the least of the Conditions whereby he holds
all his Good things; which when that Tenure is forfeited by his
default, he may justly expect some Judgement to ensue; or else
that those riches whereby he prizes himself so extravagantly may
shortly be taken from him.
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We will not attempt to fathom the cause, or reason of, Preter-
natural events; but certain we are, as the most Credible and Gen-
eral Relation can inform us, that that same night this poor Mower
and Farmer parted, his Field of Oats was publikly beheld by sev-
eral Passengers to be all of a Flame, and so continued for some
space, Lo the great consternation of those that beheld it

Which strange news being by several carried to the Farmer
next morning, could not but give him a great curiosity to go and
what was become of his Crop of Oats, which he could not
but imagine, but otally devour’d by those ravenous Flames
which were observed to be so lung resident on his Acre and half
of Ground.

Certainly a reflection on his sudden and indiscreet expres-
sion (That the Devil should Mowe his Oats before the poor Man
should have anything to do with them) could not but on this oc-
casion come into his Memory. For if we will but allow our selves
so much leisure, to consider how many hits of providence go to the
production of one Crop if Corn, such as the aptitude of Soyl, the

bl of showers, Nourishing Solstices and Salub,
Winds &c., we should rather welcome Maturity with Devout Ac-
knowledgements than prevent our gathering of it by our profuse
wishes.

But not to keep the curious Reader any longer in suspence,
the inquisitive Farmer no sooner arriv'd at the place where his
Oats grew, but to his admiration he found the Crop was cut down
ready to his hands; and as if the Devil had a mind to shew his
dexterity in the art of Husbandry, and scorn’d to mow them after
the usual manner, he cut them round in circles, and plac’t every
straw with that exactness that it would have taken up above an
Age, for any Man to perform what he did that one night: And
the man that owns them is as yet afraid to remove them.

see
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Appendix B

The Canadian Crop Circles

TThe major organisation investigating the crop eircles phenomenon in Car la,
and in North America generally, is the North American lustitute for Crop
Circle Research, the NAICCR. It is run primarily by Chris Rutowski, a
ufologist of long-standing, at the University of Winnipeg, Rutowski has
a long history of interest in UFO ground traces and investigated a series
Ul and

of marks in Saskatchewan in 1975 that appear Lo crop circles

Michael Chorost, who works closely with Colin Andrews, apprar to he the

major researchers in North Awmerica. Whereas Chorost’s colimrs are nailed

firmly to the cereological flag, Rutowski takes a “post-structuralist” stance,
regarding the various explanations as valid in their own terms.? In Canada,

Chris Rutowski appears to have become the acknowledged expert, hing

"Photographs of these appear in Hynek and Vallee.,
2Personal communication.
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interviewed in most case

shenever a story about the circles phenomenon is
printed.

h

NAICCR report gives data for 86 Unidentified Ground Markings

(UCiMs) reparted in 1990 of which some 31 appear 1w be crop circles. OFf

these crop circles, 16 appear to have oceurred in grass and 11 in cereal crops.

OFf those 11 in cereal crops, 6 cceurred in Canada and the rest in the US.

It can be scen that this is

an extremely small number in comparison to the

vast numbers of formations found in the UK in 1990, Furthermore, with one

exception, all of these wore either simple or ringed circles.

most noticeable difference between the Canadian crop circle phe-
nomenon and British one is the inclusion of “burnt rings” as part of the
phenomenon. Such marks are comprised of a ring of ‘burnt’ grass about one
fout in width that forms a circle. Photographs and videos that [ have seen
show the ‘burnt’ area as one which looks as though it has been parched,
with the crop dying back due to lack of moisture. There are also examples

of complete circles being burnt in this wa;

usually in grass. This class of

phenomena which is totally diverced from the crop circle phenomenon in the
UK appears to be seen as part of it here in Canada. Partly this may be due
ta a case from Fort Lawrence in Nova Scotia this April.

‘The case in Nova Scotia drew national attention in Canada with news

reports and location videos being broadcast on CBC news-programmes on

There is a discrepancy in the data due to occasionally incomplete reports.
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both TV and radio. It is an interesting example because it was

reported
totally within the context of the crop circle phensmenon. For example The
Evening Telegram reported that:

Similar rings on farm tields have been puzzling people recently in

the Prairie provinees, the U ngland, Australia and

Japan. Theories about the e have ranged from whirkwinds w
extraterrestrial spaceships. {21 Apr. 19912 36)

. midwest

The ring was al. it one-third of a metre wide and ten metres in diameter and
was discovered by the landiwner shortly after the Winter snow melted. It
quickly became a tourist attraction with the farmer, Reg Painter, comment-
ing that “large numbers of people had come to visit 1."" The inclusion of

this ring within the crop circle phenomenon may alsn have b

enconraged
by the revelation that the farmer had moved from England three years ago:
apparently some locals were commenting that perhaps the crop circles hal
followed him to Atlantic Canada.

It would seem that in Canada we have a subtly different paradigm at

work in which crop circl

constitute only a part of the phenomenon. Paul

Fuller commented that he was not surprised that such markings were being
included because ‘burnt circles’ are a part of the *UFO myth’ (personal com-

munication). His argument is that the extraterrestrial hypothesis (I

i)

represents the dominant “supernatural” cexplanation for the crop ci

and

that therefore they are included as part of the ¢

dence for the ezistence of

4The Chronicle-Herald Provincial ed. 22 Apr. 1991: Al.
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alien spaceships.
“This scems to be a fair assessment of the situation: in my interviews here
in Newfoundland I found no ane who espoused the cereological explanation of

circles as communication. As the interviews in the main body of the text show

most people seemed L bel that the circles were the by-products of UFO
activity, or in the case of PS (page 178), the deliberate leaving of evidence by
UFO vecupants, which appears 1o be an explanation that bridges the ETH
and cereological viewpoints. Chris Rutowski's findings seem to pacallel mine;
hie comments that the “wverwhelming majority scemed to believe that aliens
were responsible,” (Personal communication).

For the moment then, it would seem that there is fairly widespread ac-
ceptance of an ETH explanation for the crop circle phenomenon throughout
Canada. This would seent to be at least partly due to the fact that crop
circles in this country exist in much smaller rumbers and much less complex
shapes then in the UK; thus providing less of a challenge to the ETH. In
general, there appears to be a more widespread acceptance of the ETH ex-
planation for UFOs here than there is in the UK, and | would suppose that
this will make the explanation more resistant to change. So far, as of writing
this (16" August), there have been no reports of crop circles, other than
the Nova Scotian burnt ring referred to above, in Canada or Nerth America.

Consequently there has been little reason for people to modify their views.
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Appendix C

Useful Addresses and Sources

of Information

Crop Circle Organisations

THe CENTRE FOrR Crop CIRCLE STUDIES (
PO Box 146,

Guildford,

Surrey,

GU25JY,

UK.

No corporate view, affiliated to most other circles organisation.
The society was formed in April 1990 and has inspired an anthol-
ogy of articles: Ralph Noyes, ed. The Crop Circle Enigma. It
publishes its own journal, The Circular, and organize: e of
lectures in the UK. Membership available.

CircLEs EFFECT REsEarcH UNit (CERES)

54 Frome Road,

Bradford-Upon-Avon,

Wiltshire,




BALS 1LD,

UK.

Tun by Dr. G. . Mearden, espouses the meteorological theory. No
formal membership. The Journal Of Meteorology UK publishes
e vast bulk of Dr. Meaden’s work. Assnciated with the Tornado
and storm Research Organisation (TORRO).

PuesosmeENoN Reseancy (CPR)

bury Rond,

Anduver,

Hants. $P10 2LL

UK.

Tt by Colin Andrews it is the strongest advocate of a cereolog:
ical view. Publishes its own newsletter.

NORTH AMERICAN INSTITUTE FOR CROP CIRCLE RESEARCH
(NAICCR)

Box 1918,

Winnipeg,

Manitoba R3C 3R2

Canada.

Run by Chris Rutowski. Best source for information about North
American crop circles. No corporate stance.

Crop circle periodicals

Circles F Research Newsle - logical stand-

point.
Editor: Pat Delgado
CPR Satellite Office,
117 Ashland Lane
Aurora

OH 44202,

The Crop Watcher — meteorological standpoint.
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Editor: Paul Fuller. 3 Selborne Court,
Tavistock Close,

Romsey,

Hampshire SO51 7TY

The Circular —- no official standpoint.
Editor: Bob King
Specialist Knowledge
St. Aldhelm,
20 Paul Street,
Frome,
Somerset BA 11 1DX,

. Note: Free tu CCCS merbers.

The Journal of Meteorology UK - meteorolugical theory.
Editor: George 'Terence Meaden. 1 Frome Road,
Bradford-Upon-Avon,

Wiltshire, BAL5 ILD,

UK.

The Cerealogist — no official standpoint.

Editor: John Michell.

Specialist Knowledge Services,

St. Aldhelm,

20 Paul Street,

Frome,

Somerset BAIL IDX,

UK.
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