
Image – The Winchcombe meteorite, fell 28th February 2021, recovered 1st March 2021.  Credit – The 
Trustees of the Natural History Museum 
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The Fireball of 28th Feb 2021 - answers to frequently asked questions 
 

13th March 2021 
 
 
We’ve produced this note to answer the questions we’ve been getting on February’s huge 
meteor, which resulted in the recovery of the Winchcombe Meteorite in March.  Hopefully your 
specific question is addressed here, but get in touch if it isn’t or if you have more questions.   
 
 
 
1.  I have found a bit of the Winchcombe meteorite.  Who should I tell? 
 
First let’s tell you what we found, and you 
can compare it with what you’ve found.   
 
The Winchcombe meteorite is fragile and 
very dark, almost black.  The image at the 
top of the page was taken in bright lighting 
to show up the structure but it’s actually 
really, really black, with patches of brown 
on the outside.   
 
A bit that landed in a field is shown to the 
right.  Note the finger and grass for scale, 
the cracking on the crust and the patches 
of brown on what’s otherwise a completely 
black object.   
 
It has a simple shape – lots of smooth 
surfaces meeting at rounded edges.   
 

http://www.ukfall.org.uk/
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If it lands on a driveway or footpath, it shatters.  
Here’s what happened to the biggest piece! 
 
Also, we’re now only looking in the area 
around Bishop’s Cleve and Winchcombe.  If 
you’re more than 1km from that area, it’s very 
unlikely that you’ll find a piece.   
 
If your rock looks like this and was found in 
that area, please e-mail a photo to the 
person at UKFAll.org.uk or SCAMP.org.uk 
who sent you this document.  Please also 
say where you found it. 
 
Please don't touch it with a magnet, and, if you 
can, avoid touching it with your hands.  Pick it 
up in a clean plastic bag or clean aluminium foil if possible. 
 
 
 
 
 
2.  I found a meteorite a while ago, but now would like to get it checked out.  Who should 
I tell? 
 
Plenty of rocks look like meteorites.  Unless they are in the predicted fall area after a really 
bright fireball event, the chances of you having found one are very low.   
 
The first thing to do is search on the internet for “meteorite vs meteorwrong” or similar.  There 
are lots of resources on the internet that will tell you what is, and what isn’t a meteorite.   
 
If you are still unsure, you can get it checked out by sending it to: 
 

The Angela Marmont Centre 
The Natural History Museum 
Cromwell Road 
London SW7 5BD 
 

 
 
   
3.  I tried to sign up as a searcher on the UKFAll website but couldn’t get it to work. 
 
Two people have told us this, while 120 people have signed up no problem.  If you really can’t 
get it working, please let us know which browser you used.   
 
The “sign-up” form is different from the “contact us” form.  Both are on the website.  When we 
next redesign the website we may move them to different parts of the site so it’s clearer, but for 
now they are close together on the main web page.   
 
If you really can’t see it, please try using a different browser and let us know what happened.   
 
 
  



3 
 

 
4.  I saw a huge fireball some other time and I’m sure it dropped a meteorite.  Who do I 
tell? 
 
FRIPON, the French fireball observatory, calculate that there should be 300 very bright fireballs 
a year over the UK.  That’s nearly one per day, so they are not very rare.   
 
FRIPON estimates that around 22 meteorites weighing 10+ grams hit the UK each year, with 3 
or 4 over 100g.  We’re now getting a lot better at finding them, with Winchcombe being our first 
big test.   
 
Al though they are very bright, most fireballs don’t drop meteorites that are big enough to find.  
They burn up nearly completely in the upper atmosphere, then the wind scatters any tiny 
remnants far and wide.   
 
Also, there’s no “cold case” unit for meteorite drops.  If we didn’t get the event on multiple 
cameras and then tell the public about it, we don’t have enough information to go look for it. 
 
Many people see meteorites appearing to land behind a hedge, or in a nearby field. Common 
sense tells you that there will be an acre or two to search at most, so it should be pretty 
straight-forward.  Unfortunately, this isn’t the case – see the next section for why. 
 
 
 
 
 
5.  I saw it land locally. That doesn’t fit with what you’re telling me.   
 
Yes!  That is exactly what it looked like.  And that’s exactly what people have reported about 
really bright fireballs for many years, so you’re in good company there.   
 
What’s actually going on - meteors move extremely fast, and this one hit the atmosphere at 
30,000 miles per hour.  Because we're not used to seeing objects travelling this fast (20 times 
the speed of a bullet) we see them as small and close rather than huge and distant.   
 
When this one stopped glowing, it was actually more than 30km above the Earth.  However, it 
would have looked as though it landed behind the house next door, or behind trees.   
 
So you’re not mistaken.  You’ve been incredibly lucky to see a very rare event.  This illusion is 
just part of the deal. 
 
 
 
 
 
6.  How do I report the next bright meteor? 
 
To report your sightings from now on, please use this form: 
https://ukmeteornetwork.co.uk/fireball-report/.   
 
It's important for us to collate as many eyewitness reports as possible, and it's also where you 
might be the first person to see newly-uploaded videos and photos of the event.   
 
To see where your report will end up, have a look at the collated reports from the Winchcombe 
event, here: https://fireballs.imo.net/members/imo_view/event/2021/1202  
 
 
  

https://ukmeteornetwork.co.uk/fireball-report/
https://fireballs.imo.net/members/imo_view/event/2021/1202
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7.  What makes you think it flew over Gloucestershire? 
 
There are two really good 
sources of information for 
that.  The first is eyewitness 
reports as discussed above.  
These are summarised in 
this picture, where each 
“person” represents a 
reported observation, with 
the red ones facing away 
from us and the green ones 
facing towards us.   
 
The arrow shows the 
average of the reports, and 
a best-guess of the 
meteor’s path.  In one form 
or another this sort of 
analysis has been used for 
the last 90 years to find 
meteorites. 
 
 

(Source – International Meteor Organisation website, 
https://fireballs.imo.net/members/imo_view/event/2021/1202)  

 
 
 
The second source is specialised fireball cameras.  In this case the analysis below is from five 
cameras that have the event completely surrounded.  The line-of-sight from each camera and 
the calculated trajectory is below.  This sort of analysis can be accurate to tens of metres. So, 
we know exactly where the meteor went, and exactly how fast. 
 

 
(Source – Desert Fireball Network / Curtin University, using data from the DFN, FRIPON and 
NEMETODE meteor networks) 

https://fireballs.imo.net/members/imo_view/event/2021/1202
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8.  Is it dangerous?   
 
The vast majority of meteorites are slowed by the atmosphere and fall at the speed that a rock 
would reach if dropped from a high place (about 200km/h for a rock like Winchcombe).  In 
practice, only two known people have been struck by a meteorite and only one was injured 
(Ann Hodges in Sylacauga - Alabama in 1954, who had unpleasant bruising). A few cars and 
roofs have suffered denting or holes.   
 
Once on the ground, the meteorite is no longer dangerous. It is simply very cold (at the 
temperature of a freezer) but heats up to a normal temperature quickly. It is no more radioactive 
than terrestrial granite. 
 
 
 
9.  Is it valuable?   
 
Coming from space, meteorites have great scientific value. It is also true that there is a "market" 
for meteorites and that some of them reach high prices, but these prices are primarily the result 
of their scientific value and rarity, after being assessed by experts.  
 
If you want to collect meteorites, you can buy interesting and often historic or beautiful 
meteorites from dealers for not much money.  Many of these come from the desert in North 
Africa via the Munich Minerals fair or similar wholesale markets.  To buy a meteorite the size of 
a melon or a mystery box of uncategorised meteorites, go to Munich or Tucson mineral fairs, or 
find the website of a reputable dealer.   
 
The newspapers often guess at multi-million pound prices, but their calculations are always 
wrong – typically they take the highest price per gram paid by collectors for very tiny, unusual 
meteorites, then multiply by the number of grams of whatever has just been found.  By this 
method, the highest prices are calculated for the least rare meteorites, which is obviously 
wrong.  But it makes a good headline, so it gets printed anyway!   
 
UKFAll is a collaboration of scientists and amateurs whose aim is to recover freshly-fallen 
meteorites alongside information about the pre-arrival orbit of the object, to try to build a picture 
of the solar system and to improve everyone’s understanding.  Many volunteers buy their own 
camera equipment and put a lot of unpaid work into this collaboration!  With the Winchcombe 
fall, we’ve been delighted that the finders of the rocks have recognised that, and have 
participated in the same spirit.  They will be remembered as part of the history of this unique 
event.   


