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fortuitous results, for example in the form of unusual stories, urban

legends, Forteana (descriptions of paranormal phenomena, neither
attributing them to particular world views, nor dismissing them entirely
as hoaxes; from the name of Charles H. Fort, the first collector of such
news stories), among others. Promising material for this kind of
investigation is not infrequently provided by press reports, as they
contain many examples of potentially interesting pieces of information.
It needs to be noted, however, that in spite of the abundance of text
collections, tracing the backgrounds of many textual discoveries was
formerly often next to impossible. This was because of the need to
conduct research manually: reading whole texts in the hope of finding
the right pieces of information. Moreover, access to many sources was
impeded as documents were stored only in traditional libraries,
frequently in remote locations (Wierzchon 2009:147-154). Luckily for
those interested in contemporary legends and related text genres, with
large-scale digitization projects, the progress of optical character
recognition technology and the advance of artificial intelligence
(Gralinski 2013) it is now becoming possible to automatically extract
and re-discover nearly all (or even a/l) weird stories reported, copied and
pasted and made up in old newspapers (and then forgotten in the mist of
time) (Paijmans 2010).

A tool that enables one to perform such computational analyses is
‘Discovermat’ (Odkrywka), a system devised and developed by scholars
from the Institute of Linguistics and the Laboratory of Information
Systems at Adam Mickiewicz University, Poznan, Poland (Wierzchon
2015; Dzienisiewicz and Wierzchon 2016; Dzienisiewicz, Wierzchon
and Gralinski 2016). ‘Discovermat’ is an engine that enables full-text

It is no news to folklorists that delving into pieces of writing can bring
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searching of a diachronic corpus of Polish texts from the 19" and 20™
centuries, consisting mostly of newspapers and journals from the whole
territory of Poland (including in the period of partitions). The material in
the corpus comprises 3.2M publications (19.7M pages, 19.5B words and
98.8B characters') acquired from Polish digital libraries and through
other initiatives, such as digitization conducted at the Institute of
Linguistics by the authors of the present article. The system consists of
a search engine returning the results for queries in chronological order,
and it also allows one to generate frequency graphs on given queries
automatically in order to formulate quantitative hypotheses. Due to the
experimental nature of the system and the fact that it is still being
developed, its tools are available for the time being only to invited
researchers. However, when the system is sufficiently developed, such a
massive searchable database of text materials might prove useful for
folklorists, as it would enable them to retrieve attestations of, for
instance, contemporary legends with the use of varied search terms.

The aim of this article is to present and analyze several bizarre stories
from the interwar Polish press as prolegomena to a more systematic
survey of the pre-war urban legendry and related genres. The stories were
searched for with the use of various queries, which were chosen on the
basis of a survey of literature concerning folklore with the premise that
they would feature in descriptions of anomalous stories. Bearing in mind
that the Discovermat corpus includes mostly 19" and 20" century texts,
the scope of the study was narrowed down to the interwar period (1918-
1939), since freedom of expression was far greater than it had been
earlier, and thus the newspapers’ content was richer, as will be outlined
below.

Despite major economic difficulties, the interbellum period in Poland
(1918-1939) has been commonly perceived as a vibrant and inspiring
part of Polish history. With its newly regained independence, the country
took its first steps to restore itself. Freedom of the press was proclaimed
by the left-wing government of Jedrzej Moraczewski as early as
December 20, 1918. The authorities did not reintroduce the Russian
press law of 1905; therefore the first press publications in the Second
Commonwealth were virtually unrestricted. However, such a situation
was highly undesirable for the government in the long run, as it was
claimed that the state would be deprived of the instruments necessary to
defend national interests. Endeavors to introduce a press law were made
by Ignacy Paderewski’s government after the dismissal of
Moraczewski’s cabinet in January 1919. That year saw the first attempts
to regulate the press, and this tendency gradually deepened over the next
years (Habielski 2013). The press regulations seem to have concerned
mostly political content—for example, a law introduced in April 1938
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stated that disparaging the memory of Marshal Jozef Pitsudski was
punishable by up to five years’ imprisonment (Habielski 2013:92).

Bearing in mind the political aspects of the interwar press, it is worth
noting that the newspapers at the time were far richer and more diverse
in their content than the official history of Polish press law may suggest.
A general empirical overview of press materials from the 19" and 20
centuries has revealed, for instance, many examples of original celebrity
news (such as detailed reports from trials of infamous poisoners), proto-
paparazzi materials (e.g. following renowned people in train stations)
and a plethora of other remarkable stories. It appears that the interwar
period was no exception in this case. As a matter of fact, it was far more
abundant in examples of extraordinary stories than, for instance, the
communist press in the early years of that regime, when the doctrine of
materialism did not allow for much supernatural content. Furthermore,
there had to be more room for odes to Joseph Stalin in those glorious
days. The press in the interwar period covered a large variety of subjects,
ranging from socio-political reports on current affairs to tabloid
journalism (sensational crime stories, gossip columns, etc.). Pieces of
information on diverse subjects were frequently contained in a single
newspaper; this can be perceived from a present-day perspective as
presaging the Internet, which has today largely taken over the role of the
main supplier of varied news.

The Coleford monster: an insight into the story

Coal mining and superstitions have always been closely related due to
both the dark and the dangerous working environment of miners. The
belief in supernatural creatures can be seen as an attempt to explain
various enigmatic disasters and accidents that happened underground.
Stories concerning subterranean beings were very popular in British and
Germanic folklore. The most recognizable underground creature in
British culture was the Knocker, also known as Tommy-Knocker in
North America. Knockers were believed to deliberately disturb human
miners; however, depending on the situation, they were also thought to
be good spirits attempting to help the miners when various accidents
were about to happen. Another example of mining creatures was the
medieval Germanic goblin-like kobolds. Considered expert miners,
kobolds were generally described as taking pleasure in all sorts of
trickery and were blamed for wreaking havoc in mines, which stemmed
from their evil nature (Mack and Mack 2011). According to
MiningWeekly.com, “such rich mythical folklore is largely confined to
medieval Europe and such superstitious beliefs have inevitably died out
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Jak sie fworzy legendy?

Paryski ,Malin®“ opowiada nastepujgca
bajke, klorej chcialby nadaé wszelkie zma.
miana prawdy:

W Coleford (Glougcestrershive) wilasdiciel
okolicznej kopalni wegla i kilku gornikow
zapewniaja — jak brzmi depesza — ze odkryli
w wubiegtym tygodniu na stosie pylu weglo-
wego wi bardzo starym szybie niewielkie slwo.
rzenie nadzwyczajne, na poly ludzkie, na poty
zwierzece.

Leslic Jones, ktory dostrzegl pierwszy te
istote fenomenalng, opowiada, ze nabieral wta-
$nie wegiel na topatg, gdy ujrzal lo ,najdzi-
waczniejsze ze slwiorzen®. Towarzyszacy mu
[gornicy i on sam przyznaja, ze przeslrasz‘);ﬁ
isi¢ mocno, gdy istola owa — maty czlowfe-
'czek, zwierzatko — zaczelo si¢ poruszal
“ Jones uderzyt stworzenie topata, wskutek cze-
go zaczeto mocno krwawié i zylo jeszcze z
godzing. )

Cialo tej istoty byfo zupelnie podobne do
naszego, ale mierzyto tylko 35 cent. dfugoscs.
Glowa jej Wielkosci filizanki od herbaty po-
siadata tez kszlalty hidzkie, o parze oczu,
brwiach, rzesach, vczach, nosie dzieciecym i
ustach z zg¢bami bardzo bialemi, wreszde, co
najdziwniejsze, o jezyku zupehie hudzkim.

Skéra twarzy zupelnic bez wloséw posia.
data barwe skory indjanina, a pokrywijace
czaszke whosy bardzo krotkie, barwly jasno-
brunatnej, zachodzily az na czolo.

Poza tem, cho¢ stworzenie to dziwaczne
posiadalo ramiona, to jednak bylo bezreki, i
zdaje sie, ze migdy rak nie posiadalo. Zato
nogi jego, zakonczone kazda pigciu palcamj
o paznokciach, nie pazurach, mialy ksztall nég
ludzkich, z puchomemi kolanami i koslkami.

Ze wzgledu na nadzwyczajne ksztatly tego
stworzenia, zaden z gérnjk6w' nie odwazyl sie
dotkna¢ go reka. Ograniczyli sie do dotkniecia
go patykiem.

Nazajutrz, dowiedziawlszy si¢, ze odkrycie
ich mogto mie¢ wielka wlarto§¢ naukowa, po-
wrocili do miejsca, w kldrem zunalezli lo stwo-
rzenie zagadkowe. Zniklo jednak bez $ladu,
tak samo, jak palyki, ktéremi otwierano mu
wsta.

— Opowiadanie to — zapewmnia p. Amos
Brown, witasciciel kopalni — jesl najprawdziw-
sze. Posta¢ slworzenia wiale mi si¢ nie podo.
bata. Miato wyglad Wslreinej bestji i kazdy
z ru_? bal sie |e? mnjej fub wigeej.

..Matin. '

Czy nie dwoilo si¢ przypadkiem w oczach
tym, o to wszystko ,wihdzieli ?...

Figure 1: from Dziennik Ludowy 15 May, 1925.
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during the modern era” (MiningWeekly.com 2012). But is this really the
case? Of course not. Not that far back in time, in 1914, a headless mine
ghost from a Derbyshire hill town, New Mills, was believed to haunt the
local coal pit (Dr Beachcombing 2016).

Now let us take a look at interbellum Poland.

In May 1925, the Polish press reported extensively on a bizarre
incident involving English coal miners from Coleford, a half-man, half-
animal, 35 cm-tall monster and a shovel (unfortunately for the monster).
It seems that the news must have aroused interest, as it appeared in a
number of newspapers, namely Robotnik Slgski, Dziennik Ludowy,
Express Wieczorny Ilustrowany, Wiek Nowy (twice!) and Goniec
Czestochowski. What are we to make of this story? Is it based on real
events? Is it rooted in British (Polish?) folklore? Or is it just a hoax made
up by Polish (French? British?) journalists? Before we discuss these
questions in detail, let us have a close look at the story itself.

A translation of the excerpt presented in Figure 1 is given below:

How are legends created?

The Parisian “Matin” reports on the following story with a
desire to make it true: According to a telegram, the owner of
a local coal mine in Coleford (Gloucestrershive [original
spelling; the correct form is Gloucestershire; the forms
Gluocestrershive and Gloucestershive also appear in the
analyzed excerpts]) and several miners claim that last week
they discovered a small extraordinary creature, a half-man,
half-animal, on a heap of coal dust.

Leslie Jones, who first saw this phenomenal thing, says
that he was shoveling coal when he saw this “most peculiar of
all creatures.” He and his fellow miners admit that they got
very frightened when the creature (a little man or an animal)
started moving. Jones hit it with a shovel. As a result, the
creature began to bleed heavily and lived only for an hour
afterward.

The creature’s corpse resembled a human body and
measured only 35 centimeters in length. Its head was as large
as a teacup. It had a human head’s shape, a pair of eyes,
eyebrows, eyelashes, a nose of a child, lips and very white
teeth. Last but not least, the most bizarre thing was that its
tongue was completely human-like.

The skin on its face was completely hairless and its color
resembled the skin of an Indian. The hair on its skull was very
short, bright brown in color, covering its forehead.

Although the creature had unusual arms, it did not have
hands. Instead its legs, topped with five toes with nails (not
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claws), were the shape of human legs with moving knees and
ankles.

Due to its extraordinary shape, none of the miners dared
to touch it with their own hands. They only touched it with a
stick.

On the next day, having learned that their discovery could
be of high scientific importance, the miners returned to the
place where they found the mysterious creature. However, it
had disappeared without a trace, just like the sticks which the
miners were trying to open its mouth with.

“This story,” assures Mr. Amos Brown, the owner of the
coal mine, “is completely true. The creature was not to my
liking at all. It looked like an abominable beast and each of us
was more or less frightened by it.” That’s all from the
“Matin.”

Could they, perhaps, have been seeing double?

The above piece was published in Dziennik Ludowy on May 15,
1925. On May 20 the story appeared in Robotnik Slgski in exactly the
same form. Why was it reprinted without any changes? Was it an act of
plagiarism? If so, was there a law regulating such matters? Was it sold
by one newspaper to another? Was it overlooked? Or maybe simply
nobody cared?

Another excerpt (Wiek Nowy 1925a) presents a slightly different
version of the article. In contrast to the previous one, its title refers to
“mass hallucination”, the form of some passages is changed and some
information is added or omitted. For example, it says that the creature
“was found in the depths of the oldest layer of coal” and that the miners
touched it with shovels, not sticks. The alleged source (Matin) is not
mentioned. Apart from that, the other descriptions are almost identical.
The similarity of structure, the order of information and the awkward
choice of expressions suggest that the piece has probably been rephrased
from the original text. But can we say for a fact which of the two texts is
the original one, if they were both published on the same day, May 15?

The piece from Goniec Czestochowski from May 16 is slightly
paraphrased as well. It also mentions “mass hallucination” and specifies
that “the owner and half a dozen miners” saw the creature. Furthermore,
it states that the information about the incident was supplied to Matin
from London.

“A mass suggestion” is described in the text published on May 20 in
Express Wieczorny Ilustrowany. Here the creature is claimed to have
tried to run away at the sight of the men so Leslie Jones hit it with a
shovel to stop it. After work the miners informed the engineer and the
owner about the incident but they decided to come back to pick up the
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dead body on the following day. Having discovered that there was no
body when they returned, the miners claimed that the creature had
“disappeared mysteriously” and “was taken away by other monsters.”
Lastly, yet another piece from Wiek Nowy from May 20 says that the
incident was described by medical circles as a “rare case of mass
hallucination.” The doctors claim that miners are “especially prone to
mass suggestion” as “constantly staying underground makes them
superstitious and vulnerable to psychosis” (1925b).
The table below presents the differences in the discussed texts,
including additional information contained in some of the reports.

Dziennik
Ludowy

Igobotm'k
Slgski

Wiek
Nowy

Goniec
Czest.

Express
Wiecz.
1l.

Wiek
Nowy

published when?

May 15

May 20

May 15

May 16

May 20

May 20

published
where?

Lviv

Frysztat

Lviv

Czgsto-
chowa

Lodz

Lviv

title: “How are
legends
created?”

v

v

title referring to
mass
hallucination/
suggestion

information
about the source
(Matin)

Gloucestershire

Gloucestershive

Gloucestrershive

Gluocestrershive

Gloucester

miners touched
the creature with
sticks

miners touched
the creature with
shovels

there were half a
dozen miners
and the owner

the creature was
taken away by
monsters

medical circles’
opinion is
mentioned
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In most of the analyzed excerpts such expressions as mass
hallucination, mass suggestion and seeing double are used in order to
emphasize the extraordinary character of the story. (Incidentally, the
story itself was uncovered by us while searching for the phrase “mass
hallucination” in Polish digital libraries. The discovery led to the use of
“Coleford” as a search term, which returned only sixteen results, six of
which were accounts of the story. Subsequently, “Matin” and
“Gloucestershire” as well as its variants were used as search terms.)
Interestingly enough, the head of the creature is frequently compared to
a teacup, e.g. “its head was as big as a teacup” or “no bigger than a
teacup,” whereas the color of its skin is associated with Indian
complexion. Moreover, the presence of metatextual information at the
end of one text reflects on its content and announces the possible
continuation or explanation of the story: “Surely, soon we are going to
find out how much truth it contains.” In fact, we do not learn any more
details about the story as it has never, to our knowledge, been mentioned
again in the press.

No matter how improbable the story might be, it seems that one could
shift the responsibility for devising it onto English or French journalists,
as both English and French sources are mentioned in all the analyzed
Polish excerpts. However, it might be wrong to think so, as a search of
archive issues of Matin and English newspapers did not produce any
results (and neither did a search of German and Czech digital libraries).
Considering the lack of textual evidence, a reasonable explanation is that
the story must have been made up by (a) Polish journalist(s) and then
copied and pasted by other newspapers (although it cannot be absolutely
excluded that it originated in some obscure foreign source, which might
be discovered some day). Of course “copying and pasting” should not be
understood here in its contemporary meaning, as earlier texts were
rewritten, not copied and pasted in the modern electronic sense. The
practices are nonetheless similar. The reasons behind such actions are
unknown, though: was it a journalistic joke? Or maybe a desperate
attempt to write anything at all when there was absolutely no interesting
news to report? And was it a coincidence that the monster came from a
place of rich underground folklore? It is hard to judge for now. The
anonymous journalists who wrote these articles have passed away and
contemporary knowledge about habits in past newspaper offices is slim,
especially about the rooms where Weekly World News-style journalism
was practiced. Only a wider overview of tabloid newspaper sections
could give us a more detailed insight into the mechanisms behind the
selection and production of news in the interwar period.
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Parable of the Prodigal Son revisited: Surprise

In 1929 a Polish playwright, Karol Hubert Rostworowski, wrote a
critically acclaimed play entitled Niespodzianka (Surprise). It was based
on allegedly real events which happened in the Eastern Borderland of
Poland. A young Polish emigrant returned from America to his family
village. His parents were not present at home at the time, so he went to
bed. However, the innkeeper had seen him earlier and told the young
man’s father about his arrival. By the time the father got back home to
see his son, the greedy mother had killed the young man in order to get
her hands on his money. Despite voices of criticism, in an interview
given to Swiatowid in March 1932 Rostworowski claimed that the story
was true: according to the author, it had happened the previous year in a
village near Bochnia, and a similar incident had taken place in
Czechoslovakia several weeks before.

On June 30, 1937, llustrowany Kuryer Codzienny (one of the most
popular dailies in interwar Poland) published an article by Ludwik
Szczepanski entitled “Opowiesci wedrowne, bajki nieSmiertelne”
(“Wandering stories, immortal fables”). The author claimed that there
were many examples of circulating stories which were often brought
back to life in new circumstances. He referred to them as “wandering
stories.” The play Niespodzianka by Rostworowski was presented as an
example of a wandering story. The plot of Niespodzianka was based on
a rumor which was brought to Rostworowski by a friend of his who lived
in Eastern Poland. However, Rostworowski did not bother to check its
credibility. According to Szczepanski, the motif of a mother killing her
own son whom she did not recognize dates back to ancient times.
Szczepanski describes the same story as the inspiration for a work by
German poet Adolf Miillner, as well as Jean Richepin’s movie J accuse.
A 17" century German folk song about the tragedy of parents
unconsciously killing their child is mentioned as well. In the song, once
the couple learn from their friend that they have murdered their own son,
the woman drowns herself in a well and the man hangs himself in a
horse-barn. Szczepanski speculates about the circumstances in which the
story first came to Poland. He states that it is difficult to judge and points
to the fact that several years after Niespodzianka was published, the same
story went viral in Germany again. A Berlin newspaper wrote about an
Austrian prisoner-of-war who had returned home after fourteen years of
slavery. The only person who recognized him was the local innkeeper.
The parents, who did not recognize their guest, allowed him to stay in a
barn for the night. Eventually the mother murdered the son just like in
the previous cases. The story inspired German filmmakers, and Leonhard
Frank even wrote a play about it. Szczepanski concludes that the story
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has a timeless character: in the next 50 or 100 years it will emerge
somewhere else and again inspire poets.

Surprise is, of course, one of many world-wide examples of the
Murdered Son motif (type N321 in Thompson’s index). The story has
been thoroughly analyzed by folklorists from the mid-20™ century to the
present day. Maria Kosko, who wrote a monograph on the story (1966),
collected over one hundred versions. The earliest known text of the story
was published in London and Paris in 1618 (Bennett 2005:145).
Interestingly enough, the first attempts to explain the recursive nature of
the story go back to the 1930s when, according to Bennett (2005:174),
the story was first debunked by Alexander Woolcott in an article titled
Folk-Lore from 1931. It turns out that the first known Polish endeavor
of this kind was an article by Ludwik Szczepanski, published around the
same time, six years later. (Kosko did not mention this article, but
another one by the same author on the same subject from 1950 [Kosko
1966:38].)

— Cekeyn, pow. tucholskl. (Traglezny wypadek) W o-
statnich dniach powrécil do domu — jak donosi .,(;-los I?om.
— syn pewnej tutejszej rodziny po siedmioletniei niewoli. Nie
dajac sie pozmaé swej matce, prosil ja o nocleg, ktérego mu
ona odméwila, nie poznawszy syna. Wobec tego syn okazal
cheé zaplaty za nocleg, pokazujac przytem wigksza ilo$¢ za-
oszczedzonych pieniedzy. Towplynelo na matke, ktéra u-
dzielila wreszcie nicpoznanemu synowi noclegu. 4.

Jednakze, kiedy syn znuzony podréza zasnal, matka, ktéra
ogarngla chciwo$é na pieniadze rzekomo nieznanego przyby-
sza, w czasie snu poderznela wlasnemu synowi gardlo, by
doié¢ do posiadania owych pieniedzy. Nadszed! wkrétce maz,
ktéry w zamordowanym pcznal wlasnego syna. Matka z
rozpaczy leszcze tej samej nocy odebrala sobie Zycle przez
powieszenie.

Cala wiadomo§€ brzml! nicco fantastycznie.

Figure 2: from Gazeta i Dziennik Gdanski, 15 Jan., 1922.

The earliest appearance of the story found by us in the collections of
Polish digital libraries is in the Catechism Teachings of the Catholic
Church published in 1884 (Nauki katechismowe, 266-267) The story
presents a variation on the biblical motif of the prodigal son. A young
soldier who was captured and enslaved by Turks and Tatars managed to
return home after many years of slavery. The story reappeared during the
interwar period in several more versions. On January 15, 1922, it was
published by Gazeta i Dziennik Gdanski and soon after, on January 17,
it appeared in [lustrowany Kuryer Codzienny and on January 18 in
Gazeta Olsztynska in exactly the same form. The story was believed to
be true and the sources claimed it happened in Cekcyn, Tuchola County.
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The wanderer returned home after a seven-year-long imprisonment;
however, his mother did not recognize him. He wanted to stay for the
night and offered her money. When he fell asleep, greed took over and
the woman cut his throat. Once she realized she had just killed her own
son, she hanged herself out of despair. At the end the news was described
as “somewhat unreal.” Glos Pomorski (a daily newspaper from
Grudziadz) is cited as the source of the news. Unfortunately, we were
not able to verify this, as the earliest issue of Glos Pomorski available in
Polish libraries is from February 1, 1922.

Subsequently, information about the murder in Cekcyn was
published in Orgdownik na powiat Wolsztynski on January 23, 1922 (in
a slightly different form) and in Kuryer Slgski on January 26.

As with the case of the Coleford monster story, the above examples
show the spread of a story that suddenly gained popularity in the interwar
period. However, unlike the previous story, this one presents a universal
recurrent theme which had been present in the folk tradition long before.
Was it repeated on purpose in the press? Or maybe, as with
Rostworowski’s Niespodzianka, nobody cared to check the sources?

Surprisingly, it seems that this time the sources were indeed checked,
as on February 3, 1922, the story was revealed as a hoax in Gazeta
Olsztynska. 1t was stated that, according to Konitzer Tageblatt, the story
had been “entirely made up” and the inhabitants of Cekcyn were
“outraged by the spread of this fable.”

* Cekeyn, pow. tucholski. Przed niedawnym cza-
sem umiesciliSmy za »>Glosem Pom.« wiadomo$¢ z
Cekcyna, donoszaca o rzekomem zamordowaniu wra-
cajacego z niewoli syna przez wlasng matke, ktéra
nastepnie popelnila samobdjstwo przez powieszenie,
My juz wéwczas wyraziliSmy naszg watpliwo$¢ co
do prawdziwoSci tej wiadomos$ci, dodajac na koficu
uwage, ze brzmi ona nieco fantastycznie, Obecnie
donosi »Konitzer Tageblatts, Ze cala wiadomo$é jest
wymy$lona od poczatku do korica i ze mieszkaricy
Cekcyna sg bardzo oburzeni z powodu rozszerzania
tej bajki.

Figure 3. from Gazeta Olsztynska, 3 Feb., 1922.

The vanishing passenger: a case of copy and paste or creative
storytelling?

Another incredible press story (and a classic urban legend [Goss 2015]—
albeit not fully developed in this version) is the news about a vanishing
hitchhiker or passenger, discovered with the use of the search term
“pasazer widmo” (“‘ghost passenger”), which returned three results (the
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other terms used in the study included: “the vanishing hitchhiker,” “the
passenger disappeared,” “disappeared from the car,” “disappeared from
the (back)seat”). In July of 1933 a report about the “ghost passenger”
from Mexico City was published in the Polish press, in Gazeta Lwowska
(July 14), Echo (July 16) and Goniec Czestochowski (July 18). The story
was reintroduced on September 2 in Oredownik Wrzesinski. Except for
the one from Echo, all of the pieces were copied and pasted in the same
way. The mysterious passenger was described as a figure inciting fear in
taxi drivers all around the city. Here is the excerpt from Gazeta Lwowska
(see Figure 4):

A phantom passenger
Mexico City is in awe after hearing of a phantom passenger
reported to be haunting the city’s taxi drivers.

One of the phantom passenger’s victims, taxi driver
Elizaldo, recounts the ghoulish story thus:

As a former sailor, he doesn’t believe in phantoms or
specters, but admits that what happened to him won’t give
him peace of mind. He was stopped in the street by an
elegantly dressed passer-by with a singular expression on his
face, who, giving the driver an address, entered the taxi. On
arriving at the destination, the driver turned around only to
find that his passenger had disappeared. He searched for him
everywhere, but no one had seen anyone get out of the taxi.
Where had he gone? It must have been a phantom. ..

Elizaldo added that he wouldn’t have given it much
thought, had it not been for the fact that it was not an isolated
incident; something similar had happened to another taxi
driver in similar circumstances.

The entire Mexico City police force was put on alert in
hope of finding the elusive passenger, but as yet all efforts
have failed.

As in the Coleford monster case, at first glance Elizaldo’s story may be
thought to have been copied from the foreign press (as the Vanishing
Hitchhiker is known to have been circulating since the early 1930s
[Brunvand 1981:25]). However, a more detailed search of American and
Mexican newspapers of the time, digitized and available on the Internet,
leads us nowhere, as no sign of the story can be found. Is it possible that
Polish journalists made it up themselves? It appears that the story also
circulated in Holland around the same time, as it was mentioned in De
Bredasche Courant on July 19, 1933.2 Why did only Polish and Dutch
journalists devote attention to this topic? It might be that Mexican and
American newspapers also mentioned the story; however, as yet there is
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Pasazer widmo.

Meksyk — miasto znaiduje sig pod
wrazeniem nicsamowitel historii z pa-
sazerem-zjawa widmowa, klory stal sie
nostrachem szoferéw takséwek w sto-
licy Meksyku.

wydarzylo si¢ innemu szoferowj w
tych samych okolicznosciach.

Calg policie Meksyku postawiono na
nogi w poszukiwaniy pasazera-widina,
ale jak dotychczas wszelkie wysitki nie

Jedna z ofiar pasazera-widina, 5zo-
fer Elizaldo, opowiada o przygodzic
makabrycznej {ak:

Jako byly marynarz nie wicrzy W
widma, duchy, ale to co mu si¢ wyda-
rzylo jest tak dziwne, Zc nic mozc
sie wyzwoli¢ dotad 2z pod wrazenie.
Na ulicy zatrzymany zostal przez prze
chodnia elegancko ubrancge o szcze-
g6lnym wyrazie twarzy, ktéry wska-
zal mu adres i wsiadt do faksowki
Podjezdzajac juz do wskazanego do-
mu Szofer obrécit sig: pasazer zn'-
knal. Szukal! g0 wszedzie, nikt nic za-
uwazyl wysiadaiqcego z takséwki pa-
sazera, Gdzie on si¢ podzial? Chyba
wiec bylo to widmo..,

Elizaldo dodaje jeszcze, iz ostatecz-
nie nie przypisywalby do tego wyda-
rzenia uwagi, gdyby ono bylo jedy-
ne, odosobmione; tymczasem tn samo

daly rezultatu, Or.
e s ————————— | — > 7~ W—

Figure 4 (Gazeta Lwowska 14 July, 1933)

no textual evidence in the digitized sources. Only further and more
thorough analyses may help us to resolve the doubts, gain more certainty
and, hopefully, eventually reveal the secret.

Fireball over Stanistawow

Another type of bizarre news is reports of unusual celestial and
atmospheric phenomena, nowadays placed by journalists (whether
seriously or tongue-in-cheek) under the category of UFOs, although this
label (and mythos) was of course not available in the interwar period. As
a preliminary experiment, we searched for the phrase “zjawisko
niebieskie” (celestial phenomenon) in the collection of texts available in
Polish digital libraries. 975 results were found, of which 392 concerned
texts written in the interwar period. We manually tagged 90 results as
relevant to the category of extraordinary celestial and atmospheric
phenomena (47 from the interwar period). As an example, let us discuss
two reports, on (seemingly) the same phenomenon, taken from Sfowo
Polskie published in Lviv (then part of Poland):
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Clekawe ziawisko nlebieskie, W d.
Wczoms:ym byli$my Swiadkami dzi-
wnego zjawiska niebieskiego, Oto
okolo poludnia, po rzesistym przej-
$ciowym deszczu na polmocnem niebie,
na tle czarnej jak smofa chmury, nagle
zablysto $wiatlo sunace z g6ry na dot,
maigce ksztalt i barwe komety, Swie-
‘cac niby olbrzymi glowacz ze $widro-
‘watym na dét ogonem. Kumoszki po-
trzasaly poboZnie” glowami i wrbzyly
albo woine albo mér idacy do nas z
pbinocy, albo inne jakie§ nieszczeécie.
Tilumaczylem wprawdzie naszemu Ind
‘kowi, ze to nie jest kometa, tylko glo-
wacz a z glowacza bedziz Zaba i to
catkiem mieszkodliwa, ale me bardzo
chcieli mi ‘wierzyé. 7

Figure 5 (Stowo Polskie 28 August, 1925)

A curious astronomical occurrence

Yesterday, we were witness to a curious astronomical
occurrence. Around midday, after a sudden heavy downpour,
in the northern skies, flanked by a great cloud as black as tar,
suddenly a light in the shape and color of comet flashed,
shining like a huge bullhead with a twisting tail. The local
wives nodded their heads wisely and told of coming wars or
pestilence from the north, or other such woes. I tried to make
them understand that it was no comet, but a bullhead, and that
the bullhead would become a frog and a pretty harmless frog
at that, but they would not believe me.

A curious astronomical occurrence in the light of wives’
tales

A similar astronomical occurrence to the one about which the
Stanistawow correspondent from Sfowo wrote was the talk of
the town among the women of Rokietnica and Mackowice.
On the 21* [of August] at around one o’clock in the afternoon,
according to what the women were saying, a huge flame shot
from a dark cloud and headed towards the earth, leaving a
multi-colored stream of fire in its wake, but with no sound of

33
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Figure 6 (Stowo Polskie 28 August, 1925)

thunder save for a “horrible” noise. Once the flaming ball hit
the ground it rolled, leaving a trail of fiery destruction behind
it for about a kilometer burning sheaves of hay and even a
house (of course), which was fortunately empty, because
everyone had run out into the fields. In Koniuchy and the
neighboring village of Mackowice there was uproar and
consternation among the people, who feared that it was an
omen of the end of the world. Some of the women with a more
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vivid imagination added that the ball of fire took with it a man
who was plowing a field and with him the horse and the plow,
which others said was nonsense.

Whether or not the legendary “ball of fire” and the
Stanistawow “bullhead” are the same thing remains to be
seen.

Is it just a canard or some sort of local journalists’ in-joke, just as the
Coleford monster seems to have been? Probably not, and if the
journalistic plane is not enough, the folkloristic plane needs to be taken
into account: a wonder in the sky interpreted by “locals” as an omen of
war, pestilence and the end of the world; what was seemingly just a
bolide in the first report was embellished to become a flaming ball rolling
on the ground and abducting a peasant and his horse. The intersection of
the journalistic and folkloristic planes is significant as well: journalists
escalating their condescension towards the local folk or rather
womenfolk (“I tried to make them understand”, “wives’ tales”).

But let us ask, from a hard “scientific” point of view, what really
happened. Wiki Meteoritica, an extensive database of meteorites found
in Poland and in other regions of Central Europe, does not list any bolide
over Poland in 1925 (though interestingly, it lists one that was visible in
Austria and Hungary a couple of days later and a subsequent meteorite
fall in Lower Austria). Might the forgotten reports on the Stanistawow
fireball be of interest to meteorists? They might be, but let us not forget
that we cannot be sure of anything—what was made up (or not) by the
local people and was made up (or not) by the journalists. One may only
hope that a systematic review of journalistic and folkloric content of
more “weird” stories will give some clue. More or actually their totality,
as now it becomes technologically possible automatically to extract and
re-discover bizarre stories from old newspapers (applying similar
techniques to those used, for instance, in spam filtering).

Old newspaper cuttings and anomalistics

The idea of searching old newspapers and journals for weird stories or
reports of anomalous phenomena obviously predates the Internet, digital
collections and full-text search, as exemplified by Charles Fort and, later
and in a more rigorous manner, William R. Corliss (and other hobbyists
and scholars). Nevertheless, advances in information technology may
bring new quality to this style of anomalistics, as can be seen, for
instance, in Return to Magonia (Aubeck and Shough 2016), comprising
detailed case studies of “UFO”-like sightings from history, to a large
extent based on press excerpts. Yet, in order to separate the anomalous
wheat from the journalistic and folkloric chaff (meaning “chaff” from
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the point of view of the anomalist) one has to be knowledgeable about
Coleford monsters and the like, and about the people who create them.

Conclusions

Weird news and stories may be considered on three interrelated levels:
as (subjectively, allegedly, claimed-to-be, etc.) real events, as folklore
motifs (for instance, embodied by contemporary legends and related text
genres), and as the output of journalists working in specific social,
cultural and economic settings. In other words, the corpus of weird
stories could be of interest to anomalistics in the style of William R.
Corliss (i.e. using scientific methods to evaluate anomalies; or even hard
sciences such as astronomy, meteorology or medicine), folkloristics and
the history of journalism alike. Disentangling the three threads is an
arduous task fraught with pitfalls, but also with many research
opportunities.

The analysis of the four stories presented in this article serves as a
mere introduction to a more systematic study of anomalous news stories
in digitized press materials. As far as the veracity of the stories is
concerned, the problem seems to be twofold, as one can never be positive
about their origins. They either might have been invented from scratch
in Poland, as the analyzed material might suggest, or, because for
example some or all issues of a particular newspaper might not yet be
available in digitized form, there might be some (undiscovered for the
time being) evidence of their circulation in foreign (French, English,
Mexican, etc.) sources. If one assumes that the pieces in question were
solely Polish legends, then the question arises: why were they written?
There is no indication that the stories were commonly known in the
whole of Poland. For instance, no attestations of the story about the
Coleford monster were found in newspapers from Greater Poland
(although these are digitized in great numbers in the Digital Library of
Wielkopolska) or Pomerania, since judging from the gathered material,
the story circulated mostly in southeastern Poland. Similarly, the story
about the murder in Cekcyn appeared only in northern Polish papers,
with the exception of llustrowany Kuryer Codzienny (Cracow). The
story of the ghost passenger, in turn, was published in eastern and central
Polish newspapers, while the story of celestial phenomena was
discovered only in eastern newspapers. Furthermore, no clear connection
between these stories and particular social or political events can be
traced that would explain (even to some extent) the reasons for their
appearance in print in the interwar period.

Our goal, however, was not to provide definite answers. It appears
that only (hypothetical) total digitization of all accessible texts would
resolve doubts concerning the accuracy of the presented results and
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enable researchers to fully explore the intersection between legend and
print media. Polish mass-scale digitization projects, although their output
still seems to be insufficient for scholarly purposes, set an example for
all researchers aiming to preserve old texts with a view to performing
various analyses, in areas such as folkloristics, linguistics, history,
sociology, etc. However, as folklore motifs are not infrequently limited
to one particular country or area, in order for computational folkloristics
to develop in the desired direction—that is, bringing more and more
accurate results—analogous digitization efforts need to be undertaken on
a wider scale by individual countries in order to raise the standard of the
results in both qualitative and quantitative terms. These efforts will
involve both technical (purchase and preparation of tools, scanning, text
processing) and human (analyses of texts) activity. The emergence of
such projects may lead to the creation of a tool enabling cross-lingual
search, substantially expanding on traditional searching methods and
continuing the great Fortean scholarly tradition.

Notes

Work was supported by the Polish Ministry of Science and Higher Education under
the National Programme for Development of the Humanities in the years 2015-2019,
0286/NPRH4/H1a/83/2015: “50 000 stow. Indeks tematyczno-chronologizacyjny 1918-
1939”.

' As of May 31, 2017.

2The authors would like to express their gratitude to Peter Burger for providing
information about the appearance of the story in the Dutch press.
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