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To my son Christopher—It’s a big world out there, bigger than we can imagine, and I hope you are always fascinated by the wonders around you.




Prologue War of the Worlds

    Just after 8 p.m. on the East Coast on Sunday, October 30, 1938, millions of American families tuned into CBS Radio had heard just seventeen seconds of Ramón Raquello’s orchestra playing the tango “La Cumparsita,” live from the Meridian Room of the Park Plaza Hotel in New York, when a voice interrupted:


Ladies and gentlemen, we interrupt our program of dance music to bring you a special bulletin from the Intercontinental Radio News. At twenty minutes before eight, central time, Professor Farrell of the Mount Jennings Observatory, Chicago, Illinois, reports observing several explosions of incandescent gas, occurring at regular intervals on the planet Mars.



After a note about spectroscope readings and a confirmation by a Professor Pierson at the Princeton Observatory that Farrell’s reports were indeed correct, Raquello’s orchestra returned to the air. A few minutes later, another news bulletin. “Ladies and gentlemen, following on the news given in our bulletin a moment ago, the Government Meteorological Bureau has requested the large observatories of the country to keep an astronomical watch on any further disturbances occurring on the planet Mars,” the announcer said, adding that the network was working to set up an interview with the nearby Princeton Observatory.

Again, the orchestra returned. Again, a bulletin provided an update.

And then, about eleven minutes into the broadcast, a breathless series of news reports and man-on-the-street interviews about a Martian craft landing near Princeton, New Jersey, started to play.

Sirens, crowd murmurs, and shouted orders from concerned police punctuated the audio delivered by the field correspondent and a Princeton astronomer who had rushed the eleven miles to the scene. The reporter, Carl Phillips, said breathlessly, “Well, I hardly know where to begin—to paint for you a word picture of the strange scene before my eyes, like something out of a modern Arabian Nights.” Phillips was obviously confused and struggling to get his bearings while live on air. “I guess that’s it—yes, I guess that’s the thing, directly in front of me, half buried in a vast pit. Must have struck with terrific force. The ground is covered with splinters of a tree it must have struck on its way down. What I can see of the object itself doesn’t look very much like a meteor, at least not the meteors I’ve seen. It looks more like a huge cylinder. It has a diameter of.… What would you say, Professor Pierson?”

The Princeton astronomer was clearly trying to wrap his head around the scene, too. “What’s that?” he said, caught off guard by the question.

“What would you say—what is the diameter of this?”

“About thirty yards,” the professor said.

A cylinder, that is, nearly the length of a football field. Phillips moved on as the police began to push the crowd back and he located the farm’s owner, Mr. Wilmuth, who recounted the experience of the object crashing into the field. They edged closer to the object as Phillips tried to capture on his microphone a strange humming sound coming from inside. Pierson proclaimed the object, whatever it was, definitely extraterrestrial.

Then the top of the craft opened and the Martians emerged.

First came the tentacles.

“Good heavens, something’s wriggling out of the shadow like a gray snake,” Phillips declared from the farm in Grovers Mill, New Jersey. “Now it’s another one, and another. They look like tentacles to me. There, I can see the thing’s body. It’s large, large as a bear and it glistens like wet leather. But that face, it… Ladies and gentlemen, it’s indescribable. I can hardly force myself to keep looking at it.”

Moments later, a police officer was reportedly approaching the craft with a white flag—“If those creatures know what that means,” Phillips wondered on air—when the Martians suddenly fired a heat ray, killing everyone nearby and spreading fire across the field from the extraterrestrial craft.

The transmission cut off. The music resumed.

At around eighteen minutes into the hour—8:18 p.m.—the news returned, with reports of burned bodies, mobilized militias and troops, and emergency care rushing to the scene. Another bulletin from Trenton stated that Carl Phillips had been found dead and charred. The radio studio itself, the new announcer explained, had been turned over to the state, as the military operations commenced. Eight battalions—seven thousand soldiers—had surrounded the pit in New Jersey, attempting to surround and isolate whatever the strange creatures were that had caused such destruction.

A Captain Lansing, from the Signal Corps, said that “all cause for alarm, if such cause ever existed, is now entirely unjustified.” The creatures, he promised, could hardly survive the military’s heavy machine-gun fire, but even as he spoke, his voice began to fill with wonder and alarm. “It’s something moving… solid metal… kind of shield-like affair rising up out of the cylinder.… It’s going higher and higher. Why, it’s standing on legs… actually rearing up on a sort of metal framework. Now it’s reaching above the trees and the searchlights are on it. Hold on!”

The field report cut off.

No one ever heard from Captain Lansing again.

Just after 8:24 p.m., listeners were given terrifying news: “I have a grave announcement to make,” the voice said over the radio. “Incredible as it may seem, both the observations of science and the evidence of our eyes lead to the inescapable assumption that those strange beings who landed in the Jersey farmlands tonight are the vanguard of an invading army from the planet Mars.”

By 8:30 p.m., word came that the US Army in New Jersey had been defeated, with just 120 soldiers—of seven thousand!—having survived the heat ray attack. Communication networks were down. More Martian cylinders were reported to be hitting Earth—Buffalo, Chicago, St. Louis. People were beginning to flee cities. Martial law had been declared. They were everywhere. The nation was crumbling.

The secretary of the interior, live from Washington, addressed the unfolding national emergency: “I shall not try to conceal the gravity of the situation that confronts the country, nor the concern of your government in protecting the lives and property of its people.”

And then, around 8:40 p.m., some forty minutes into the broadcast, normality returned as a station identification break made an even more stunning proclamation: “You are listening to a CBS presentation of Orson Welles and the Mercury Theatre on the Air in an original dramatization of The War of the Worlds, by H. G. Wells. The performance will continue after a brief intermission. This is the Columbia Broadcasting System.”

There had not been, listeners soon realized, an invasion, or epic battle, or lives lost. There had not been a Ramón or even an orchestra—just a phonograph record playing in an empty CBS studio, the tango especially chosen for its tedium. The most dramatic night of radio in American history had been a scripted performance.



A spectacular dramatist, twenty-three-year-old Orson Welles had thrived in the entertainment industry amid the darkest days of the Great Depression thanks to a unique artistic collaboration with a producer named John Houseman, forged through FDR’s Federal Theatre Project. In 1937, the pair launched the Mercury Theatre as a place to experiment with innovative productions and adaptations—and before long, the efforts and vision had paid off. Mercury Theatre was a wild success in its first year, and CBS picked it up to air on the radio beginning on July 11, 1938. “On the broad wings of the Federal eagle, we had risen to success and fame beyond ourselves as America’s youngest, cleverest, most creative and audacious producers to whom none of the ordinary rules of the theater applied,” Houseman wrote later.

One of their biggest opportunities came that same year, when Houseman and Welles realized a possible use for the Sunday night literary adaptations lineup, which was still so new that it didn’t even have a corporate sponsor. For the week of Halloween, Welles had wanted to do something bold and new, and “conceived the idea of doing a radio broadcast in such a manner that a crisis would actually seem to be happening,” he recalled—“a dramatized form as to appear to be a real event taking place at that time, rather than a mere radio play.” Adapting H. G. Wells’s old and somewhat heavy-handed science fiction novel, The War of the Worlds, to the modern age of radio, he thought, might do the trick. Once it was decided, the Mercury Theatre team had only a week to translate the 1897 first-person novel about a Martian invasion of England into radio fodder and prepare for their roles. (To do so, some actors playing the announcers listened to archival broadcasts of the crash of the Hindenburg, attempting to mimic the growing terror of the announcer’s voice, as the airship had crashed and burned in real time, killing thirty-six people.)

The hard work paid off. It sounded like a real invasion. On the evening of the broadcast, roughly a dozen actors stood behind microphones, playing a score of characters—Welles himself played Professor Pierson, among other roles—and delivering an impressively convincing performance. At the end of the hour, his show complete, Welles took a moment to make a statement. “This is Orson Welles, ladies and gentlemen, out of character to assure you that The War of the Worlds has no further significance than as the holiday offering it was intended to be,” he said cheerfully. “The Mercury Theatre’s own radio version of dressing up in a sheet and jumping out of a bush and saying Boo!”I

By that point, though, the damage had been done.

In those forty minutes, some chunk of the nation had apparently actually panicked, setting aside the disbelief that events could ever unfold so quickly—that in less than an hour, other beings could make it from Mars and land on Earth, that state leaders and troops could mobilize emergency efforts, identify the dead and triage the wounded, the military launch bombing raids, and ready and deploy artillery batteries in between a few bars of tango music, and issue a national address from Washington. By 8:48 p.m., the Associated Press had felt it necessary to issue a national “Note to Editors” clarifying that any “Queries to newspapers from radio listeners throughout the United States tonight, regarding a reported meteor fall which killed a number of New Jerseyites are the result of a studio dramatization.” The NYPD, similarly, felt the need to release a citywide teletype with the assurance that there was “no cause for alarm,” as did the New Jersey State Police, who reported, “Note to all receivers: WABC broadcast as drama re this section being attacked by Mars. Imaginary affair.”II Newspaper headlines on Halloween and the days after made it sound like America had nearly succumbed to anarchy, fueled by mass hysteria. Telephone switchboards had been overwhelmed, they claimed, and terrified families had fled into the streets—some covering their faces with wet towels to avoid the spreading poisonous gas. The New York Times reported that the broadcast had “disrupted households, interrupted religious services, created traffic jams, and clogged communication systems.”

In the following days and months—and, really, for the remainder of his life—Welles maintained that he hadn’t meant for the program to run so long before announcing that the events being described were fictional. The team had just been working so fast, and the changes and edits to the scripts had come so late and so quick, he explained, that no one had realized the standard station ID segment, a routine element of live radio, had been pushed back. Instead of hearing the disclaimer on the half hour, as was expected, listeners who had tuned in to The War of the Worlds late hadn’t received any notice that the broadcast was a performance until the bottom of the hour, an inconsistency that only heightened the belief it could be breaking news.

As the years passed, The War of the Worlds became a somewhat-inflated legend of popular culture, cited as a prime example of the power of the media to spread disinformation, and our population’s susceptibility to panic, especially when it came to potential invasion and the subject of aliens. Its recipe of equal parts fact, sketchy details, public confusion, media hype, and outright myth, all helped along by a showman’s instincts and—looming in the background—some government money, would come to define discussion and debate about that very subject for decades to come.

After Welles had turned his microphone off, the Martians may have been done with Earth—but Earth was far from done with the Martians.


	I. The excitement certainly worked for Welles: His show finally landed a sponsor—Campbell’s Soup—and he landed a role directing a new movie, called Citizen Kane.

	II. With time, more careful study led scholars to wonder how much—if any—real panic ensued. One of them, W. Joseph Campbell, wrote in 2010, “These reports were almost entirely anecdotal and largely based on sketchy wire service roundups that emphasized breadth over in-depth detail.” Did a few confused people panic? Certainly. Did millions? Maybe not.






Introduction

There’s no doubt that UFOs exist, but that’s not what most people mean when they ask if UFOs are real. As folklorist Thomas Bullard notes, UFOs are a particularly alluring sociological topic, “at once so popular and so despised,” that fascinates us even as polite society continues to dismiss the true believers. The hunt and identification of “unidentified flying objects” has been confused over the years in part because the term has become popular shorthand for alien spacecraft, what so-called “ufologists” actually refer to as the interplanetary theory, or extraterrestrial hypothesis (ETH). Instead, all “UFO” technically implies is exactly what it stands for: something in the sky of unknown origin.

Even so, UFOs, ETH, aliens, and space travel have dominated our popular culture for decades, pushing boundaries of understanding and fueling our human imagination; it is not a coincidence that many of the most popular and iconic TV shows and movies—from Star Trek and Star Wars to E.T. the Extra-Terrestrial and Close Encounters of the Third Kind to Predator and the Alien franchise to Alf and The X-Files—all feature space travel, aliens, and the paranormal. The idea of other intelligent life, either visiting here or existing far away, astounds and captivates. Historian David M. Jacobs observes, “It is difficult to name another subject so quickly identifiable, so widely debated, so easily dismissed, and yet so little understood” as the one regarding intelligent, extraterrestrial life. It is a self-sustaining cycle: interest fuels attention, and attention fuels interest, and a mystery that on any given day, any of us could solve. There’s not much at the bounds of human knowledge that I can participate in—and even less that I might stumble onto solving. I don’t understand string theory or dark matter, my math abilities are quite limited, and I’m unlikely to invent nuclear fusion in my garage on a weekend. And yet each time any of us look out a window, glances into the night sky, or drives down an empty highway, we might spot that one glowing light that changes everything. Waves of sightings, what are known in ufology parlance as “flaps,” have unfolded regularly over the last seventy-five years, defining more than one generation’s understanding of its place in the world, and the universe at large, and creating memories that have lasted a lifetime.I When for research I tracked down a battered used copy of Harold Wilkins’s 1955 Flying Saucers Uncensored, it bore a touching inscription inside that hinted at our collective great mystery: December 19, 1955, to my dear boy, in remembrance of the Flying Saucer we saw on June 22, 1954, at 9:07 p.m.—Daddy. Wrapped up in that simple inscription was one of the biggest and most important unanswered questions of human existence, the question that people really are asking when they ask if UFOs are real: Are we alone?



“In the beginning there was an explosion. Not an explosion like those familiar on earth, starting from a definite center and spreading out to engulf more and more of the circumambient air, but an explosion that occurred simultaneously everywhere, filling all space from the beginning, with every particle of matter rushing apart from every other particle,” writes Steven Weinberg, the 1979 Nobel Prize winner in physics. In short: before we were stardust, we were nothing. Space and time began about 14 billion years ago, with the big bang, and as Weinberg explains in his book The First Three Minutes, that explosion filled everything—everything being defined either as an infinite universe or a finite one that curves back on itself like the surface of a sphere. (“Neither possibility is easy to comprehend, but this will not get in our way; it matters hardly at all in the early universe whether space is finite or infinite,” he writes.) One one-hundredth of a second later, the earliest moment in time that scientists can discuss confidently, the universe’s temperature was a hundred thousand million degrees Celsius. There were no galaxies, stars, or planets in that instance, just a giant pool of what Weinberg calls an “ionized and undifferentiated soup of matter and radiation.” In the first three minutes of the universe’s life, temperatures cooled rapidly—it was then only one thousand million degrees, about seventy times hotter than the center of today’s sun—and with time, a concept that now existed and has forever since unfurled only forward, protons and neutrons began to form together, creating nuclei that over a few hundred thousand years would become the atoms we now know as things like helium and heavy hydrogen, the building blocks of stars, dust, and, well, us.

It took some seven hundred thousand years after that for anything interesting to occur.

Over and across eons, worlds formed. Objects that we can recognize and classify—life—emerged. As astronomers view it, everything beyond our planet’s atmosphere is referred to as “outer space,” and the term “solar system” refers to a star and the objects that orbit around it; our solar system is about 4.6 billion years old and consists of our sun—a relatively average G-type main-sequence star, informally known as a yellow dwarf—and eight major planets (Mercury out through Neptune), as well as what astronomers generally accept are nine dwarf planets, including the once-upon-a-time-planet Pluto, some 650 “natural satellites,” commonly referred to as moons, and over a million other items, from comets to asteroids.

Our solar system, in turn, is just one tiny corner of the Milky Way galaxy, that thick band of stars visible in the darkest night skies stretching far over our heads. We’re about 25,000 light-years away from the center of the rotating galaxy, which astronomers estimate contains somewhere between 100 and 400 billion stars—and at least that number of planets—and stretches across some 87,400 light-years. What we see in our skies from Earth is the equivalent of staring at the side of the Milky Way stretching off before us, as if we’re looking at the edge of a plate or a Frisbee. It is spiral-shaped, like an enormous spinning pinwheel, first mentioned, as far as we know, by the Persian astronomer Abd al-Rahman al-Sufi in AD 964, recorded in his The Book of the Fixed Stars. In 1610, Galileo was the first astronomer to piece together, using a telescope, that the Milky Way visible in our skies was a collection of faint stars; a century later, Immanuel Kant surmised that it was a rotating body of stars, and over the next two hundred years, astronomers came to begin to grasp how enormous the universe truly is.

Now we understand that our Milky Way is about 2.5 million light-years from the next closest galaxy, known as Andromeda. Together, these two massive galaxies—and all the stuff in between them, including a number of so-called dwarf galaxies and satellite galaxies, as well as a third large galaxy known as Triangulum—make up what astronomers call the “Local Group,” which is one corner of a larger cosmic structure known as a “supercluster.”II For most of the last fifty years, our particular galactic neighborhood was believed to be part of the “Virgo Supercluster,” a gathering of about one hundred galaxies, but in 2014 a team of astronomers led by Hawaii’s R. Brent Tully realized we were more connected to our neighbors than anyone had realized; they redrew the boundaries of the galactic map after realizing that our supercluster was far more vast and in fact consisted of what had been four separate superclusters that all moved in the same gravitational rhythm.

They dubbed the new supercluster “Laniakea,” Hawaiian for “immense heaven,” and we now believe it encompasses about one hundred thousand other galaxies that astronomers define as “nearby,” despite the fact that they stretch across more than 520 million light-years of outer space. Laniakea, in turn, is now understood to be part of the Pisces-Cetus Supercluster Complex, an enormous structure of about sixty superclusters that together stretch across a billion light-years. The Pisces-Cetus Supercluster Complex is what’s known as a “galaxy filament,” the largest structures known to exist in our universe, in which NASA now estimates there are about 200 billion galaxies stretching across 46 billion light-years.III (Each of those galaxies is estimated to have perhaps 100 million stars—although the largest, known as supergiants, can contain 100 trillion.)

On the one hand, Earth seems unique—and yet when set against the scale of the universe, even if the odds of intelligent life are literally astronomical, the universe seems likely large enough for there to be many such possible planets. Recent estimates imagine that there are one sextillion—a billion trillion—of habitable planets in the universe. Sure, the odds of life are long, but does it really seem like humans are a one-in-a-sextillion chance? “There’s good and growing reason to expect cosmic company. The past hundred years have witnessed a slow but inexorable spring tide of discoveries that encourage the idea that Earth may have many, many analogues,” SETI astronomer Seth Shostak wrote.



The spies and analysts who work in earthly intelligence always try to draw distinctions between secrets and mysteries; their realm and strength, they say, is primarily in uncovering secrets—knowable facts purposefully concealed from public view. (The capabilities of the latest Chinese hypersonic weapon, for example, is a secret; how the Egyptians built the pyramids is a mystery.) Much of the story and history of the popular culture, media, and governmental focus on UFOs has been trying to understand where that critical line is between knowable secrets and unknown mysteries: How much of the UFO phenomena is attributable to secret human technology or visiting extraterrestrial activity versus simple physics, meteorology, and astronomy that we just don’t yet fundamentally understand?IV

UFOs surely continue to confound us, in part because we know so little about the world around us. As much as we now know about meteorology, astronomy, the heavens, and physics, it’s worth remembering how new (and still evolving) much of that knowledge truly is. Most of the core principles we have uncovered about physics, time, space, and astronomy have been discovered in just a human lifetime or two. In fact, before you even get to the mysteries of space, much of our understanding of our own planet is startlingly new. Western scientists have only known about the existence of gorillas, our closest living relative, for about 150 years; before 1847, reports of their sightings were dismissed as stories of a mythical creature akin to a yeti or a unicorn. The first “dinosaur” was discovered and identified in 1824, and it’s effectively only been in my lifetime that we’ve come to recognize they were wiped out in an asteroid collision and that many dinosaurs were feathered. Giant squids existed as a myth for thousands of years, traceable to Aristotle and ancient Greece, until a French ship actually caught one in 1861, and it wasn’t until 2004 that biologists actually spotted one in its natural habitat. My high school geology teacher, Mr. McGraw, would remind us that the theory of plate tectonics—now widely understood as the way the entire Earth moves—wasn’t even proven when he himself was a student. We still know less about the bottom of the oceans than we do the surface of the moon. “There is a tendency in 20th-century science to forget that there will be a 21st-century science,” J. Allen Hynek, one of the world’s most influential astronomers and ufologists said, “and, indeed, a 30th-century science, from which vantage points our knowledge of the universe may appear quite different.”



This book intertwines two threads from across the last seventy-five years: the military’s on-again-off-again hunt for UFOs here on Earth, and the increasingly serious work conducted by scientists, astronomers, and eventually NASA to search for extraterrestrial intelligence in the universe. These stories have been traditionally told separately, the UFO tale usually relegated to conspiratorial whodunits and self-published books by obscure small presses, while the more official “Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence,” known as SETI, is the subject of more scholarly work and memoirs by well-respected scientists—but that artificial divide fails to recognize the parallel tracks these two stories have led since World War II, as advancing technology has allowed us to understand the heavens in ways that our ancestors never could have imagined. Both threads are fundamentally stories of believing—the human desire, at a basic and almost cellular level, to hope even against the longest of odds—and they are different sides of the same coin, the line between the believability of one and the reality of the other deeply intertwined. “The common thread is a sincere desire to understand the universe, to find truth and meaning in a time when we are overwhelmed with astronomical data,” journalist Joel Achenbach writes.

What follows is not an attempt to tell the full, exhaustive story of UFOs, alien contact, and the search for extraterrestrial intelligence—there are some famous “sightings” that barely merit mention, and others that don’t get any mention at all, and many of the incidents, sightings, and reported encounters in this book have resulted in entire stand-alone books or even shelves of books themselves—nor does it purport to offer comprehensive solutions to every sighting. Instead, it is an effort to tell the story of how the US government, military, and leading scientists have approached these questions over our collective lifetime. I’ve tried to narrow my focus to those incidents, sightings, and reported encounters that changed the arc of the broader history of UFOs in America and the world beyond during the latter half of the twentieth and the first two decades of the twenty-first centuries. It is a story populated by some of the biggest figures of modern American history, from Harry Truman to Jimmy Carter, and some of most famous minds of the twentieth century, from Enrico Fermi to Carl Sagan, as well as all manner of strange and colorful characters who span the spectrum from serious scientists to outright grifters, from the nation’s leading nuclear scientists to the man who inspired talk radio conspiracist Alex Jones. It is a story, as one of the field’s most notorious practitioners, James Moseley, once described the field of ufology, of “genuinely mysterious events that always remain somehow just beyond solution while becoming impossibly tangled in a web of wacky human failings and yearnings.”

Part of the challenge in putting it all together is that the government absolutely is covering up the full extent of its interest and investigation into UFOs. Plenty of revelations, declassified documents, and public reports prove an active, ongoing cover-up over decades, and even today, the US government is surely hiding information from us about its knowledge, beliefs, and working theories about what exists in the skies above and beyond us. I know this not because I have any special visibility into what they’re hiding, but simply because the US government routinely hides information important and meaningless on all manner of subjects, regardless of whether there are legitimate national security concerns involved. Every book I’ve ever written has run up against classified information and decades-old secrets still locked inside archives. Today, especially, the US government remains coy about the extent to which modern-day “UAPs,” an acronym that in recent years first referred to “unidentified aerial phenomena” and now refers to “unidentified anomalous phenomena,” are drones or unmanned vehicles launched by adversaries like Russia and China. What is unclear is whether the government is covering up meaningful information about UFOs or UAPs—the verdict is much more mixed about whether the government has intelligence that would forever alter our understanding of ourselves and our universe.

At the same time, as someone who has spent two decades researching and reporting on US intelligence, national security, and the military, one of my maxims is that government conspiracy theories generally presuppose a level of competence and planning that isn’t on display in the rest of the work that the US government does: sure, secrets can be held for a few years or a few decades, particularly if they’re focused on a small group, but the government just isn’t secretive, creative, or thoughtful enough to execute the grandest conspiracies we see lurking behind the darkest interpretation of events like Roswell, the Kennedy assassination, Watergate, or 9/11. The deeper I got into this particular subject, the more I came to realize that the government’s UFO cover-up has primarily been a cover-up motivated not by knowledge but of ignorance. It’s not that the government knows something it doesn’t want to tell us; it’s that the government is uncomfortable telling us it doesn’t know anything at all. It’s a bafflement that hints at a more exciting and intriguing truth: there is something out there, and none of us yet know what it is. As Philip Morrison, one of the inventors of the SETI field, said, “Either we’re alone in the universe or we’re not, and either possibility boggles the mind.”

For now, we are left with math, physics, astronomy, and a mystery. Carl Sagan dedicated his life to his hunt, wondering whether humans were alone, a hunt that popularized him even as it caused his peers to sneer at his scientific credentials. As he saw it, “In a very real sense this search for extraterrestrial intelligence is a search for a cosmic context for mankind, a search for who we are, where we have come from, and what possibilities there are for our future—in a universe vaster both in extent and duration than our forefathers ever dreamed of.”

As it turns out, in the end, the story of the hunt for “them” is mostly actually a story about us.


	I. “Ufology” today and the “ufologists” who practice and study it is a phrase that captures a field that’s something more than a hobby and something less an academic field. As Thomas Bullard describes it, “Ufology is more nearly synonymous with the sum of UFO beliefs than with anything like a well-defined academic discipline.”

	II. In 1959, Harlow Shapley had proposed an alternate name for this structure, “metagalaxy,” but science stuck with the supercluster name chosen by French American astronomer Gérard Henri de Vaucouleurs.

	III. Next door to us, metaphorically speaking, is the Perseus-Pegasus Filament, which was discovered in 1985 and itself stretches for another billion light-years.

	IV. This secret/mystery line was a key part of why the US government recently “rebranded” UFOs as UAPs, unidentified anomalous phenomena, understanding that while some portion of UFO sightings are surely secret advanced aerial craft from the US, China, Russia, or elsewhere, that surely much—and perhaps most or nearly all—of today’s UFO sightings simply reflect basic principles and phenomena of physics, meteorology, and astronomy that today are mysteries.







PART 1 The Saucer Age (1947–1960)






1 Flying Saucers

From the moment he saw it, Colonel William Blanchard knew something was odd about the wreckage spread out before him. The jagged wooden pieces and scraps of reflective material, hastily gathered from a crash site discovered days earlier, were not from any aircraft he could identify, and the strange symbols weren’t any language he recognized—they looked, if anything, like hieroglyphs.

The wreckage had been found, he had been told, by a local rancher named Mac Brazel. The sheriff, guessing it was military, had sent Brazel onward to the nearest air base to report the find, and soon after, two military intelligence officers, Major Jesse Marcel and an anonymous man who Brazel would describe as being in plainclothes, had traveled back with him to investigate, wandering around the field and gathering up the fallen “rubber strips, tinfoil, a rather tough paper, and sticks” before transferring them back to the headquarters of the 509th Bombardment Wing.

The United States military had designed and produced a wide variety of aircrafts—as one of the most respected and decorated airmen in the Army Air Forces, Blanchard knew this for sure—but this definitely wasn’t one of them. It also didn’t seem to resemble anything atomic weapon–related, another area with which he had deep experience.I The idea that it was an amateur inventor’s design was unlikely, given that the base was in a relatively remote area of New Mexico. Maybe it was some kind of test. Maybe it was Russian.

Or, maybe, he thought, it was something else.

The commanding colonel, known by the nickname “Butch,” had a long-standing reputation as a bold, decisive man with a knack for pushing the envelope (a fact his detractors would sum up more negatively as a “loose cannon”), and to this particular moment, he applied his trademark decisiveness. He knew exactly what he was looking at.

This wreckage, he thought to himself, was one of those things that everyone was talking about.

He ordered his public affairs officer, Lieutenant Walter Haut, to put out a press release: The US Army Air Forces at Roswell, it announced, had captured the first flying saucer.



While Mac Brazel’s discovery would someday be the most well-known of its time, it was far from the first or only report of strange objects flying through American skies in the years following the Second World War. Just two weeks prior, a Boise businessman named Kenneth Arnold had had a similarly odd experience in Washington State, setting off a “flap,” as waves of sightings would come to be called, that would kick off the modern UFO phenomenon.

While flying on June 24, 1947, the thirty-two-year-old Arnold, an experienced rescue pilot with some four thousand hours of mountain high-altitude flight time, had decided to take a detour to search for a suspected downed military transport plane near Mount Rainier. (He had heard that there was a $5,000 reward for anyone who could locate it, and he had some time to kill on his trip between Chehalis and Yakima.) But, as he had navigated his two-seat CallAir A-2 prop plane toward the area, he later recalled, he had begun to see a bright light. At first, he assumed it was just a glare from another plane—but then he realized he was looking at as many as nine objects, seemingly in formation and moving at tremendous speed through the air, stretched out over perhaps five miles. “I could not find any tails on these things,” Arnold said. “They didn’t leave a jet trail behind them. I judged their size to be at least 100 feet in wingspan. I thought it was a new type of missile.” As the lights continued to move together “like the tail of a Chinese kite, kind of weaving and going at a terrific speed,” he used his dashboard clock to time how long it took them to fly from between Mount Rainier and Mount Adams. It was astonishing. According to the measurements, these things—whatever they were—were moving somewhere around 1,200 to 1,700 miles per hour, far faster than anything known at the time.II Altogether, Arnold watched the objects for about three minutes—during which time he even opened his airplane window to make sure he wasn’t catching a reflection off his windshield.

When he landed at Yakima, he told friends at the airport about the strange sighting, and a day later, repeated the story to reporters at the East Oregonian. The first version of the article referred to the objects as “saucer-like aircraft,” and headline writers across the country subsequently shorthanded the label to “flying saucers.”III

When the two reporters returned from lunch after filing their story to the wires, they found the small newspaper office besieged by follow-up inquiries, and within hours, the story flew coast-to-coast. Eager for more information, one of the East Oregonian reporters hustled down the road to Arnold’s hotel for a second interview. The conversation lasted two hours. Other reporters followed, and by the twenty-sixth, the pilot was telling his story on the radio.

It was a fantastical tale, one primed for debunking and disproving. But, as the details of the account were more closely studied, those who initially questioned Arnold were ultimately convinced that he was telling the truth. As part of an investigation, Frank M. Brown, an army intelligence officer assigned to evaluate the case, pulled highly detailed files that the Army Air Forces kept of the region—maps that Arnold would have never had a chance to access—and determined, “After having checked an aeronautical map of the area over which Mr. Arnold claims that he saw the objects it was determined that all statements made by Mr. Arnold in regard to the distances involved, speed of the objects, course of the objects and size of the objects, could very possibly be facts.”

“It is the personal opinion of the interviewer that Mr. Arnold actually saw what he saw,” Brown continued in a then-secret report. “To go further, if Mr. Arnold can write a report of the character that he did while not having seen the objects that he claimed he saw, it is the opinion of the interviewer that Mr. Arnold is in the wrong business, that he should be writing Buck Rogers fiction.”

Whatever the objects were, the news of their interaction with Arnold kicked off the biggest aerial fever the nation had ever seen. That summer, spotting flying saucers seemed to overtake baseball as the national pastime, with newspapers tracking the now daily reports from across the country of one strange sight in the sky after another. Appearances of other anomalies came from countless other pilots, both military and commercial. On June 28, an F-51 Mustang pilot near Lake Mead, Nevada, reported a half-dozen circular objects in the air around 3:15 in the afternoon; that same night, air force officers in Alabama reported a bright light passing overhead and making a sharp ninety-degree turn before heading south. At 11 a.m. on July 4, four disk-shaped objects allegedly streaked across the sky near Redmond, Washington. At 1:05 p.m. the same day, a Portland police officer said he saw five large disks over the city, a claim supported by two other officers who soon reported their own sighting, as did the harbor patrol. Citizens also called in, describing objects of “aluminum or chromium color, disc or hubcap or pie-pan or half-moon shape flashing in the sun, no vapor trail, no noise (except possible humming).” That afternoon, a Coast Guard yeoman in Seattle snapped the first-known photograph of a suspicious object in the sky overhead—a circular bright dot. (It was later deemed by investigators to be a weather balloon.)

At first, the military didn’t know what to make of the deluge; the incidents seemed to be happening everywhere, but details were scarce and none seemed hostile. Were these bizarre floating entities friend or foe? And did they even exist at all?

To know one way or another, the military readied P-61 fighters to attempt to intercept the mystery disks, and began flying specially equipped “camera patrols” with telescopic lenses in the hope of encountering and photographing whatever they found. Other military bases placed fighters on ground alert; California’s Muroc Army Air Field kept a P-80 jet fighter at the end of the runway, ready to chase a flying disk at a moment’s notice. For days, eight P-51 fighters and three A-26 bombers patrolled over the Cascades and the Pacific Northwest, finding nothing but empty sky.

Even as the military came up empty, the sightings continued to stream in from dozens of states—at least thirty-nine reported anomalies within a matter of weeks. Some, ultimately, were easier to dismiss than others: when over four hundred callers contacted the police in Birmingham, Alabama, with reports of lighted disks, investigators quickly determined they were just decorative searchlights from a nearby circus, lighting up low-hanging clouds. Meanwhile, in Portland, Oregon, a Fourth of July flyover of B-29 bombers and P-80 fighters led to a police alert as citizens misidentified the planes overhead as suspicious flying objects. “Flying ‘Whatsits’ Supplant Weather as No. 1 Topic Anywhere People Meet,” read a Los Angeles Times report. One Oregon minister preached that the mystery objects “were the advance guard of the second coming of Christ.”

Eventually, the military accepted that something had to be done. That July 4, Wright Field, the headquarters of the Army Air Forces’ technical intelligence and laboratory, issued a press release saying that, despite its skepticism, it would now officially be investigating the sightings, at the order of the air force chief of staff. “As things stand right now, it appears to be either a phenomenon,” the statement concluded, “or the figment of somebody’s imagination.”IV

The same evening, around 8 p.m., the crew of United Airlines Flight 105, flying from Boise to Oregon, reported a fast-approaching light in the sky; they had turned on their DC-3’s landing lights to warn the approaching craft, but then realized it wasn’t any normal plane. Instead, Captain Emil Smith and copilot Ralph Stevens saw somewhere between four and nine disks—news reports varied in their summary, objects that paced them for about twelve minutes as the commercial propeller plane cruised across about forty-five miles of the Pacific Northwest. Smith described the objects as “smooth on the bottom and rough appearing on top,” but in the darkness, they couldn’t define whether the flying objects were “oval or saucer-like.”V

And then, on July 8, came Roswell. In the wake of Blanchard’s announcement that a saucer had been found and relocated to the 509th Bombardment Wing, the official announcement dominated the local paper. Under a two-level banner headline declaring “RAAF Captures Flying Saucer on Ranch in Roswell Region,” the Roswell Daily Record noted how “the disk was recovered on a ranch in the Roswell vicinity, after an unidentified rancher had notified Sheriff Geo. Wilcox, here, that he had found the instrument on his premises.” Major Jesse Marcel had then inspected the recovered craft and then it was taken onto “higher headquarters,” but had thus far refused to release any details about the saucer’s construction or appearance.

The article also quoted two locals, Mr. and Mrs. Dan Wilmot—the latter of whom was identified as “one of the most respected and reliable citizens in town”—who said they had been sitting on their porch the previous Wednesday, July 2, when they saw a fast-moving “large glowing object” zip overhead. “In appearance it looked oval in shape like two inverted saucers, faced mouth to mouth, or like two old type washbowls placed, together in the same fashion,” the Wilmots explained. “The entire body glowed as though light were showing through from inside, though not like it would inside, though not like it would be if a light were merely underneath.”

By 2:30 p.m. local time, Blanchard’s statement was picked up by the Associated Press, prompting reporter visits to Roswell and a bombardment of telephone calls from across the country, and even around the world—one came, very long distance, from the London Daily Mail—upon Sheriff Wilcox’s office.

Amid the bedlam, the San Francisco Examiner reached Blanchard’s boss, Brigadier General Roger Ramey, the commander of the Eighth Air Force in Fort Worth, Texas, where the debris had been subsequently moved. Ramey quickly refuted the reports of unidentified material, claiming that his base experts had examined the debris sent from Roswell and easily identified it as belonging not to any foreign or unknown craft, but to a lowly weather balloon instead. At 5:30 p.m. New Mexico time, the AP put out an updated story, datelined Fort Worth: “Roswell’s celebrated ‘flying disk’ was rudely stripped of its glamor by a Fort Worth army airfield weather officer who late today identified the object as a weather balloon.” From there, the military continued to double down on the assertion that nothing had happened out of the ordinary at Roswell, culminating in an appearance by Ramey himself that night on the local NBC station in Fort Worth. Once again, the general explained that the crash debris was “a very normal gadget,” one that upon examination appeared to be little more than “remnants of a tinfoil covered box kite and a rubber balloon.”

The nation’s interest quickly moved on—there were so many other sightings to cover and whatever had landed in Roswell clearly didn’t solve the mystery. One state over, the Arizona Republic reported on the “dud” New Mexico disk on its front page on July 9, but gave much of its front page over to what it thought was an even bigger scoop: one of the first photos of a flying saucer—two grainy images, shot by local resident William Rhodes, that appeared to show a disk-shaped object that Rhodes said had been flying south and then banked into a series of tight turns near his house at an altitude of about one thousand feet before disappearing into the western sky at high speed.

Aviation experts agreed that Rhodes’s photo didn’t match anything known to be flying in the United States—the one attempt by the military to field a similar saucer-shaped plane, the Vought V-173, nicknamed the “Flying Pancake,” had never been put into production and the test planes had never been known to fly outside of Connecticut, where they’d been under development during World War II. In fact, the navy had formally given up on the program in March 1947 after the planes failed to ever be able to achieve proper fighter speeds.VI So what had Rhodes photographed? The military’s inability to answer the question was becoming an embarrassment—and in the summer of ’47, the last thing the US military wanted was to be embarrassed on the national stage.



The national focus on flying saucers came at a critical moment in the postwar evolution of the US government, the US military, and aviation in general. In just a few short wartime years, planes and aviation had gone from a curiosity to the central vehicle of battle, and the public and government fascination with the new unexplained flying objects was all but inseparable from the larger security concerns of that moment.

In 1945, the United States had emerged from World War II more powerful and better positioned economically and militarily than any other country, adversary, or ally. With the traditional European powers devastated by war and famine, global security was, for the first time, now left to the United States to protect and defend, but the country was only now readying itself to assume that role—and it became all too clear that such supervision would be necessary when, throughout 1946 and 1947, the shadows of a new conflict had settled in across Europe.

In 1946, diplomat George Kennan started calling for a policy of “containment” of the Communist and Soviet menace, which he felt would emerge from the ashes of broken governments and war-torn nations, and in March 1947, President Harry S. Truman committed US support to Greece and Turkey, who had been experiencing Communist takeovers in the region, declaring it the policy of the United States “to support free peoples who are resisting attempted subjugation by armed minorities or by outside pressures.”VII In April, statesman Bernard Baruch coined the phrase “Cold War” to describe the increasingly chilly relations between the Soviet Union and the West. And in early June, just three weeks before Kenneth Arnold’s fateful flight and sighting, Secretary of State George Marshall had outlined a sweeping plan to invest in rebuilding and securing Europe during his speech at Harvard University’s spring commencement.

Confronting all of these issues required new thinking about the function of a peacetime military. Traditionally, the US had kept little standing military in between wars—and what army and navy did exist over most of the preceding seventy-five years had hardly been a world-class fighting force. At the start of World War I, the US had possessed the world’s largest economy, but only its seventeenth largest army, a force smaller than Portugal’s. (A military historian characterized that force as “old, drunk, and stagnant.”) Now, after a war that had engaged nearly every corner of the globe on land, sea, and by air, such unpreparedness and underdevelopment was no longer an option.

Luckily, Truman had a unique vantage point on what his successor would call the “military-industrial complex.” As a senator, he had led the congressional committee charged with auditing the vast wartime spending, rooting out fraud, and identifying waste, and seen the military—which had long consisted of entirely separate Navy and War Departments, each overseen by its own cabinet secretary—sprawl. At the start of World War II, the US military had established the Army Air Forces, a third, confusing, and semiautonomous service branch. In 1944, he had published an op-ed titled “Our Armed Forces MUST Be Unified,” in Collier’s Weekly, arguing that it was long past time to combine the theretofore separate Departments of the Army and the Navy. “Our scrambled professional military setup has been an open invitation to catastrophe,” he argued. “All of our defensive and offensive strength [must be] under one tent and one authoritative, responsible command.” As president, he had followed through on his proposal for a unified command—known as the War Department, Department of National Security, or the Department of National Defense—that would, among other chances, bring together the two existing military services and plan for a future of an independent air force, too.

General Dwight Eisenhower endorsed the same restructuring; World War II had demonstrated the critical importance of airpower, and the arrival of the atomic bomb had made it seem possible that wars would begin and end with airplanes. It had also created the unsettling sense that future wars might take place within a more compact time frame, meaning the country would need to keep a larger standing force and wouldn’t have time to ramp up its industrial manufacturing for a year or two as it had at the start of both world wars. “The war had ushered in a new era that would be dominated by air power, both conventional and atomic,” an official air force history explained. “The new peacetime military establishment must be geared to deter conflict by maintaining adequate forces in-being.”

With all of this in mind, as newspapers filled with saucer sightings throughout the summer of 1947, the full US Senate in Washington, DC, debated groundbreaking legislation that would come to be known as the National Security Act of 1947, and ultimately prepare the military establishment for the impending Cold War. The legislation unified the army and navy into a single department and created new entities like the National Security Council, Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the Central Intelligence Agency—the nation’s first peacetime intelligence agency. The bill also established a fully independent US Air Force and a new post that would be known as the secretary of defense to oversee the combined three-branch military. Within days that July, it sailed through the Senate, the official recognition from Congress that “peace” in the atomic age would look unlike any peace America had experienced before, and in many ways, the saucer frenzy was its first test. Harry Truman signed the legislation, a law that promised “a comprehensive program for the future security of the United States,” just eighteen days after the Roswell crash.VIII



In the midst of this geopolitical uncertainty and evolving technologies, it was crucial that the department quell national anxiety. Day after day, military leaders disavowed any knowledge of the disks. Major General Curtis LeMay, the legendary World War II air leader who now headed the air force’s research program, told reporters, “Whatever these people have seen it hasn’t been anything resulting from experiments by the Army Air Forces. As far as I’m concerned there’s nothing to it at all. The whole thing is unfortunate.” Another military spokesman laughably suggested the “flying disks” were “large hailstones which might have flattened out and glided a bit.” In early July, officials at the US Naval Observatory in Washington announced that the disks, as described, could not be astronomical phenomena; David Lilienthal, the head of the Atomic Energy Commission, followed up with the confirmation that the sightings were unrelated to any secret nuclear weapons project, adding a personal statement that he, too, was “anxious to know” more about them. That reassurance, though, seemed undermined when a spokesman for the Army Air Forces’ Wright Field in Ohio said that if “some foreign power is sending flying discs over the United States, it is our responsibility to know about it and take the proper action.”

These disconnects only fueled the fire, and now a new question—and anxiety—hung over the entire controversy: Was the US being probed by a secret Soviet space weapon?

While at first LeMay and others had brushed off civilian reports of these “flying saucers,” a series of sightings in and around sensitive facilities in the Mojave Desert the same day as the Roswell hullabaloo had made them suddenly quite concerned.

The Muroc Army Air FieldIX was one of the military’s most secret facilities, home to research and development operations and offering 300,000 secluded acres across which experimental plane testing and elite training schools could be conducted without notice or disruption—out in the desert nearby, a full-scale replica of a Japanese heavy cruiser known as “Muroc Maru” and constructed entirely of lumber and chicken wire covered in tar paper, sat by Rogers Dry Lake, used during World War II to train pilots on attacking naval vessels.

On July 8, around 9:30 a.m., Lieutenant Joseph McHenry had just left a base exchange, where he’d been discussing with other airmen his dubiousness about the flying saucer reports pouring in around the country. “Someone will have to show me one of these discs before I will believe it,” he had told his colleagues—when, upon entering his office, he had glanced skyward and saw what he later described as two “spherical or disc-like” objects, moving, by his estimate, at about three hundred miles an hour at around eight thousand feet. Three people nearby—two sergeants and a secretary—all spotted the same thing. Moments later, after the original two objects had passed from view, McHenry spotted a similar silver sphere or disk-like object circling to the north. “From my actual observance the object circled in too tight a circle and too severe a plane to be any aircraft that I know of,” he later wrote in an affidavit given to counterintelligence officers.

Just thirty minutes later, around 10 a.m., a test pilot named J. C. Wise was warming up the engines of a XP-84 Thunderjet prototype when he saw what he first assumed was a weather balloon traveling west far overhead; with a start, though, he realized the object appeared to be moving against the prevailing wind. “The object was yellowish white in color and I would estimate that it was a sphere about 5 to 10 feet in diameter,” Major Wise said. Other officers and airmen reported as many as three similar objects heading west.

Around noon, an observer crew out by Rogers Dry Lake stationed there for an ejection-seat experiment, noticed a round, aluminum-colored object moving through the sky, also against the prevailing wind. “As this object descended through a low enough level to permit observation of its lateral silhouette, it presented a distinct oval-shaped outline, with two projections on the upper surface which might have been thick fins or nobs,” the crew’s report read. “No smoke, flames, propeller arcs, engine noise, or other plausible or visible means of propulsion were noted.” (One of the observers, Captain John Paul Stapp, noted defensively in his affidavit, “Seeing this was not a hallucination or other fancies of a sense.”)

The day ended with yet another P-51 pilot, south of Muroc, spotting a “flat object of a light-reflecting nature” high above him. He tried to give chase, but his plane couldn’t climb high enough to reach whatever it was.

To the military, the idea that these disks—whatever they were, whoever they were—seemed so intensely focused on one of the air force’s most secret facilities set off alarms anew through the Pentagon ranks. One rumor circulated in the media that the “flying saucers” were a new supersonic atomic-powered Russian plane. In the media, the Soviet foreign minister even played up his country’s involvement in what the New York Times dubbed the summer “Dither of the Disks”: he joked that maybe the objects were a “Russian discus thrower training for the Olympic Games who didn’t realize his own strength.” The military was beginning to think, though, the saucers weren’t anything to joke about.

Again, the objects, whatever they were, appeared to have no harmful intent—nor did they seem to have any particularly friendly intent. What were these things appearing in the sky all over the country?

In the end, it didn’t matter. A new national obsession—and government headache—had taken hold. The age of saucer obsession had begun.


	I. As a graduate of West Point, Blanchard had flown the first B-29 bomber into China in 1944, part of the first US efforts to bomb the Japanese mainland, and then in 1945 he’d served as the backup pilot to Colonel Paul Tibbets on the Hiroshima bombing.

	II. One of the major points of Arnold’s report later called into question was how accurately he could have judged his distance from the objects—based on how big items have to be in order to be seen by the regular human eye, it’s possible that the objects were closer than he thought. He might have seen something around fifty feet long moving at more like 400 mph, which is to say he might have seen something plane-sized, moving at a normal plane speed.

	III. The idea of a “flying saucer” was in and of itself a somewhat new and unexpected concept. As folklorist Thomas Bullard wrote, “The disk shape had appeared from time to time in illustrations for science fiction and on the cover of magazines like Popular Science to depict futuristic aviation designs, but images of round craft enjoyed no special favor in mass or popular culture.”

	IV. Since, as the book explains, the initial years of the flying saucer reports took place amid a rapidly evolving postwar military establishment, I have in a few places standardized place or unit names to avoid confusion; Wright-Patterson, for instance, went through three name changes in 1945, 1947, and 1948 before settling on what it’s known as today.

	V. When an army counterintelligence officer interviewed the United pilot, the agent concluded that the pilot “would have to be very strongly convinced that he actually saw flying disks before he would open himself for the ridicule attached to a report of this type.”

	VI. Even with the passage of far more time and far greater access to aviation records and declassified files, there’s no evidence that the US had access to any aircraft in the late 1940s that would mimic the behavior, speed, or shape of the flying disks.

	VII. The so-called Truman Doctrine would come in the 1950s to encompass the “domino theory” that would lead the US into Korea and Vietnam.

	VIII. At its start, the new entity was called the National Military Establishment, and led to an abbreviation—NME—that many pronounced like “enemy,” which seemed exactly counter to the new department’s goal. In 1949, it was officially renamed the Department of Defense, a two-year gap that would become, decades later, an important detail in the story of ufology.

	IX. In 1950, it would be renamed Edwards Air Force Base.






2 The Foo Fighters

As the flying saucer frenzy dominated the summer of 1947, what was perhaps more shocking and scattered than the sightings themselves was the United States military’s response to them. Individual military bases across the country made their own statements and sent out their own counterintelligence agents to investigate, but there was little national-level reaction or even apparent interest from the larger government structure. This was largely due to the fact that, at the time, there was no formalized approach to studying strange things in the sky—not because they were rare, but precisely because they weren’t. Humans, after all, had been reporting odd sightings in the sky for millennia—there are those who believe that Ezekiel’s heavenly vision in the Bible of a “wheel within a wheel” was itself a reference to a biblical-age flying saucerI—and officials had weathered a few flying object contagions over the last century.

One period in particular—about six months from November 1896 through April 1897—had created quite the stir, during which American newspapers had been filled with sightings of mysterious airships passing through the skies over California and as far east as West Virginia, at speeds that varied from a lazy five miles an hour to an astounding 150 miles per hour (the latter estimated by an Iowa railroad engineer, who reported pacing the object with his train). One Illinois report described a witness working in his field, when “an airship alighted near him and… six people disembarked therefrom, remained a few minutes and conversed with him, and then jumped aboard, ascended and sailed away.”

Simultaneous or near-simultaneous sightings in multiple locations gave rise to the perception that it might be a whole fleet of mystery aircraft overflying the continent at the same time—or maybe just one aircraft slowly crossing the country. While witness reports varied in detail and astonishment, they coalesced around a nighttime description of a bright white or red light; during the daytime, it was a flying blimp-like craft, usually with a basket or vehicle suspended below it, powered by something like a propeller, evoking something more akin to an aerial sailing yacht than an out-of-this-world spaceship. “The strange aerial craft has been seen by every operator and station agent along the line between West Liberty, Iowa, and Cedar Rapids, and they all report the same condition,” the Detroit Free Press noted on April 10, 1897. That same day the Chicago Tribune reported, “Either the long-expected airship from the Pacific Coast reached Chicago at 8:30 o’clock last evening or the fixed star, Alpha Orionis, shone with unusual brilliance.”

Once again, theories abounded. While some posited that perhaps a mysterious inventor—a Howard Hughes or Tony Stark of his or her time—had created a secret flying machine, others, inspired by the Jules Verne and H. G. Wells science fiction of the era, believed that the craft might be of Martian origin.II Speculation only grew when, despite widespread written and oral reports, no hard proof—no photographs, no recorded imagery, no wreckage—ever emerged of the craft or crafts, nor did any technology that could be mistaken for it. Though real-world inventors were standing at the cusp of flight in the late 1890s—European inventors were known to have been tinkering with real-life rigid dirigibles, and in May 1897, US professor Arthur Barnard took off from the Tennessee Centennial Exposition in Nashville in a bicycle-powered airship that reportedly flew twelve miles toward Memphis—the characteristics of the mystery airship or airships didn’t align with any known inventions then (or now).

By summertime, the sightings trickled off and there was no real sign of the aircraft ever again, leading newspapers to conclude that the entire thing was a hoax, perhaps a prank played by bored telegraph operators that got out of hand.

It wasn’t the last time a mystery would come and go with no convincing explanation.



Over weeks and months in late 1944 and 1945, US fighters and bombers alike had faced unknown objects in the sky over Europe, generally described as balls of light that appeared off wingtips or behind aircraft, and then proceeded to follow them through seemingly impossible maneuvers. Around Christmas, a pilot and radio observer from the 415th Night Fighter Squadron were on an early-morning flight at ten thousand feet in eastern France near the German border when something approached them. “We saw two lights climbing toward us from the ground. Upon reaching our altitude, they leveled off and stayed on my tail,” the baffled pilot reported. “The lights appeared to be large orange glows. After staying with the plane for two minutes, they peeled off and turned away, flying under perfect control, and then went out.”

Back on the ground, some flight crews chalked the lights up to a bad meal in the chow hall, combat fatigue, or simply nerves and stress—and yet, more and more planes continued to encounter the aerial balls of light, which were eventually named “foo fighters,” after a nonsense word popularized by characters in the Smokey Stover comic strip.

Intelligence officers and military leaders were equally stumped—were they a new kind of flare? A rocket? Some sort of magically powered enemy plane? A jet? Nothing made sense. Shooting at the objects appeared to do nothing and evasive maneuvers seemed pointless. The lights followed nearly anywhere, seeming to pose no danger to the fighters and bombers, but nevertheless still appeared ominous to the confounded flight crews. One pilot had an encounter so unsettling that even twenty-four hours later, the crew said the radio observer was still hyperventilating. Even stranger was that similar reports arrived in lesser numbers from US pilots and aircrew fighting in the Pacific theater, too.

The first news reports of the puzzling events finally made it into US newspapers on January 1, 1945, prompting a quick dismissal by scientists that the sightings were only exaggerated views of St. Elmo’s Fire, the luminous plasma that sometimes appeared in stormy weather near church steeples, ships’ masts, or other tall pillars. The affected pilots, in turn, angrily responded they knew all about St. Elmo’s Fire—what they’d seen wasn’t that. Curious journalists also disagreed with the explanation, noting that they had found the pilots and flight crews to be totally credible and clearly high-functioning, among the best aerial aces in the European skies.

Ultimately, reports of the foo fighters all but disappeared from Europe as the war ended. Some suspected that this meant they’d been secret German weapons all along, but as Allied scientists, engineers, and military personnel swarmed captured Nazi factories, airfields, and offices during the Liberation, they never found any trace of something that might have been responsible for the unknown aerial phenomenon. The army eventually wrote off the entire episode as a “mass hallucination,” which seemed to satisfy officials until the following year, when what was described as cigar-, rocket-, or meteor-like objects started to appear over Sweden—on July 9, 1946, one large daytime meteor-like light prompted the Swedish government to convene a special committee to study the events. The US military and US intelligence panicked, too, worrying that the rockets, whose locations seemed to be bordering the Soviet Union, were secret tests of a new weapons systems, perhaps updated versions of the German V-1 and V-2 missiles that Soviet scientists were developing with the help of captured Nazi engineers. The Swedish “ghost rockets” provoked widespread fear, especially as concerns about possible atomic weapon development grew in the wake of the Manhattan Project.III

By that August, the New York Times wrote that the “mysterious missiles” had brought the country “almost at the boiling point” and that the military was racing to install advanced radar that might be better at tracking the unknown projectiles. On August 20, the US semi-covertly dispatched two of its leading aerial warriors to Stockholm: former general James Doolittle, who had led the daring and morale-boosting carrier-based bomber raid on Tokyo early in World War II, and David Sarnoff, a former member of Eisenhower’s London staff who had become the president of the Radio Corporation of America. Doolittle was touring Sweden in his new postwar role as vice president of Shell Oil, and Sarnoff was exploring the European radio market, but both men arranged to be in the capital city at the same time and meet quietly with Swedish defense officials. Doolittle would decline to comment for the rest of his life on the existence and content of the meeting, but shortly after, the head of the US military’s Central Intelligence Group (CIG), Lieutenant General Hoyt S. Vandenberg, wrote President Truman that it was possible the objects were coming from a former secret seaside German rocket proving ground that had fallen to the Soviet army and now was part of East Germany. “The weight of evidence pointed to Peenemünde as origin of the missiles,” he wrote. “It is the belief of CIG that scientific experimentation is the primary Soviet objective and that political considerations, although thoroughly appreciated, are secondary”—but no proof or concrete sign of whatever was flying through the skies was ever established or released.

Finally, on October 10, 1946, the Swedish Defense Staff publicly stated that it suspected that almost all the sightings were actually just normal meteors and astronomical phenomena with some errant exceptions: “Most observations are vague and must be treated very skeptically. In some cases, however, clear, unambiguous observations have been made that cannot be explained as natural phenomena, Swedish aircraft, or imagination on the part of the observer. Echo, radar, and other equipment registered readings but gave no clue as to the nature of the objects.”IV In December, the inquiry was closed. “There is no actual proof that a test of rocket projectiles has taken place,” the government’s official concluding report declared.

In the end, all three episodes—the 1890s airships, the foo fighters, and the ghost rocketsV—had all amounted to little more than bizarre, unexplained mysteries, with neither a sign of any hostile intent nor evidence that the mysterious objects in the end represented some exquisite advanced adversarial technology. At the time, throughout the sightings of foo fighters and ghost rockets, virtually no one publicly or privately speculated that the objects were alien spaceships. Now, though, with the saucers flap of the summer of ’47, the government faced a new conundrum. The idea that the Soviets might be testing new rocketry over waters neighboring the Soviet Union was one thing, but it was something else entirely to wonder if someone—or some thing—was flying over the continental United States itself. Were these hostile craft? Or was this another mass hysteria—perhaps even one riled up by tricky Communist provocateurs?



In the summer of 1947, sightings arrived from seeming every corner of the country—Butte! Philadelphia! Birmingham! Long Beach! Vermont!—and as they piled up, the press coverage shifted. For the first few weeks, newspaper and magazine editors had eaten up the stories, running one banner headline after another and cataloging the sightings as they flowed in around the country and across the world. Altogether, more than 850 mysterious objects were reported over the course of the year. By August, Gallup reported that 90 percent of American adults had heard of the flying saucers.

As more weeks passed, the breathless reports from across the country and around the world that had followed Arnold’s initial UFO sighting gave way to a more tempered (and even mocking) coverage. No proof of a crashed disk emerged, nor did any photos materialize with any greater level of detail than Rhodes’s grainy Phoenix image.VI One newspaper editor even offered a $3,000 reward for proof of the saucers’ existence, a large sum that accelerated a wave of hoaxes that made it increasingly difficult to differentiate between “real” sightings and fake ones. One particularly elaborate hoax, whereby two men said they’d seen a disk and recovered debris from it on Maury Island in Puget Sound, Washington, ended in tragedy when the B-25 plane dispatched to pick up the debris and take it for further analysis crashed on its return flight, killing two counterintelligence officers.VII As UFO historian Jacobs summed up, “By the end of July, newspaper reporters automatically placed any witness who claimed to see something strange in the sky in the crackpot category.” Life magazine compared the reports to sightings of the Loch Ness Monster.

Arnold, for his part, grew ever more frustrated with the government’s inability to answer the mystery of what he and others were seeing in the nation’s skies. “It is with considerable disappointment you cannot give the explanation of these aircraft as I felt certain they belonged to our government,” he wrote the head of Wright Field in Dayton, Ohio, that summer. “They have apparently meant no harm, but used as an instrument of destruction in combination with our atomic bomb the effects could destroy life on our planet.” Arnold explained that he’d compared observations directly with the two United Airlines pilots, Smith and Stevens, “and [we] agreed we had observed the same type of aircraft as to size shape and form. We have not taken this lightly. It is to us a very serious concern as we are as interested in the welfare of our country as you are.” VIII

No less an authority than Orville Wright, the coinventor of the airplane and the namesake of the military airfield where many of the sightings were being collected, declared that the saucer flap was nonsense: “It is more propaganda for war to stir up the people and excite them to believe a foreign power has designs on this nation.” If it was propaganda, though, that was news to the government.

With the sightings showing no sign of slowing down, the air force called in J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI. Two days after the multiple saucer sightings at the Muroc airfield, a bureau executive met with Brigadier General George F. Schulgen, the head of the Army Air Corps’ intelligence requirements branch, to discuss the flying disks and how they were preparing to deal with them in a new military era. “The Air Corps has taken the attitude that every effort must be undertaken in order to run down and ascertain whether or not the flying disks are a fact,” the FBI representative noted in an internal memorandum, “and if so, to learn all about them.” The air force also explained how military scientists were hard at work ascertaining whether “the flying objects might be a celestial phenomenon… [or] they might be a foreign body mechanically devised and controlled.” There was also a possibility, the memo added, “that the first reported sightings might have been by individuals of Communist sympathies with the view to causing hysteria and fear of a secret Russian weapon.” The military, Schulgen had explained, was running down every lead they could; he had personally interrogated one pilot who adamantly reported seeing a disk, and neither the navy nor the War Department had any research projects that could be
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