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Dedicated to the late Jimmy Breslin from Queens Boulevard,
a columnist and reporter who always shot straight.


“Flying saucers are real, and we know what they are.”

—President Harry Truman


Introduction

OUTSIDE THE OVERTON WINDOW

Winston Churchill once noted that what we call history is actually written by the victors, describing the way the winning party line tends to prevail over the opinions of others. And so it is with American history, especially as it’s taught in schools. The orthodox opinion prevails even in the face of contrary evidence. The chapters in this book will challenge the normative historical interpretation of the American presidency by presenting facts you might never encounter in a schoolroom or a college class.

Did you know, for example, that President Harry Truman, the plain-speaking “Show Me State” politician who made the decision to unleash nuclear weapons on the world, was also one of the first presidents to step forward and declare unequivocally that flying saucers were real and that the American government knew what they were? Of course you didn’t.

Did you know that just days before his assassination in Dallas, President John F. Kennedy instructed the branches of the military and the CIA to release all their UFO files to the Soviets before releasing them to the American space program? Or that the president was whispering pillow talk to his mistress Marilyn Monroe about “little men from outer space” kept at a secret military location? Probably not.

How about President Reagan’s not one but two UFO sightings, his administration’s having been run by an astrologer, or his using an astrologer to pick his vice presidential candidate in 1980 by analyzing the star charts of his political short list? You probably knew about President Car-ter’s UFO sighting and also that presidential candidate Hillary Clinton, the victim of 2016’s Salem Witch Trials, was a fierce advocate for UFO disclosure inside the Bill Clinton White House. When you studied the history of the presidents, did you know about their statements on UFOs or the memos they wrote about them? No you didn’t, and here’s why.

All of these events lie outside of what journalists call the “Overton Window,” the frame of acceptability for political, journalistic, and public discourse. In other words, the Overton Window is a form of censorship indicating what can be reported, what can’t, and what should be relegated to what the Huffington Post refers to as “News of the Weird.” How often will Fox’s news commentators like Tucker Carlson talk about the crash of a UFO at Roswell? Rachel Maddow just about doubled over with laughter at the thought that Ronald Reagan brought up invaders from outer space at a speech before the United Nations General Assembly, but didn’t report on Reagan’s official UFO briefing at the White House, nor about his revelations regarding UFOs to Steven Spielberg, the director of E.T. and Close Encounters of the Third Kind.

All of these events—true, documented, and substantiated—are part of American history, but excluded from our public discourse because they lie outside the Overton Window and are unacceptable to the likes of our favorite network and cable news broadcasters. But not anymore.

Can you hear the sound of broken glass? That’s the Overton Window being shattered by the chapters that follow. From the first UFO sightings by the New England colonists in the 1630s to today’s White House, UFOs are making their way into American history. They’re all here. And they’re all true. So fasten your seat belts.


Chapter 1

GOVERNORS JOHN WINTHROP AND WILLIAM PHIPS, UFOS IN THE MASSACHUSETTS BAY COLONY, AND THE SALEM WITCH TRIALS

“In this year,” wrote Massachusetts Bay Colony governor John Winthrop in his journal in 1639, “One James Everell, a sober, discreet man, and two others saw a great light in the night at Muddy River. When it stood still, it flamed up, and was about three yards square; when it ran, it was contracted into the figure of a swine: it ran as swift as an arrow towards Charlton [Charlestown], and so up and down [for] about two or three hours. They were come down in their lighter about a mile, and, when it was over, they found themselves carried quite back against the tide to the place they came from. Diverse and other credible persons saw the same light, after, about the same place.”1

Fishermen on a small flat-bottomed cargo-carrying barge—called a “lighter”—at night on the Charles River on the edge of Boston saw a hovering elliptical-shaped object in the distance, larger than the moon, but moving up and down in the sky. The object changes shape right before their eyes, morphing into something like a flying pig. They watch this object in fascination for a couple of hours before they decide to row towards it for a closer look-see when, after traveling about a mile and suddenly and without their awareness, they find themselves back where they started. But, in order for them to have rowed back to their original starting place, they would have to have pulled against the current, which they did not do. Worse, they seem to have had no sensation of the passage of time. In today’s parlance, what the fishermen experienced is called “missing time.”

Perhaps modern skeptics can quibble with the reports of the description of this incident, citing the possibilities that the fishermen only saw a bright star or the planet Venus or that they might have had a few too many tots of rum before they set out on their cargo run. But Governor Winthrop attests to their sobriety in his write-up of the event and thought enough of it to include it in his official history of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. Thus, according to one of the most important political leaders of the New England colonies, about a hundred and fifty years before the signing of the Declaration of Independence, this event actually took place, belonged in the official history, and the governor vouched for the veracity of it and the boaters who recounted the event. But the story becomes more complicated, according to Governor Winthrop, because not only was the floating object in the sky witnessed by the fishermen, it was witnessed by other “credible persons,” as Governor Winthrop describes them. In other words, it was a multiply witnessed aerial phenomenon of unknown origin seen and attested to by more than just the witnesses in the cargo barge. This, eliminating such things as airplanes or helicopters, because they hadn’t been invented yet, counts as credible sighting as any sighting of a floating orb today.

Just five years later, towards the end of Governor Winthrop’s term in office, another strange confluence of events took place, this time involving an undersea object that seemed to cause the fatal explosion of a merchant vessel belonging to Captain John Chaddock. The explosion occurred seemingly out of nowhere, and took the lives of all persons aboard Captain Chaddock’s ship, stirring up rumors of a curse, of the work of the Devil, or something more mundane: a crew member who set the explosive charges because he was carrying a grudge against the vessel or its master.

If the only event had been the explosion of a wooden ship at sea, it might have passed as a simple tragedy of unknown causality. However, because the ship’s explosion took place amidst the eyewitness reports of strange lights in the sky and because Chaddock’s ship was reported to have hit an undersea object while at sea—well before the invention of the submarine—it is not out of the realm of possibility that Chaddock’s vessel struck an unidentified submerged object, a USO. Again, witnessed by many townsfolk, strange lights began to appear in the sky that no one could explain. Were these lights demonic in origin? Was the New England colony cursed because of the townspeople’s misdeeds? A sense of dread crept through the local population.

Governor Winthrop again reported in his journal that, “Exactly sixteen days after the blowing up of Capt. Chaddock’s ill-fated ship and crew, and just at ‘the witching hour of midnight,’ as Shakespeare calls it, ‘when churchyards yawn and hell itself breathes forth contagion in the air,’ three men in a boat, coming toward Boston—a strange hour for reputable puritans to be out—saw two bright lights rise out of the water, at the place where the vessel had been blown up, just off the North Ferry slip. They made the still more inexplicable that the two lights assumed the form of a man, and sailed leisurely off over the water to the south, keeping but a short distance from the shore, till it reached Rowe’s Wharf, where it vanished as suddenly as it had appeared just 15 minutes before.”2

This time, instead of an unidentified flying object, the witnesses saw an unidentified submerged object, a USO that, upon breaking the surface of the water, became a flying object. If this were the only event after the shipwreck and loss of a crew, it would have been frightening enough to the local residents of the Massachusetts Bay Colony. But the sightings didn’t stop. Less than a fortnight after the initial shipwreck/sighting, the twin lights appeared again in the sky and flew to the exact spot where Chaddock’s ship exploded, which was where they entered the water.

The sightings over the Boston bay area still continued in the weeks following the second sighting. The next sighting witnessed by those who lived along the shore involved a single light, which some witnesses said was as large as the moon, which rose out of the water at the spot of the shipwreck and traveled over land to the present location of East Boston, where it encountered another illuminated flying object and merged with it. Witnesses watched in stunned silence as the lights joined with one another then separated, repeating this several times and all the while generating sparks and flames, until they finally morphed into a large single object, an actual disk as big as the moon, before it disappeared behind a hill overlooking Boston proper. And all of this during the tenure of Massachusetts Bay Colony Governor John Winthrop, a prudent, honest Puritan not given to flights of fancy or whimsical illusions.

While these UFO sightings—and we call them UFOs because they were truly unidentified flying objects, whatever their origin might have been—while strange were not the first UFO or USO sightings in the New World. Indeed, even before the British came to North America, even before the Puritans settled in New England, Italian explorer, sailing under commission from Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain, Christopher Columbus witnessed a self-illuminated unidentified object moving through the water alongside his flagship the Santa Maria as it approached the island of Hispaniola. The object seemed to be tracking the Santa Maria until it broke the surface of the water, rose into the sky, and flew off into the heavens. Columbus was so transfixed by the object, all he could do was stare until it was out of sight. Then he ordered his scribe to write an entry in the ship’s log, thus cataloguing the first UFO / USO sighting by a European in the New World. The year was 1492.3

Fire and Brimstone, Cotton Mather, and the Salem Witch Trials

Our New England colonies in the seventeenth century were roiled by superstition and a belief in the immediate presence of evil spirits as well as the Devil itself. It is no mystery, therefore, that the residents of the Massachusetts Bay Colony saw the lights in the sky and the light rising out of the water, taking on a circular shape, and then flying off not as a visitation from extraterrestrials, but a sign of evil spirits. None other than New England’s fire-and-brimstone preacher, Cotton Mather, reported that he had seen strange lights orbiting around the moon, a report that has lasted through five hundred years of history and eventually made it into NASA’s lunar study NASA Technical Report R-277—Lunar Events.4

Mather’s report of lights floating over the moon, coming over the surface from the dark side of the lunar surface, was a startling revelation from a person who was also partially responsible for shutting down the Salem Witch Trials in the town of Salem in 1692. The brutal sentences handed down to women and men accused of practicing witchcraft after sham trials—most of the victims were hanged, not burned—were based not only upon fear and upon the sanction in the Bible, which stated society should not suffer a witch or a sorceress to live, but also allowed the seizure of property from those accused. Salem Village today is now the municipality of Danvers, Massachusetts.


Chapter 2

GEORGE WASHINGTON AND THE UFO AT VALLEY FORGE

The echoes of the surprise victory Washington won over the Hessian forces celebrating Christmas 1776 outside of Trenton were only made louder by Washington’s subsequent victories at the Battle of Princeton in January 1777 and the British retreat north to occupy the Atlantic coast of New Jersey. But Washington’s New Jersey victories were to be soon extinguished later in 1777 by his losses at the Battle of Brandywine and then at Germantown outside of Philadelphia, which city was occupied by the British. Washington’s failure to drive the British out of Philadelphia forced him to retreat to winter quarters at Valley Forge, Pennsylvania, with an army of under 15,000 troops who were demoralized after two defeats, were severely lacking supplies, had little, if any, winter gear, and were ill-shod and starving. In fact, military historians have said that Washington’s army at Valley Forge was not a disciplined army at all but a ragtag cohort of volunteer farmers and tradesmen who had yet to be paid by the newly formed Continental Congress. They were at the point of mutiny.

As the terrible winter dragged on, many of Washington’s soldiers, who had already missed the harvest, now wanted to go home. They feared that in their current demoralized and ill-equipped state, they were no match for the British, and would be summarily defeated, captured, and hanged for treason against the Crown. For many, their only hope was to return to their farms and claim innocence in the face of British charges should the rebellion be put down. And Washington himself was disconsolate as he watched the condition of his army decay. And in addition to the fearsome condition of his army, Washington was also at odds with the Continental Congress for their lack of support for his troops. His men had not been paid, had not been resupplied, and had not received the support an army in the field needs from the civilian government in charge of the war effort.

The Continental Army was a mixed bag of volunteers, with teenagers serving in the ranks alongside those who, today, would be considered senior citizens in their sixties. But in the mix as well were a number of foreign officers who had been trained in European military practices and sought to train Washington’s troops. They were joined by a Prussian officer who called himself Baron von Steuben, who, although not a baron and not a senior officer, was, nevertheless, a skilled military tactician and a former captain in the Prussian military, who impressed Washington with his military background. Washington put him in charge of the men to train them in field maneuvers. Joining von Steuben at Valley Forge was the Marquis de Lafayette, another skilled military commander whom Washington put in charge of a regiment and then the army in Virginia, and a military engineer, Louis Duportail, who supervised the building of fortifications for the defense of Valley Forge should the British decide to attack.

As the winter wore on, even though his men were consigned to living in canvas tents which barely sheltered them from the wind-driven cold, Washington’s generals such as Henry Knox were able to secure provisions from farmers in the countryside and they were able to persuade the Congress to provide more supplies for the men. As conditions improved physically, Washington, although encouraged that his troops could survive the winter, was still forlorn over what he saw as the fate of the Revolution. And that was when he had his first UFO—if that’s what we want to call it—encounter.

Washington had tried to rally his staff, who seemed hopelessly demoralized, but he, too, was staring into the abyss of winter. He often ventured out from the fortifications of his encampment to pray in the woods, apart from the eyes of his staff, and to write in his journal. Then, on one day, looking up from his writing table where he was preparing dispatches for the Congress, he beheld, standing opposite his table, a glorious vision of a “singularly beautiful female.” Whether this was a William Blake vision borne out of the general’s own discomfiture or whether this was an actual extra terrestrial manifestation presenting a glimpse of the future, Washington was transfixed.

According to Anthony Sherman, whose story appeared in 1880, and who described himself as a member of Washington’s army at Valley Forge, this is what he wrote:

“You rightly heard of Washington’s going into a thicket to pray in secret for aid and comfort from God, the interposition of his Divine Providence brought us safely through the darkest days of tribulation. One day, I remember it well, when the chilly winds whistled through the leafless trees, though the sky was cloudless and the sun shone brightly, he remained in his quarters nearly all the afternoon alone. When he came out, I noticed that his face was a shade paler than usual. There seemed to be something on his mind of more than ordinary importance. Returning just after dark, he dispatched an orderly to the quarters who was presently in attendance. After a preliminary conversation of about an hour, Washington, gazing upon his companion with that strange look of dignity which he alone commanded, related the event that occurred that day.”1

And in his own words, Washington himself wrote in his journal:

“This afternoon, as I was sitting at this table engaged in preparing a dispatch, something seemed to disturb me. Looking up, I beheld standing opposite me a singularly beautiful female. So astonished was I, for I had given strict orders not to be disturbed, that it was some moments before I found language to inquire the cause of her presence. A second, a third and even a fourth time did I repeat my question, but received no answer from my mysterious visitor except a slight raising of her eyes.

“By this time I felt strange sensations spreading through me. I would have risen but the riveted gaze of the being before me rendered volition impossible. I assayed once more to address her, but my tongue had become useless, as though it had become paralyzed.

“A new influence, mysterious, potent, irresistible, took possession of me. All I could do was to gaze steadily, vacantly at my unknown visitor. Gradually the surrounding atmosphere seemed as if it had become filled with sensations, and luminous. Everything about me seemed to rarefy, the mysterious visitor herself becoming more airy and yet more distinct to my sight than before. I now began to feel as one dying, or rather to experience the sensations which I have sometimes imagined accompany dissolution. I did not think, I did not reason, I did not move; all were alike impossible. I was only conscious of gazing fixedly, vacantly at my companion.

“Presently I heard a voice saying, ‘Son of the Republic, look and learn,’ while at the same time my visitor extended her arm eastwardly, I now beheld a heavy white vapor at some distance rising fold upon fold. This gradually dissipated, and I looked upon a stranger scene. Before me lay spread out in one vast plain all the countries of the world—Europe, Asia, Africa and America. I saw rolling and tossing between Europe and America the billows of the Atlantic, and between Asia and America lay the Pacific.

“‘Son of the Republic,’ said the same mysterious voice as before, ‘look and learn.’ At that moment I beheld a dark, shadowy being, like an angel, standing or rather floating in mid-air, between Europe and America. Dipping water out of the ocean in the hollow of each hand, he sprinkled some upon America with his right hand, while with his left hand he cast some on Europe. Immediately a cloud raised from these countries, and joined in mid-ocean. For a while it remained stationary, and then moved slowly westward, until it enveloped America in its murky folds. Sharp flashes of lightning gleamed through it at intervals, and I heard the smothered groans and cries of the American people.

“A second time the angel dipped water from the ocean, and sprinkled it out as before. The dark cloud was then drawn back to the ocean, in whose heaving billows in sank from view. A third time I heard the mysterious voice saying, ‘Son of the Republic, look and learn,’ I cast my eyes upon America and beheld villages and towns and cities springing up one after another until the whole land from the Atlantic to the Pacific was dotted with them.

“Again, I heard the mysterious voice say, ‘Son of the Republic, the end of the century cometh, look and learn.’ At this the dark shadowy angel turned his face southward, and from Africa I saw an ill omened specter approach our land. It flitted slowly over every town and city of the latter. The inhabitants presently set themselves in battle array against each other. As I continued looking I saw a bright angel, on whose brow rested a crown of light, on which was traced the word ‘Union,’ bearing the American flag which he placed between the divided nation, and said, ‘Remember ye are brethren.’ Instantly, the inhabitants, casting from them their weapons became friends once more, and united around the National Standard.

“And again I heard the mysterious voice saying ‘Son of the Republic, look and learn.’ At this the dark, shadowy angel placed a trumpet to his mouth, and blew three distinct blasts; and taking water from the ocean, he sprinkled it upon Europe, Asia and Africa. Then my eyes beheld a fearful scene: From each of these countries arose thick, black clouds that were soon joined into one. Throughout this mass there gleamed a dark red light by which I saw hordes of armed men, who, moving with the cloud, marched by land and sailed by sea to America. Our country was enveloped in this volume of cloud, and I saw these vast armies devastate the whole country and burn the villages, towns and cities that I beheld springing up. As my ears listened to the thundering of the cannon, clashing of sword, and the shouts and cries of millions in mortal combat, I heard again the mysterious voice saying, ‘Son of the Republic, look and learn.’ When the voice had ceased, the dark shadowy angel placed his trumpet once more to his mouth, and blew a long and fearful blast.

“Instantly a light as of a thousand suns shone down from above me, and pierced and broke into fragments the dark cloud which enveloped America. At the same moment the angel upon whose head still shone the word Union, and who bore our national flag in one hand and a sword in the other, descended from the heavens attended by legions of white spirits. These immediately joined the inhabitants of America, who I perceived were well nigh overcome, but who immediately taking courage again, closed up their broken ranks and renewed the battle.

“Again, amid the fearful noise of the conflict, I heard the mysterious voice saying, ‘Son of the Republic, look and learn.’ As the voice ceased, the shadowy angel for the last time dipped water from the ocean and sprinkled it upon America. Instantly the dark cloud rolled back, together with the armies it had brought, leaving the inhabitants of the land victorious!

“Then once more I beheld the villages, towns and cities springing up where I had seen them before, while the bright angel, planting the azure standard he had brought in the midst of them, cried with a loud voice: ‘While the stars remain, and the heavens send down dew upon the earth, so long shall the Union last.’ And taking from his brow the crown on which blazoned the word ‘Union,’ he placed it upon the Standard while the people, kneeling down, said, ‘Amen.’

“The scene instantly began to fade and dissolve, and I at last saw nothing but the rising, curling vapor I at first beheld. This also disappearing, I found myself once more gazing upon the mysterious visitor, who, in the same voice I had heard before, said, ‘Son of the Republic, what you have seen is thus interpreted: Three great perils will come upon the Republic. The most fearful is the third, but in this greatest conflict the whole world united shall not prevail against her. Let every child of the Republic learn to live for his God, his land and the Union.’ With these words the vision vanished, and I started from my seat and felt that I had seen a vision wherein had been shown to me the birth, progress, and destiny of the United States.”2

Describing a physical sensation that alien contactees and abductees have reported for over two hundred and fifty years, General Washington wrote in his journal that the figure he saw not only provided him the courage to maintain his steady leadership of his army, but the courage of faith in the knowledge that the war of the revolution would be successful. We ask, was this a vision of an extraterrestrial or was Washington, at the moment of his deepest despair over the fate of his army, actually experiencing what, over two hundred years later, would be called a remote viewing event in which he literally traveled into the future with the help of a palpable figure appearing his own vision to show him what would befall his new country and the army that was charged with wresting its control from the British Crown?

The Battle for Fort Duquesne at the Monongahela River

Alternatively, we could also explain it as a visitation from a Native American spirit, the spirit that had protected him over twenty years earlier at the Battle of Monongahela during the French and Indian War when the British sought to take Fort Duquesne. Three sides fought in this war: the British, looking to settle the land in western Pennsylvania, the French, establishing a sea route across the three rivers—the Monongahela, the Allegheny, and the Ohio—to the Great Lakes and thence to Canada, and the native tribes including the Shawnee, Huron, and Iroquois, who wanted no part of this war, but threw in with the French against the British. The Battle of Monongahela itself was an attempt by the British under General Braddock, assisted by colonial militia Lieutenant Colonel George Washington, to take the French Fort Duquesne. In this battle, Colonel Washington was a hero. After the British had crossed the Monongahela River and had begun their march towards the fort, they were confronted by a contingent of French troops and, in a quick exchange of fire, forced them into confusion. But the Native Americans who had accompanied the French knew exactly what to do. They had seen the British formation before and how it stood its ground in square formations against an enemy charging towards them. The Native Americans formed into two war parties and took cover in the thickets surrounding the British. Then, from the cover of the foliage where they took a bead on the flanks of the redcoats, they fired volley after volley into the British troops, led by Braddock, until Braddock himself was struck by a ball.

George Washington rode to Braddock’s side where he comforted the general, who was unresponsive, and commandeered a wagon to remove him to safety on the other side of the river. Now dismounted and standing in the midst of enemy fire, Washington ordered his troops to form a rear guard to cover the British retreat to the far side of the bank. And it was in this rear guard action that Washington almost met a lethal fate. A Native American chief had Washington dead in his musket sights and was prepared to fire. Washington, who by the end of the career had fought in over two hundred battles, had never been wounded. Yet, at this one moment when he was fighting on the side of the British in 1755, he was almost certainly fated to be killed, when the Native American chief stayed his hand. In his sights, the Native American chief saw not only the figure of Washington, but he saw what he described as the Great Spirit protecting Washington and his men. He ordered his braves to hold their fire, thus saving Washington’s life. “Thus does Fate itself often intervene to save the undoomed righteous warrior when his courage holds” (Beowulf [trans.WJB], 572b-573).3

Now, deep in the woods of Valley Forge, Washington, retreating into a moment of prayer, saw another vision, this one even more specific to what we now know about UFO sightings of floating orbs. Washington said that when he went into the woods, he saw a floating green orb hovering in front of him. He could not explain it, but in the wake of his vision of the future, he was not afraid. As he stared at the floating green object, he said he saw what he believed to be small green-toned Native Americans jumping to the ground and running into the woods. And then he saw what he assumed to be a chief, who spoke to him as if he knew him, had protected him, and told him that he was protected by the Great Spirit. Then the chief vanished. Washington looked around him. He was alone in the snow. But, to his amazement, though he had come face to face with the figure, there were no footprints in the new fallen snow, not a one. Where the orb had touched down after hovering, there was no impression in the snow either. It was if none of it had ever happened, yet Washington knew, knew at that moment, that he had been protected and was being protected and that his mission would succeed.

A renewed and buoyant Washington returned to his staff officers with the swagger of confidence. Although his officers inquired about what had seemed to change his mood, Washington was diffident, saying nothing in particular. But they could tell that something was different. Finally, the Marquis de Lafayette approached his commanding officer to inquire as to the change in his demeanor. What had made him so suddenly imbued with a sense of victory when the army itself had been staring into the face of defeat? Washington’s answer was even stranger than Lafayette could have imagined. The general explained that he saw the face of an old enemy, a chief against whom he had fought at the Battle of Monongahela and who had, for some reason, spared his life. Yet it was this chief who had somehow managed to cross the entire territory of Pennsylvania, from the banks of the Monongahela to the banks of the Schuylkill, to deliver a message of hope. Then, even as Washington spoke of his amazement to Lafayette, it dawned on him, the very chief he had just seen and who had just spoken to him had only died a year earlier. Washington realized in a flash that he had speaking to a dead man. He had received a message from beyond the grave.

Had the Great Spirit sent his own messenger to give Washington hope for the future? Was the general and future president so protected by the world of the paranormal that he could not fail? Or was this an intervention by extraterrestrials, assuming the shapes and sounds of those recognizable to Washington so he would not be affrighted at the vision? Whatever it was, it certainly motivated Washington to the point he ordered his staff to create projects for the men to keep them occupied. Spring would soon arrive and soldiers occupied with preparing for battle would be more motivated than soldiers shivering in the cold and longing for the warmth of their hearths and the security of their harvest.

By the following spring, a renewed Continental Army, now replenished through the efforts of Henry Knox, disciplined by von Steuben, and trained in tactics by the great Lafayette, who would soon take command of his own army in the South, moved out of Valley Forge, crossed the New Jersey colony to reach the British army that had retreated to the east coast, and defeated them handily at the Battle of Monmouth. Thus, by 1781, Washington had turned around the fortunes of war and forced the British, who would soon muster at Yorktown, Virginia, to rely on the help from Admiral Graves, himself holed up safely with his fleet in New York harbor.

But that help never came, and Graves was court-martialed and executed. A French fleet boxed in the British at Yorktown, a contingent of French troops also confronted the British at Yorktown, Washington had led his army to Yorktown, and, with the French fleet blocking any help from the sea, the siege at Yorktown forced the British to surrender, thus effectively ending the British campaign in the North American colonies.

George Washington would go on to become our nation’s first president after the ratification of the United States Constitution. His supernatural adventures would not end, though. At times of great crisis, Washington would appear again, this time as a ghost, to lead his troops at the Battle of Gettysburg. He was not only our country’s first president, but the first paranormal president, at the head of a history of UFO encounters that would mark key points in American history.


Chapter 3

PRESIDENT THOMAS JEFFERSON’S UFO REPORT TO THE AMERICAN PHILOSOPHICAL SOCIETY

In January 1801, Thomas Jefferson, our nation’s then vice president, who that year would become our third president (1801-1809), reported to the prestigious American Philosophical Society, of which he was also the president, the story of a UFO sighting over Baton Rouge that, according to the society’s proceedings minutes, was “as large as a house.” The information of the sighting came to Jefferson from a well-respected scholar of his day, William Dunbar, an astronomer who told Jefferson that the event was multiply witnessed by citizens who were sober, serious, and not given to flights of fancy. As the incoming president, Jefferson was, along with Harry Truman in 1950, the highest-ranking federal official to report on UFOs while still in office even though other future presidents, Ford, Carter, and Reagan, all either acknowledged the existence of UFOs as witnesses or sought disclosure from the government before they entered the Oval Office.

Thomas Jefferson has often been called an American Renaissance man, an internationalist, architect, landscape designer, encyclopedist in the French tradition, diplomat, statesman who crafted the inspiring words of the Declaration of Independence, and a skilled politician who served two terms as president. In addition to his other accomplishments, Jefferson also led the American Philosophical Society, the closest thing America had to a Royal Academy. As an open-minded—although not open-minded enough to grant emancipation for the over 600 slaves at his plantation he called Monticello—inquirer about the world around him, Jefferson was also open to the current thinking of his day, including the notions of French author Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle who in 1686 wrote in Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds that there was a multiplicity of worlds and that Earth was just one of many inhabited planets.1 Jefferson was joined in this belief by another major eighteenth-century American scholar, Benjamin Franklin. George Washington, who was a Freemason, also subscribed to the belief that there were many inhabited worlds in the universe and that other life forms might be as advanced as or even more advanced than human beings.

One might think that for Puritan Christians, a belief in the multiplicity of worlds and inhabitants thereupon would be a heretical belief. On the contrary, given the nature of thinking on the Continent in the middle to late eighteenth century, this was actually conventional thinking. In Voltaire’s novel Candide, the overriding principle is that the Creator made the universe and then simply left it alone to evolve by itself. Thus, the optimistic view that once created, the universe, and by extension, humanity, was fundamentally good meant that even if life existed elsewhere, it, too, would be good because it was all a product of the Creator.2

Jefferson had also been a member of the Lunar Society along with Benjamin Franklin, a group of intellectual elites who, though recognizing their ties to England, also believed that the colonies were independent polities not subject to taxation by the Crown. The beliefs of the men who framed the Declaration of Independence about a society founded upon the Athenian ideals of a democracy and the Roman ideals of a senate that would advise and ultimately affirm the decisions of the emperor actually came to fruition after the Revolutionary War ended with the Treaty of Paris. Now on the precipice of forming an independent country, the original framers then turned to the thinkers of the Age of Enlightenment, who, in turn, had turned to the Greeks and Romans for their inspiration. Thomas Jefferson was a part of this intellectual movement.

Philosophe and encyclopedist Bernard le Bovier de Fontenelle’s Conversations on the Plurality of Worlds (Entretiens sur la pluralité des mondes) was the inspirational treatise for the American thinkers and became one of the most talked about works on both sides of the Atlantic, forcing philosophers to consider the plausibility that humans weren’t the only sentient life form in the universe. The book was way ahead of its time for a variety of reasons, all of which captured the imaginations of Jefferson and Franklin. First of all, it was based on a Copernican vision of the universe in which Earth’s position as just one of a number of planets reduced it from being the absolute center of creation. It was among other worlds that revolved around the sun, and if life was created on Earth, then there was no reason the Deity did not create life on other worlds. Second, the book was almost Socratic in its conceit, comprised of conversations between a philosopher and his hostess, a marquise, about the possibilities of alien species navigating through outer space. Third, this was one of the first books in which a woman was the other half of the conversation, asking the philosopher about his vision of possibility of alien life in the universe. Accordingly, for thinkers in the latter halves of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, this was a treatise that defied traditional church dogma and laid the seeds, in part, for what would become eighteenth-century Deism.

Thomas Jefferson, like many of his contemporaries among the American intellectual and political elite, was a Deist. While ascribing to the teachings of Jesus, Jefferson believed that the spirit behind those teachings had been altered by Jesus’ disciples and felt that the state should not be held responsible to promulgate the church’s teachings. In fact, Jefferson articulated the proposition of the separation between church and state as the Framers of the Constitution debated the articles that would become the Bill of Rights. It was against this background of free thinking that Jefferson was open to all kinds of scientific and quasi-scientific interpretations of reality. It was from this perspective of being a “Unitarian of one” that Jefferson approached the story reported to him by William Dunbar of a UFO landing in Tennessee.

This was Jefferson’s letter to the American Philosophical Society:


Description of a singular Phenomenon seen at Baton Rouge, by William Dunbar, Esq. communicated by Thomas Jefferson, President A. P. S.a

Natchez, June 30th, 1800

Read 16th January 1801.

A phenomenon was seen to pass Baton Rouge on the night of the 5th April 1800, of which the following is the best description I have been able to obtain.

It was first seen in the South West, and moved so rapidly, passing over the heads of the spectators, as to disappear in the North East in about a quarter of a minute.

It appeared to be of the size of a large house, 70 or 80 feet long.

It appeared to be about 200 yards above the surface of the earth, wholly luminous, but not emitting sparks; of a colour resembling the sun near the horizon in a cold frosty evening, which may be called a crimson red. When passing right over the heads of the spectators, the light on the surface of the earth, was little short of the effect of sun-beams, though at the same time, looking another way, the stars were visible, which appears to be a confirmation of the opinion formed of its moderate elevation. In passing, a considerable degree of heat was felt but no electric sensation. Immediately after it disappeared in the North East, a violent rushing noise was heard, as if the phenomenon was bearing down the forest before it, and in a few seconds a tremendous crash was heard similar to that of the largest piece of ordnance, causing a very sensible earthquake.

I have been informed, that search has been made in the place where the burning body fell, and that a considerable portion of the surface of the earth was found broken up, and every vegetable body burned or greatly scorched. I have not yet received answers to a number of queries I have sent on, which may perhaps bring to light more particulars.



Of note here is the relationship between Vice President Jefferson and William Dunbar, naturalist and scientist as well as a planter and merchant. Dunbar was a Scot of aristocratic parentage who emigrated to Philadelphia in 1771 but who wound up in Natchez, where he owned a plantation and became a surveyor for the Spanish Crown. In addition to his mercantile pursuits, Dunbar was also an inventor and an engineer as well as an observer of empirical scientific phenomena. He was particularly fascinated by life along the Mississippi River, and many of his observations involved his notes on local climate conditions, flora and fauna, and even the languages used by local Native American tribes. As such, though local, he was becoming a natural scientist who caught Jefferson’s attention. Hence, Jefferson’s submission of Dunbar’s UFO observation to American Philosophical Society.

Dunbar also invented procedures for extracting oils from cotton seeds, but his great achievement was building a telescope at Union Hill near Natchez, where he made observations of the heavens and noted celestial phenomena. It was in that context that he noted and then reported to Jefferson what could be considered either a UFO crash landing, leaving trace evidence at the crash site, or the crash of another object, most likely a meteorite, that caused damage, but not catastrophic destruction. There had been reported crashes of meteorites in Europe, and Dunbar was aware of the news of these events. Accordingly, there might have been some confusion regarding the nature of the object that fell, even though Dunbar was more certain than not that it was not a meteorite because of the size of the object, which was a big as a house.3

According to Bill Thayer, who curated the Jefferson letter on his website:


More importantly, if the observation of the object’s size is anywhere near accurate, it was not a meteorite: an object of this size, entering earth’s atmosphere at a speed typical of objects falling to earth from space, would probably have left a much larger trace of itself, and would almost certainly have killed the observer and anyone else near the fall. Scientists currently gauge the size of the iron meteor that created Arizona’s Meteor Crater, for example, at roughly 50 meters, only about twice the estimate reported by Dunbar.

Further confirmation that this was no meteorite seems to be given by the object’s speed. Assuming more or less flat terrain (and though the vicinity of Baton Rouge is considered hilly by Louisiana standards, the State is one of the flattest in the Union and this area is at most gently rolling) and an observer whose eyes were a bit more than 1.50 meters above the ground the horizon is about 4.4 km away. The distance covered by the object within the witnesses’ field of vision was thus a maximum 9 kilometers, but probably only about two-thirds of that (since they surely didn’t notice it the instant it rose over their horizon, although once they saw it, they must with equal certainty have tracked it to the very end). If, then, it covered 6 to 9 km in something like 15 seconds, it was traveling at no more than 2200 km an hour. This is considerably less than the 11,000 km/h minimum impact velocity of an object free-falling to Earth from space. Furthermore, if we can trust Dunbar’s witnesses on the height of the object above the ground, and as he explicitly states, directly above their heads—yet such perceptions of distance against a featureless sky are notoriously subject to error, even among trained pilots—its trajectory must have been far flatter than that of any normal meteor: it was 200 m above the ground and continued to travel at least 6 km (to the horizon, then “a few seconds”) before it crashed, an angle of at most 1.9°. He speaks of it, at any rate, as on a more or less level trajectory.

The vague language and third-hand nature of the report on the debris field are regrettable, but the impact damage and the seismic event are consonant with a small meteor—this handy-dandy calculator courtesy of the Imperial College, London originally, backed up by some serious science, will be of interest to those of you wishing to input varying parameters—but also with a supersonic aerial craft of some kind. Inputting my own estimated parameters, most of them already given above,4

Distance from impact: 6 km

Projectile diameter: 75 feet

Projectile density: porous stone: 1500 kg/m3

maybe a bit more if some kind of craft, i.e., a semi-hollow metal object

Impact velocity: 0.6 km/s

Impact angle: 1.9°

Target type: Sedimentary rock

the model yields a seismic effect somewhat, but not much, less than that reported by the witnesses (who were almost certainly not knocked down, else we’d been told), and a 55-decibel sound level, similarly less than that reported; more interestingly, a crater about 40 m wide and 8.7 m deep, and a transient crater depth of 11.6 meters, with the projectile landing “intact”, and thus presumably lodged about 3 meters below the surface of the ground; get out your GPS and metal detectors, folks.

In a discussion online, two good points have been made: (a) at the range of speeds we’re looking at here, there should have been a sonic boom in addition to the sound of any impact; and (b) Dunbar’s estimate of the object’s size, if it was on fire, is probably not so good: the most we can say is that it was no larger than a house. In turn, if it was a house-sized object coming in at a meteoric speed, it would have been a huge event, with no survivors for miles, flattened trees, etc. So of one thing we can be sure: if it was the size of a house, it crashed at a low speed; if it was a meteor, it was not the size of a house.5



In addition to Jefferson’s fascination with empirical scientific observation, in his later years he became something of a mystic, particularly in his relationship with second president of the United States, John Adams, in whose administration he served. Although friends, Jefferson and Adams had a contentious relationship, particularly as it applied to the powers of the central federal government. Adams was a federalist while Jefferson is regarded as the founder of the Democratic Party and an advocate for states’ rights. Adams believed in a strong federal government, but after his vice president, Jefferson, defeated him in the 1800 presidential election, Adams and Jefferson became bitter towards each other. Though Adams wanted to be cordial to his old friend, his wife, former First Lady Abigail Adams, remained hostile. In an exchange of letters between Jefferson and Adams, the two men, at odds politically, including their contentious disagreement over getting into a war with France, finally came together intellectually and spiritually, finding solace in a friendship they shared at the formation of the new republic. They stayed in such close communication that they even contemplated the dates of their respective deaths, wondering who would be the first to pass away. As it turned out, ironically if nothing else, the two men died on the exact same day, the same day as the signing of the Declaration of Independence, albeit fifty years later, on July 4, 1826. The two had weathered the Madison administration’s prosecution of the war with Britain in 1812, no doubt shuddering over the burning of Washington, DC, and John Adams had lived long enough to see his son, John Quincy, ascend to the presidency.
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