Sunbury-on-Thames: Britain’s Forgotten Meteorite?
By Kieron Heard

Dawn of the Space Age
In the autumn of 1957, outer space was never far from the headlines. On
October 4th the Soviet Union placed the world’s first artificial satellite, Sputnik
1, into orbit (Figure 1), causing widespread concern in the West that this new
technology might be used by the Russians to launch nuclear warheads
against their Cold War enemies.

Figure 1: Replica of Sputnik 1, in the US National Air and Space Museum

In Britain, astronomers celebrated the success of the Mark I telescope (now
known as the Lovell telescope after its designer Sir Bernard Lovell) at the
Jodrell Bank Observatory, which became fully operational on October 9th. It
was the world’s largest steerable dish radio telescope and the only one
capable of tracking the Russian satellite’s booster rocket by radar.
On November 3rd the Soviet Union created further alarm in the West by
launching Sputnik 2, a larger craft designed to carry a dog, Laika, into space.
Another propaganda coup for the Russians, this second success reinforced
the widely held belief that America was being left behind in the ‘space race’. It
would be another two months before the US was able to respond by sending
up its own satellite, Explorer 1.

The Extraterrestrial Threat
While many worried about the perceived technological supremacy of the
Soviet Union, others were equally concerned about the threat of
extraterrestrial invasion. The 1950s was a ‘golden age’ for UFO sightings and
hardly a day went by without some report reaching the newspapers of ‘flying
saucers’ or encounters with alien beings. In Britain this had led to the founding
in 1955 of the Flying Saucer Review, a periodical intended to raise awareness

of the subject and to counter what was seen as increasing censorship of UFO
reports by the government and media.
Throughout the 1950s, the public appetite for tales of spacemen and
monsters was fuelled by a proliferation of (mostly American) science fiction
films. Some of these films are seen today as classics of the genre and many
of them, such as Invasion of the Body Snatchers (1956) begin with the fall of a
mysterious object from space. In Britain, June 1957 saw the general release
of the film Quatermass 2 (US title: Enemy From Space). It is the story of an
army of alien invaders who travel to Earth from a nearby asteroid inside a fleet
of small, rocket-shaped meteorites. After landing, the crafts break open to
release their alien pilots, who are then able to take control of the minds of
anyone who come into contact with them (Figure 2). The film was based on a
successful BBC television series, broadcast in six episodes in 1955.

Figure 2: Cinema poster for the 1957 film Quatermass 2

Also in 1957, British radio audiences were enthralled by an adaptation of John
Wyndham’s novel, The Day of the Triffids, which was broadcast on the BBC’s
Light Programme in six weekly episodes between October 2nd and November
6th. In this story, an aggressive and intelligent species of carnivorous plant
terrorises the human race after a spectacular shower of green meteors
causes widespread blindness.

Meteorite falls in playground – Just misses man
(Manchester Guardian, Thursday November 7th 1957, page 1)
Against this backdrop of Cold War paranoia and fears of extraterrestrial
invasion, news of the fall of a meteorite in the grounds of a school in a London
suburb must have been music to the ears of newspaper editors eager for
another ‘outer space’ headline. The scene of this unusual event was the town
of Sunbury-on-Thames (also known as Sunbury), just west of Greater
London. Today Sunbury is in the county of Surrey, but in 1957 it was in
Middlesex. The school in question was Sunnymead, an independent nursery
for twenty or more children under five years of age. It operated in a converted
1920s detached house at 2 Fordbridge Road, Sunbury. The principal at the
time was 40-year-old Miss Moira (Maria, Marie) Brown.
The meteorite story was picked up by at least three British national and
regional newspapers (Figure 3) and was distributed worldwide by news
agencies, soon appearing in publications in Canada, North America, South
America and Australia. Local newspapers, which were published weekly, were
not able to cover the event until a couple of days later. It is these newspaper
accounts that have provided most of the evidence for this article. The BBC
and Independent Television News (ITN) both provided TV coverage of the
story, including it in their evening bulletins the day that it happened. The BBC
archive is no longer available but the ITN footage can still be viewed online
(see Primary Sources).

Figure 3: Cutting from the Birmingham Mail, November 6th 1957

According to the school principal, Miss Brown, the meteorite fell at about
08.10 on the morning of Wednesday November 6th, just as parents were
bringing their children to nursery and narrowly missing Mr A. Liddle of 23
Vicarage Road, Sunbury and his 3-year-old daughter Julia (or Julie). It
supposedly ‘landed with a whistle and a thump’ (Terre Haute Star) in the
school yard to the rear of the nursery, making a circular impact pit one to two
feet deep and (according to one New York area newspaper) ‘about the size of
a gramophone record across’ (10–12 inches, or 200–300mm). A photograph
distributed by the Keystone Press Agency (Figure 4, in the possession of the
author) shows young Julia Liddle shyly pointing at the meteorite, still lying in
its impact pit. A concerned looking teacher, Janet Smith (aged 18), appears to
be comforting the little girl.

Figure 4: Keystone Press photo: one of only two known images of the Sunbury ‘meteorite’

One British newspaper (Daily Express) stated that twenty minutes before the
fall ‘Mr. Bernard Hatcher, two miles away, saw what he thought was a
shooting star’. None of the other newspapers picked up on this aspect of the
story.
Although Miss Brown was inside the building at the time of the fall, her three
miniature poodles heard the noise of the impact and dashed outside to
investigate. Said Miss Brown, ‘The dogs almost burned their noses with
curiosity.’ (Daily Express). No doubt the children were just as eager to
investigate the curious object, but as the staff were keen to get them inside
the building the principal ‘placed something over it to stop them getting at it.’
(Staines and Egham News).
Newspaper descriptions of the fallen object varied, although most reports
gave its weigh as about 1¼ pounds (567g). In size it was likened to a ‘smallsized football’, a tennis ball (about 2.5 inches, 63mm) or ‘bigger than a cricket
ball’ (2.86 inches, 73mm). One account (Daily Express) claimed that it was 5
inches across (127mm), while another source (Keystone Press Agency
release) gave its size as 4 inches x 2 inches (102mm x 51mm). The Sydney
Morning Herald provided apparently more accurate dimensions (judging from
the available photographs) of 5 inches x 3 inches x 2 inches (127mm x 76mm
x 51mm). The shape of the object was not well described, with many reporters
(perhaps inspired by images of Sputnik 1) assuming incorrectly that it was
spherical or egg-shaped.
Only two photographs of the object are known (Figures 4 and 7), and these
show what appears to be a facetted, lozenge-shaped rock that was about
twice as long as it was wide, tapering towards its ends. Incidentally, one
American newspaper (Beaver Valley Times) claimed that, ‘Scotland Yard
clamped down a screen of security and refused to allow newsmen to examine
or photograph the object’. Since none of the other newspaper reports included
this detail it seems likely that it was the result of a journalist’s overactive
imagination!
Most newspaper reports described the object as ‘white-hot’ or ‘red-hot’ when it
landed, based partly on Miss Brown’s statement that, ‘it was far too hot to
touch for a long time.’ (Middlesex Chronicle). She described it also as looking
like ‘a great big cinder’ (Staines and Egham News). Some reports said that it
had a black ‘skin’ and an interior that resembled granite. One New York area
newspaper (title not known) quoted Miss Brown as saying, ‘Parts of it looked
like marble with a trace of red in them and other parts were black like coal.’
Most accounts agreed that the object broke into two pieces on impact.
Once the children were safely inside the school, Miss Brown contacted the
police. They took one half of the rock to nearby Staines police station, and
subsequently passed it to Dr G. F. Claringbull, Keeper of Minerals at the
Natural History Museum in South Kensington, London. Some reports stated
that government officials from the Air Ministry took the other half of the object
away, declaring, ‘It is not of this earth. Probably a meteorite.’ (Toronto Daily
Star). In another version of events, the second fragment was initially left with

the school principal but was subsequently collected by the Natural History
Museum. One local newspaper (Middlesex Chronicle), claimed that museum
staff had to lever the meteorite from the ground; this raises the question of
whether the ‘impact pit’ seen in the Keystone Press photograph (Figure 3) and
in the ITN footage was in its original form or had been enlarged during the
removal of the object.
The Manchester Guardian was one of several newspapers to quote Dr Olin
Eggen, assistant to Britain’s Astronomer Royal, who said that ‘it was
extremely rare for a meteorite to be seen falling and to be recovered while still
hot. He added that the earth was passing through a strong stream of meteors
at present.’ This would have been the northern branch of the Taurid meteor
shower, which reaches maximum activity in early November.
The television crew from ITN must have arrived after the meteorite had been
taken away because their 22-second film clip shows Julia Liddle (the girl who
was supposedly nearly hit by the falling object) pointing at an empty impact
pit, while her classmates, teachers and Miss Brown’s miniature poodles
looked on.

Not a Meteorite – Object in playground was granite
(Manchester Guardian, Friday November 8th 1957, page 7)
Even as the TV camera was rolling at the nursery, the Natural History
Museum had passed judgement on the mystery object and the decision was,
‘Certainly not a meteorite – and of course it did fall the morning after Guy
Fawkes night.’ (Daily Express). Guy Fawke’s Night is celebrated in Britain on
November 5th, with bonfires and fireworks, to commemorate the failure of a
Catholic plot of 1605 to assassinate King James by blowing up the House of
Lords during the State Opening of Parliament. Dr Claringbull’s stated opinion
was that the object was a piece of tourmaline granite (an example of which is
shown in Figure 5) and he was quoted as follows, ‘It has nothing to do with
outer space. Also it is not a rock one would expect to find in the Thames
Valley. It probably came from Dartmoor.’ (Manchester Guardian). In another
newspaper he was reported as saying, ‘It’s a lump of quartz, which is
definitely terrestrial. I think this might be a hoax.’ (Toronto Daily Star; Figure
6).
According to the school principal, the Museum had already made up its mind
when they sent someone to collect the second fragment. To her dismay, she
was handed a written receipt, as follows, ‘Received from Miss M. Brown, a
lump of quartz. A suspected meteorite shown on examination not to be so.’
Miss Brown was clearly offended by the Museum’s attitude, saying, ‘They do
not seem to mind telling me what it isn’t, but they refuse to tell me what it is.
Whatever it is, I was offered £5 for it before the museum officials arrived.’
(Middlesex Chronicle). An account published some time later in the Flying
Saucer Review quoted Miss Brown’s response to the suggestion of a hoax as
follows, ‘The children are too young for anything of that sort,’ and the
magazine also claimed that she threatened legal action against anyone who
implied that she had carried out a hoax.

And there the matter rested as far as the media were concerned, although in
fact few journalists bothered to follow up their original reports once the
meteorite story had been debunked. One local newspaper summed up the
matter like this: ‘It is not a meteorite. Is it a hoax? Is it a chunk of Sputnik?
One guess is as good as another.’ (Middlesex Chronicle) (Figure 7).

Figure 5: A fragment of tourmaline granite (image courtesy of Imperial College Rock Library:
www.imperial.ac.uk/earthscienceandengineering/rocklibrary/index.php)

Figure 6: Cutting from the Toronto Daily Star, November 7th 1957

Fall or fake?
What can we make of the case of the Sunbury ‘meteorite’, so many years
after the event? Must we conclude that this was indeed an elaborate
deception?
The Sunbury object, and the reported circumstances of its discovery, certainly
seem more credible that many of the meteorite hoaxes that have been
perpetrated over the years.
It is clear from photographs and descriptions of the rock that it had some of
the characteristics of a recently fallen meteorite, notably a blackened surface
resembling fusion crust. This is a feature not seen on any terrestrial rocks and
is created during a meteorite’s fiery descent through the Earth’s atmosphere,
when temperatures are in excess of 1800° C. One might expect that any
attempt to fake fusion crust on a terrestrial rock would have been spotted
immediately by museum staff, yet newspaper reports suggest that the object’s
internal structure and mineralogy were the deciding factors.
The shape of the Sunbury rock, facetted but with rounded edges, certainly
gave it an appearance typical of a stony meteorite, sculpted by ablation. Even
the fact that the rock was broken in two, supposedly on impact, was a detail
that might not have been included if this had been a simple practical joke.

Figure 7: Front page of the Middlesex Chronicle, November 8th 1957

The site of the supposed fall was to the rear of the nursery, approximately 55
yards (50m) from the road and presumably inaccessible to the general public.

It would not have been possible for anyone to throw the object from the street,
although it could have been launched from neighbouring properties, but never
with enough force to make a hole in the ground. As one local resident put it, ‘A
hoax like this would need an airplane.’ (Toronto Daily Star).
Given the above, the hoax would have had to be planned and perpetrated by
nursery staff (in particular, Miss Brown) and parents, notably Mr Liddle who
claimed to have been an eyewitness (and almost a victim) of the falling rock. It
could be argued that the principal of a respectable nursery school had nothing
to gain from the ensuing media attention, and as a publicity stunt it would
have had little to recommend it.
What about the descriptions of the meteorite being so hot that it could not be
handled for some time after it had fallen? Today it is generally accepted that a
newly fallen meteorite is no more than slightly warm, or even cold; it retains
none of the frictional heat generated during so-called ‘hot flight’. In part,
newspaper accounts of the Sunbury object being ‘white-hot’ or ‘red-hot’ are
likely to have been hyperbole on the part of reporters, or what is sometimes
referred to as ‘journalese’. However, there is a persistent misconception that
meteorites are hot when they hit the ground and eyewitnesses frequently
make such a claim. For example, an account of the fall of the Mooresfort
meteorite in Ireland (1810) stated that, ‘It was immediately dug up, and taken
into the steward’s office, where it remained 2 hours cooling before it could be
handled.’ Or Crumlin (Northern Ireland, 1902): ‘On digging it up it was found
to be quite hot, and continued so for upwards of an hour.’ Such comments
probably result, in part, from people’s expectations, and this might explain
why Miss Brown claimed that the object was too hot to handle.
Could a hoax have been inspired by a recent meteorite fall? Certainly not one
that happened in Britain, since the last UK fall had occurred eight years
previously, in 1949, when a single stone crashed through the roof of the
Prince Llewelyn hotel in Beddgelert, Wales. The Meteoritical Bulletin
Database
(http://www.lpi.usra.edu/meteor/metbull.php)
reveals
that,
worldwide, three falls had occurred earlier in 1957, in Ibitira, Brazil (June 30th;
2.5kg), Essebi, Congo (July 28th; 500g) and Ufana, Tanzania (August 5th;
189g). It seems unlikely that these fairly minor falls would have received much
publicity, if any, in Britain. In fact, during the earlier 1950s, only one meteorite
fall stands out as likely to have generated significant public interest –
Sylacauga (November 30th 1954), which fell through the roof of a house in
Alabama (USA). It struck the unfortunate occupant, Mrs Ann Hodges, causing
extensive bruising but no long lasting physical injury.
Recent film, television and radio dramas might have inspired a hoax of this
kind, and it is noted that the Sunbury event occurred on the day that the BBC
broadcast the last episode of their popular radio adaptation of The Day of the
Triffids. However, a more likely inspiration would have been the film
Quatermass 2, in which meteorites were central to the plot. In both the film
and the preceding TV series, the space rocks had blackened surfaces and
light-coloured interiors (like the Sunbury object) and broke on impact or
shortly afterwards; some of them were found in small impact pits, while others

were scattered across the ground surface. These meteorites were not too hot
to touch, but were described by one of the characters as ‘still warm’ when she
picked one up soon after it had fallen. In another scene, whistling noises
heralded the arrival of another wave of meteorites: this is a sound described
by many real-life witnesses of meteorite falls and which was also attributed to
the Sunbury event. Whether by accident or design, the filmmakers’ depiction
of a meteorite and the events surrounding its fall were in many respects more
accurate than in some more recent films, in which meteorites are shown as
flaming objects travelling at tremendous speed that explode as they hit the
ground, making huge craters.
Is it possible that Dr Claringbull could have mistakenly identified a meteorite
as a terrestrial rock, perhaps if it had been an achondrite with a superficial
resemblance to granite or other igneous material? His curriculum vitae would
suggest that was extremely unlikely. He had joined the Mineralogy
Department of the British Museum (Natural History) in 1935 and subsequently
specialised in X-ray crystallography. Claringbull was Keeper of Mineralogy
from 1953 to 1968, when he became the Natural History Museum’s Director,
remaining in that post until his retirement in 1976. He had been a long time
General Secretary and later President of the Mineralogical Society, and was
probably best known in academic circles as a co-author of a seminal work
entitled Crystal Structures of Minerals (1965). It seems inconceivable
therefore that such an eminent mineralogist could have misidentified the
specimen, but it is not unknown for mistakes of that kind to occur; most
recently in the case of the Novato meteorite, which fell in California in 2012.
Ultimately, it is unlikely that this mystery will ever be solved. It is nearly sixty
years since the events unfolded and there are presumably very few
eyewitnesses left. Sunnymead nursery was demolished in about 1970 and its
site is now occupied by modern housing. None of the surviving newspaper
accounts reveal what happened to the object after the meteorite claim had
been debunked, and its whereabouts remain unknown. But for the chance
discovery of a press agency photograph for sale online, the story of the
Sunbury ‘meteorite’ might have been forgotten entirely.
Primary Sources
Anderson Herald, November 7th 1957; Beaver Valley Times, November 6th 1957;
Birmingham Mail, November 6th 1957; Daily Express, November 7th 1957; Flying Saucer
Review, 1958, Vol. 4, No. 1; Manchester Guardian, November 7th 1957; Manchester
Guardian, November 8th 1957; Middlesex Chronicle, November 8th, 1957; Montreal Star,
November 6th 1957; New York newspaper (not named), November 7th 1957; Ottawa Citizen,
November 6th 1957; Panama City News-Herald, November 7th 1957; Quebec ChronicleTelegraph, November 7th 1957; Staines and Egham News, November 8th, 1957; Surrey
Herald, November 8th, 1957; Sydney Morning Herald, November 7th 1957; Terre Haute Star,
November 7th 1957; Toronto Daily Star, November 7th 1957
ITN footage:
http://www.itnsource.com/en/shotlist/ITN/1957/11/06/VS061157004/?s=sunbury#videoPopUp
Div

