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PRAISE FOR DREAMLAND


“A brilliant book in which nothing is as it seems, while everything has a rational explanation, and yet, even so, the ‘rational’ is its own sort of Dracula.”

—JOHN LEONARD, The Nation




“Nonfiction matter to the novelistic anti-matter of Don DeLillo’s recent Underworld, Dreamland is a brilliantly realized tale of the untold, of U.S. secrecy that’s been held like a breath and the farce of its being held too long … a must-read for dreamers and skeptics alike.”

—San Francisco Chronicle




“A rare literary work from the ascendant culture that mingles technology, popular culture, and science fiction with alienation, suspicion, and disconnection from mainstream media, politics, and government.”

—JON KATZ, HotWired




“This eloquent and frequently astounding book takes readers along on an audacious, circuitous exploration of the desert landscape in and around the most secret military bases in the American West, and of the psychological landscape of fantasy, lore and suspicion that surrounds them.… Patton has produced the definitive account of this strange corner of the world and of an even stranger corner of the national psyche.”

—HAL ESPEN, Outside




“Patton evokes an idealistic covert fraternity whose paranoia and disinformation seeped beyond the borders of Area 51.”

—The New York Times Book Review




“A psychic probe into the inner nerd of America.”

—KEVIN KELLY, author of New Rules of the New Economy




“Patton travels beyond the physical location of Area 51 to the psychic location of those who must believe that in the sky exists a world we are not meant to know.… A fascinating meditation on delusion and desire, this is an American tale.”

—Kirkus Reviews




“[Patton] is an observer, a careful listener, a recounter of facts. So he lets UFOs hang there, shadowy forms above the dry bed of Groom Lake, until the closing pages of the book, when he revisits the question and leaves us—refreshingly—with a few open-minded and perspicacious thoughts.”

—The Washington Post




“[Patton] has written a weird, wonderful, sometimes spooky account of what can only be called a contemporary myth, a ‘parable about knowledge and secrecy.’ ”

—American Way




“With one hand on the steering wheel and a pile of brilliantly distilled research on the passenger seat, [Patton] cruises across the arid West and narrates a tale that is curiously epic, frequently humorous, and always entertaining.”

—Tucson Weekly
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At the Boneyard

“You didn’t see that,” the officer said.

We were walking amid aircraft in the Arizona desert. It was a boneyard, like the one in the famous scene in the film The Best Years of Our Lives, where planes await the day they will either fly again—perhaps for some Third World air patrol—or be crushed in great machines and melted down into pure aluminum. Hundreds of acres of aircraft shimmered silver in the desert sun south of Tucson—an elephants’ graveyard of planes. Military police in blue berets and shiny black boots driving blue pickup trucks patrolled the perimeters. German shepherds rode with them.

The commander of the facility talked too much. It was not a big career builder, this command, and he talked endlessly about how important the job they did here was, that it was like a blood bank for aircraft parts, not a graveyard. He hated the word graveyard. I suspected he had been given this job because he talked too much.

We walked down the long aisles of Vietnam-era F-105s, their canopies bandaged white like eye-surgery patients, the tiger teeth painted on their noses dulled, the red stars commemorating downed MiGs chipped and peeling. Wherever exposed, the Plexiglas of windows and canopies was scratched, dulled, cataracted. The sun had blistered and flaked the colorful unit symbols, faded the elaborate, delicate green-and-brown mottling of camouflage, and smeared the standard-issue military stencils, NO STEP and RESCUE.

We passed green oxygen tanks stacked in pyramids like cannonballs, ejection seats lined up in a phantom theater, white radomes piled like dinosaur eggs, the black cubes of old altimeters.

There were planes I knew only from putting together models of them in my childhood. Hellcat, Avenger, Hustler, Starfighter, Voodoo, Thunderchief. Aggressive names a kid would like.

In an area they called “the Back Forty” sat acres of B-52s, their backs broken open to reveal green innards. A clown chorus of bulb-nosed helicopters grinned at us as we walked by. Grass and sagebrush had grown knee-high among flattened tires. Birds nested behind ailerons and flaps, jackrabbits lived in jet intakes. Even in broad daylight, the Back Forty is a ghostly place. It’s the noise, the creaking of old aluminum, the writhing rustle in the wind of dangling metal and spaghetti wire, the low whistle of an occasional breeze.

I met a man who had worked in the boneyard for thirty years. He was from Waco, Texas, and his skin had been cured to a leathery red-brown by grease and dust and sun. He paused from his work and said, “I always make sure to slap the side of an airplane with a wrench or something to scare out the rattlers and bull snakes and Gila monsters before I get too close.”

He was removing an engine. “Some days,” he said, “it gets so hot out we have to keep the tools in buckets of cold water just so we can pick them up.

“This whole field used to be covered with ’36s,” he said—B-36s, the huge bombers that flew over my house when I was a child, growing up during the Cold War, under the aegis of the Strategic Air Command (SAC) and the eagle vision of Curtis E. LeMay. “Had to bring smelters right out here in the field to sweat ’em down. They were too big to move. For days there were columns of black smoke.”

Other craft are dragged to the edge of the field, then chopped by guillotine into parts small enough for the smelter, a huge piece of machinery. At its base, the oven emits a liquid as bright as mercury, as thin as water, coursing thinner than you expect metal ever to flow. Molten is too thick and stolid a word for this metal, which quickly cools in ingots that are shipped off to be turned into auto parts, pots and pans, folding lawn chairs.

I spent a whole day at the boneyard. Near the end of it, I caught sight of something in the corner of my vision, a black shape, like a big engine with vestigial wings, with no windows or canopy—no face—no wheels, its shape biological, aquatic perhaps. It seemed greedy and insensate like a deep-ocean-dwelling creature, with the hungry mouth of a ramjet front, as sinister and mysterious as if it had come from another world altogether.

“You didn’t see that,” the base commander and tour guide said evenly. We paused and looked for a while, then moved on.

I did not know it yet, but I had seen my first piece of Dreamland.


1. On the Ridge

Beyond the Jumbled Hills, in the wide Emigrant Valley of southern Nevada, bracketed by the Timpahute and Pahranagat ranges, lies Groom Lake, just one of many dry lakes that dot the desert reaches of Nevada and California, an expanse of white, hard alkaline soil—caliche soil. Rocky Mountain sheep and wild burros often wander onto its surface, and for years the bare weathered horned skull of a sheep sat here, a Western cliché as accent mark. Relentless winds lift small pebbles and drive them across the surface. Once or twice a year, a couple of inches of rain leave a thin liquid layer, a mock lake, shimmering and wavy, whose evaporation rapidly smoothes it to a high polish. The land sat like this for centuries before the asphalt and metal buildings, the wooden barracks and hangars, arrived, turning it into the Shangri-la, the Forbidden Temple of black, or secret, aircraft.

Groom Lake is set inside 4,742 square miles of restricted airspace, and nearly four million acres of bomb range—a space as big as a Benelux nation. It would come to be called by many names: Groom Lake, Watertown, Paradise Ranch, Home Base, Area 51. But the name for the airspace above the lake and the secret test facility and base that would grow there was, irresistibly, “Dreamland.” It was this airspace that made it special, the airspace where strange craft appeared and disappeared like whims and suspicions, where speculations like airships glowed and hovered, then zipped off into the distance.

For years it had remained virtually unknown to the public that paid for it, its very existence denied by the government agencies and military contractors that ran it. It was illegal for those who worked inside to speak of it. And fighter pilots flying out of nearby Nellis Air Force Base were forbidden to cross into the Dreamland airspace. They called it “the Box,” and if they strayed into it they were interrogated and grounded.

The most famous planes known to have flown at Dreamland were those created by the legendary Lockheed Skunk Works, established by Kelly Johnson. Yet Johnson’s successor as the head of the Skunk Works, Ben Rich, told me shortly before his death in 1994, “I can’t even say ‘Groom Lake.’ ” To those in the know it was simply “the Ranch,” or “the remote location.”

A child of the Cold War, growing up fascinated with the mystique of aircraft, I knew the legend already: Here was where the U-2 first flew, and the SR-71 Blackbird and the F-117 Stealth fighter—all in secret. For years only a few grainy pictures of the place—taken surreptitiously from distant ridges or by satellites—served to prove its existence.

On the ridge above Dreamland, I would find I was not alone. Far from it. My fascination was shared by many others—airplane buffs, Skunkers, stealth chasers, Interceptors, like my friend Steve from Texas, like the journalist called the Minister of Words, guys with code names like Trader, Agent X, Zero, Bat, Fox, and others who gathered here, trying to find out about rumored, occasionally sighted, or speculated-upon planes called Aurora, Black Manta, Goldie, and “the mother ship.”

Here, too, I encountered the UFO buffs—“the youfers,” I would call them. By the late eighties, when a man named Bob Lazar emerged, claiming to have seen and worked on captured flying saucers, Area 51 had become one of the world’s best-known UFO shrines.

To some it was the battlefield where the Cold War had been won, an antiwar fought with antiweapons: spy planes like the U-2 that saved us in Cuba in October 1962, or the Blackbird that defused the superpower confrontation in the Mideast in 1973. To one veteran, perhaps cynical, observer of the Pentagon, it was the symbol of a black world run amok, a cult of secrecy grown obsessive, “a secret city,” “the last great preserve of cold warriors, a symbol for that wonderful secret world, a testament to how much fun it was to build hugely expensive planes and save the world.” To another watcher who was obsessed by all the strange craft in the air, it was a site where “we are flight-testing vehicles that defy description, things so far beyond comprehension as to be really alien to our way of thinking.”

To still others, Area 51 implied craft from beyond our planet, recovered in secrecy from desert crash sites or bequeathed in secret treaties with extraterrestrials—craft we were trying to learn how to fly ourselves. For some of the most extreme conspiracists, it was a place controlled by aliens: There had been a shoot-out, the darkest of the stories held, and the aliens who once dined side by side with earthlings in the base cafeteria were now in total control. Or perhaps, a final school argued, it was a place of the grandest deception, a shadowbox of saucer stories playing themselves out in a Punch-and-Judy performance designed to make us accept a final earthly tyranny.
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Most of the flying saucers or mysterious lights were simply flares, the military argued, used to decoy missiles or illuminate targets at night, and it was plain that some were also landing lights seen through the distance of the rippling desert air. “Yeah, they are unidentified and they fly,” one skeptic told me, “and they are sent by a mysterious alien civilization—the Pentagon.”

But those watching for secret planes and those watching for alien craft appeared alike in their fascination and their procedures, in their careful accumulation of bits of knowledge, their descriptions of sightings, and, above all, their elusive dreams of a clear view, a clear video image, a clear photograph. “Mystery Aircraft,” a 1992 report by the Federation of American Scientists, had observed a striking similarity between the spotters of secret planes and the UFO watchers. The FAS was dedicated to investigating Pentagon waste and excessive military secrecy, but now it had crossed into a new realm of philosophy and cultural analysis to argue that “it is useful to consider mystery aircraft not simply as an engineering product, but also as a sociological and epistemological phenomenon.”
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What had happened to Dreamland was a parable about knowledge and secrecy, about assembling facts and bits of information into a pattern, about learning and speculation. It was about what the Area 51 watcher known as PsychoSpy called “the nature of truth” but was perhaps closer to the opposite: the absence of certain truth and the abundance of uncertain lore, legend, and just plain “rumint,” as the watchers on the Ridge liked to call it, echoing the military intelligence terms “photint,” for photographic, “elint” for electronic, and “humint” for human forms of intelligence. “The signal-to-noise ratio is very low here,” one stealth chaser told me. Or as Steve, the master Interceptor, put it in his Texas Panhandle locution, “It’s awful tough to pick the pepper out of the shit.”

It was about mystery engendering fantasy. It was like one of those empty spaces in the unexplored interiors of continents that medieval cartographers had imaginatively supplied with dragons and other monsters.
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I had driven up from Las Vegas past the F-15s, F-16s, and B-1Bs landing and taking off at Nellis Air Force Base. A billboard for an upcoming air show at the base, sponsored by a large casino, promised “An American Dream Come True.” The desert seemed like low-res detail on a flight simulator game: RISC landscape. This was the country for which God made cruise control. If you kept your eyes on the horizon, you barely seemed to move, so slowly did the distant perspective change. You had to focus on the shoulder, with its blur of sage and silver mileposts, to sense any progress.

Sometimes on that shoulder, sometimes on the road in front, my humped cartoon shadow ran ahead and reminded me of the exaggerated shadows of lunar or Mars landers, taking their own silhouetted pictures on some distant dry surface. After miles of tilted slabs of stone, striated like nicely cooked bacon, the only green area was a shock. The Pahranagat Valley looked like a dark Gothic 1840s vision of heaven, full of funeral urns and weeping willows, Protestant hymns and early deaths from typhoid. With its shallow lakes dotted with birds, it offered the richest land for hundreds of miles around. In the nineteenth century, horse rustlers used it to fatten animals stolen in Nevada, California, Utah, and even Arizona.

Past the valley, I came to the little town of Alamo, where someone wanted to sell a decrepit café, then climbed a long, looping stretch of road that crested in a high pass called Hancock Summit, where the road began to descend and the view opened ahead. I caught my breath as suddenly the curtain came up on a vast open westward view across a rising plain. A dusty white stick appeared pointing straight up in the air. A second later I recognized it as a gravel road, running so straight and so far and so directly up a slope miles away that in the perspective it seemed like a pole of swirling dust, no longer attached to the land but rising from it like a tightly spun tornado or dust devil.

This, I realized, was Groom Road, the cars sending up contrails of dust as they moved steadily down then up the slung valley, visible mile after mile but barely seeming to make any progress. It was the road that ran up over the Jumbled Hills into Dreamland.
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We assembled at the trailhead in full view of the DEADLY FORCE AUTHORIZED and PHOTOGRAPHY PROHIBITED signs, beside the motor home that PsychoSpy, the self-appointed watchdog, ombudsman, and tour guide of Area 51, had made his base.

PsychoSpy was Glenn Campbell, author of The Area 51 Viewer’s Guide, organizer of the Whitesides Defense Committee, publisher of the Desert Rat newsletter, the man who had discovered the closest and most accessible viewpoint. He named it “Freedom Ridge” and was delighted when he heard the local guards using that name on their radios. Once you could walk almost up to the base. But after too many curious citizens, including Greenpeace demonstrators protesting at the adjoining nuclear test site, had disturbed their privacy, the Air Force in 1984 went to the Bureau of Land Management, then to Congress, and had large tracts of public land around the base declared part of the Nellis Air Force Base Bomb and Gunnery Range. But two high points, which allowed a glimpse of the base to intrepid hikers, had remained accessible. By the late eighties, the spot began to draw crowds and television crews. That’s when the legend began.

Now, in October 1993, the Air Force was applying to take over the viewpoints at Freedom Ridge, and Whitesides Mountain, too. We were heading for Freedom Ridge before it closed for a last chance to look into Dreamland.
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Hiking up to Freedom Ridge, we dodged the brambly, fragrant sage and the fuzzy, Muppet-like Joshua trees and crossed rocks that seemed inscribed in some alien cuneiform. The perimeter of the base was marked by orange signposts running across the high desert and, on the other side of the barrier, strange-looking silver balls, the size of basketballs, on poles. The lore held that they were motion detectors or other sensors. Some claim that, thanks to ammonia sensors, these can sniff the difference between a human and a wandering cow or Rocky Mountain sheep. In any case, the exclusion of the public has made Dreamland a de facto wildlife preserve.

I had heard about the sensors and the video cameras and the road sensors, triggered by the weight of a passing vehicle. Helicopters would sweep along the border at sunrise to pick up anyone who had spent the night and sometimes “sandblast” them with downwash from the rotors. I had also heard of the men on the other side of the barrier, in their camouflage uniforms and white Jeep Cherokees, known locally as “camou dudes,” who kept an eye on intruders and called in the local sheriff if any crossed the border.

So I kept my eye on the edge, marked with those strange silver balls, until the path rose more steeply and, surprisingly soon, we reached the top. And there it was: I thought of the moment in 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea when Nemo’s men reach the crest of the atoll and suddenly see dozens of toiling figures down in the circular harbor.

It was all in sharper detail than I had anticipated. The base unfolded beneath us—a line of buildings, fuel tanks, an old bus, the big radar dish, an old bus, and a seven-mile runway—as well as the white horizontal of the dry lake itself. A Jeep came up the road far in the distance, then turned around after a while and left.

I kept finding myself looking back in the other direction, over the valley to the east where the long dirt road puffed up in dust as an occasional car passed. The rooster tails hung in the air a long time. The only black birds we saw were ravens—at sunset eight or a dozen spiraled in formation in the thermals at the edge of the rocks.
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The ridge at the top was narrow, with a back like a whale, scattered with rocks and tufts of grass and the dead stalks of Joshua trees. It was impossible to pitch tents and hard to find flat places out of the wind wide enough for a sleeping bag. The rocks were black as if a fire had singed them.

I worked to wedge my sleeping bag in between the rocks before dark made it impossible to move. I sorted my gear: My flashlight still bore the masking tape that had identified it at summer camp as my daughter’s. My rations were Yuppie MREs (Meals Ready to Eat): Power Bars and trail mix, with a self-indulgent Hershey bar thrown in.

I stood gazing quietly down at the base. “If there are extraterrestrials,” the heavy man beside me said, “it would be the greatest discovery in human history. It would be an intellectual crime not to investigate.” He was stern, almost lecturing. He had that chip on his shoulder common to conspiracy buffs. “Please let me finish,” he would say too quickly when someone interjected an objection or comment.

We had all agreed not to carry cameras to the Ridge, but now he pulled one out and began snapping pictures. The fine print on the signs also forbade “sketching or drawing” the base, so the notebook and pen I carried would in theory make me equally subject to arrest.

“People get nervous when you mention the idea of extraterrestrials,” he went on, while looking through his camera lens. The discovery of life on another planet would shake people’s fundamental philosophical and religious assumptions, he said. It would demolish the conceit that we were the be-all and end-all of creation.

But it occurred to me: Rather than how would we explain the existence of other life forms to ourselves, how would we explain ourselves to them? What would they make of us? How could we sum up life here, give a summary of our situation now and the events of the previous half century?

The very possibility of such an encounter, like the prospect of Dreamland stretching out before us, suggested that the exercise of accounting for ourselves was a useful one: What exactly would we say to them? Would we explain the atomic bomb and the Cold War, the facing off of two earthly powers and the near destruction of the planet? Or, stranger yet, would we tell of the end of that war, and the deprivation many felt from its lack, the need for an enemy to define ourselves against?

Dreamland seemed an exemplary place to do this. I came to believe that its legend and lore, its language and paradoxes, provided a strange yet appropriate time capsule of a half century of cold war and black secrecy. Here, the cultures of nuclear power and airpower merged with the folklores of extraterrestrials and earthly conspiracies; their interference patterns formed a moiré of the weird. It was a place from which to see our own planet with the eyes of an outsider.
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What you called the place revealed what you thought was flying there, and told who you were, just as whether you called a group of islands the Malvinas or the Falklands, whether you said “West Bank” or “Judea and Samaria” told who you were. People from the Skunk Works called it the Ranch or the remote location. At Nellis Air Force Base, it was the Box, or Red Square. And to hear someone refer to it as Area 51, the name used by the Atomic Energy Commission since the 1950s, meant that his interest was in the saucers. Beneath all these names, the place offered glimpses into the overlapping cultures of UFO lore, of Stealth craft, of nuclear energy and espionage, and into a world whose common ground was secrecy.
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It was a think tank for Cold War engineering, but with the end of the Cold War—a war that produced its own versions of shell shock and battle fatigue—Dreamland was the center of a great network now in ruins.

Dreamland was the tabloid edge of technology, aptly sited near Las Vegas: It is to technology what Las Vegas is to the everyday economy. It was about playing the long odds. The engineers inside the hangars along Groom Lake were looking for “silver bullets,” aiming to strike it rich with superplanes, to hit the jackpot of invincibility. The players were the most important ones in the military-industrial complex: Bechtel, E-Systems, TRW, Hughes, Lockheed, SAIC, and, perhaps the least known of all, EG&G.

Standing on the Ridge picking up lore, I learned about the company called Edgerton, Germeshausen & Grier (EG&G), which did all sorts of things at the test site, from photography to security. The company’s founder, Harold Edgerton, was the MIT physicist and photo whiz best known for his stroboscopic photos of bullets passing through apples and milk drops caught in midsplash. He used this technique to photograph atomic explosions for the military and soon his company was providing a variety of services to the Air Force, to the CIA, and then to the Atomic Energy Commission. EG&G has a building at McCarran Airport in Las Vegas from which it operates the so-called Janet Airline of 727s that ferry workers—perhaps a thousand, perhaps two thousand—to and from Groom Lake. And it was EG&G, Bob Lazar claimed, that first interviewed him for a job working on flying saucers.

Another of Dreamland’s contractors was Wackenhut, which provided security services—fences and alarms and guards. When Wackenhut was handling security, the guards on the perimeter were called Wackendudes. Then, when it became clear that most of them were from another agency, they became the camou dudes, or just “the dudes.” Among those on the Ridge, the camou dudes grew to near mythical stature. Reports tended to wildly overstate their aggressiveness: Visitors were warned to avoid letting the sun glint off binocular or camera lenses, as if such a flash of light would draw M-16 fire. In fact, the fundamental condition of their jobs, as of those of most rent-a-cops, was tedium. Intruders were irritants and incidents meant paperwork. In the old days, they had ranged freely on public land, working on the principle of deterring the curious before they got near the perimeter. The camou dudes follow, lurk, and watch.

Wackenhut, which also ran the security force at the Nevada Test Site (NTS), had risen to the top of the rent-a-cop business. Like Bechtel or RAND or Mitre, it was one of the specialist organizations that grew up during the Cold War. George Wackenhut, an ambitious former FBI agent, joined with three other ex-agents in 1954 to form the private security agency. He was politically well connected and parlayed his friendships with Florida senator George Smathers, a carousing pal of JFK, and later Governor Claude Kirk, who did most of his carousing alone, into government contracts. An 1893 law, passed in resentment over the use of Pinkerton detectives to break strikes and protests, forbade the federal government to employ private detectives, but Wackenhut’s lawyers found a loophole and the company managed to grab contracts for the Titan missile silos and Cape Canaveral. Soon Wackenhut guards were working not just for NASA but guarding embassies around the world, and sometimes handling jobs for the CIA and other agencies that wanted to keep their fingerprints off illicit arms shipments.

I had met Wackenhut men at the NTS and they looked like they spent more time working out than, say, reading. Dressed in temperate-zone camou in the middle of the desert, they did not seem to be students of the natural world around them either. Now that Wackenhut had shifted to an emphasis on more promising business strategies, such as operating prisons under contract for governments eager to “privatize,” EG&G found itself in the security business too, supplying guards and even SWAT teams to NASA and DOE facilities.

But the camou dudes at Area 51 seemed to be a mixture of private guards and Air Force guards. PsychoSpy managed to discover—after one of the dudes flashed a Lincoln County deputy sheriff’s ID while hassling him—that many of them were deputized by the local sheriff’s department. Their notarized deputizations were public record, and he published many of their names.
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If by some chance you should see something secret inside the perimeter, the required “oath upon inadvertent exposure” requires you to promise to remain silent, under threat of life imprisonment. Few trespassers were asked to sign it. They were generally charged in county court, fined, and released.

There were constant suggestions on how to get inside the perimeter. They were like a parody of the desperate efforts the CIA and Pentagon made in the 1940s and 1950s to get inside the “denied areas” of the Soviet Union and China, and seemed as wacky as the balloons of Project Mogul, as wild as LeMay’s fleet of RB-47s over Vladivostok. The Interceptors figured as jesters in this court of the Cold War: They constantly discussed all kinds of spy schemes, using balloons, rocket gliders, or model car “rovers” with video cameras.
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On the Ridge, black-plane buffs, true believing youfers, agnostics and skeptics, radio scanners and heavy optics fans, can mingle in the democracy of curiosity. Even old test pilots would come up here now and then and look at the runway from which they had once taken off. Eventually I became convinced that the two cultures—the stealthies and the youfers—were looking for the same thing.

Standing on the Ridge, I realized that its value grew not out of how much it let you see, but how little: how great the opportunity it created to imagine, fantasize, dream. The irony was that we were spying on spies, peeking in on remote locations at people and machines whose job was to peek in on remote locations. Some of us wore the same camou as the camou dudes, listened in on the same scanners, watched the watchers with the same nightscopes. Such spying was made possible by the Pentagon: by the Internet it had created and the computers its money had developed. In effect, we were self-made spies spying on real spies. And, I would find, others were spying on the spies spying on spies.

Dreamland had been created to devise spy planes to explore Soviet or Chinese missile or nuclear test sites. But in time, Dreamland took on the qualities of the areas it was created to expose—it resembled other, even more remote locations: Kapstan Yar, Tyuratum, Lop Nor. Conceived as a place to facilitate the “penetration of denied areas,” it ended up itself behind a perimeter, a denied area.

The perimeter was only the most recent manifestation of our old friend the Frontier: the original settlement line, but also the New Frontier, the Last Frontier. It was the edge of the known, which meant it was the launching point for all sorts of explorations. It was full of the myth and mystery of any inaccessible country.

For a time, I thought of Dreamland as resembling the prints of Hiroshige, such as his Twenty-four Views of Edo, in which objects and structures in the foreground seem to get in the way of the views of the landscape. But after looking for a while at this art of “the floating world,” as the Japanese call it, one understands that the foreground is also the subject.

Such views inspired Wallace Stevens’s haiku-style poem “Thirteen Ways of Looking at a Blackbird.” (“There were three blackbirds in a tree / Like a mind of three opinions.”) It seemed to me, though, that looking at Dreamland was more like Stevens’s jar in Tennessee, “taking dominion everywhere.”

“The problem,” the Minister would tell me in a phrase I could not forget, “is that the place has no edges.”
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The light began to fade, the warm sun to soften as it sank. The cold wind flickered around our limbs. We built a privy in a wedge of rocks, draped with a blue tarp for privacy. Two teens spoke in a controlled tone, curious, not fanatic, but credulous, too. They talked of hearing Lazar give a lecture. They spoke of Dulce, in New Mexico, where there were said to be—“were said” was a favorite youfer locution—dozens of aliens living underground. By one account they had massacred their guards and were in control of the complex. There was talk also of the Anthill, an underground installation near Tehachapi, California, and another underground base in that state at Helendale. Someone had been near Helendale recently, and there was talk of things flying in and out of apertures in the concrete at night. “Say there are dozens of aliens underground there too,” one teen said, keeping all astonishment, all indications of belief or suspicion from his voice. “Say they’re in full control.”

As the sun went down, we built a fire, collecting stubs of Joshua trees that looked like soft, oversize pieces of coral but burned with surprising surges of flame and then a fitful glow.

The UFO types talked about Lazar. A fat girl talked about wanting to see strange things—not UFOs themselves, but weird UFO types.

As night fell, the lights came on in the base below, where personnel were probably watching television, amid the inevitable military tedium that attends even the most exotic of projects, more intently than they watched the few people, high above Dreamland, watching them.

The campsites were scattered, miscellaneous, like the social dynamic. In the middle of the night, I woke to hear the fat girl groping her way down the ridge, sleepless and grumbling.

I found myself drawn back again and again to the perimeter. One of the odd effects of visiting the Ridge was that it seemed to make visitors feel an impulse to investigate, in a vigilante way. So I came to fantasize: I saw myself as a mock version of one of those explorers charged by Congress and the Army Corps of Engineers to chart and record distant reaches of the West, men like John Wesley Powell or Clarence King. The idea of a travel account of a place you couldn’t physically visit was irresistible. But I got a surprise: The place seemed to spin me away from me the more I found out about it. And I became more fascinated with the watchers than with watching.

There is an Indian petroglyph, a spiral, found on ancient rocks in the Nevada desert, that is thought to represent language. This would be my spiral: out and then in.


2. The Black Mailbox

The next morning we paid the obligatory visit to the Black Mailbox. It is found near milepost 29.5 of Highway 375, about twenty-five feet west of the pavement: a large round-topped mailbox painted black.

The box belonged to rancher Steve Medlin, whose cattle had the right to cross into Dreamland—and did. They also lurked by the side of the highway, looking positively eager to be mutilated by aliens, and loped across the road to endanger rental cars driven by UFO tourists. “Stealth steers,” someone called them.

Bob Lazar used this mailbox as a convenient landmark to direct viewers to watch for the appearance of the craft he said flew from Dreamland. But from a mere landmark, the Black Mailbox quickly became an icon as hundreds of watchers flocked to the area hoping to catch a glimpse of saucers rising above the mountains from the Groom Lake base.

Could any symbol be handier than a mailbox? This large, classic curved-steel container, fastened with a small silver-colored padlock and puckered by the passage of .22 caliber projectiles, was a key trope of the information age, a repository for missives—some official, some personal, some commercial, the believable and the exaggerated. It was the perfect symbol of Dreamland. Of the whole black world, the black budget! It suggested blackmail and Men in Black and black helicopters.

What you could see from the Black Mailbox “was better than having sex for the first time,” Gene Huff would say. “Not for the second time, but the first.”

Huff recalled that when Bob Lazar took him out there the light from the mysterious object over the Jumbled Hills was so sudden and bright they instinctively moved behind the open trunk of the car, to shield themselves. The next Wednesday night, they returned and the disc staged an even more breathtaking performance, blinking and with each blink seeming to jump toward them.

And this was the remarkable thing, the linchpin of Lazar’s credibility: He could tell when the saucers would come. After the reports began to appear, more and more people made the pilgrimage to the Black Mailbox to enjoy the same thrill.

They saw everything from red darters to orange orbs and green glowing discs that hovered, turned suddenly, and shot away at incredible speed. They thrilled to “objects that glow with an amber light and flitted like fireflies,” to dots that “performed zigzag movement incomprehensible in terms of conventional aerodynamics.” They talked of HPACs—“human-piloted alien craft”—captured saucers, flown by humans.

Their accounts appeared on the Internet, full of a sense of menace—more in anticipation of the camou dudes than from their actual behavior. They all had the same sense of being among the first ever to see. And as a rule the farther they had traveled to get there, the more they saw.

Was it just because they had come all the way from Norway that one group worked itself into a lather of twenty or thirty sightings in one night, none of which was recorded on their videotapes? The group posted on the Internet a verbose account of their visit to the Mailbox. The account tells of dozens of saucers and a sky filled with “lazars.” I nearly jumped when I noticed this usage—was this a spell checker error or simply imperfect English? The “lazars” crisscrossed and danced across the sky in all colors—laser beams. They thought they saw fake clouds, generated by machinery, which hid the saucers from view, lenticular clouds produced by weather manipulation technology.1


 … the first sightings were lights bouncing … We watched flickers, flashes, and sparks—also tremendous rapid “streaks” of light from base to cloud.… Now for the following time until 2:30 A.M. we were having continual sightings. Up to six ships at a time, appeared … We grew accustomed to the ships in such a short minimal period of time. After an hour and a half, we were “used” to them … There was no “threat” no nothing, just playful, curious encounters—goes to show HOW fast we humans can grow accustomed to things.…

I turn and there’s a beautiful “green” ship hovering … Then another one came in to the right, an orange one … [then] a green object, more Pleiadian shaped than the others we had seen … At the bottom of it, two bright lights in motion, but connected to the whole ship, all in orange colors … It vibrated and was as if it were alive … there was definitely a feeling of life & intelligence … for several minutes we were paralyzed in joy and disbelief … This particular sighting was the longest one of them all, and gave us real time to “tune in” to it, and become “acquainted” with its presence … We were feeling so relaxed about it all, didn’t seem at all strange that we were there with UFO’s, and the next thing we thought was like: “ … so, now what?”
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The visiting youfers felt this was their landscape. To Sean David Morton, self-proclaimed “UFO authority” and erstwhile astrologer, predictor of earthquakes, and channeler from Hermosa Beach, California, it was the only place in the world where you could see flying saucers on a regular schedule and therefore the only place to which he could lead people for good money. Another buff, Gary Schultz, proclaimed himself “the world’s authority on Area 51.” He established a business guiding tourists on what he called “Secret Saucer Base Expeditions” and had the temerity to rename one of the mountains nearby after his girlfriend Pearl. No one else called Whitesides “Pearl’s Peak.”

Yet the citizens of Rachel, Nevada, in Lincoln County rarely saw anything at all out of the ordinary. Nor did I ever see anything that appeared not to be a flare or a helicopter or other distinct craft. Of course the ordinary included all the craft flying from Nellis, dozens of planes from the base’s Red Flag, Green Flag, and other exercises roaring over the area east of the forbidden Box.

The Interceptors wondered, Wasn’t it odd that the schedule of saucer sightings corresponded so closely to the schedule of flights from McCarran to Groom Lake? Didn’t “Old Faithful,” the UFO that appeared each Thursday morning so predictably for Morton’s customers, coincide with the schedule of the early Janet Airline flight from Las Vegas? Didn’t a lot of the green lights suggest magnesium flares dropped by fighters to decoy heat-seeking missiles or illuminate ground targets?

For the black-plane buffs, the sightings tended to be more widely dispersed, from as far away as Beale Air Force Base and Mojave in California. Supersonic planes, after all, could take the width of a good-size western state just to make a turn. The craft seen near Edwards Air Force Base in California would soon be in Nevada. Some saw hovering wings in Nevada near Pahrump, others around Goldfield. And Agent X spotted a bat-winged airplane over the town of Alamo, just up the road from Rachel. Dreamland was simply the end of a corridor that ran back to California’s aerospace center in the Antelope Valley, to Edwards and Palmdale’s factories, to which the contractors had moved from their original urban factories in Long Beach, Culver City, Burbank, and Santa Monica.

For a time, Aviation Week would report in great detail such sightings under headlines like POSSIBLE BLACK AIRCRAFT SEEN FLYING IN FORMATION WITH F-117S, KC 135S, and the details would make hearts beat faster. Some of the hearts were in the medal-encrusted chests of Air Force generals, who expressed displeasure to the editors. In any case, when correspondent Bill Scott was shifted from southern California to the magazine’s Washington bureau, such articles became fewer and notably less speculative.

Some sources for the stories described distinctive contrails—the “doughnuts on a rope” said to be characteristic of the new high-tech “pulse detonation engine,” which was a real enough technology but of unclear technical maturity.

There were sounds as well as sights: the “Aurora roar” or the “pulser sound”; “a sound like the sky ripping”; “a very, very low rumble, like air rushing through a big tube.”

The black-plane watchers and the youfers often stood side by side, looking at the same sky, seeing different things yet uttering a common cry: “Did you see that?”
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The sign that warned NEXT GAS, 110 MILES was a good enough reason to stop in Rachel, up the road from the Black Mailbox. But Joe Travis and his wife, Pat, who had taken over the Rachel Bar and Grill in 1989, didn’t sell gas. They cleverly renamed the place the Little A“Le”Inn and packed it with pictures of planes and UFOs, patches of military units, saucer paintings, UFO models, and such knickknacks. They had a “stealth bomber” patch that showed—nothing. There were painted portraits of aliens by Jan Michalski, an armless Belgian who lived in Nevada. On a small shelf they established a lending library of UFO- and stealth-related books and videos. Behind the Inn stood trailers with rooms to rent, done in a style that could be called generic crime scene. The only thing missing was the chalk outline on the floor.

Most days, Chuck Clark was there. “Chuckie”—as the Interceptors derisively called him—saw his first UFO in August 1957, near his home, just six miles from the Skunk Works in Burbank. There was a flock of them, he told me, and he recounts how F-89s were scrambled to chase the shapes. A crowd had gathered to watch.

He came to Rachel to pursue his study of astronomy in the clear air, and his interest in secret airplanes and flying saucers was just a sideline. He had seen Aurora, he said, one cold winter night, and he talked of how the aliens might come from “another dimensional reality” or how they might be time travelers. He was calm about these possibilities, as if including them in his analyses just to be fair.

It was unfortunate, however, that when Clark grinned he turned into Howdy Doody, a grin he must have had as child, fine on a freckled boy of six but disturbing on a man of fifty, and suggesting—it wasn’t a charitable thought but it was an inevitable one—an arrested development. This, I suspect, is why the diminutive “Chuckie” managed to stick.
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According to the map in the phone book, Rachel was compounded of triangles, although its street plan was not readily discernible from the first view of the trailers beside the desert, like a cove full of boats. One side of a triangle was Groom Road, the back entrance to the base. The Little A“Le”Inn anchored the north side, the rival Quik Pik the south. And at the center of the town stands a radiation recording station that measured possible fallout from the nuclear test site to the southwest, set neatly upon a little plot the way the statue of a Confederate soldier might be placed in a small (but never this small) town in South Carolina.

Civic spirit in Rachel is aptly represented by the most popular contest at the annual town fair. A checkerboard is marked off in the dust with numbered squares, and after bets have been taken, chickens are released. The object is to correctly name the square on which a chicken will first excrete.

Once the town was on its way to “site.” That is the Nevada map euphemism for ruin. (Ghost town generally indicates a “site” brought up to tourist ruin standards.) Then in 1973 Union Carbide began mining tungsten and the town, once called Sand Springs, was reconstituted, like a dried shrimp in a science kit, then renamed after the first child born under its new economy. But young Rachel Jones would die just three years later, after her family had moved on—a victim of the Mount St. Helens eruption. Place of death was recorded as Moses Lake, Washington, the site of another secret test area, used by Boeing.

The Inn was renamed after the Lazar craze began to bring UFO tourists to the town. That was Joe and Pat’s initial marketing inspiration. The rest flowed from that: the coy “Earthlings Welcome” greeting, the collections of alien masks and UFO snapshots, the menu with “Alien Burgers.” Joe let it be known that he had once worked at the base, and did not discourage the impression that the Inn was the prime watering hole for workers at Groom Lake. And Pat told eager tourists and press—the Weekly World News and later The Wall Street Journal—that she believed the place was guarded by an alien named Archibald. Behind the bar where Joe Travis always stood, beside the sign that reads THANK YOU FOR HOLDING YOUR BREATH WHILE I SMOKE, was another message to visitors: WE DON’T HAVE A TOWN IDIOT. WE ALL TAKE TURNS.

In February 1993, Joe and Pat decided to hold a conclave of UFO buffs, which they boldly titled “The Ultimate UFO Conference.” Bob Lazar arrived with a female companion, in a Corvette, and Gary Schultz spoke. Norio Hayakawa, creator of the Secrets of Dreamland videotape, played country-and-western music in a corner. It was cold and windy, but the crowd outgrew the Inn. Joe set up a large tent outside and when he was asked where he had gotten it he said, “The boys at the base lent it to me.”
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At the other end of town was PsychoSpy’s trailer. Glenn Campbell, aka “the Desert Rat,” had been a computer programmer for a successful software company on Boston’s Route 128 when, in January 1993, fascinated by Lazar’s story, he moved to Rachel. The anagrammatic quality of the nickname, psy and spy, struck me as right on: This guy was different from most of the on-line characters swapping lore.

Glenn was in his activist mode that week, decrying secrecy and waste. His circulars opposing the takeover of Whitesides and Freedom Ridge proclaimed the base “a sacred temple to waste, inefficiency, incompetence, mismanagement, and maybe even fraud.” It was absurd to pretend that a huge base didn’t exist, he argued, when in fact anyone with breath enough to make it up the mountain could see it. You can’t say about a whole base “You didn’t see that” and have credibility. The government’s policy of denial was breeding mistrust; the government was alienating its own citizenry. “The stories of alien spacecraft at Area 51 cannot help but thrive,” Campbell argued.
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Driving back down to Las Vegas I passed through rain and saw a double rainbow off to the east, arched from mountain to mountain. I wouldn’t have believed it had I not seen it myself, as the sighting reports say.

At home much later, when I listened to my tape recording from my time on the Ridge, what came through was the noise of the wind, hissing, flickering, licking. Much noise, little signal. Or was the noise itself the signal?


3. “They’re Here!”

In 1989, what seemed a clear signal emerged at last from the noise around Dreamland. Bob Lazar claimed to have worked on flying saucers hidden near Groom Lake. The gawky technician’s story grabbed the attention of not just wide-eyed saucer buffs but a wider audience of the curious. Some believed he was telling the absolute truth; others were intrigued by the belief that he could be telling the truth. Bob Lazar brought to the borders of Dreamland people who had never heard of the Skunk Works.

In person, or on radio or television, the unassuming Lazar broadcast a believability that grew from his lack of stridency. Calm, almost diffident, he worked a charm that fascinated even those it did not convince. Tom Mahood, a hardly credulous engineer, who researched many of Lazar’s claims and found holes in the story of his life, never lost the sense of how subliminally persuasive the man was. His matter-of-factness lent possibility to a story that rendered in cold print seemed outlandish and weird.

In essence, that story went like this:


I saw flying saucers in Dreamland. I worked on flying saucers owned by our government in an area called S-4, at Papoose Lake, south of Groom Lake. I thought I was going to work at Area 51 but was taken in a bus with blacked-out windows to a place where I saw the saucers.

I learned of antimatter reactors used to bend gravity waves fueled by element 115, a reddish orange substance, of which we have about 500 pounds and which comes in discs the shape of half dollars. I had one but the government stole it back.

I saw golf balls bounced off the gravity wave the reactor from the saucer generated. I was allowed to read strange documents—autopsy images of aliens, and a history of the earth as viewed from Zeta Reticuli where the aliens came from.

I saw my fellow workers wearing security badges with one light blue diagonal stripe and one dark blue and the letters MJ. My supervisor had one that read “Majestic.”

I saw little chairs in the saucers that suggested little creatures—aliens.

Once I walked by hangars and caught glimpses of—I think—a little alien. But I’m not sure. “It could have been a million things,” [the supervisor] said. But I think I saw one.
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It began with a chance encounter with Edward Teller, the father of the H-bomb and godfather of Star Wars. Lazar had been working in Los Alamos, New Mexico, for a contractor to the physics labs there called Kirk-Mayer. His job involved particle detection equipment—Geiger counter stuff—and was linked to the Meson or Positive Proton Lab. Locals remembered him as intelligent, kind but a bit of a con man, trying to rustle tools and funds for another project.

In his spare time Lazar had designed a “jet car,” a weird mating of a Honda CRX and a jet engine. The local paper, the Los Alamos Monitor, had done a story about Lazar and his car, right there on the front page, and on June 23, 1982, the day after the story appeared, Lazar went to a lecture Teller was giving in town. Before the lecture, he spotted Teller reading the Monitor. “That’s me you’re reading about,” Lazar told him, and chatted him up.

Several years later, after his marriage had dissolved and his finances gone to rack and ruin, after he had been let go by the contractor in Los Alamos for using government equipment to work on the jet car, Lazar wrote to Teller seeking work. He had moved to Las Vegas in April 1986, in an attempt to start again. On April 19, he married a woman named Tracy Anne Murk at the We’ve Only Just Begun wedding chapel of the Imperial Hotel. Two days later, his first wife committed suicide, inhaling carbon monoxide in their garage. In October he declared bankruptcy. With the bankruptcy and new marriage, Lazar had begun to put the past behind him, to repair his life and his self-image. Teller would direct him to the people who hired him as what Agent X would later call “the Mr. Goodwrench of flying saucers.”

Teller called, saying he didn’t have any jobs for physicists but knew someone who might. Fifteen minutes later Lazar’s phone rang again. It was someone from EG&G, inviting him for an interview that led to the job at S-4.

Lazar would brag that at the interview he had “dazzled” them. Who were they? EG&G hired him, but his ultimate employer, he said, was listed as the Office of Naval Intelligence. Lazar was able to produce a W-2 form bearing a payer ID number assigned to the Navy; it recorded an annual earning of $977.11.

In December 1988, Lazar said, he began work at S-4, which was ten or twelve miles from Area 51.
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Bob Lazar liked to feature himself as physicist, and in his most widely circulated photograph he presented himself, chalk in hand, in front of a blackboard covered with abstruse equations, like Oppenheimer or Teller. He claimed attendance at MIT and CalTech and said he had two master’s degrees. He talked of “getting back into physics,” as if he had been a major lab scientist, and referred to Edward Teller as “Ed.” But he was not a physicist in any professional sense. He had made his living as a technician and later as the owner and operator of a fast-photo processing outlet.
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Gene Huff first knew him as “Bob, the photo guy.” Huff was a real estate appraiser in Las Vegas who like many in this business used Lazar’s photo shop to develop pictures of houses. Usually, Lazar’s wife, Tracy, delivered the photos, but sometimes Lazar would show up himself. On these occasions Gene Huff and Lazar would talk. They were both interested in explosives and were part of a group that occasionally went into the desert to set off big explosions. Huff once saw Lazar mix up some nitroglycerin at his kitchen table.

Lazar liked fast cars even better than big booms. He once drove a 1978 Trans Am powered by hydrogen, and he built the jet car that had been featured in the Los Alamos Monitor, a Honda CRX with a jet engine in the back and the license plate JETUBET. He borrowed two thousand dollars to build a jet-powered dragster, a thirty-two-foot-long conglomeration of steel pipe with a surplus Westinghouse J-34 jet engine from a Navy Banshee fighter. It could run at over four hundred miles per hour.
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Tom Mahood, the most relentless archivist among the Interceptors, traveled to Los Alamos and Las Vegas to document Lazar’s life. He learned that Lazar had been born in Coral Gables, Florida, then adopted. No records exist proving he attended CalTech or MIT as he claimed. He had attended Pierce Community College in California and had a mail-order degree from a place called Pacifica University. But the Los Alamos Monitor did report that he was a physicist at the Los Alamos Meson Physics Facility or, as he called it, the Polarized Proton section.

A geeky-looking character with large glasses—your classic nerd—Lazar claimed that at S-4 he was assigned to figure out the propulsion system of flying saucers. There were nine different kinds of saucers, he reported, and he gave them nicknames like “the sport model” (a term taken from a Frisbee brand name), “the Jell-O mold,” and “the top hat.”

The saucers traveled by means of a gravity-wave generator, involving a reactor of some sort, and an amplifier that directed the waves. Lazar took credit for identifying the fuel on which the reactor ran as “element 115,” a heavy rust-colored substance with an atomic weight far greater than that of lead. He had surreptitiously pocketed some of the supply of element 115. It was to be his ace in the hole, his way of proving his story, but it had been stolen from his house.

Yet Lazar—and here he dons his role as “physicist”—expressed shock at the crude state of the research at S-4 and the low qualifications of those doing it. They tried to make a saucer run on plutonium instead of element 115, he had heard, and the result had been a disaster. And they had foolishly cut open a reactor while it was operating. It was the resulting deaths, in 1987, that had opened up a job slot for him. Lazar declared that, in only a few days, dealing with “materials that were—pardon the pun—totally alien,” he had figured out the operating principle of the saucer’s antigravity reactor. He was a big-time physicist at last, working on a project even bigger than Edward Teller’s.
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If anything lent credence to Lazar’s story, it was that he knew when the flight tests for the saucers were scheduled—Wednesday nights, he reported—and they would appear over the Jumbled Hills between the Groom Lake road and S-4.

He took Huff, John Lear, and others up to see the saucers fly. On March 15, 1989, using Lear’s RV, Lazar, Huff, and Lazar’s wife and sister drove up to Groom, turned out the headlights, and headed down the long sloping dirt road that runs up into the mountains and to the Groom Lake perimeter. Looking through a telescope Lazar soon reported an elliptical light rising above the mountains between them and S-4. The light began jumping and dancing around, then came to a dead stop and hovered. But after just a few minutes, the light slowly sank back down behind the mountains.

Huff and Lazar returned a week later. Huff recalls that Lazar’s wife, Tracy, and a friend named Jim Tagliani joined them. The next Wednesday, the group rented a Lincoln Town Car and returned to the area. “We turned our lights off, and went in about five miles on the Groom Lake road. We pulled off on a side road and unloaded our video camera, telescope, binoculars, et cetera, out of the trunk, and we left the trunk lid open.”

The disc came up around the same place, and this time it staged a breathtaking performance. It repeated moves similar to the week before, but now it came down the mountain range toward them. At first it seemed far away, then they’d blink and it would seem a lot closer, then blink again and it would seem even closer. There was no sense of continuous movement; the disc simply “jumped.”

The object was also incredibly bright, so bright that Huff remembered how they moved behind the open trunk of the car, reflexively seeking protection as if from an explosion.

Lazar told them this motion was due to the method of propulsion and the way it distorts space-time and light. He also explained that the bright glow of the disc was due to the way it was energized. “An explosion was the only thing, other than the sun, that we had ever seen be that bright,” Huff recalled. They took a videotape, and the camera recorded the sighting at around eight-thirty. Eventually it set down behind the mountains, and they left. Huff had never seen anything like this in the sky in central Nevada.

The next Wednesday, Lazar, Tracy Lazar and her sister, Huff, and Lear arrived shortly before dusk. Huff recorded, “Numerous security vehicles were sweeping the roads that the cattle ranchers use to round up their cattle after open-range grazing. It seemed that this night, more than the previous Wednesday nights, they wanted to make sure no one was outside of Area 51.

“We tried to sneak in using our usual ‘stealth’ mode,” Huff went on, “but security saw our brake lights and began to chase us. We tried to beat them out to the highway, but they came from all directions and ultimately we had to stop. We told them we were simply out there stargazing, which they didn’t believe for one moment. They agreed that they couldn’t chase us off of public land, but simply said they would ‘prefer’ that we retreat back up to the highway. They issued us a copy of a written warning that said we were approaching a military installation and cited the relevant statutes, including the penalties for taking pictures of the base.”

The group returned to the paved highway, but a short time later a Lincoln County deputy named LaMoreaux pulled them over and asked for identification. He took their IDs and radioed the security base station. It was obvious, Huff felt, that the guards and the sheriff’s office worked together. But the deputy finally let them go.

The next day, Lazar got a phone call. His supervisor at S-4, Dennis Mariani, had learned of his latest expedition to the Black Mailbox. He was to report for debriefing. “When we told you this was secret,” Lazar recalled Mariani saying acidly, “we didn’t mean you should bring your family and friends to watch.”

Mariani drove Lazar the forty-odd miles from Las Vegas to the debriefing at the old Indian Springs airfield. Lazar was told the test scheduled for the night he was caught had been canceled. But according to Lazar, they neither fired him nor revoked his security clearance. He simply never went back to work.

Lazar had violated all the security rules, yet had not really been punished. He had been warned about security from the beginning of his employment at S-4, he said, by men holding a gun to his head. He was sure all along he was being watched. Security people visited his house again and again and dropped in on his friends. The disc of element 115 he had secreted disappeared from his home. When Lazar talked with Gene Huff at Huff’s home, both men felt sure they were being overheard by listening devices, so instead of speaking aloud they passed notes which Huff burned afterward. In the notes, they referred to each other as Bufon and Gufon, a joking reference to the UFO organization MUFON (Mutual UFO Network).

But Lazar believed that his wife was having an affair and that it was this, and not any of his security breaches, that led to his termination. He thought that the security forces at S-4 had recorded and transcribed his wife’s phone calls, and that in their judgment, he was probably unstable and a potential security leak. By May, the couple would be separated.

At that point, Lazar decided to go public. He had already recorded a video interview with newsman George Knapp, but it was for “safekeeping,” and never aired. In May, Lazar agreed to another interview, this time for broadcast, but in disguise.

Not until November 10, 1989, when Lazar appeared under his own name and showed his face, did the story have a major impact. On November 21, Knapp and Lazar together appeared on The Billy Goodman Happening, an AM radio show with a huge audience. On November 25, KLAS-TV ran a two-hour compilation of the Lazar interviews and other clips under the title UFOs: The Best Evidence. On December 20 he was back on the Goodman show. By then the story was getting international coverage.

Lazar increasingly relied on Huff as his confidant and handler in dealings with the press. He wanted someone else to get a confirming look at Dennis Mariani, his supervisor, so he set up a meeting with him at a Las Vegas casino, and without telling Mariani, he brought Gene Huff along.

Huff had been told to look for a bulky-bodied ex-Marine type with a little blond mustache. Huff found Mariani sitting at the blackjack table between two large-breasted women and behaving oddly: He was not looking at them at all. In Las Vegas this seemed highly aberrant behavior. But even worse, Mariani pretended not to recognize Lazar, and the meeting never came off. Perhaps Mariani had noticed Huff; Huff had caught sight of another man with him who he said looked like a security agent.
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Early the next year, Norio Hayakawa, a UFO researcher who had seen the KLAS-TV broadcasts, brought Lazar to the attention of Nippon TV, and in February 1990 he took a Japanese crew to Las Vegas. They interviewed Lazar at what was described as his house, but Hayakawa thought it felt strange. There wasn’t much furniture, and the place didn’t look lived in. A man introduced only as “a friend” sat beside Lazar and even followed him to the bathroom. The man wore some kind of beeper on his belt.

Lazar suggested a time and place the crew could watch the saucers fly, film them, and confirm his story. He sent them to the Black Mailbox. At 6:45 one morning they saw a bright light over the Groom Mountains. At 8:15 a brilliant orange orb jumped erratically.

Lazar agreed to appear live on Japanese television and had even accepted plane tickets to Tokyo for himself and Gene Huff. But Hayakawa waited for him in vain in the terminal at LAX. Lazar never showed. When Hayakawa telephoned, Lazar told him that he could not come; his life was in danger. His tire had been shot out when he was on the way to the airport. Significant money had changed hands as well as the plane tickets, and to save face, the network set up a telephone link so Lazar could at least answer phone-in questions live during the show. Some thirty million Japanese viewers saw the program.
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Then something even weirder happened. In April 1990, not long after the Japanese show, Lazar was arrested in Las Vegas for pandering, an obscure charge akin to living off immoral earnings. He was convicted on June 18.

Lazar had long boasted about a legal brothel he had wanted to start when he was still in Los Alamos. He planned to call it the Honeysuckle Ranch, and there is some evidence he filed the legal papers necessary and even had T-shirts made up bearing the name. But whether the brothel idea was simply a running joke, a fantasy, or a half-realized business effort remains unclear.

The Las Vegas episode had begun when, after his separation from Tracy, Lazar, in Huff’s singular phrase, “took comfort with a hooker.” He became friendly with the girls and, according to the charges, ended up working with a prostitute named Toni Bulloch and helped set up a computer database for a brothel in the Newport Cove Apartments, a Spanish-style complex near the airport. Sentenced to community service, Lazar helped install computer systems for worthy organizations and showed up at a Las Vegas children’s museum to give courses in computing.

Those researching his probation report found that all government records about Lazar’s past had been sealed away under a federal “need-to-know” restriction, further intriguing the believers. Was it part of a plot to silence Lazar, make him disappear? Had he been set up for the whole charge? Or was the government just protecting its own?

[image: ]

This mystery, possessing the part mirror, part pewter surface of Lazar’s Sport Model itself, made his story intriguing. His manner had the same effect: a combination of bright highlights and dull spots. To John Andrews, the veteran Interceptor, Lazar’s appeal lay in the fact that he was one of the rare UFO witnesses to say “I don’t know” about parts of his story. While most UFO stories were dogmatic in their detail, Lazar’s was full of gaps and limits. He refused to speculate on the source of the
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