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ENCOUNTER AT BENTWATERS

They were staring at a large pyramid-shaped object with a red light on top. It was clearly a machine of some sort, Airman Warren thought, but he had never seen its like before. If he looked at it directly, it seemed that its shape was changing. A ball of light emerged from behind the object. The light separated into three distinct orbs, each containing one creature inside.

The creatures inside the orbs were small, about four feet tall and dressed in what looked like silvery one-piece flight suits. They had overly large black eyes that were dominant features in their faces. The orbs hung in the air in front of the officers until Wing Commander Williams stepped up to them.

To Warren, the creatures seemed to be communicating with Gordon Williams….
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So womanly, so benigne, and so meke

That in this world, thogh that men wolde seke,

Half hire beaute shulde ment fynde

In creature that formed ys by kynde.

And therefore may I seyn, as thynketh me,

This song in preysyng of this lady fre.

Geoffrey Chaucer


CHAPTER 1

What Was Behind the Phoenix Lights?

“If we were being attacked by space aliens we wouldn't be playing these kinds of games.”

President Bill Clinton, in response to learning about House of Representatives budget cuts, October 1999

ARIZONA HAS HAD A LONG HISTORY OF REPORTED UFO sightings. For fifty years residents of the state have reported the sightings of strange craft. But in March 1997 there began a series of events that would stun American television audiences from coast to coast, gluing them to evening news broadcasts of strange lights floating through the skies above Phoenix. This event, which continued off and on for the next few months, is known as the Phoenix Lights: formations of yellow, orange, amber, and white lights that flew over the city and surrounding areas along a corridor stretching northwest to southeast.

The well-photographed and videotaped Phoenix Lights were the subject of heavy news coverage, but their origin has never been fully explained. To many investigators, they were UFOs, plain and simple. To others, they were flares dropped from military aircraft as part of an exercise.

The Witness Reports

Although March 13, 1997, has been cited as the first appearance of the Phoenix Lights, according to some of the postings on the Internet and phone calls to UFO researchers in the Phoenix area there were sightings of V-shaped configurations of lights even before that date, north and west of Phoenix. One observer was a private pilot who was driving well west of Phoenix along a route that took him near the landing approach paths to Luke Air Force Base. At first he thought the lights ahead of him along the road were landing lights, maybe on a jet coming just a bit too low on its approach to the runway about thirty to forty miles away from him.

This was a kind of yellow light he'd never seen before, and he looked around to see if there were any other strange lights in the sky. He found one, brighter than the first but the same color. When he turned back to check on the position of the original light, it had disappeared.

Just three days later, other families witnessed and photographed strange lights floating over the general vicinity where the yellow lights had been spotted. Each witness knew nothing about the experiences of the others, but the lights continued to appear during the ensuing nights with enough frequency that witnesses began posting their sightings on Internet news groups and Web sites.

Then, on March 13, the light show began in earnest. The first display took place somewhere around 8:30 P.M. when a series of yellowish orange lights just seemed to turn on in the sky north and west of Phoenix. The first observers didn't report seeing a craft of any kind, simply lights that appeared to float in the air in a straight line, angled back from each other as if they were in a formation. The news media reported at least two separate displays of floating lights that night, one beginning about two hours after sundown and the other two-and-a-half hours after the first. They continued until midnight or even later as the lights traveled across the state of Arizona from the northwest to the southeast.

Some cases of the sightings weren't disclosed until one or two days later when observers called their local newspapers to tell their stories. Gradually, the entire time sequence of the appearance of the lights began to take shape. One report, for example, received at Peter Davenport's National UFO Reporting Center in Seattle, said that a formation of yellow lights appeared in Nevada near Nellis Air Force Base at 8:15, heading south and west. Another sighting, of a flying V of yellow lights, took place near Lake Mead at 7:30 P.M. and appeared to be heading west toward Phoenix. Additionally, two different observers reported seeing a large triangular-shaped arrangement of five yellow lights near Prescott, Arizona, heading west.

Then, it seemed, lights turned up all over the skies over Prescott, Arizona. From 8:15 to 8:30, yellowish orange and yellowish white lights turned on one by one in a V-shaped formation and floated through the skies without a sound. Some of the light formations moved as slowly as fifty miles per hour. Others seemed to move faster and performed sharp turns and other maneuvers. But all the observers reported seeing lights with a similar yellow hue, and most of the lights were flying in either a V or triangle formation. Yet another observer in Prescott reported a cluster of V-shapes, almost like a military chevron of three rows of five yellow-white lights floating overhead without a sound and heading south and west.
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A computer-generated image of a Phoenix Lights boomerang-shaped craft.

There were hundreds of reports of lights over Phoenix, Prescott, and Scottsdale that night. Many of the witnesses said that the lights defined the shape of an object, either a large triangle or a huge V, which blocked the light from the stars overhead. Those witnesses directly beneath the flying object—the UFO for want of a better term—said that not only did it have a well-defined shape, but it covered an area measured by three or more entire city blocks. One person called it the size of a football field, another observer said that it was so large you could land a plane on its surface, and a third said that it moved like a blimp but had the shape of a huge wedge that blocked out the starlight for over a half mile.

Other eyewitnesses reported anomalies within the configuration of the lights, suggesting that the wedge or triangular formations were just that, formations. One witness who was driving through the city of Glendale with his family reported that he spotted a formation of lights in the shape of a triangle flying slowly a few thousand feet above them. The witness watched as one of the lights from the trailing edge of the triangle separated from the formation and moved to a light in the leading edge. Whatever this particular configuration of lights was, the lights didn't behave as though they were running lights fixed to a large aircraft, but rather as though they were separate navigable aircraft attached to a larger platform.

Another witness in Scottsdale observed similar movement. In this case, a triangular formation of lights headed south over the city at 8:30, then returned about ninety minutes later and seemed to launch individual spheres of yellow light from its formation that realigned themselves into a mile-wide arc. The object then disappeared.

One young child who had gone to bed by 8:00 that evening reported seeing a beam of bright light from the outside travel along her bedroom wall. The child's description of the time and direction of the beam of light correspond with reports from neighbors who witnessed a large, bright formation of lights that floated at a low altitude above their houses and cast a beam of light along the houses as it passed by. The witnesses' drawings of the shape of the object defined by the lights showed that they had seen a large flying triangle similar to the objects seen by hundreds of others that same night.

The closer witnesses were to the flying lights, the more detailed the descriptions they gave. One couple said they could make out gray panels on the underside of the triangle as it floated over their house, and that one of the light spheres from the leading edge of the triangle detached, floated away from the triangle, and then returned. It looked to them like a docking maneuver, all of it accomplished without the sound of jet engines, propellers, or rotors of any kind. They said they couldn't even hear the sound of rushing air as the triangle passed by into the night.

Observers were impressed by the huge size of the triangles, particularly when the triangles were flying low and passed over landmarks that allowed the witnesses to estimate wingspan and length. One witness, in a car driving along a freeway west of Phoenix, was able to get a good look. She described a metallic structure forming the underside of a triangle, flying southeast, and what looked like panels surrounded by spherical lights along the edges. She was also able to make out the object's wingspan, claiming that it reached across the freeway and was well over a mile wide.

Two other witnesses also used ground landmarks to determine the size of the flying triangle they saw floating over a newly developed real estate subdivision. Knowing the layout of the subdivision and the distances between the streets, these witnesses reported the object's wingspan had to have been well over a mile and probably closer to two. Hours after these observers returned home they saw the object again, at which point a flight of military jets tried to intercept it, but failed to catch it when it shot up vertically.

Other witness reports vary, but all of them seem too astounding to be true. In one case a witness reported that he watched a commercial aircraft almost collide with a large triangle. Why, as the aircraft lights approached the floating lights on the triangle, didn't the aircraft pilot pick up the object on radar, and why didn't the collision warning system activate? Why didn't the control tower vector the aircraft away? Surely civilian flight control radar must have returned a collision alert between the two objects. Instead, the aircraft simply passed above the triangle as if it weren't there. This suggests that the triangle did not appear as a signature on any of the radar screens. To the pilot as well as to flight controllers in the tower, the triangle wasn't really there at all.

For another observer on a terrace, the seemingly rigid metallic structure that held the lights in place seemed to disappear when the object floated past the moon. Instead of obliterating the moon, the object became translucent and the moon shone yellow at the edges of the triangle just as if the object were not a solid piece of metal at all. After the object had passed across the surface of the moon, its metallic shape seemed to return and the object headed along its way, leaving stunned witnesses on neighboring terraces in its wake. It was a spectacle none of them had ever seen before.

Still another witness, who viewed an object that floated a hundred feet above his house, reported to a newspaper that the object was the largest flying structure he had ever seen. As the object passed overhead, the witness thought he saw one of the lights split into two and change color before it returned to the wedge structure of the formation. The object moved very slowly as it floated noiselessly over Phoenix and finally disappeared behind a mountain range. As observations continued through the night, investigators who track UFO reports began to correlate the direction, speed, and configurations of the lights to determine whether the sightings were simply random or if they defined a course. Laid out across a map grid, the formations seemed to be moving from the northwestern part of Arizona, over Phoenix and its surrounding areas through valleys bordered north and south by mountain ranges, to the south and east of Phoenix and then back again along a well-defined air corridor.

Hundreds of witnesses were struck by a sense of awe and amazement at the level of technology they'd observed. Living in such close proximity to airports and military bases, many of these observers were familiar with the outlines of military aircraft, even the huge air force cargo planes that landed at Luke Air Force Base, and were able to recognize that the shape of these triangles and wedges was very different from the military and commercial planes that were usually in the skies. The very unfamiliarity of these triangles and wedges, whether or not they were extraterrestrial in origin, made them unidentified flying objects.

The Public Reaction

Public frenzy over the Phoenix Lights was fueled by the sheer number of witnesses who reported the phenomena. Unlike a sighting made by two or three people and reported to a skeptical and disbelieving public, the Phoenix sightings took place over entire neighborhoods in which friends and relatives reported seeing the same things at the same time. Neighbors called neighbors who corroborated one another's sightings. Then there was the videotape evidence which, despite disagreement among experts as to the nature of what was photographed, nevertheless conveyed visually to television viewers across the country the sheer fascination of the light spectacle and the unearthly awe people experienced when they saw it.

Witnesses and private citizens, as well as radio stations and newspapers who'd taken calls from observers, demanded explanations for the mysterious lights from the U.S. Air Force, local police and fire departments, the governor, and even the local Phoenix city council. But in the face of air force denials that anything out of the ordinary had taken place on the night of March 13, other agencies were at a loss to offer any explanations, even though sheriff's officers and fire departments tried to follow up after the onslaught of phone calls from frantic witnesses demanding to know what was happening.

By the next day, the story about the lights and copies of videotapes were circulating throughout the Phoenix area. Local news television stations were already sending teams and camera vans out to interview witnesses, review the videos they'd shot, and put together segments for that evening's news broadcasts. The competition for original stories had gotten intense because the images of the floating lights were so incredibly dramatic. This was the age of the home video camera, a device that had become as commonplace in households as the old Kodak box cameras had been in the 1950s. Accordingly, witnesses told news crews, when they saw something that didn't look like a plane, they aimed their cameras and shot. The collective result was hundreds of hours of video that captured one night of almost Twilight Zone eeriness in the skies over Phoenix.

Hardened news editors realized that this was not simply another wacky UFO sighting but something real, something that had been witnessed by thousands of people that had driven them to call 911 en masse. The news organizations joined the onslaught of calls to military authorities, demanding some sort of explanation for the lights even if only a routine confirmation or denial that there had been objects in the sky on the night of March 13. They also joined the callers to the fire department and the sheriff to see what the nature of the 911 calls were, whether there were tape recordings available of the calls, and what the public safety authorities did to respond.

The Official Response

The day after the sighting reports, the air force announced that it could report no out-of-the-ordinary radar contacts on the night of March 13, certainly not the kinds of contacts that would have corresponded to the hundreds of sightings over Phoenix and its neighboring cities. Moreover, the air force public information representative at Luke Air Force Base announced that all of their planes had been secured for the night, indirectly denying that Luke had scrambled any fighters to investigate the reported formations. Witnesses who had seen jets trying to close with the lights were incredulous: the air force was denying what observers said they had seen with their own eyes.

Civilian flight control authorities at the Phoenix airport gave exactly the same response: no radar contacts out of the ordinary, no contacts that would have corresponded with the reported sightings. Commercial aircraft that were in the area reported no collision alerts from radar targets in the area. If you went by what the radar said, it was as if nothing had happened at all. Was it all a mass illusion?

Not at all, a spokesperson for the Maryland Air National Guard finally confirmed a few months later in July after a story broke in USA Today and on television that the Maryland Air National Guard, in an operation called Snowbird, had dropped flares in the Phoenix area on the night of March 13. The spokesperson revealed that on the night in question units from the Air National Guard, flying out of Davis-Monthan Air Force Base in Tucson, had dropped high-intensity flares in military training exercises they were conducting in A-10s over the Barry Goldwater Gunnery Test Range fifty miles southwest of Phoenix. The Maryland Air National Guard used the Goldwater range because weather conditions in the southwestern United States were typically far better than those in the Northeast during winter. The original story explained that the flares were dropped in an exercise designed to train pilots on how to deploy flares to draw away incoming heat-seeking surface-to-air missiles. These very bright flares were dropped in formation, the spokesperson said, and, suspended by tiny parachutes invisible in the nighttime sky, would surely account for the anomalous lights observers reported.

In other words, this was exactly the kind of device that would have provided a light show to anyone looking outside that night without returning a radar signature to flight controllers at the local airports or to the radars at Luke Air Force Base. Except there was one problem, people living near the Goldwater range didn't report seeing flares over the range at the time the Air National Guard said they were in the air. However, the flare explanation did comport with the explanation from Luke Air Force Base that none of its fighter planes were in the air that night. They had been Maryland Air National planes conducting their own military exercises over the Barry Goldwater Test Range. But because they had been flying out of Davis-Monthan and not out of Luke AFB, the public affairs officer at Luke said she had no knowledge of the flight schedules at Davis-Monthan until after the Maryland Air National Guard flare story broke. At that point, she said, she checked with her counterpart at Davis-Monthan and confirmed that although her original story that no flare-dropping exercises had been conducted at Luke was a correct report, she did not know at the time that another air force base had hosted an out-of-state Air National Guard unit that was flying over the Goldwater range at the time of the Phoenix Lights reports.

The intensity of the phone calls to media and the offices of public safety continued even after the Maryland Air National Guard announcement in July. The amount of media coverage the lights generated could not be completely ignored, while at the same time, UFO researchers such as Bill Hamilton of Skywatch, who has written his own book on the Phoenix Lights, disputed the Air National Guard's explanation of the flare story. Hamilton pointed out, first, that the schedules were incompatible. People were seeing lights in the sky both before and after the Maryland Air National Guard took off from Davis-Monthan. Then, Hamilton argued, the Air National Guard itself had changed its own story. First it said that the exercise was designed to train pilots when to deploy the flares as countermeasures to the missiles. However, after witnesses to the Phoenix Lights said that the formations were too high in the sky to have been low-altitude antiaircraft countermeasures, the Maryland Air National Guard changed its story, now saying that the flares were really higher-altitude illumination devices. But, as Hamilton pointed out, what could they illuminate at 15,000 feet except for clouds? And what about the reports that some of the hanging lights seemed to fly in straight lines or even gain altitude? Could these have been optical illusions?

Hamilton had an additional problem with the air force explanation, which, he says, still hasn't been resolved. Because Luke Air Force Base controls the Goldwater test range, it should have been fully aware that there was a training exercise there that night even if the planes flew in from Davis-Monthan. Why didn't Luke report it right away instead of waiting until July to comment on the reports in the media about flares. In other words, the Maryland Air National Guard's story made no sense.

Adding to the media fervor, the lights were still continuing to appear in many locations around Phoenix, Arizona, returning on successive nights, even while the original Lights story was being debated in the news. People were complaining. They had seen something, and there was videotape already playing on local and statewide television that clearly showed some kind of light formations in the sky.

In Phoenix, city council member Frances Barwood tried to get the council to demand answers from the air force. Other council members refused to go along with her request, and she quickly became an object of derision, especially from the mayor of Phoenix, as well as others who were nervous about being associated with any politician publicly seeking information about UFOs. When Frances Barwood's term on the city council ended, she ran for Arizona Secretary of State but was defeated, despite grassroots support from the UFO community.

With demands for some kind of official response growing among the public, then Arizona governor Fyfe Symington called a news conference near the end of August 1997 at which he promised the media he would authorize a special investigator. People seemed stunned at the news. Only once before in recent memory had an elected official demanded an investigation of a UFO report. That had been late member of the House of Representatives Steve Schiff from New Mexico. In 1995 he asked the government to account for the 1947 crash at Roswell, which resulted in the government's revealing that the aircraft that was retrieved was a top secret radar balloon. Now, a state governor was demanding an investigation. And this time, the UFOs being investigated had been seen by not just a few people, but many hundreds. But within days of the announcement, Governor Symington called a second press conference at which he announced he would reveal to the audience the culprit behind the Phoenix Lights sightings. Then a person wearing a little-green-man alien costume walked to the podium. The note-taking reporters dissolved into guffaws as the governor dismissed the entire event as mass hallucinations and hysteria.

For those people who believed they'd been witness to a real UFO event, and for many others who claimed some sort of contact with alien beings either through abduction or previous sightings, Governor Symington's news conference was an insult. So what if the governor didn't believe the Phoenix Lights were out of the ordinary? many observers said. It wasn't an excuse to poke fun at individuals who claimed they'd been victims of a traumatic experience.

The news conference, if it had been an attempt to throw cold water on the rumors of a UFO invasion, actually served the opposite purpose. Observers were now more convinced than ever that there was some kind of official cover-up going on. Witnesses were put off by the air force denials, the apparent inability of local government to come up with an explanation, and now the deliberate attempt to make fun of the event. What was going on?

The Media Response

The national broadcast media had already been running video of the Phoenix Lights when the Symington news conference provided them with even more fuel for the fire. Within days, both the tabloid media and news magazine shows were carrying Phoenix Lights video, while radio talk shows interviewed witnesses and investigators from the UFO community. Now, for the first time, live witness statements accompanied the eerie videos, and stories of the shapes and sizes of objects began to emerge.

It wasn't just the lights, witnesses told national audiences as they showed off their balconies and terraces to reporters, it was the configurations of the lights and what you could see inside that got them so excited. There were shapes—real, definable shapes—that blotted out the sky and captured reflections from the city lights below. And it wasn't until television audiences actually saw the places where the videos originated that a lot of the stories began to make sense. Many witnesses had stood on balconies and terraces built into the hillsides. Therefore, people weren't just looking up at a series of lights, some of them were on a direct level or close enough to the floating objects to see the details they had described. Others said they could almost look down on the objects because the objects had been flying so low. The national news coverage and the appearances of these witnesses on news shows suddenly gave the Phoenix Lights a whole new perspective.

The Researchers

In the aftermath of the Phoenix Lights sightings professional engineers, Ufologists, skeptics, and debunkers all presented their analyses of what people had seen in the skies. The announcement from the Maryland Air National Guard provided the most straightforward explanation and certainly the easiest to understand. Formations of flares might easily be confused with some sort of craft in a nighttime sky. Because they were moving forward at the same time they were slowly dropping, they could easily give the impression that they were actually flying very slowly on a level course without a sound. And maybe, depending upon the angle, they might even seem to be rising. But the flare story still doesn't explain how high-intensity illumination devices dropped fifty miles away from Phoenix could be seen floating directly over rooftops and balconies.

Airplanes and helicopters, even if they were flying at high altitudes—which these lights certainly were not—would not fly silently. There would be some noise from the engines. And because almost all of the observers reported noiseless lights, A-10s, helicopters, or other conventional military aircraft can probably be ruled out. It's not impossible that the army was flying formations of black helicopters with silent rotors or that the air force could have been testing its neutral buoyancy aircraft, huge triangular-shaped transport aircraft that have been in development for years. These large and stealthy transport planes are capable of moving very slowly and might well be almost invisible to radar. This might account for the lack of radar contact that night—assuming that the air force was telling the truth when it announced that nothing had turned up on radar over Luke Air Force Base. If, however, observers were accurate in their descriptions of spherical lights that detached from the formation and moved about independently, it would mean that they might have seen something else.

Some analysts have speculated that because there were different configurations of lights on March 13 and on ensuing days, it's also possible that different observers reported different phenomena. Some people might have seen flares while other people might have seen test flights of air force super lifters whose presence, like the test flights of the stealth F-117 and the B-2, were classified under national security for at least a decade and therefore never announced, confirmed, or even acknowledged by a denial. Therefore, if there were air force test flights that night as well as a military flare-dropping exercise, between the flares and the test flights, successive arrays of lights and huge black triangular shapes that floated over Phoenix might just be explained.

Or maybe not.

Flares

The flare theory has at least four problems, according to Bill Hamilton and other UFO analysts. First, and probably the easiest to reconcile, is the time differential between the sightings of lights and reported time of the flare drops. The Maryland Air National Guard announced they began their flare drops after nine in the evening, yet the earliest flare sightings took place shortly after eight. So if flares are the explanation for the Phoenix Lights, how can we account for at least a one-hour discrepancy between the reported beginning of the military exercise and the reports of the first formations of lights? There are also discrepancies between the location of the test range where the flares were dropped and the observers who reported the sightings of lights shortly after eight. But these are less troublesome than the question over the different times.

The easiest answer is that the reported times could be less than accurate, that somebody is making a mistake. If some of the flares were dropped early and not all the observers were careful about the times they gave for their sightings, it's conceivable that at least some of the Phoenix Lights sights were flares. It's also conceivable that some witnesses became disoriented with respect to times, directions, and geographical locations and actually were looking at flares in one direction when they thought they were looking at something else in another direction.

The second issue is the discrepancy between reports of colored lights and bright white high-intensity flares. Analysts who reviewed the Maryland Air National Guard's reports determined that the special flares they dropped would burn bright white and give off heat. In particular, these flares can serve as decoys for enemy surface-to-air missiles such as the ones deployed by Serb forces in the recent Bosnian and Kosovo air campaigns. When deployed by allied aircraft, the flare, suspended by its small parachute, slowly descends, drawing off enemy missiles that might be looking for a heat signature.

However, the lights observed by most of the witnesses were not the bright white of antiaircraft countermeasures flares but instead, depending upon who was describing them, were of amber, yellow, or even reddish orange. Therefore, even if we can account for a discrepancy in time and geographical location, the difference in color indicates that at least some of the observers were not looking at high-intensity flares no matter what atmospheric conditions were present that could have somewhat altered the observable color.

UFO analysts also cite sighting reports from witnesses who not only say they've watched previous flare drops over the test ranges in the area, but also have had military experience and know what flares look like. Many of these witnesses reported in interviews that what they saw were not flares by any means.

Flight trajectory was another one of the key factors UFO analysts used in determining whether the objects of March 13, 1997, were flares or self-propelled objects. An object that simply floats to the ground even as it moves forward has one flight signature, while an object that seems to move and navigate under its own power has quite another, UFO analysts have argued. This, the third criterion in determining the difference between flares and the Phoenix Lights, was critical to most of the witnesses because they report that the objects didn't just float to the ground, but that they flew on a level path, seemed to turn in unison as if they were attached to a larger object, accelerated, and even turned to a new heading. And if they were flares deployed over test ranges fifty miles away, why did they seem to hover, only a hundred or so feet directly above rooftops and terraces in the city of Phoenix, giving witnesses an astonishingly close look at objects they called “shapes” rather than flares?

Other experts argued that the floating lights people claimed to have seen were only an optical illusion, a combination of the intensity of the flares, the forward momentum of the formation, and the retinal memory of the bright image against the darkness of the night. The result was a sense that the objects were somehow flying when in fact they were only gently falling, while their momentum at the speed of the A-10s that dropped them carried them forward.

Ufologists claim, however, that the lights moved forward together as if they were connected, while flares, even the most sophisticated flares, would act independently of one another. Separate objects still have to obey the laws of random motion even when they are launched at exactly the same time and in the same direction. At some point, microcurrents of air, variations in the way the separate parachutes behave, up- and downdrafts, and even the small time differential between the launches will cause the flares to exhibit aerodynamic qualities. They might descend at different rates, change direction with respect to one another, and go in different directions in their respective trajectories. These lights, witnesses say, did none of that. In those cases when it seemed as if they were fixed along the leading or trailing edges of a giant triangle, the lights stayed in the same place, were unwavering in their intensity, and did not descend at different rates.

Perhaps the most bizarre of all the sightings of the Phoenix Lights were those of spheres that seemed to separate from the formation and fly to another light, or break off completely from the rest of the group, and then return. While lights that fly in different directions might look like flares, some critics have commented, the lights that seemed to regroup with the formation or fly next to another sphere and then return to the formation behaved just like independently piloted or controlled aircraft.

UFO histories contain many reports of flying orbs or spheres over the desert states since the 1940s. Green orbs, in particular, were a common enigma during the 1950s and '60s. However, seeing these orbs as part of larger formations or even attached to larger craft would be something relatively new.

What about the large triangular shapes that seemed to drift at low altitudes through the canyon passes and over the rooftops at ridiculously low speeds? Were there any conventional explanations that could account for the triangles or flying wing shapes? If it weren't for the huge size—particularly the estimates of a one-and-a-half- to two-mile wingspan—some ufologists believe that Lockheed's neutral buoyancy triangular transport planes could account for the triangular shapes that witnesses saw that night. The black stealth transports are designed not to return a radar signature and to move at slow speeds, kept aloft, like blimps, by a buoyancy system that allows them to float. If the overwhelming size of the transports confused witnesses, especially in the darkness, to estimate inaccurately the ground landmarks from wingtip to wingtip, the possibility exists that the reported two-mile wingspan could actually be much less. If that's the case, then maybe the flying triangles witnesses saw were the same aircraft that have been described in aviation and science magazines and have been observed over California and other places in the United States, classified aircraft in the final phases of testing before being announced to the public (for much more on flying triangles, see Chapter 2).

The CAUS Lawsuit

Whether some of the Phoenix Lights were flares or flying triangles, the response of the State of Arizona, the U.S. Air Force, and the Department of Defense has been silence. Even where witnesses steadfastly repeated that the lights they saw, because of their colors, their flight patterns, and their ability to climb and navigate, could not possibly have been flares, the U.S. government still refused to admit that there was anything out of the ordinary in the skies over Phoenix. Finally, in 1999, Arizona attorney Peter Gersten, the head of an organization called Citizens Against UFO Secrecy and a columnist for UFO Magazine, filed suit against the United States, seeking relief in federal court against what he termed an “incursion of unidentified and unusual aerial craft” and, on behalf of the citizens of the State of Arizona, an end to “unlawful violations of their civil, legal and constitutional rights by non-human entities.”

The lawsuit asserts that after Gersten's repeated attempts to seek information from the State of Arizona and the Department of Defense about the nature of the Phoenix Lights, and receiving no response, CAUS is seeking remedy from the federal government which, under Article IV of the Constitution, is required to protect the individual states and the citizens thereof against invasion. Gersten specifies that just such an invasion is being carried out by “entities, non-human in appearance, who have unlawfully entered each of the United States, including the State of Arizona, and remain unlawfully within Arizona, committing acts that if done by humans would be prosecutable under Arizona and federal law.” By suing United States Attorney General Janet Reno, Secretary of Defense William Cohen, and Governor of Arizona Jane Hull, CAUS asks the court to require the United States to formulate a plan to investigate, study, identify, and protect the residents of Arizona against this invasion and to maintain jurisdiction over the case and monitor the plan to protect American citizens from an alien invasion.

In letters to Governor Hull, Attorney General Reno, and the Secretary of Defense, Peter Gersten described the nature of what he called “an ongoing invasion which is continually being ignored by government officials due to its strangeness and thus continues unimpeded.” Writing on behalf of those who signed affidavits for CAUS, Gersten asserts: “These residents describe an invasion that is ‘silent’ due to its nature, but an invasion nonetheless. Simply stated, it takes the form of continuous incursions in the skies over your state by aerial ‘craft’ which pose a threat simply by their ability to perform beyond present day technology. Also present as part of this silent invasion are nonconsensual trespasses, assaults, false imprisonment, rapes, and kidnappings by allegedly non-human perpetrators. These acts constitute crimes under both state and federal law, yet there has not been one major investigation by your Agency. The fact that the perpetrators have been continually described as non-human in appearance unfortunately has negated both the seriousness of the allegations and the believability of the eyewitnesses. This is a travesty and injustice, especially since these acts have been occurring for over thirty years and have been reported by thousands of people throughout the United States. Affidavits are available from your residents swearing to these facts and circumstances.”

The letters go on to describe the craft as “unidentified, unknown, and technologically advanced craft infringing the skies of this State. These craft take the form of triangular, ‘v,’ or delta shaped aerial objects.” The lawsuit cites letters Gersten has received from citizens of Arizona in which they told stories of floating colored lights, flying triangles, and appearances of strange craft that dated back to the 1980s and continued well past the March 13, 1997, date of the initial flyovers of the Phoenix Lights.

In one description, an Arizona resident tells the story of what she believed was actual communication with a UFO that seemed to follow her along a road known to local residents as “the road to Nowhere.”

“Another time we went to the road to Nowhere, we watched three unusual color-changing lights at once. One stationary one to the northwest of us, one over the southern end of the White Tanks to the east of us, and a very active one that danced around in the sky to the south of us. When we got tired around 1:00-1:30 am, I announced loudly that it was time to go home and the light to the east of us blinked out suddenly. We laughed about that and when I looked up again a moment later, it blinked back on. We were getting in our vehicles to leave when it blinked out again and stayed out. We had to drive north a little way to make a U-turn to return to I-10. When we pulled around to the south, we were greeted by an eerie sight. The light we'd been watching to the south (which had been east of the road all evening) had seemingly lined itself up directly in front of us still very low on the horizon so that we drove directly toward it. When we got on I-10 going east, it paced us all the way back to Goodyear (20 miles or so) and ended up over the Estrellas when we got home.

“We go out there to watch the sky probably three to four times a year, and though we watch a lot of orange lights and ones that blink blue/red/white, these are about the most dramatic sightings we've had out there. My sister, a friend and I had a large blue light over the northern end of the White Tanks that seemed to blink back at us when we blinked a flashlight toward it last year. Next day, we heard from other people that they'd seen the same object. This southwestern corner of the Valley of the Sun does seem to be a ‘hotspot’ for lights in the sky.”

Another Phoenix resident reported “missing time” during a party at his house in 1996 when he and his two friends could not account for almost an hour's passing. When they went outside to try to reorient themselves, they noticed two UFOs hovering just over the horizon. “Two craft were quickly approaching each other, one from the north and the other from the south, and were a greenish white haze shaped like an odd turtle shell. They came within about five miles of each other and began rising together vertically in the sky. At around 30,000 feet they fused together and became one craft and started continuing up again. At 60,000 feet they broke apart and hesitated again before rising some more to about 90,000 feet, all within about a minute or two. Next, they changed direction straight east towards us. They were still about five miles apart again, and one of the silent craft, both of them ten times larger than a 747, was flying directly over the northern boundary of Lake Havasu City and the other over the desert. We were totally quiet during the entire sighting as one flew almost directly overhead. Underneath were three rows of three lights, and one single last pulsating white light. The lights in the rows were translucent colors and shades we had never seen before. The edges of the craft had a sharp cut to them and there was no glowing haze underneath the craft like what we saw from a distance. They continued on towards Phoenix.”

Armed with sightings such as these and reports of abductions, Peter Gersten charges that the government steadfastly refuses to offer any explanations or even assurances that the residents of Arizona are not victims of an invasion by nonhuman entities. Worse, he charges, the government refuses to investigate citizen criminal complaints of break-ins, home invasions, and even abductions and torture that fall within the jurisdiction of both the state and federal governments even though “these non-human entities also violate the laws of each of the United States, including the laws of Arizona, by conducting non-consensual physical acts upon said residents in violation of said residents' civil, legal and constitutionally protected rights.”
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