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INSIDE STORY

The day the aliens landed
In 1994, school pupils in Zimbabwe ran screaming to their teachers. What had they seen?
STEPHEN COAN

MERICAN film maker Randall
Nickerson is currently visiting
southern Africa to make a
documentary that follows up
on an incident that happened
at the Ariel School in Ruwa, Zimbabwe, in 1994, when 62 children
aged between eight and 12 reported
seeing a UFO and “strange beings”
during their morning break.
Those children are now young
adults scattered around the globe.
Nickerson is tracking them down and
interviewing them about the experience. “Their stories have not changed
at all,” he says. “Not what you would
expect if they had made it all up.”
So what exactly happened on that
day in 1994 at the school in Ruwa
just east of Harare? “It was morning
break and they were out in the school
yard playing,” says Nickerson. “They
saw one main silver craft that had
four others around it,” says Nickerson. “It came down on a hill beyond
the school yard that was out of
bounds. The boundary was the edge
of the school yard, then it was bush
and the hill.
“They ran to the edge of the school
yard to see what this thing was. They
saw this small creature walk around
on top of the craft while another
came down to check out the children.
He was all in black, with a very tight
suit. The children said he had big
eyes ‘like rugby balls’.
“The children had direct eye contact with this creature. There seems
to have been some kind of communication with the children about the
state of the world — what we are
doing to the planet, the destruction
we are causing, although not all the
children got this message. Some of
the children were traumatised, others were excited. The young children
were the most traumatised as they
were at the front of the group.
“They all went screaming back to
the teachers. The teachers didn’t
believe them at first. But then they
went home and told their parents
who came to the school and wanted
to know what had happened.”
Soon afterwards the children were
asked to draw pictures of what they
had seen. “They did this separately.
The drawings were all the same.”
A BBC television crew were first on
the scene to follow it up. In November
1994, Harvard professor of psychiatry John E. Mack visited the school
and filmed interviews with the children. He was assisted by South
African producer Nicky Carter who
had already made a short documentary on the subject for the SABC. “I
had a half-brother at the school,” she
says. “He was off sick on the day it
happened, but the children told him
all about it and he contacted me.”
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‘They saw one main silver craft …
this small creature walked around
on top of the craft … He was all in
black, with a very tight suit.’
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ABOVE: The UFO landing site just outside the boundary of Ariel School.
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American film maker Randall Nickerson is in southern Africa to follow up on an incident that happened in 1994
at a school in Zimbabwe when 62 children reported seeing a UFO and ‘strange beings’ during their morning
break.
Carter has no doubt the children
were telling the truth. “When they
were interviewed by Mack with all
his professional skills it was clear
they were telling the truth — their
voice tone, their body language. They
were so consistent, they told their
stories with such conviction. And they
spoke about it in their own language.
One child recalled being told by the
alien that we should not be so ‘techknowledged’ — why make up something like that?”
Mack, a Pulitzer prize winner for
his biography of T. E. Lawrence
(Lawrence of Arabia) titled A Prince
of Our Disorder, was a highly

respected psychiatrist. However,
when he began researching the phenomenon of reported alien abductions, his fellow academics looked
askance. In 1994, when his book
Abduction appeared, a committee
was appointed to review Mack’s clinical care and investigation of the people who had shared their alien
encounters with him. According to
the BBC, “It was the first time in Harvard’s history that a tenured professor was subjected to such an investigation.”
After 14 months of inquiry, Harvard issued a statement stating that
the dean had “reaffirmed Dr Mack’s

academic freedom to study what he
wishes and to state his opinions without impediment”.
In 2004, Mack was killed by a
drunk driver while he was visiting
London to lecture at a T. E. Lawrence
conference.
Mack was guarded in his interpretation of the abduction phenomenon.
To one interviewer who said that
Mack seemed “inclined to take these
[abduction] reports at face value”,
Mack replied saying: “Face value I
wouldn’t say. I take them seriously. I
don’t have a way to account for
them.”
In a BBC interview he said: “I
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ABOVE: Soon after the sighting the children were asked to draw pictures
of what they had seen. ‘They did this separately. The drawings were all the
same.’
would never say, yes, there are aliens
taking people. [But] I would say there
is a compelling powerful phenomenon here that I can’t account for in
any other way. Yet I can’t know what
it is but it seems to me that it invites a
deeper, further inquiry.”
Nickerson sees himself as taking
that inquiry further after being commissioned by the John E. Mack Institute, along with producer Dominique
Callimanopulos, to make a documentary incorporating the interview
footage shot in 1994 with follow-up
material shot in the present.
“I want to present the story objectively,” says Nickerson. “To show the

original raw material. That’s what
initially interested me about this case.
These children all describing seeing
the same thing. You can tell they are
not lying. But having seen this
footage, I thought: I need to go to this
place, to talk to people, I need to
investigate it for myself. Did this
really happen?
“The subject has to be approached
as scientifically as possible,” he says.
“There are questions that we need to
ask. It’s a case of presenting the evidence just like court.”
Despite this rigorous approach,
isn’t there a danger he will simply
encounter those on the “lunatic

fringe”? “I have found those are the
people who have all the answers, but
people to whom something like this
has really happened don’t. They have
millions of questions. There is a
humility about them, they realise it’s
not about them.”
At the beginning of the project
Nickerson set about contacting those
people who had been among the 62
children who had witnessed the
sighting. “They are mainly students
in Canada, the United States, New
Zealand and Britain.”
Tracking them down hasn’t been
that difficult. “They are contacting us
because of what we put up on the
John E. Mack Institute website. What
is interesting is that their stories
remain the same as in 1994.
“They were affected profoundly,”
says Nickerson. “At the time one girl
was told by her parents not to talk
about it, that she had imagined it all.
But then she found other people’s stories on the Internet. She got in touch
with them and realised ‘Oh my God,
that was real’.
“Others I’ve met never doubted it.
They say the experience opened up
new horizons for them.”
Nickerson cites two students who
are now studying in the U.S. “Their
father said they would never have
done that, but after their experience
the children were totally changed,
that’s what convinced him that something really happened.”
Nickerson’s first stop during his
visit to southern Africa was Ariel
School. “I interviewed teachers and
workers who were there at the time.”
He also came across people from two
different schools in the area who had
similar sightings on the same day.
Nickerson is now in South Africa
trying to track down those living here
who were witnesses on that day. He
will be here until the end of April following up leads resulting from two
radio interviews he has given.
• If you witnessed the Ariel School
sighting or have any information
regarding it, you can contact
Randall Nickerson at 082 154 731
or e-mail rsnick@gmail.com You
can also contact Nicky Carter at
072 632 2330 or producer
Dominique Callimanopulos on
dominique@elevatedestinations.
com Check out the website:
www.johnemackinstitute.org
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Chinese colonialism
AS a young boy in Kenya I never
understood the expression that Africa
would be recolonised from the south.
Since President Robert Mugabe has
been in power, China, in exchange for
military hardware, has been permitted to plunder Zimbabwe’s mineral
deposits.
My nephew, when visiting central,
east and west Africa on business,
mentioned that there were Chinese
people all over the place. He was of
the opinion that while American
involvement in Africa is considered

short term (10 to 15 years), China
looks at Africa in the long term (over
30 years).
When will independent Africa
realise that the Chinese are not here
to help its people, but to rape Africa
of its minerals? The TanZam railway
was not built with the welfare of the
Zambian people in mind. It merely
provided a safe route along which
copper could be moved to Tanzania
and then by sea to China. The recent
huge investment with Standard Bank
is not for the good of the ordinary

South African; it provides China with
massive buying power. My boyhood
query has now been answered. With
the connivance of well-fed politicians,
Africa is overtly being recolonised by
China. Africa’s politicians are myopic
and into self-enrichment, rarely if
ever considering the welfare of their
people. Will they ever come to realise
that if you sup with the Chinese, you
need to use very long chopsticks?
BRUCE ROOKEN-SMITH
Merrivale
• Letter shortened.

Embarrassment of Mbeki
PRESIDENT Thabo Mbeki’s denial
that there is a crisis in Zimbabwe
beggars belief.
By his latest failure to deal decisively with the tyranny of Robert
Mugabe, Mbeki has demonstrated
that much of the blame for the crisis
in Zimbabwe rests with him. Worse
still, by his ongoing stewardship of
Mugabe’s despotism, Mbeki is plunging all of southern Africa into a crisis
of confidence.
Does blatant, serial electoral theft;
denial of an oppressed people’s vote

for change; state-sanctioned violence
against political opponents; raciallymotivated seizure of private farms;
80% unemployment; mass starvation
and misery coupled with an ongoing
flight of refugees not constitute a
crisis?
Mbeki’s smug attempt to deny the
critical circumstances that prevail
under Mugabe’s jackboot regime are
an insult to our Constitution. Having
pledged to uphold the right of South
Africans to a democratic society
based on the will of the people when

he took the oath of office as president, how can Mbeki deny that right
to the people of Zimbabwe?
Allied as he is with Mugabe, he is
an embarrassment to all who proclaim to uphold fundamental human
rights and a free, open and democratic society.
It is naïve to say that history will
deal harshly with Mbeki. History will
deal harshly with all of us if we do not
demand his resignation.
DUNCAN DU BOIS
Brighton Beach, Durban

HAND-IN-HAND
WITH EVIL
AFTER the Holocaust, people
said they never knew.
After the genocide in
Rwanda, there was the same
excuse.
Now we have another Adolf
Hitler in Zimbabwe and the
world stands back and
watches thousands of people
being starved to death.
To see the leader of our
country literally hand-in-hand
with evil is a sobering realisation of where we are headed.
Our national anthem, Nkosi
Sikelel’ iAfrica, will never
work. Africa is not prepared to
save itself, while leaders cling
to power at any price and
avoid responsibility when the
chips are down.
I still love my country, but
am totally ashamed to admit
that we are led by an ineffectual man who supports the
likes of Robert Mugabe.
PAULINE BODEKER
Underberg
• Letter shortened.

Case for investigation

WITH Msunduzi Manager Rob ness, April 12), be investigated by double the figures currently earned,
Haswell now admitting that proper the Scorpions before the next round ratepayers have had enough of disregard for procedure and the
channels were not followed and that of municipal elections.
With council now opting for metro incompetence of municipal officials.
the proposed new Liberty Midlands
Mall hotel development (The status, which will see salaries for
P. SWANEPOEL
Witness, April 11) is being fast- senior managers increase to nearly
Hayfields, Pietermaritzburg
tracked, ratepayers would
like to know why council
previously denied that certain developments are being
favoured.
Again a development is
being pushed through without regard for proper consultation. Why does council
bother to advertise and ask
for public opinion when it
Remember that
will be publishing
has already made up its
features on your areas on the following dates:
mind?
The municipality is driving
the development of a hotel
Mkondeni:
25/4/2008
on this site and would, thereRaisethorpe:
25/4/2008
fore, not apply its mind to
the needs and desirability of
Albert Luthuli Road:
30/4/2008
the rezoning application.
Can the present sewerage
If you haven’t booked your ad space, contact a
works, which are operating
above capacity, handle all
consultant now:
these fast-tracked developments?
Bookings
Akhona: 033 355 1163
It is of paramount imporClose
tance that all development
Derrick: 033 3551235
22/4/2008
deals and land purchases, as
Merise: 033 355 1152
well as alleged commission
to councillors (Weekend WitJeana:
033 355 1162

ATTENTION ALBERT LUTHULI ROAD,
RAISETHORPE AND MKONDENI
BUSINESSES

