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Underground
workers in the
Giza environs

ANCIENT MYSTERIES

n recent months, rumors and evidence
of excavations and underground pas-
sages on and under the Giza Plateau
have surfaced. But why are the local au-

thorities mocking and downplaying these? 

The Giza Plateau hosts the only surviving
wonder of the ancient world: the Great Pyr-
amid. The site as a whole continues to in-
trigue many, and at one time every archaeo-
logical discovery there received massive
publicity. But in recent years, the excava-
tions and discoveries at Giza are receiving al-
most no media attention. Why? 

The central figure in all the goings-on on
the Plateau since the early 1990s is Zahi
Hawass, the controversial poster boy of Egyp-
tology. In June 2009, in front of hundreds of
cameras, he welcomed American president
Barack Obama to the Giza Plateau. He
seemed far less pleased, though, with the
visit in November of American pop star Bey-
once, whom he labeled a “stupid person.”
The comment made international headlines,
as does most of what Hawass says. He is, in
short, able to generate massive exposure for
anything Egyptological, whether it is an ar-
chaeological discovery or a campaign to re-
turn artifacts from the Louvre or other Euro-
pean museums. 

One might therefore think that Egypt is
pleased with its son. But the Egyptian news-
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• BY PHILIP COPPENS papers are not. In reporting on the Beyonce

incident, they highlighted that this was typi-
cally Hawass, a man known for his outbursts,
adding that he often uses Arabic to insult
guests at dinner events and gatherings, be-
lieving that they will not understand his Ar-
abic. The Bikya Masr newspaper even re-
ported that “The incident has left
archaeologists angered. They say it is time to
show the world the real Hawass. ‘He insults
and is so controlling that it has become ex-
tremely difficult to work in this country,’ one
archaeologist [who requested anonymity]
said.” So, who is the real Hawass? 

As reports have it, Egypt would like to get

rid of Hawass, but can’t. Indeed, Hawass, ap-
parently, has more lives than a cat. Set for
mandatory retirement in May 2010, in Oc-
tober 2009, the President of Egypt signed a
decree naming Hawass Vice Minister of Cul-
ture for life. It is a remarkable move, inas-
much as Hawass’ career has always been sur-
rounded by scandal. 

Just a year before, on October 8, 2008,
the former Head of Restoration in Islamic
Cairo and two other Egyptian Culture Min-
istry officials were jailed for ten years for re-
ceiving bribes from contractors. The Cairo
court ordered Ayman Abdel Monem, Hussein
Ahmed Hussein and Abdel Hamid Qutb to
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one cavity, roughly the size of a small swim-
ming pool, which could fill up continuously
with water—in short, an underground lake.
Which brings us to the next question: Why
are they emptying an underground lake? For
stability, or for something else? One might
argue that removing the water will reduce
the stability of the Sphinx, which was an ob-
vious concern since this is why the stability
of the Sphinx area was being monitored. But
apparently, based on a month-long observa-
tion, emptying this underground cavity does
not endanger the stability of the surface
structures. But why empty it in the first
place? To keep the Sphinx’s paws dry? 

One source, when confronted with
Hawass’s reports and my observation, has
gone so far as to argue that Hawass—
accompanied by Egyptologist Mark Lehner—
had actually found this lake several years
ago. The lake is under the entire plateau, the
area contained within the concrete wall (con-
struction of which began in 2002). He added
that, in his opinion, these projects were prep-
aration for an exploration of the Giza under-
world. 

In August 2009, British author Andrew
Collins and Nigel Skinner-Simpson an-
nounced they had made a fortuitous dis-
covery on the Giza Plateau: a cave system ex-
plored by Henry Salt and Giovanni Caviglia
in 1817, but whose existence was subse-
quently forgotten.

As far back as 2003, Nigel Skinner-
Simpson had realized that Henry Salt, the
British consul general to Egypt, working
alongside the Italian explorer and sea captain
Giovanni Caviglia, had entered unknown
“catacombs” at Giza, somewhere west of the
pyramid field. When Salt’s memoires were
published, the two men learned that they
contained a better account of the exploration
of the catacombs. The explorers had appar-
ently penetrated “several hundred yards” into

Andrew Collins Explores Giza’s “Catacombs”

pay fines of between LE 200,000 and LE
550,000. Abdel Hamid Qutb was actually the
head of the technical department at the Su-
preme Council of Antiquities (SCA) and re-
ported to Hawass. The contracts under suspi-
cion were worth millions of dollars and
involved the restoration of some of Egypt’s
most famous monuments. 

At the time of his arrest in September
2007, Hawass was quick to defend Qutb,
claiming that the accused was not in a posi-
tion to give out contracts. Hawass told the
BBC’s Arabic Service that contracts are only
handed out after a “rigorous procedure,” and
Qutb had no decision-making power. The
court obviously ruled differently. Hawass, it
seemed, never commented… 

Despite personally loving the limelight,
most of the excavations at Giza in recent
months seem intended to shun the daylight.
There are even allegations that Hawass is ex-
ploring the Giza underworld in almost total
secrecy, with some Egyptian newspapers
going as far as to use the word “illegal.”

When Hawass does announce his en-
deavors, he seems to distort the truth. In
April 2009, Hawass reported: “Under my di-
rection, the Supreme Council of Antiquities
is working to reduce the groundwater level
around antiquities sites throughout Egypt.
We have completed a USAID-funded effort to
de-water Karnak and Luxor temples, and
work is underway in many other places. One
of our greatest recent successes has been the
development of a system to prevent the Great

Sphinx at Giza from getting its paws wet!”
It reads like the most mundane of re-

search, but it is anything but. When one
looks at Hawass’s reports rather than at his
statements to the press, an interesting pic-
ture emerges. We learn that in early 2008,
the Supreme Council of Antiquities co-
operated with Cairo University’s Engineering
Center for Archaeology and Environment to
drill four boreholes, each four inches in di-
ameter and about twenty meters deep, into
the bedrock at the base of the Sphinx. A
camera was lowered into each borehole to
allow examination of the plateau’s geology. A
separate scientific update states that 260
cubic meters of water are being pumped out
every hour through these drainage tubes.
That’s 6,240 cubic meters or 6,240,000 liters
of water per day. An Olympic swimming pool
has 2,500,000 liters. In short, water of a
quantity equal to almost three Olympic
swimming pools is pumped away on a daily
basis from underneath the Sphinx. Indeed,
the Sphinx itself could roughly fit inside an
Olympic swimming pool. The report con-
tinues that, as such, the water in front of the
Sphinx has been reduced to 70 per cent of its
original volume. But wait: no fewer than 33
monitoring points were established to in-
spect the movement of the body of the
Sphinx and the surrounding bedrock, this
over a period of a month, and this moni-
toring proved that they were steady.

Now, unless I am seriously mistaken, for
such significant amounts of water to be
moved hourly there would need to be at least

A Cairo newspaper describes recent Giza excavations
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ALTERNATIVE SCIENCE

e normally assume that the
modern era of ufology began with
Kenneth Arnold’s sighting of
mysterious objects—later dubbed

“flying saucers” by the press—over Mount
Rainier, Washington, in 1947. Many, though,
are surprised to learn that it actually began
much earlier—during the time of Jules
Verne and H.G. Wells to be exact—with the
“great airship flap” of 1896-97, an event
which remains as great a mystery today as it
was over a century ago.

For those unfamiliar with this event, it all
started on the evening of November 17, 1896,
when a bright light suddenly appeared over
Sacramento, California, silently making its
way over the city (and against the wind) be-
fore disappearing into the dark rain clouds as
suddenly as it had first appeared. It was seen
by literally hundreds of witnesses; and
though most described it as simply a bright,
slow moving light, some maintained that the
light was suspended beneath a massive,
“cigar shaped” vessel of considerable size. A
few even claimed to spot what appeared to be
oversized propellers and rudders on its un-
dercarriage, with one man describing it as
having wheels on its side like those on
“Fulton’s old steam boat.” 

After several repeat appearances over both
Sacramento and San Francisco (once
showing over both cities on the same eve-
ning), after a few weeks the reports abruptly
ceased, suggesting that the mysterious vis-
itor had departed as mysteriously as it had
first arrived. Its absence was to prove short-
lived, however. In early February the same
mysterious light/craft was sighted across the
prairie states of the Midwest, apparently
making its way eastward at a slow but steady
pace. Reports of the craft continued with
some regularity throughout the spring of
1897 before once again abruptly vanishing—
this time apparently for good. 

What was the strange light seen over Cali-
fornia that autumn and over much of the
Midwest the next spring? No one knows. De-
bunkers, of course, maintain that the whole
incident was nothing more than a hoax—a
product of the “yellow journalism” of the era
designed to boost newspaper sales—mixed
with naiveté and a type of mass hysteria in
which people imagined any light in the sky
to be the rogue “airship.” Indeed, some spec-
ulation had it that the object was an espe-
cially bright appearance of the planet Venus.
Such a premise, though, seems highly pre-
sumptuous. First, there is no evidence that
those living a century ago were any more
likely to mistake the planet Venus for an air-
ship than we are today; in fact, it could even
be maintained that those living in final years
of the nineteenth century saw a considerably
darker night sky, often superior to that of the
casual star gazer of today. Second, it fails to
explain why reports have the ship tending to

W

pellers, wings, rudders, and undercarriages—
all such appendages unlikely, it seems, to be
seen on an extraterrestrial vehicle? And why
did it move in a slow, ponderous fashion so
in contrast to the stunning aerial feats of
which modern UFOs seem capable today?
The craft sounds a bit too prosaic to be evi-
dence of alien technology, even by nine-
teenth century standards.

But if we assume the craft to be neither
imaginary nor extraterrestrial, what is left?
Only one possibility remains, and that is that
the vessel seen in the skies over much of the
United States in the winter of 1896-97 was a
powered balloon or, more accurately, a diri-
gible, possibly being put through its paces by
some intrepid inventor intent on bringing
lighter-than-air flight to humanity.

It’s an intriguing possibility that is rarely
considered by most skeptics today, who tend
to dismiss the notion outright, confident in
their assumption that such an explanation is
inconsistent with the technological capabil-
ities of the time. The world was still in its in-
dustrial infancy, they argue, and while many
remarkable inventions had been introduced
by then, most people still lived much as their
forefathers did, using candles and kerosene
lamps to light their homes and making their
way about via carriages or on horseback. Yes,
there were trains transiting the continent
and steamships capable of crossing the At-
lantic in a week; but in 1896 the Wright
brothers were still seven years away from
launching their tiny airplane, and practical,
reliable travel by air was still decades in the
future. Even Von Zeppelin had not yet begun

move from west to east or why they would
begin and cease so abruptly. Even if we as-
sume the majority of reports were spurious
or mistaken, it is curious how “mass hys-
teria” is capable of effecting only people
living along a particular path. Further, it is
uncertain how many midwesterners would
have been aware of the earlier California
sightings and thus be inclined to imagine
the mysterious “airship” was headed their
way; newspapers rarely picked up general in-
terest stories from other parts of the
country, preferring instead to stick with na-
tional headlines and stories of local interest.
In this case, however, media coverage of the
sightings tended to follow the appearances,
not precede them as would be the expected
norm if the media was simply priming the
country for more stories. And, finally, would
some of the largest and most influential pa-
pers of the day be so willing to compromise
their journalistic integrity—and with it,
their political clout—all in some feeble effort
to sell a few more papers? Clearly, the mass
hysteria/yellow journalism theory leaves us
with as many questions as it answers. 

Then there is the extraterrestrial theory
so popular in some quarters today. Could the
lights have been evidence of alien visitation,
as some maintain? Obviously, in the era be-
fore manned flight, any light traveling
through the sky was significant, making the
prospect that they were not something from
this world plausible. But if we are to take the
many eyewitness accounts seriously (or, at
least, the most reliable among them), how
do we account for the fact that many wit-
nesses described the craft as possessing pro-

Hoax, UFO, or
Cutting Edge
Technology?
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