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  Chapter one
Five Bases and a Polaroid

A Florida Town and the Sky It Would Not Stop Watching


The town sits on a peninsula. From the air, in the slow afternoon light particular to the Florida panhandle, it looks like a long thumb of land between two bodies of water, narrow enough that a person standing in the middle can drive to the bay on one side and the sound on the other in less than five minutes. Pensacola Bay lies to the north and west, broad and gray-green where it opens toward the Gulf. Santa Rosa Sound lies to the south, a thinner band of protected water that runs east toward Navarre and Fort Walton. Beyond the sound, across a bridge that did not exist before 1974, sits the white sand of Santa Rosa Island and the barrier-beach community of Pensacola Beach. 
The town is Gulf Breeze. It was incorporated on August 10, 1961, in the year the new Pensacola Bay Bridge opened to the city across the water and made the peninsula reachable by car at speed. Before that, the place had been Town Point. Before that, in the mid-eighteenth century, it had been a British settlement where blacksmiths and shipbuilders cut live oaks for the keels of warships. Live oak is dense, slow-growing, and resistant to rot. The U.S. government bought the surrounding land in 1828 specifically to cultivate it for the Navy. Some of the trees still stand inside the Naval Live Oaks Reservation on the eastern edge of the city, gnarled and low, their canopies dense enough to swallow the sound of traffic on Highway 98.
The town's footprint covers about twenty-three square miles, of which only a little less than five are land. Most of Gulf Breeze, on the map, is water. The 1990 federal census counted roughly 5,500 residents inside the corporate limits; contemporaneous reporting from the late 1980s generally placed the population at approximately 6,000, a figure that included the unincorporated developments at Tiger Point, Oriole Beach, and Midway whose mailing addresses routed through the city post office. By any count, Gulf Breeze in 1987 was small. Everyone knew the mayor. The city council met in a building most residents could walk to. The Sentinel, the community newspaper, was thin enough that a single front-page story could rearrange the conversation at the grocery store for a week.
What Gulf Breeze was not, and what no aerial photograph could ever quite convey, was alone.
* * *
In a thirty-mile radius around the peninsula, in the autumn of 1987, the United States military operated five major installations.
To the west, on a finger of land jutting into Pensacola Bay, sat Naval Air Station Pensacola, founded in 1914 as the country's first naval aviation training base and home, since 1946, to the Blue Angels demonstration squadron. NAS Pensacola was where every naval aviator in the United States Navy and Marine Corps began flight training. The roar of T-34s and T-2 Buckeyes was the white noise of the local sky.
A few miles north of NAS Pensacola, in the western suburb of Myrtle Grove, Naval Technical Training Center Corry Station occupied the site of a former auxiliary airfield. Corry had been redesignated in 1973. By 1987 it was the Navy's primary schoolhouse for cryptologic technicians, the enlisted specialists trained to intercept, analyze, and break foreign signals. The Army, Marine Corps, and Coast Guard sent their cryptologic students there as well. Inside the fence line, in classrooms converted from World War II hangars, the students learned to read communications that the people sending them did not want read.
To the east of Gulf Breeze, across Santa Rosa Sound and along the Choctawhatchee Bay, sat Eglin Air Force Base, the largest Air Force installation in the continental United States by area. Hurlburt Field, the home of Air Force special operations aviation, sat just inside Eglin's western boundary. To the north, Whiting Field Naval Air Station ran the second phase of naval flight training. Coast Guard Station Pensacola sat across the bay.
Six thousand civilians on a peninsula. Five military installations within easy drive. Air traffic at every altitude, day and night. Whatever crossed the sky over Gulf Breeze, on most evenings, was something the federal government had put there.
Most evenings.
* * *
The story occupies a window. It begins, by the most widely accepted accounting, on the evening of November 11, 1987, on the front porch of a five-bedroom house on Silverthorn Road.
The house belonged to Ed Walters, a thirty-nine-year-old building contractor who had grown up in Gulf Breeze, married a local woman named Frances who served as president of the high school PTA, and built a modest business putting up homes on the surrounding lots. He was working alone in his front office, by his later account, when at approximately five o'clock he glanced through the window and noticed a light over the western horizon, partly obscured by the pine in his yard. He went to the front door. A craft, he later said, hung in the dusk sky perhaps two hundred feet up. He went back inside, retrieved a Polaroid camera he kept on hand for job sites, and stepped out onto the porch. He took five photographs. The fifth photograph, he later told MUFON investigators, was followed by a beam of blue light that immobilized him on his lawn.
The photographs were unusual. Polaroid SX-70 prints from that era ran small and grainy, but the object in Walters's frame was crisply edged, lit from within, recognizable. It looked, as Walters himself described it, like something out of a Spielberg movie. Within a week he had walked the prints into the offices of the Gulf Breeze Sentinel, the community newspaper, and given them to its editor Duane Cook under the pseudonym Mr. X. Cook ran them on the front page of the November 19, 1987 edition. By Christmas the Sentinel was printing additional photographs. By February the case had spread to the wire services. By spring the readership of the Sentinel had begun to call in with sightings of their own.
Walters and Frances would eventually report nineteen separate sighting events involving themselves, their children, and the craft. Walters would take, by various counts, somewhere between thirty-two and thirty-eight Polaroids over the next eight months, working at one point with a four-lens stereo camera MUFON provided to allow triangulation, and at another with a video camera. He would submit to a polygraph examination in February 1988 whose examiner concluded that he believed his photographs were real, and to a psychological evaluation that found him within the range of normal. He would, in May 1988, report a midnight episode at Shoreline Park during which he lost consciousness for an hour and recovered a sample of liquid he said the craft had leaked, which he said continued to boil for nineteen days.
Two and a half years later, in March 1990, weeks before the first MUFON international symposium ever held in Pensacola opened to roughly a thousand attendees, the new owners of Walters's former house on Silverthorn Road would discover, in the attic, a nine-inch-by-five-inch model of a UFO assembled from foam plates, a plastic gel filter, and a sheet of drafting paper bearing house dimensions in what appeared to be Walters's own handwriting. The model would match the photographs almost exactly.
In between November 1987 and the discovery of the model, the Gulf Breeze Sentinel and the Pensacola News Journal would publish more than a hundred articles between them. The Mutual UFO Network and the Center for UFO Studies would split publicly on whether the case was the most important sighting event in the network's history or one of the most cleanly fabricated. Robert Nathan of NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory would conclude the photographs were double exposures. Bruce Maccabee, an optical physicist with a doctorate from American University and a day job at the Naval Surface Warfare Center, would conclude they were not. The mayor of Gulf Breeze, Ed Gray, would conduct his own analysis and conclude they were fake. Walter Andrus, the international director of MUFON, would tell anyone who asked that the case was the best the network had ever worked.
Other people in the town, meanwhile, would continue to call the Sentinel.
Brenda Pollak, a city councilwoman, saw an orange light over the treetops while driving home across the Pensacola Bay Bridge on the night of March 17, 1988. Santa Rosa County Commissioner John Broxson and his wife watched a parade of colored lights hover above their roof one evening that spring. Art and Mary Hufford, driving along Bayou Boulevard in early November of 1987, saw a gray oval craft pass low and silent over the trees. Billie Zammit was awakened at two o'clock in the morning by an orange-lit object on her dock. Jeff Thompson and his son watched a small craft for ten minutes before it crackled, turned white, and vanished. Thompson would later report seeing a UFO pursued by two military jets. Tollbooth operators on the Bob Sikes Bridge counted thirteen pink-lit objects blinking in an unrecognizable pattern in October 1988. By the time the Sentinel had finished cataloguing the calls, more than 135 named witnesses had come forward across the spring of 1988 alone.
Two of those witnesses were Dr. C. Fenner McConnell and his wife Shirley, of Gulf Breeze. McConnell was a forensic pathologist at Sacred Heart Hospital in Pensacola and the District 1 Medical Examiner for Escambia, Santa Rosa, Okaloosa, and Walton counties; he had been appointed to the position in 1981 by Governor Bob Graham. In July 1988 the McConnells were at their home on Pensacola Bay when something disc-shaped and silent flew low across the water and shone landing lights on their pier. Shirley later identified the craft as the same one in Walters's photographs. Ten years and a few weeks after that night, on the morning of July 5, 1998, McConnell was riding his bicycle south across the Bob Sikes Bridge from Gulf Breeze to Pensacola Beach when a car drifted into the bicycle lane and killed him. The driver fled. He was a twenty-two-year-old from Navarre named James Derek Beam, who turned himself in to the Florida Highway Patrol later that day after seeing the news on television. The bridge from which McConnell was thrown into the path of the oncoming sedan was the same bridge from which two toll-booth operators and several motorists had reported strange lights in the sky on the night of October 14, 1988.
Two years after the model was found in the attic, in July 1990, six U.S. Army cryptologic analysts assigned to the 701st Military Intelligence Brigade at Field Station Augsburg in West Germany would walk off post with forged leave papers, board a westbound flight, and surface in Gulf Breeze four days later. They had trained together at Corry Station. They had high-level security clearances. They were apprehended at the home of a local woman named Anna Foster on July 13. Under questioning they told the Gulf Breeze Police Department they had come to meet a UFO. The Army press release, when it issued one two weeks later, called them members of an end-of-the-world cult. The desertion charges that should have followed were quietly dropped. They received general discharges. None of them was ever publicly charged with espionage.
The public record contains roughly eighty separate sighting events; more than 135 named witnesses; thirty-seven Polaroid photographs taken by Walters and an unspecified number more taken by anonymous corroborators who signed their packets to the Sentinel as Believer Bill; one foam-plate model recovered from an attic; one polygraph examination, one psychological evaluation, two book contracts, one $2.5 million divorce settlement, one Tommy Smith confession, one Unsolved Mysteries segment, one A Current Affair interview, one X-Files episode reference, one sustained editorial war between the Gulf Breeze Sentinel and the Pensacola News Journal, six U.S. Army desertion files, and one hit-and-run case file at the Florida Highway Patrol. The reporting was done by Duane Cook, Dave Richardson, Craig Myers, Bill DiPaolo, and Mark Curtis. The two books Walters published with Frances and the book Craig Myers published nearly two decades later contradict each other on essential points.
What the record establishes, beyond contestation, is that something happened in Gulf Breeze between November 1987 and the early 1990s that was significant enough to bring more than 135 ordinary people to a community newspaper to say they had seen it; significant enough to bring six U.S. Army cryptologists to abandon a NATO listening post and travel four thousand miles in its direction; significant enough that a forensic pathologist who saw it from his pier, and his wife of decades, stood by what they had seen until they died. What the record does not establish is what the something was.
A model was found in an attic. A polygraph said one thing, an analyst said another, and a NASA imaging specialist said a third. A contractor took photographs. Other men and women, who did not know the contractor and had no financial stake in the question, took photographs of their own. Walter Andrus of MUFON called it the best case the network had ever worked. Phillip Klass, the country's most prominent UFO skeptic, called it among the worst hoaxes he had ever investigated. Both men have been dead for years.
The sky over Gulf Breeze did not settle for thirteen years.






  
  Chapter two
The Contractor at the Front Door

November 11, 1987


The house on Silverthorn Road sat on a quarter-acre lot in a residential subdivision two miles east of the Pensacola Bay Bridge, on the northern shoulder of the Gulf Breeze peninsula. It was a single-story ranch in the panhandle vernacular, white with a low-pitched roof, set back from the street behind a yard that held a single tall pine. The pine had been there before the house. Ed Walters had built around it. He had built the house itself, in fact, framing and finishing the structure himself with the help of subcontractors he had used on a dozen other Gulf Breeze projects, and he had left the pine standing because removing a thirty-foot longleaf cost more in his estimation than letting it remain. Walters was a building contractor, and Silverthorn Road was the kind of street he had spent the previous fifteen years populating, one lot at a time, on speculation and on contract for buyers who wanted four bedrooms and a two-car garage on a quiet cul-de-sac in a town where the schools were good, the violent-crime rate hovered just above zero, and the loudest sound on most evenings was the distant whine of T-34 trainers from Whiting Field running their final approaches. 
He had grown up in the area. He was thirty-nine years old in November of 1987. He was married to Frances, whom he had met when they were both young and to whom he had been married long enough that their two children, a son named Dan and a daughter who was younger, were old enough to come home from school on their own. Frances was active in the local PTA, served as a volunteer at school events, and was the kind of presence at the high school that other parents recognized and the principal knew by name. By the standards of Gulf Breeze, the Walters family was unremarkable in the way that mattered most: they had been there a long time, they paid their bills, they showed up at the things people in small Florida towns showed up at, and they did not give the neighbors anything to talk about. Walters was a moderately successful tradesman in a moderately prosperous town. He drove a pickup. He kept his receipts. He attended church on the Sundays his work permitted. He had built his own house. He had, according to people who knew him in those years, a sense of humor that ran in the direction of practical jokes and elaborate setups, the kind of humor that left people uncertain in the moment whether they were being told the truth or being set up for a punchline. The neighbors who would later be asked about him, by reporters from the Pensacola News Journal and investigators from the Mutual UFO Network and the Center for UFO Studies, would offer two characterizations of the man, depending on which neighbor was speaking. He was honest. He was a prankster. Both were said to be true.
The office in which he worked sat at the front of the house, just off the entry hall, a small room with a window that faced west across the front yard and the pine and the street beyond. He had set up a desk there, a phone, a cabinet for blueprints, the rolled-up plans for whatever job he was working on at the moment, and a Polaroid camera he kept on a shelf within reach. The camera was a tool. Contractors in 1987 used Polaroids the way contractors thirty years later would use cell phones: instant documentation of job-site progress, of subcontractor work, of damage claims, of conditions before and conditions after. The chemistry was self-contained. The shutter sounded. The print ejected from the front of the camera, and inside its plastic frame the image developed in the open air over the course of about a minute, fixed by the bichromate-dye chemistry that Edwin Land had patented in the 1940s and that had made Polaroid Corporation, by the late 1980s, one of the most valuable manufacturers in the consumer-electronics sector. A contractor took a Polaroid, signed and dated the back of the print with a ballpoint pen, and put the print in the file. It was a technology that had been designed for, among other things, the documentation of facts. It produced, by its physical nature, a kind of evidence that was hard to forge. There was no negative. There was no developing process that could be tampered with. There was the print, and the time at which the print had been taken, and the conditions in the room or the yard or the construction site at the moment the shutter had been pressed.
On the late afternoon of Wednesday, November 11, 1987, the camera was on the shelf, and Walters was at the desk, and the sun was beginning to set over the western horizon at the end of Silverthorn Road. The clock on the office wall read approximately five o'clock. Walters had been working through paperwork for a job. He looked up.
* * *
Through the front window, partially obscured by the pine, he saw a light.
The light was not the sun, which by five o'clock on a November afternoon in Gulf Breeze had already dropped low enough to redden but not low enough to vanish. The light was something else, something positioned at an angle the sun did not occupy, with a color the sun did not have. Walters later described it as yellow-orange, brighter than any aircraft light he had ever seen at that altitude, and visibly steady rather than blinking in the pattern of a navigation strobe. He stood from his desk. He walked through the entry hall. He opened the front door and stepped onto the small concrete porch that ran along the front of the house.
What he saw, by his account, was a craft.
It hovered in the dusk sky above the street, at an altitude he later estimated at approximately two hundred feet. It was top-shaped, broader at the middle than at the top or bottom, with what he described as a row of portholes around its central band, each porthole lit from within by a softer light than the brighter glow that surrounded the craft itself. It made no sound. The pine in the yard partially blocked his view from the porch, and he stepped down off the concrete and moved a few yards into the front lawn for a clearer angle.
He went back into the house for the camera.
The walk took perhaps fifteen seconds. Through the entry hall. Into the office. Hand to the shelf. The Polaroid camera was a familiar weight, a chunky rectangle of plastic and metal with a folding flash unit at its top edge and a wrist strap looped around the lens housing. He had handled it dozens of times that month alone, on job sites where he had documented the framing on a new build off Soundside Drive and on a remodel he was finishing for a couple in Tiger Point. The camera was loaded; he kept it loaded. The film pack inside contained ten exposures and was about half full. He took it down. He walked back through the entry hall. He stepped back out of the front door. The craft was still there.
He framed his first exposure from the front porch.
The shutter sounded. The print ejected with the small mechanical whir that was the signature noise of the SX-class instant camera, the white-and-grey rectangle of the developing print sliding out of the front of the camera into his other hand. He did not wait for it to develop. He did not, in those first seconds, look at the print at all. He stepped further out into the yard and framed a second exposure, this one from a position closer to the curb, with the pine no longer in the foreground. The shutter sounded again. The print ejected. He framed a third exposure, then a fourth, then a fifth. The craft hovered. The portholes pulsed. His breath, by his later account, was short and shallow in the way a person's breath becomes when they are processing something they do not have a category for. The Polaroid camera, on a fall evening in a Gulf Breeze subdivision two miles from the Pensacola Bay Bridge, did the only thing a Polaroid camera was designed to do: it produced a record.
Five exposures. Approximately ninety seconds of clock time, by his estimation, between the first photograph and the fifth. The prints in his hand, the camera in his other hand, the craft still positioned in the dusk sky perhaps two hundred feet up and perhaps eighty feet across the front yard from the position he now occupied near the curb.
The five photographs would, within eight days, appear on the front page of the Gulf Breeze Sentinel. Within eight months, they would appear in the MUFON UFO Journal, in Time, in Japanese television documentaries, on the cover of a book published by William Morrow, and in the analytical files of the Center for UFO Studies, the Mutual UFO Network, and Robert Nathan at NASA's Jet Propulsion Laboratory. They would be among the most reproduced images of unidentified aerial phenomena ever taken on United States soil. They would be subjected to optical analysis, double-exposure analysis, parallax analysis, and the kind of slow forensic scrutiny that only photographs that matter receive. Their authenticity would never, in the public record, be conclusively established or conclusively refuted.
On the front lawn of the house on Silverthorn Road, on the evening of November 11, 1987, they were five undeveloped Polaroid prints in the hand of a contractor in a button-down shirt who had stepped outside to look at a light.
* * *
What happened next, by his account, was that the craft moved.
It moved closer. It descended. The position it had held in the air shifted, and Walters later said he had taken a step or two toward it before the change registered. He was perhaps forty feet from the curb. The craft was perhaps a hundred and fifty feet up. The fifth photograph had ejected from the camera, and he was raising the camera for what would have been a sixth exposure when the beam struck him.
The beam was blue.
Walters would describe it, in the book he and Frances would publish with William Morrow nearly three years later, in language that would become familiar to anyone who followed the Gulf Breeze case in subsequent decades. He had not, by his telling, seen the beam coming. He had felt it. The sensation had begun, he said, with a kind of pressure across his upper body, a pressure that had spread to his arms and his legs in a matter of seconds, and that had immobilized him in place. He had been unable to lower the camera. He had been unable to move his feet. He had heard, by his account, a voice that was neither audible in the ordinary sense nor obviously interior to his own thinking, a voice that had spoken to him in words he had partially retained and partially forgotten. He had been lifted, he said, off the ground. The lift had been small. He had estimated it later at approximately three feet. He had hung in the air at that height for what he had been unable to time precisely but had believed to be on the order of seconds rather than minutes. Then, by his account, the beam had released him, and he had returned to the ground, and the craft had risen and moved and vanished from his line of sight beyond the houses on the far side of the street.
What the public record establishes about this passage of the evening is what Walters and Frances Walters later said about it, in the book, in the testimony Walters gave under hypnosis in 1989 and 1990 to the Pensacola psychologist Dan Overlade, in the interviews Walters gave to the MUFON UFO Journal in 1988 and 1989, and in the polygraph examination Walters submitted to in February 1988, the examiner of which would conclude that Walters believed his account to be true.
What the public record does not establish, because it cannot, is what an outside observer standing at the curb would have seen.
There was no outside observer. The Walters house was set back from the street; the houses on either side were occupied by neighbors who, in the days and weeks that followed, would say they had seen nothing unusual that evening; the cul-de-sac end of Silverthorn Road carried no through traffic at five o'clock on a Wednesday in November. Frances Walters was inside the house. The two children were elsewhere, by some accounts at school events, by other accounts at friends' houses for the early evening. The technology that would have rendered the question moot, the dashboard camera and the cell phone camera and the home security camera, was years from common deployment in residential subdivisions in Gulf Breeze. There was a contractor in his front yard, and there was the contractor's account of what had happened to him, and there were the five Polaroid prints in his hand, and there was nothing else.
This absence of external witnesses was, and would remain, the foundational evidentiary condition of the Gulf Breeze case as it pertained to Ed Walters specifically. It was an absence that distinguished the Walters sightings from the sightings the Sentinel would catalogue in subsequent weeks, in which two or more residents had been present together and had seen the same object at the same moment from different positions. It was not an absence that, by itself, weighed against Walters's account; many of the most credible UFO reports in the broader literature had been single-witness reports, and many investigators argued that the close-encounter category by definition involved circumstances under which the witness was alone or nearly alone. But the absence shaped what the case could establish about its central figure. Whatever Walters had seen, on the evening of November 11, 1987, he had seen alone. Whatever had happened to him in the front yard, between the moment he had pressed the shutter for the fifth time and the moment he had walked back into the kitchen, had happened to him alone. The five photographs were what the prints showed. The five photographs were also all the prints showed.
The craft, according to him, was gone.
He stood in the yard for a moment. He looked at the prints, which had now developed enough that the image was visible inside the white plastic frame. He looked at the sky. He looked at the empty street. He listened. The cul-de-sac was as quiet as it had been when he had walked outside, perhaps fewer than three minutes earlier; he could not later reconstruct, with any confidence, the elapsed time. Then he walked back into the house.
* * *
Frances was in the kitchen.
The account she would give afterward, to her co-author husband for the book they would write together and to MUFON investigators in the months that followed, was an account of finding her husband visibly shaken. She had not seen the craft. She had not heard a beam. She had been preparing the family's evening meal, with the radio on at low volume in the way that had been her habit for many years, and her husband had walked in through the front door with a Polaroid camera in one hand and a small stack of Polaroid prints in the other, and had told her that something had happened in the front yard that she needed to come and see. The radio, by her later recollection, had been tuned to a Pensacola station that played adult-contemporary music. The kitchen had smelled of whatever she had been cooking. The clock on the stove had read about five-fifteen. The man at the door, the man whose silhouette she knew the way a woman who has been married for nearly two decades knows the silhouette of her husband, had been the man she knew, and he had also not quite been the man she knew, and the difference between the two was sufficient that the radio and the dinner and the clock would all stay in her recollection of the evening for the rest of her life.
What she saw, when he showed her, was the prints.
The prints were not the kind of image a person who lived in a coastal Florida town with five military installations within a thirty-mile radius would have struggled to interpret. Frances Walters was the wife of a building contractor and the mother of two teenagers. She had seen, in her thirty-some years on the panhandle, every flavor of military aircraft that the United States Navy and Air Force trained pilots to fly. She had seen the Blue Angels run their practice routines over the bay on Wednesday afternoons. She had seen the helicopters in formation at sunset, returning to NAS Pensacola from over-water training. She had seen the freighters and the sailboats and the slow turning lights of the lighthouse on Pensacola Bay. The object in the prints her husband was holding was none of those things, and it did not resemble any of those things, and its lighting did not match any of those things, and its shape did not match any of those things. The object was top-shaped. It had a row of portholes. It glowed.
The two of them sat down in the kitchen.
What they discussed in the kitchen on the evening of November 11, 1987 is, in the relevant sense, between the two of them. Walters would later say they had talked through what to do. Frances would later say she had been frightened by the change in her husband's manner more than by the photographs themselves; the photographs, she would say, were strange, but the man at the kitchen table was a man she knew, and the man at the kitchen table was not behaving in the way the man she knew behaved. He was not, by her account, in the kind of state that a person is in after being startled by an unusual aircraft. He was in the kind of state that a person is in after something else.
They did not, that evening, call the police.
They did not call the Pensacola News Journal. They did not call the Gulf Breeze Sentinel. They did not call the local television station, WEAR-TV, which had an early-evening newscast that would still have been broadcasting at the moment Walters walked back into the house. They did not call Eglin Air Force Base or Pensacola Naval Air Station, both of which maintained public-affairs phone lines that took calls from civilians who reported things in the sky. They did not, that evening, call anyone. The choice not to call, in retrospect, was the first decision the two of them made about the case, and it would be re-examined for years afterward by skeptics who would interpret it as evidence that Walters had not, in fact, believed himself to have witnessed something extraordinary, and by supporters who would interpret it as evidence of the natural reluctance of an ordinary couple to summon official attention to a story they had not yet processed. Both interpretations would be available to whoever wanted them.
They sat in the kitchen with the photographs.
The decision they would eventually make, after eight days of discussion that would include, by Walters's later account, considerable disagreement about whether to involve outsiders at all, was to take the photographs to the editor of the Gulf Breeze Sentinel. The choice of paper, in retrospect, mattered. There were two newspapers that served the area. The Pensacola News Journal was the larger of the two, a daily of regional reach with a circulation in the tens of thousands and a newsroom that had covered hurricanes, federal indictments, and the operational rhythms of five military bases for most of a century. The Gulf Breeze Sentinel was the smaller of the two, a weekly community paper with a single editor and a thin reporting staff, run on the model of the small-town community press that has existed in American towns since the founding of the republic; advertise the church suppers, run the obituaries, photograph the high-school football team on Friday night, print on Wednesday morning. Walters, by his later account, had given some thought to the choice. The News Journal, he believed, would not run the photographs. The Sentinel might.
The editor of the Sentinel was a man named Duane Cook, whose newspaper served the community east of the bay and whose front-page treatment was, as a matter of editorial preference, generous to local stories that other papers would not touch. Cook was a believer of his own kind. He was not, in the strict sense, a UFO investigator; he was a small-town editor with an instinct for the kinds of stories that brought the Sentinel readers and that the established press would not stoop to cover. Walters would deliver the photographs to Cook on or around November 17, 1987, six days after the sighting. He would deliver them under a pseudonym, identifying himself only as "Mr. X" because, by the explanation he would give Cook and would later put on the record in his book, he and Frances had not wanted their names attached to the kind of story they suspected the photographs would generate. Cook would publish the photographs that same week, on the front page of the November 19 edition of the Sentinel, beneath a banner headline. The Pensacola News Journal, given the same opportunity to break the story, would decline. Editor decisions at the News Journal would later be characterized, by reporters who worked there in those years, as a determination not to run on the front page a story whose central claim could not be verified by independent sources, and the News Journal would not give the case sustained editorial attention until 1990, when the model would be found in the attic and the paper's investigative coverage would, in the assessment of subsequent observers, become the more rigorous of the two papers' bodies of work.
Within forty-eight hours of Cook's November 19 publication, the Sentinel would receive its first call from a Gulf Breeze resident who had seen something in the sky on a recent evening and who had not, until that morning, known what to do with the memory of what they had seen. Within a week, the calls would number in the dozens. By the end of November, Cook would publish a follow-up article cataloguing six additional sightings reported by Gulf Breeze residents who had read the November 19 piece and recognized, in Walters's photographs, something they had previously seen and not been able to identify or report.
That was eight days off.
On the evening of November 11, 1987, the photographs were on the kitchen table, and Frances Walters was on one side of the table, and her husband was on the other, and the only light in the room was the light from the fixture above the sink. Outside the window the pine in the front yard was in shadow. The cul-de-sac at the end of Silverthorn Road was empty. The sky over the western horizon, where the craft had hovered and where Walters had said the beam had struck him, was the ordinary purple-going-black of a Florida dusk in November, with the first stars beginning to be visible above the rooftops of the houses on the far side of the street. A Navy helicopter passed somewhere south of the house, headed back to Pensacola NAS, its rotors a familiar sound to anyone who had lived on the panhandle for any length of time, a sound that on this evening was the only sound in the sky over Gulf Breeze.
The contractor sat in the chair across from his wife.
Between them, on the table, were the five photographs.






  
  Chapter three
Mr. Ed Goes to the Sentinel

How a Community Newspaper Became a Wire Story


The Gulf Breeze Sentinel  had its offices in a one-story commercial building on the south side of Gulf Breeze Parkway, two blocks east of the city limits and across from a strip mall that housed a pharmacy, a barbershop, and a sandwich franchise. The building was unremarkable; it had been a real-estate office before it had been a newspaper office, and the layout still reflected that history, with a small reception area inside the front door, a back room that held the desks where the writing got done, and a side room that held the layout boards where the paper was assembled by hand each Tuesday and Wednesday.
The paper itself was a weekly. It had been founded in the 1960s and had passed through several owners before settling into the hands of the people who ran it in the late 1980s. Its circulation in November of 1987 stood at roughly five thousand copies a week, distributed by mail to subscribers and by stack to the convenience stores and laundromats of the peninsula and the surrounding unincorporated developments at Tiger Point, Oriole Beach, and Midway. It carried no national or international news. It ran the high-school football scores, the church suppers, the city council minutes, the obituaries, the wedding announcements, the police-blotter incidents that did not rise to the level of Pensacola News Journal coverage, and a rotating cast of local-color features whose subjects ranged from the bait-shop operator who had been on the bay for forty years to the volunteer firefighter who restored vintage motorcycles in his garage. It did, on rare occasions, run something larger; a hurricane, a public-school bond fight, an Eglin contract dispute that touched the local labor force. The standard for "larger" was set by the editor.
The editor was a man named Duane Cook.
Cook was, by the recollection of people who knew him in those years, the kind of small-town newspaperman who has been the engine of American community journalism since the founding of the republic. He was not a graduate of a journalism school. He had not come up through a metropolitan daily. He had bought into the Sentinel in the 1970s after a stretch of work in advertising and small-press publishing on the Gulf Coast, and he had run the paper since on a model that was both editorially generous and commercially practical: cover what the community wanted covered; pay attention to the stories the larger papers would not stoop to chase; do not be afraid of a front-page banner if the story warranted one; and run the obituaries and the school-board minutes with the care those things required, because the readership of a community weekly is not the readership of a metropolitan daily, and what the community paper does or does not do shapes the texture of the place in ways that the Pensacola News Journal could not have replicated even if it had wanted to.
Cook was married to a woman named Dari, who worked alongside him at the paper. The two of them ran the editorial operation together. He wrote much of what appeared on the front page; she handled features, layout, and the long tail of weekly responsibilities that a small newsroom never finishes. Their working relationship was characterized, by the freelancers and stringers who had cycled through the Sentinel's offices over the years, as an even-handed partnership in which the two of them disagreed often, decided things together, and had built the paper into something that ran on Wednesday afternoon as predictably as the bridge tides.
The print rhythm was set. Tuesday afternoons were for layout. Tuesday nights were for proofs. Wednesday mornings were for last-minute corrections. Wednesday afternoons were for the press run; the Sentinel was printed at a contract printer in Pensacola that handled half the weekly papers in the region, and Cook drove the master pages over the bay bridge himself most weeks. Thursday mornings the paper arrived in mailboxes and on the racks at the gas stations and the convenience stores along Highway 98. Thursday afternoons the phone began to ring with whatever the readership had to say about that week's edition. Friday and Monday were for reporting. The cycle started over on Tuesday.
Stories that landed at the Sentinel on a Tuesday morning landed at the inflection point of the paper's week. The layout was not yet locked. The front page could still be remade. A Tuesday-morning story that warranted front-page treatment received it. A Tuesday-morning story that required a banner headline received the banner headline. The November 19, 1987 edition of the Gulf Breeze Sentinel would be remembered, by people who worked on it and by people who read it, as the issue that came together on a Tuesday morning when Ed Walters walked through the front door with a manila envelope.
On the morning of Tuesday, November 17, 1987, Ed Walters walked into the Sentinel offices with a manila envelope under his arm.
* * *
What he had with him, by his own later account and by Cook's, were the five Polaroid prints he had taken on his front lawn six days earlier and a typewritten letter on plain paper. The letter was written in the first person and signed "Mr. X." It explained that its author had taken the photographs on the evening of November 11 and had given them to Mr. Walters, who had agreed to deliver them to the Sentinel on the author's behalf. It explained that the author wished to remain anonymous and did not want public attention. It expressed a hope that the photographs would be of interest to the paper and to the community.
The letter had been written by Walters.
This fact, that the man delivering the photographs and the man identified in the letter as the photographer were the same man, would not become a matter of public record for another three years. It would emerge in the post-1990 Pensacola News Journal coverage by Craig Myers and Bill DiPaolo, would be confirmed by Walters himself in subsequent interviews, and would be discussed in War of the Words (Xlibris, 2006) at length. In November of 1987, Cook did not know the letter had been written by Walters. He knew only that Walters had walked into the office, had handed over the envelope, had explained the letter and the photographs as a matter that came from a third party who wished to remain anonymous, and had asked Cook whether the Sentinel might be interested in running them.
Cook looked at the photographs.
What Cook saw, by the description he would offer in numerous subsequent interviews and by the Sentinel's own contemporaneous editorial framing, was a sequence of five images that did not resemble any conventional aircraft, that appeared to show a structured object at moderate altitude in the late-afternoon sky, that had been taken on Polaroid film of a kind that Cook understood to be difficult to fabricate without leaving telltale signs of double exposure or model construction, and that, on the basis of his own naked-eye examination, looked to him like photographs of something. He did not know what. Neither, by his account, did Walters. Neither, by the language of the Mr. X letter, did Mr. X. The photographs were what they were. The decision in front of Cook was whether to run them.
He ran them.
The decision was not, by his later recollection, a difficult one. The Sentinel was the kind of paper that ran the strange story when the strange story landed in its lap; the front-page treatment of unusual local events was a part of the paper's editorial identity; and the photographs themselves were striking enough that Cook believed his readership would want to see them whether or not the underlying claim was ever verified. He set the front page of the November 19 edition around them. He chose a banner headline. He ran the Mr. X letter alongside the photographs, set in italic type to distinguish it from the news copy. He gave the package the prominence it would have received in any community weekly that had been handed images that distinctive of a phenomenon that unexplained.
The November 19 Sentinel hit the streets on Thursday morning.
The headline ran across the top of the page above the masthead. The five Polaroids ran in a vertical column along the left margin, each captioned with the time and the position from which it had been taken. The Mr. X letter ran in italic type to the right of the photographs, set off from the news copy by a thin rule. Cook had written a short framing piece beneath the photographs that explained how the paper had received the material and that invited any other Gulf Breeze residents who had seen anything unusual in the recent past to call the Sentinel office.
By Thursday afternoon, the calls had begun.
The first call was from a woman who would never publicly identify herself by her real name and who would come to be known in the Sentinel's subsequent coverage simply as Jane. Jane had a photograph of her own. She had taken it, she said, in June of 1986, more than a year before Walters had taken his five Polaroids on Silverthorn Road. She had not known what to do with the photograph at the time. She had put it in a drawer. She had read the November 19 Sentinel on her kitchen table on Thursday morning and had recognized, in the object Walters's photographs depicted, the same object she had photographed seventeen months earlier. She wanted Cook to see her photograph. She did not want her name in the paper.
Cook saw it. He printed it. The photograph appeared in the November 25 edition of the Sentinel, alongside a brief article describing what Jane had told the paper and accompanied by five additional sighting accounts that Cook had collected from Gulf Breeze residents in the six days since the November 19 issue had hit the streets.
The six accounts were, by the standards of the case literature that would eventually accumulate around the Gulf Breeze sightings, an unremarkable cross-section of the kind of witness statements that follow any high-profile UFO publication. They were unremarkable in the way the eventual case file was remarkable. There was a couple from the Tiger Point area who had seen, two weeks before the November 11 sighting, a row of orange lights that had hovered in the sky above their property for several minutes before vanishing. There was a retired schoolteacher who had seen, on a date she could not precisely fix but believed to have been in October, a top-shaped craft moving silently along the tree line east of her house. There was a charter-boat captain who had been on the bay at dusk one evening and had seen a glow on the western horizon that did not match the lighting profile of any vessel he knew. There was a teenager who had been driving home from the high school on a recent evening and had seen a bright object track across the sky in a manner he could not reconcile with the navigation lights of an aircraft. There was a woman whose dog had begun to bark at the back door at two in the morning and who, on going outside to investigate, had seen an object on her dock that had been illuminated from above by a beam of light and that she had been unable to describe in language she could later recall. And there was Jane.
The six accounts ran in the November 25 Sentinel under a headline that asked, in plain language, whether something unusual was happening in the skies above the peninsula.
Cook did not know.
Walters, by his later account, did not know.
The witnesses themselves did not know.
What the November 25 issue accomplished, structurally, was a transformation in the case's evidentiary footing. The November 19 issue had presented a single witness, a single incident, a single sequence of five photographs, and a letter signed by a man who did not exist. The November 25 issue, six
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