
 WHAT ELSE IS FALLING FROM THE SKY? 

Leonardo da Vinci tried and failed to figure out why people sneeze. He might be glad to 

know that scientists are still not in full agreement about it. It is the same for yawning. Some 

things are better just left alone. Animals falling from the sky (usually fish and frogs) should 

have a rational explanation, however. Up to now, many people believed that tornadoes and 

waterspouts (i.e. tornadoes travelling over water) carried them from ponds, rivers or the sea. 

There are two scientific problems with that explanation.  

The first is that waterspouts do not lift objects from anywhere. They are not capable of the 

suction required to do so as they are composed of condensed water vapour. Also, tornadoes 

cannot deposit objects such as frogs in one area alone. They would spit them out in random 

directions. Most people report the fish being alive. Scientists are not sure if they could 

survive being carried hundreds of miles inland by a tornado. 

The second is that it always seems to rain with just one species. If they were coming from a 

pond, surely it should rain fish and frogs? If they were coming from a river, surely more than 

just one species would be swept up? How then can we explain animals falling from the sky? 

Try this case study: 

 On August 6
th

, 2000 a shower of 2-inch sprats fell on Greater Yarmouth in England. Fred 

Hodgkins, a retired ambulance driver, described it thus: 

“There were a couple of claps of thunder and the sky went really dark even though it was 

only about 11am,” he said. 

“At first I thought I might have something wrong with my eyes because the whole of my 

back yard seemed to be covered in little slivers of silver. When I looked again, I saw scores 

of tiny, silver fish. I got my neighbours to have a look because I knew nobody would believe 

me. One of them had their garden shed covered in fish. It was quite extraordinary. I had never 

seen anything like it before in my life.” 

Andy Yeatman, from the Meteorological Office, said a small tornado building up under the 

thunderclouds out to sea was probably to blame. 

“In this case, the tornado gathered over the sea and the fish got sucked up into the clouds. 

They were obviously carried along in the cloud for some distance before the cloud burst and 

the fish fell with the rain.” 

It seems probable in this instance that the sprats, a tiny fish, were swimming near the surface 

of the sea and carried up by a waterspout. The waterspout merged into the clouds. They were 

then carried half a mile inland and fell into a row of terraced houses in Greater Yarmouth.        

Or is it? What we have is one group of scientists saying it is probable and another group of 

scientists saying it is impossible. Did anyone see the tornado that carried them? Surely a 

waterspout or tornado would be noticed on the day? Write a newspaper article on it and 

interview all the neighbours again. Write your article on the basis that a tornado couldn’t 

have caused it. Your name is Sherlock Holmes and you live by the quote on the next page. 



Once you eliminate the impossible, whatever remains, no matter how improbable, must 

be the truth.”                                     Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, creator of Sherlock Holmes 

In 1997, the crew of a Japanese trawler were found clinging to the wreckage of their ship. 

When interviewed, they claimed that a cow had fallen from the sky and landed in the centre 

of their ship, smashing it apart. They were immediately arrested. They spent three weeks in 

prison.  

This story was reported all around the world in the mainstream press. You are a journalist 

living close to the prison and are the first to interview the men. Write the story. Include a 

good caption (headline) and try to use a pun. A pun is a play on words. For example, you 

could use ‘Miss-steak’ or ‘Fishy Tail’ as your headline. Think of words that are related to 

cows or bulls for your caption and then apply it to the story. Underneath is a template you 

may decide to use or not.  

CAPTION:                                               

Where is the story 

set? 

When did this 

happen? 

Introduction: 

 

 

 

Who is involved? 

What caused the cow 

to fall? 

Paragraph one: 

 

 

Describe the physical 

and mental state of 

the men. Are they 

lying? Give their 

story in their words. 

Main paragraph: 

 

 

 

 

 

Why is their story so 

difficult for the public 

to believe? 

Give public reaction with quotes from different people (and/or the 

opinion of a scientist). 

 

How is it part of a 

pattern of bizarre 

events of falling 

objects from the sky? 

Give some examples in history of strange objects falling. If it is a 

tabloid article, link it to the end of the world. 

 

 

 

Then a red-faced Russian Air Force general turned up. He explained that a flight crew taking 

off from Russia had seen a cow wandering near their air base. They had taken the cow on 

board as some sort of dare. When they were over the Sea of Japan, the cow started to smash 

up the cargo hold. At 30,000 feet, they had opened the cargo door in order to get rid of the 

cow. The cow duly obliged and plummeted from the aircraft, landing upon the ship of the 

terrified Japanese crewmen. The fishermen were immediately released with an apology.     

Do you think this is a true story?                                                                                      

“Believe only half of what you see and nothing that you hear.”               Edgar Allen Poe 



Lex parsimoniae is the law of parsimony (or law of simplicity). It is also known as Occam’s 

razor. It means that the simplest answer is the most likely. 

A jug of milk has spilled from the kitchen table. A cat is lapping up the milk. 

How did the milk fall? 

Occam’s razor says that the cat did it. It doesn’t make it true, just the most likely to be true. 

Bearing that in mind, take these examples and see if your class can solve the mystery of the 

falling frogs and fish and other objects. 

1. 1
st
 century B.C. Pliny the Elder writes about storms of frogs and fishes. 

2. 1794 French soldiers stationed near Lille reported toads falling from the sky during heavy 

rain. 

3. 1861 In Singapore, hundreds of catfish are reported to have fallen to the ground over a 

distance of fifty acres. An earthquake took place, followed by three days of heavy rain on 

February 20, 21 and 26. There is an eyewitness report at www.naturalhistorymag.com. 

4. 1864 Quebec, Canada. A small frog is found inside a hailstone by a farmer. 

5. 1873 Kansas City, Missouri. Frogs dropped from the sky during a hailstorm. There is no 

body of water nearby. 

6. 1876 A woman in Kentucky reported chunks of meat falling from the sky. Two of her 

neighbours ate it. They guessed it was mutton or venison. They were right. Tests proved it 

was venison. 

7. 1900 Providence, Rhode Island. Eyewitness Richard H. Tingley: “Streets and yards for 

several blocks were alive with squirming little perch and bullspouts”. 

8. 1901 Minneapolis, Minnesota. Frogs to a depth of several inches are reported, so much so 

that walking is impossible without killing them. 

9. 1930 An 8-inch turtle fell during a Mississippi rainstorm. 

10. June 16, 1940, Russia. A shower of 16
th

 century coins falls on the village of Meschara. 

Archaeologists who analysed the currency believe soil erosion unearthed the treasure. Then a 

tornado picked it up and deposited it on the village. 

11. October, 1947 Marksville, Louisiana. US marine biologist Alan Bajikov was having 

breakfast with his wife at a café. Suddenly, a shower of black bass, minnows and sunfish 

started to fall from the sky. They covered an area 1,000 yards long and 75 wide. This is what 

he said at the time: “There were spots on Main Street averaging one fish per square yard. 

Automobiles and trucks were running over them. Fish also fell on the roofs of houses….I 

personally collected from Main Street, and several yards on Monroe Street, a large jar of 

perfect specimens and preserved them in Formalin in order to distribute them among various 



museums.” The nearest sea was the Gulf of Mexico, 80 miles away. Some of the fish were 

frozen, some were rotten. 

12. 1966 North Sydney, Australia. Father Leonard Bourne was dashing across a courtyard in 

a downpour when a large fish fell from the sky and landed on his shoulder. The priest nearly 

caught it as it slid down his chest, but it squirmed out of his grasp, fell to the flooded ground 

and swam away. 

13. 1976 Blackbirds and pigeons rained down for two days in in san Luis Opisto, California. 

14. 1981 Naphlion, Greece. Frogs showered down on top of their village. The frogs were 

native to North Africa, not Greece. 

15. 1989 Ipswich, Australia. 800 sardines pelted the front lawn of a couple’s house during a 

light rain shower. 

16. 2005 Serbia. Thousands of tiny frogs bombarded the village of Odzaci. “I saw countless 

frogs fall from the sky,” said resident Alexander Ciric. The frogs, a different species to those 

usually seen in the area, hopped around in search of water. Belgrade climatologist Slavisa 

Ignjatovic described the phenomenon as “not very unusual.” She said: “A wind resembling a 

tornado can suck in anything light enough from the surface or shallow water. Usually, it’s 

just dust, but sometimes also larger objects.” 

17. February, 2010. Lajamaun, Australia. Hundreds of spangled perch are still alive when 

they hit the ground, according to locals. Some were collected and put into buckets and the 

photographs may be seen on the internet. 

18. December 31, 2010. Beebe, Arkansas, United States. 3,000-5,000 blackbirds were found 

dead after crashing to the ground. They all seemed to have suffered from blunt force trauma. 

December 31, 2011. More than 1,000 blackbirds were found dead in the same manner in the 

same town the following year. 

What disturbed people the most was that roughly 85,000 fish had died on a 20-mile stretch of 

river just a few days previously in the western part of the state. The fish were nearly all drum, 

and younger ones at that.  

More than 500 starlings, blackbirds, brown-headed cowbirds and grackle were found dead 

around the same time in a different state, Louisiana. 50-100 jackdaws were found dead in a 

street in Sweden the same day. They seemed to have suffered blunt force trauma also. When 

1,000 turtle doves fell from the sky onto the village of Faenza in Italy, the story went viral 

around the world. The turtle doves (and some pigeons) had a bluish tinge to their beaks, 

which may have indicated poison.  

Did you know? There are between 10-20 billion birds in America and nearly half of these die 

every year. Mass bird kills are unusual, however. The biggest threat to birds is loud noises 

causing them to crash into buildings. Migratory birds also run the threat of freezing while 

flying through a storm. The most abundant wild bird in the world is the quealea (sparrow). 



 


