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ONE


DA VINCI’S GARAGE DOOR OPENER


I


I’ve only seen a UFO once. And only for a second: It quickly turned into an IFO—an identified flying object. But the fleeting feeling that accompanied that fleeting unidentification stuck around for much longer.


It happened on August 21, 2017, about 20 miles outside of Jackson, Wyoming. I’d been camping for two nights already with friends. As such, we were dirty and tired and often too cold or too hot. A creek rushed behind our tents, and we used it to filter water and cool the beer we’d snagged from the nearby ski town’s ostentatiously wood-beamed liquor store.


A hundred or so feet up the clearing, there was a guy in an RV who liked to shoot his gun at the mountainside. He didn’t care that there was a total solar eclipse happening that day. In fact, he had driven up this rutted, rocky Forest Service road to get away from the phenomenon and from the swarm of wealthy tourists who’d invaded his town to see the moon cross in front of the sun in a pretty place.


We did care, though. Which was why we left before dawn that morning, heading up Cow Creek Trail toward a high point called Cream Puff Peak, 6 miles away and at nearly 10,000 feet of elevation. We wanted to be alone and closer to the edge of Earth’s atmosphere so that we could feel—even though it was 7.5 billion times untrue—that we were the only people on the whole planet, the only ones who could see this celestial event. It would be ours.


We never found Cream Puff Peak, though, the trail seeming to twine differently from its path on the map. Instead, we settled onto an unnamed promontory a few minutes before Earth’s only natural satellite started to slide in front of its only star. We ate cheese sticks and beef jerky and picked the chocolate out of trail mix, sticking our opaque eclipse glasses in front of our faces every so often to watch the sun’s transmogrification into something other, as it dimmed and dimmed and dimmed, the moon biting Pac-Man chunks from it.


The disappearance took a while. And, to be honest, it was boring at first. But then the air changed. It seemed—although air does not have a color—to be yellower, like it was its own transition lens. It got colder. The colors of the pines, the subalpine grasses, and the sky itself seemed matte, although I hadn’t thought of them as glossy before. The scene became perspectiveless, depthless, like a flat medieval painting where everything is right in front of you.


We each took out our jackets and shrugged them on. A few minutes later, we zipped them up. Our chatter—about how awesome jerky is, how Cream Puff was maybe that peak way across the valley (or maybe not), how far we’d come, how alone we were out here—had quieted. We sat down on the edge of the outcropping and looked up and around, silent except for an occasional “weird” or “wow,” lost in our own internal experiences of the external universe.


Finally, the moment of totality—when the moon completely blocks the sun—was upon us. I wrapped the arms of my eclipse glasses around my ears and looked exactly where, normally, you’re not supposed to. The last crescent of sunlight was disappearing, and just before the moon notched and locked itself inside the sun’s circle, a lens flare of light burst from the boundary. It’s an event known as “the diamond ring.”


“Whaaaaaaaaat?” I said out loud. I yelled at my companions to put their glasses on. “It’s happening,” I said.


The sky grew dark. A cold wind kicked up. The star that had risen and fallen every day of my life prior to that point wasn’t there anymore. It had been replaced by something alien—which had, in turn, transformed the landscape into that of an exoplanet. Earth became a place I’d never lived but suddenly found myself, as if I’d been sucked up in a tractor beam and plunked down light-years away on someone else’s home.


The sun’s outer atmosphere, called the corona, which had existed right there the whole time but had remained invisible till now, wisped from the star’s edges and licked at the center of the sky. Everything familiar felt deeply, deeply strange. During the few minutes of totality, its strangeness never became familiar.


I felt like I did on my first scuba dive, or that time in college when I did mushrooms and stood crying in front of a purple flowering bush because purple was such a beautiful and unlikely color: The world had always been this amazing and weird, right underneath regular reality. And I had only just realized it.
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That’s not my UFO story, although it probably primed me. The UFO showed up later that evening. When we descended from not-Cream-Puff, we drank our creek beers and sat around the dark fire pit that we weren’t allowed to light up because Smokey said so. We relived the day (“Remember how you just said, ‘Whaaaaaaat?’”) before moving on to a discussion of what we’d do in the event of not-quite-apocalyptic nuclear war, which at the time didn’t seem over-the-top unlikely.


Finally, we stepped out from beneath our coniferous canopy to look up at the stars—all those other suns, orbited by all those other planets, whereon some other schmucks might be shivering and discussing the ineloquence of one of their companions during the eclipse of their own star.


It was dark out there: dark-dark. And it was clear, the high, dry air of western Wyoming putting few molecular walls between us and the view. Here, too, we stayed pretty quiet, letting the stars’ light flow into our eyes while we each thought our own thoughts.


“There’s a satellite,” said my friend Tripp, a medical physicist who had recently declared that in the event of not-quite-apocalyptic nuclear war, he would go to the affected area and treat people. He pointed to a fast-moving dot tracing an arc between the stars.


Before any of us could respond, the dot grew brighter. Light started coming from its edge. Right as my brain registered that change, the brightness swept down. Then it became a beam, searching. In a second, it was pointed straight at us.


“Whaaaaaaaat?” we all said, involuntarily, in unison.


It knows we’re here, was my first involuntary thought. Terrestrial explanations then came quick: It was a Forest Service helicopter. It was the Jackson Hole police’s rotorcraft. It was the military, checking on the throngs. It was some rich asshole on some rich asshole tour.


But I knew—from the light’s prior movement among the stars—that it was not a helicopter. And for the second or so when I was in its spotlight, there was a part of me (a part of me I didn’t really want to acknowledge) that believed it was possible that maybe this was it. Those extraterrestrial UFOs I’d long—with my skeptic-minded science brain—said didn’t exist? They were here now, and they knew I was here, and they wanted me to know that they knew that I was here.


What if this, I thought, is the moment right before everything changes?


It’s a way I always feel when something in the world seems off, not unlike the way it did during the eclipse. When no one is out early on a Sunday morning, a part of me entertains the possibility that, five minutes from then, I’ll find out 90 percent of everyone died overnight of a fast-working flu or a rapture. When my car won’t start right away on a frigid winter morning, I wonder if I’m about to realize that this is due to is a widespread EMP attack. When the urgh-urgh-urgh of an emergency broadcast comes on the radio, my lizard brain decides this is the time the announcer will say, “Yeah, it’s aliens.”


After all, most speculative or magical movies begin with a few before moments. Their characters live in the same grounded, rule-following world the audience does—until, all of a sudden, they don’t. If you squint at things a certain way, it feels like that could happen to you too.


Anyway, I felt for a second, almost against my will, like maybe this was my magical before. The world has seemed more full of this feeling than usual recently, as we wonder if we stand on the precipice of some dystopian moment—the point at which divisions become irreparable, democracy ends, privacy totally evaporates, and world wars almost begin.


But just as quickly as we’d found ourselves standing in the seemingly sentient light, it was gone, the dot continuing on its path through the sky that now seemed stranger than ever, in this place that felt less alone than it had before.


What was that, what was that, what was that, we all said to each other. We ran through our terrestrial ideas and laughed at the extraterrestrial one. We were both unnerved and enervated by the Not Knowing.


A minute later, I remembered what I knew: That Iridium communications satellites flare when they pass over, as the sun flashes against their shiny surfaces. If you’re lucky enough to be under their path at the right angle, it always looks like they’re staring right at you. The sight was a coincidence of timing and geography, just like the eclipse.


Good, I thought, satisfied. An answer. I wouldn’t have to tell anyone I’d seen something I couldn’t explain. I wouldn’t have to live with uncertainty. I wouldn’t have to believe anything about anything. And this is the way I like it: Belief, and the idea that something might lie beyond investigation, feel anathema to me. Still, I had to admit that a current ran through my circulatory system when I thought that maybe—just maybe—I was wrong. After all, wasn’t it beautiful, briefly, to think that underneath the world I knew well was another that I didn’t get at all?
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That seed had been planted, but it didn’t turn into a purple flower, merely into a smile-inducing, head-shaking memory. Then, on December 16, 2017, my phone buzzed against my thigh. I was sitting in the passenger seat of a car, bundled up against the Colorado cold. My friend Tasha, an editor who’d also been around for the Iridium flare, and I were on the way to cross-country ski up an isolated valley a couple hours from Denver, where I live. “The Pentagon has acknowledged a secret program to investigate UFOs,” read the New York Times breaking news alert.


I put my phone back inside my snow pants and thought, “Duh. Big deal.” Of course the Pentagon had a UFO investigation program. UFOs are just what the words behind their acronym mean: unidentified flying objects. The connotation of the term in common parlance is, of course, extraterrestrial, but its denotation is not. It simply means something in the sky that the seer cannot link to a known craft or pilot. If you’re a government, and particularly a defense organization within a government, of course you’re going to keep an eye on strange ships. What if they’re Russian? North Korean? Chinese? Hailing from some homegrown American weirdo’s basement?


“What’s up?” asked Tasha, pulling into a Starbucks in a small town called Idaho Springs.


“UFOs,” I said, flashing my phone’s screen at her.


“You gonna look into it?” she asked.


I shrugged, scrunching synthetic down up to my ears. “Maybe,” I said, and mostly forgot about it.


I didn’t read the article until I returned home that evening, tired, foot-sore. I lay on my couch and called up the page: “Glowing Auras and ‘Black Money’: The Pentagon’s Mysterious UFO Program.”


Most of the article—describing a program administered by a Pentagon employee named Luis Elizondo, run by a company owned by magnate Robert Bigelow—fell into the aforementioned “of course” category for me. Of course people see objects they can’t explain. Of course the Defense Department pays good money to investigate them. Of course some people think aliens operate them. Then I reached this part:


The company modified buildings in Las Vegas for the storage of metal alloys and other materials that Mr. Elizondo and program contractors said had been recovered from unidentified aerial phenomena. Researchers also studied people who said they had experienced physical effects from encounters with the objects and examined them for any physiological changes. In addition, researchers spoke to military service members who had reported sightings of strange aircraft.


“We’re sort of in the position of what would happen if you gave Leonardo da Vinci a garage-door opener,” said Harold E. Puthoff, an engineer who has conducted research on extrasensory perception for the C.I.A. and later worked as a contractor for the program.


People had UFO parts? The government was interviewing people perhaps medically influenced by them? Leonardo da Vinci?


Once I started looking into these claims—for articles I wrote in the following months for Wired—I couldn’t stop, even though what I found led me to doubt some of the original reporting. I kept going and came to be writing this book because what intrigued me most was not the UFOs themselves: It was the people obsessed with UFOs.


Nestled among the unhinged conspiracy theorists and those who believe every UFO report like it’s biblical resided people I could identify with: logical, dedicated, skeptical. Many of them didn’t necessarily “believe” in UFOs at all, and most didn’t take the extraterrestrial connotation for granted. Nevertheless, in their spare time—between litigating court cases or teaching middle-schoolers or running planetariums—they scoured declassified government documents, Wayback-Machined old webpages, interviewed witnesses, and wrote up self-aware analyses of their findings.


I undertook this project because I wanted to understand why these people spent so much time on a phenomenon that they weren’t even sure was a phenomenon—at least not one beyond the human brain.


What I found, when I got to know them, was that we were actually a lot alike in a lot of ways. They sought out mystery in the known world—and then scratched at its surface till it eroded into understanding. They believed people flying high in the government wanted to keep secrets. They craved evidence. They wanted better data. They wanted the truth. They wouldn’t—couldn’t—stop until they figured it out. That’s a lot like the journalistic process.


And in UFOs, they found their ideal problem: a hard and perhaps impossible one that would keep them perpetually busy and engaged, by virtue of its enigmatism, its occlusion, its ever-reliance on first-person accounts, its potential nonexistence.


Looking into UFOs is the investigation that keeps on giving. The conclusion seems to recede into the distance, the end like the vanishing point in a painting: always far away.


II


On the Saturday when the Times’s UFO story went live, many other people’s screens briefly came alive at the same time as mine. Little lights and light pings tried to pull human attention to cell phones. If the humans received the signal as the senders intended, those humans would feel awe, intrigue, and—most importantly—a desire to click on the story entitled “Real U.F.O.s? Pentagon Unit Tried to Know.”


Fingerprints pressed to flat sensors, pressed in passcodes, and phones transported news consumers to a new universe. In this universe, a subject the government had for decades claimed no interest in—identity-less objects in the sky—actually interested the government quite a bit. The military, it seemed, took such sightings—and the craft that created them—seriously. If the stunned readers made it through the story, it would have been easy for them, putting their devices face-down and staring at the wall breathing for a second, to think that the government all but admitted that aliens were invading Earth’s airspace.


The article didn’t say this exactly. Instead, it stuck to implication and left pieces scattered on the floor for readers to twist and turn into a picture for themselves. An article that almost simultaneously appeared on Politico left room for the same. And if the reader response and the tsunami of coverage that followed are any indication, the inference wasn’t lost.


If this inference were true, it would be perhaps the biggest story in human history: We are not alone. Earth is not the only habitable planet out there. It’s physically possible to build spacecraft that can cross cosmically significant distances. They’re already here. And whoever they are, they cared enough to come to Earth, out of all the planets out there. All those weirdos that we thought were wacko for insisting they’d Seen Something? Maybe they were right all along.
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In the New York Times story, on screens belonging to both wackos and skeptics, a video began to autoplay. It showed “an encounter between a Navy F/A-18 Super Hornet and an unknown object.” A carpeting of clouds floated below the F/A-18, looking just fuzzy and illustrated enough to be from a dream. And in the middle of the infrared heads-up display, the oblong heat signature of some object floated. The fighter jet locked on to it, following automatically as it screamed through the sky.


“This is a fucking drone, bro,” said one pilot.


“There’s a whole fleet of them,” responded the other pilot.


“My gosh,” responded his companion, suddenly prudish.


This supposed fleet, outside the frame, was flying against a strong wind, which seemed to impress the Navy men.


“Look at that thing, dude,” urged one.


“That’s not a [unclear], is it?”


The video faded out a few seconds later.


This video, the article claimed, represented one of many UFO encounters that the Pentagon had investigated as part of an initiative called the Advanced Aerospace Threat Identification Program: AATIP, pronounced “ay tip.” That program, which ran from 2007 to 2012, had remained secret till now.


Further down in the article, a second video showed a second unidentified object. It had a similarly pill-shaped infrared aura and seemed to zip away from another fighter jet, faster than fast. There were no words accompanying this video.


The existence of AATIP and the government’s very interest in UFOs seemed to confirm the spacecrafts’ seriousness. The videos brought the message home. And the article told the tale of how this program came to be in the first place, and why the military was investigating a topic it had long denounced as unworthy of study.
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As with some other government programs, AATIP was born largely at the behest of one particular politician: Nevada senator Harry Reid. One day, the Times’s story goes, Reid was talking to rich constituent and donor Robert Bigelow. Bigelow had made a fortune on his chain of budget hotels. With that money, he’d spun into the aerospace business, building inflatable structures for space. Someday, he hoped, they’d become orbiting hotels. But Bigelow also had a tertiary interest: the paranormal.


He owned a piece of property in Utah called Skinwalker Ranch, a supposed hotbed of spooky happenings. He’d spent years attempting to catch paranormal activity in action so that he could quantify it, measure it with sensors, and make it acceptable to talk about in polite scientific society. To do this research, he’d even formed an official organization, called the National Institute for Discovery Science, and employed scientists full time. The slippery phenomenon, though, always seemed to evade their instruments, and Bigelow shut down the project in 2004. Despite the failure, a Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) agent had asked to visit Skinwalker Ranch.


Bigelow related this story to Reid, who became curious about what the agent man was up to. So he met with DIA officials and found their subject matter interest was in UFOs. Reid thought the government should be studying those anyway, so with that intelligence community interest and support from two other like-minded senators, he pushed a potential project forward. The three soon initiated the $22 million AATIP. Voila: The Pentagon had a UFO program.


Most of the $22 million—pocket change for the Pentagon and so nearly not noticed—went to Robert Bigelow’s company, Bigelow Aerospace. Its people investigated UFO reports, they possessed potential physical material from crashed UFOs, and they examined humans who said UFOs had physically interacted with them. “What was considered science fiction is now science fact,” the program’s former director wrote in a 2009 Pentagon briefing summary, according to the Times.


The origin story the Times relayed seemed all but a declaration not just that UFOs are extant, but also that they are extraterrestrial. They have landed, the Pentagon knows about them, and they may have had measurable effects on human beings. It was enough to send chills—fear, awe—down the spinal column. But then, again, there was that third emotion: the doubt.


Da Vinci’s garage-door opener? You expect me to just believe that? The Times authors expected us to believe that they had the proof. It’s a common practice in journalism—key, really, to the enterprise: Protect your sources. And so readers trust that the journalists have done a good job, vetted the material, vetted the people they’re talking to, and done the work for the reader. But that’s only when journalism is working as it should.


And in this case, it might not have been. Soon after the AATIP story came out, many started to spot holes in the narrative, connections that remained unidentified, questions that demanded answers.


The same day the story came out, for instance, a new website for a company called To the Stars Academy of Arts and Science appeared online. It hosted the same two UFO videos that appeared in the newspaper article. That was just the first of the story’s connections to this strange commercial enterprise. On To the Stars’s team sat many of the sources in the Times article. People like the former director of the Pentagon program, Luis Elizondo; a former high-level intelligence officer, Christopher Mellon; and scientist Harold Puthoff, who did extrasensory perception research for the CIA and said the da Vinci thing. “Their venture aims to raise money for research into UFOs,” said the Times’s article. On To the Stars’s webpage, along with the videos, was a “donate” button for a crowdfunding campaign. The company’s CEO was musician Tom DeLonge, former front man of the punk band blink-182.


Suspicions—about the company, its people, and this supposed UFO program’s findings—sufficiently raised, I jumped down a wormhole whose boundary I’d been avoiding my whole adult life, especially as a science journalist. UFOs had never interested me much before this point, connected as I was to hard evidence and my own reputation. But having entered said wormhole, I didn’t know where, or if, I would pop out. I did know it was a trip I didn’t want to miss, because whatever I did or didn’t think about UFOs, if someone was going to hint that they had the biggest story of the last several millennia, I wanted to know if it was true—or false—for myself. By midday the next Monday, I was deeper into the ufological Internet than I thought I would ever venture. I spent the first few months researching AATIP, but those months compelled me to try to understand how UFOs are bound up with the cultural, sociological, economic, political, and religious environments of whatever spot they inhabit in spacetime. This book is my attempt to figure that out, for a few key programs, places, people, and times.


I disagree with many of the people here about many things, but the same sentiment animates us: The truth—whatever it is—is out there. Digging it up is both the trick and the thrill.




TWO


THE POLITICS OF  THE UFO CONGRESS


I


It’s 7 A.M. when my plane lands in Phoenix on February 14, 2018, touching down on a skim of fallen rain just in time for the opening sessions of a UFO conference. The UFO conference, in some people’s opinions. Called the annual International UFO Congress, it brings together thousands of people who care about things they can’t identify in the sky—people who’ve seen them, people who want to, people who believe they come from deep space, and people who believe they come from the Deep State. People, in short, who see and want and believe all kinds of things. Having not yet figured out the story of the Pentagon’s AATIP, but thinking—foolishly—that I’m close, I attend hoping to learn more about the people who care most about that story.


In the rental car, I punch in the address of the We-Ko-Pa Resort and Conference Center and try to plan conversation. While a press badge gives a person a certain license to strike up conversations with strangers, it doesn’t magically absolve one of awkwardness. Despite being able to begin with, “I’m a reporter,” it’s never not weird to walk up to a crush of people you don’t know, who might not want you there, who might just want to continue their discussion and sip their $7 cash-bar domestic beers without your intrusion. Which it is—an intrusion into their airspace—no matter what.


Plus, I presume that wherever the conference attendees come from, my origin point is not the same. Presumably, it is primarily their interest in UFOs—whether that interest hinges on belief or skepticism—that brought them here. Whereas it is primarily my interest in them that brought me here.


One flat, straight road out of Phoenix and toward Fort McDowell becomes another flat, straight road. Mountains—jagged, dry ones with little vegetation taller than a bobcat—press close. Saguaros tee themselves up from the terrain, which seems to be largely made of pebbles.


Every time I see a landscape like this, my mind calls it “alien.” I then give that thought the voice-over, “It’s so like an exoplanet.”


But what my brain means is that this place is unfamiliar. It seems foreign to me; therefore, it must actually be strange. Not of this world. But Phoenix is, by its very existence on this planet in the great dusty state of Arizona, terrestrial, not extra. The reaction is irrational. Still, I don’t think I’m alone in the impulse to other things outside my experience. It’s pretty human—a human flaw—to think, “That doesn’t belong here,” when we have never seen something before.


I turn off these thoughts and turn left into the resort center, parking close to the RVs that, with their stabilizers already down, are set for the duration. Toward the back of the lot sits a big black van. Someone professional wrote “KGRA” in magenta on the side, in a font like tattoos have mated with graffiti. “PARANORMAL RADIO,” reads the paint-job’s subtitle.


Near the conference center, which is on tribal land, Native American flute music crescendos, siren-songing the crowd to a sign that points the way to registration, which I nevertheless miss, ending up inside the exhibit hall. There, attendees can check out crystals and massage tables and a book about the supposed “secret space program.” Which, depending on who you ask, is a shadowy, military-run affair far in advance of NASA’s technology (which, you know, weirder things have happened in the black-ops world), or a shadowy, military-run affair far in advance of NASA’s technology because aliens and/or their technology have helped.


A few tables down, as if in answer to the questions an alien-abetted space program brings up, sit the Allies of Humanity, whose representatives offer to help humans navigate a world infiltrated by extraterrestrial species. I smile at the hosts and project my desire not to engage. Because even though this would be one of the safest spaces to believe in things like that (safer, in fact, to believe than to doubt), I want, deeply, to tell the people I pass that I do not.


In fact and in short, the UFO Congress hosts a whole spectrum of opinions. And before the week’s end, the whole thing will seem like a kind of tent revival—but a Big Tent event, the gathering of a group of sects: militant agnostics, spiritual-not-religious types, the church-on-high-holidays cadre, moderates, missionaries, fundamentalists.


This, it turns out, is not an original thought.
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In the ballroom, the scenery fully sets the mood. Black banners hang from the wall, the white silhouette of a UFO beaming a spotlight down their fabric. The logos seem to glow: Lights shine from the ground right into the UFO’s spotlight, Earth touching the alien and the alien reaching back in some kind of photonic finger-of-God moment. On the three screens at the front of the room, there’s an innocuous-looking UFO that has nevertheless beamed down a herculean bird of prey, which is on fire. It looks like the Hunger Games poster. The last set piece is the carpet. And although surely no one replaced the conference center’s ground cover just for this meeting, its little circles—disks—float on the monochrome background. What I am saying is that they also look like UFOs.


As the session’s start time approaches, the room fills largely with older people, often in couples, nearly all white, who, unlike at least 20 percent of people at any other conference, don’t take out laptops. They just wait patiently for the first speaker, T. L. Keller, who will be talking in part about that aforementioned secret space program.


He soon steps to the podium, projecting the confidence of a person who believes they are in possession of knowledge most others have missed. But before he gets into too much detail on that—on the alien spaceship carriers and a military outpost already set up on Mars—he asks the audience a current-events question.


“Who can tell me the significance of December 16?” he asks. This, recall, is the day the New York Times published its story about the Pentagon’s UFO program. Inquiring about this day—to the UFO Congress—is like asking a class of med students, “What is the purpose of a heart?” They all know the answer. The teacher just wants to hear them say it.


“Tom DeLonge!” someone shouts, which is a simple and metonymous response. “Made a big announcement!”


“Actually,” says Keller, “it was the Department of Defense.”


To some in the community, DeLonge has become a kind of prophet, ushering in the truth they’ve always known to be true. And around him are assembled apostles—Elizondo, Puthoff—who preach the details to the masses. The drip-drip disclosures invite awe, gratitude, ridicule, doubt, jealousy, love, fear. The limbic gamut. But mostly, the recent UFO developments give people what they want: the hope that, soon, the world will be different.


But regardless of how an individual attendee interprets DeLonge and his To the Stars enterprise, it is because of them that this UFO Congress feels more significant than those of the past. Through the outreaching efforts of DeLonge’s quorum, the government has seemingly validated and vindicated UFO believers, and inspired new ones, by admitting it has videos of question-mark craft. Some, suspecting foul play already, roll their eyes at the December 16 bonanza. But many others smile and clap, all but say, “Amen,” forgetting that key admonition from an apostle of a different era: Beware of false prophets.


II


When Cheryl Costa steps to the Congress stage later that morning, she’s not there for squishy conspiracy theories, or even to talk about what UFOs are or are not. She’s simply there to show numerical analysis on UFO reports. By looking at years of these reports, submitted by everyday people to databases and investigation programs, she set out to get the stats on where reports tend to come from, when, what they describe, and how they change over time. Whatever value or veracity you ascribe to the contents of the reports, there’s no disputing a basic statistical analysis of their existence. Ordinary people do see things they deem extraordinary.


Costa is practical, not in awe of herself like other speakers. And this salvo encapsulates her attitude: Who’s flying them? she asks herself.


“I don’t care,” she responds, also to herself. “I just add them up.”


She looks like your favorite geography teacher, who maybe decorates her house in addition to her classroom with tapestries.


“Welcome to the newbies,” she says. “Welcome to the true believers. Welcome to the skeptics.”


She pauses. Smiles. “And welcome to the Men in Black.”


It’s mostly a joke.


Before Costa gets into the hard analysis, she softens the audience with her own story of a sighting. She holds her arm out and points her pinky at the ceiling. It was just that big, she says. Just a sphere in the distance. Blue. “Parked there like a rock,” she says. It stayed and stayed. And then it left. “When it decided to go, it was gone,” Costa says.


“Changed my life,” she concludes.


It’s a conversion narrative—a single saving moment that tweaked her trajectory. And I think of something historian Greg Eghigian, who’s working on a global history of UFOs, once told me: That what grabs people is not that UFOs show up. It’s that they go away. It’s not that they appear. It’s that they disappear. They don’t always come back, but they always could. You can spend your life searching, seeking.


Having established her personal investment in the topic, Costa moves into the colder, harder facts. To begin, there were more than 121,000 sightings reported in the US from 2001–2015. That sounds like a lot, but the overwhelming majority of sightings don’t even get reported. Costa, for instance, keeps her own encounters to herself. Here’s who does report reliably, though: Smokers. And people with dogs. They go outside a lot. They know what it looks like outside. They know when something in the sky is off. But they’re also unfamiliar enough with that offness to be unnerved.


I look around at the audience. A large portion of them surely believe they’ve seen UFOs. Maybe, when their UFOs appeared, and then were just gone, those encounters changed their lives, too. Maybe they told their friends, evangelized a little. But maybe they hid their strange light in the sky under a bushel, worried about sounding crazy.


Seeing a UFO, and interpreting it as something extraordinary, seems a little bit like the doomed, lost kind of romantic love. It comes along when you’re not looking for it. It amps up your ordinary experience, invigorates your every day. Your neurons fire with something so far outside your normal life that the world seems magical. And then, when it goes away and you return to baseline (after dipping, probably, far below), you start searching for that experience again. But, of course, you can’t will it to happen. And it’s not the kind of thing you can ever really explain satisfactorily to anyone who wasn’t there. It’s not even an experience you can really reinhabit yourself, once it’s gone.


When Costa’s talk is over, I follow a line of older ladies into the bathroom, which is, throughout the conference, 10 degrees colder than everywhere else in We-Ko-Pa.


“Rocket Man” plays through the PA system. The person in the stall next to me hums along: I’m not the man they think I am at home.


Oh, no, no, no.
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During the break, I wander into the exhibit hall again. Skirting the Allies of Humanity, I continue to the table for a new UFO gathering: the Dulce Base UFO Conference. Dulce is a 2,700-person town in New Mexico, the headquarters of the Jicarilla Apache Nation Reservation. The town sits toward the tail end of the Rocky Mountains, where the mountains are mostly striated red rocks, pushing up at odd angles into flat-topped mesas. In conspiracy world, the location is famous for its alleged alien-human underground installation—Dulce Base—in which aliens and the government were supposed to work together but came into conflict.


When I stop by the booth, the young man staffing it doesn’t mention the base, the subterranean sparring, or the military. He doesn’t seem concerned, at all, with what might be underground. He’s interested, instead, in what’s up above.


He’s sweet, maybe twenty or twenty-one. He’s tired because he doesn’t usually get up this early. He also doesn’t usually manage a table or conversations with strangers all day. That’s his grandma next to him. She founded the festival. He hands me a flyer.


“Everyone in Dulce has seen a UFO,” he says.


“Have you?” I ask.


He nods. First came the helicopter. Then, right after, came the blue thing, which broke up into pieces that shot through the sky. Maybe they were together, he says, the helicopter and the thing. The authorities and the aliens, perhaps.


“Maybe it was just SpaceX,” he continues, but he doesn’t sound like he thinks so.


I tell him I look forward to the festival and move on to the next booth—that of the Earth Defense Headquarters. The director’s husband used to work for the government on UFO projects. “He had contact with multiple species,” she says. And if I buy one of the DVDs ($20) that has 1,000 pages of text encoded on it, I can learn what he knew about the battles between aliens and humans. The summary on one DVD says it details the “first contact with ‘cat’ species.”


“Is your husband at this conference?” I ask. “Is he still involved with the government?”


“He’s in prison,” she informs me. For life. For spilling the extraterrestrial secrets, or threatening to.


When I go back into the ballroom, I Google her name + husband + prison to see what comes up. And according to the Internet, he is in jail not for threatening to expose the government’s alien coverup but, rather, for murder. He allegedly led a conspiratorial plot to turn the Bay Area’s Marin County, just north of the Golden Gate Bridge, into a modern-day Camelot. He planned to physically cut the county off from San Francisco, and protect it with a laser gun mounted on Mount Tamalpais. To help accomplish that, he enlisted two teenagers to help murder and cover up the murder of a local businessman.


Of course, the director said that was just a cover story, disinformation the feds had fed the public so no one would know he had ET information. When you can invoke the government’s desire to hide information—to be fair, a fair assessment of its machinations, historically, and specifically as they relate to UFO sightings—that takes away anyone’s ability to refute the narrative. It’s like how some fundamentalist religions say dinosaur fossils live in rock strata not because of evolution and mass extinction but because God wanted to test our faith in creation.


The boy’s story I could believe. I believed he saw a blue thing that broke up. But I think there’s a slim chance aliens would resemble cats, and a large chance that the director’s husband really wanted to turn Marin into a medieval utopia.


III


The next afternoon, a guy named Robbie Graham is giving a talk called “Searching for Truth in All the Wrong Places.” Graham, with slim-fit jeans and blazer and a fifties-slick swoop of hair, is younger, hipper, and more put-together than most of the people at the conference. And it is at his talk that a framework for interpreting the conference resolves.


“UFOs is not a subject one chooses to be interested in,” says Graham, author of Silver Screen Saucers. “It chooses you.” And somewhere along his way, he went from an interested but neutralish observer to someone who thought there was a there there, flying through the skies.


“It was a painful realization,” he says. “That I was a true believer.”


My reaction is immediate, and surprises even me. He seems so normal, I think. He’s smart; he’s eloquent; he’s with it; he’s philosophical. And yet he believes that UFOs exist, sent perhaps from a star many light-years away, staffed perhaps by an alien crew, able to evade conclusive detection for decades. It’s absurd. But he helps make sense of himself, imploring the audience to consider that UFO belief is not just like religion. It is a New Age religion. It’s not a science; it’s not a hobby; it’s a faith system.


Thinking of it that way, it makes sense that reasonable people could, and would, be attracted to it. After all, Christians—a group that includes people who have run countries and particle accelerators and banks too big to fail, as well as cool people who make indie music and writers of great literary works—believe that the son of an all-knowing, all-seeing God, who created the universe de novo, came down to Earth and died and came back to life and, in so doing, granted good people eternal salvation. When you state the tenets of that belief system, it’s actually a lot more absurd than belief in UFOs.


Someone in the audience asks Graham if he’s ever had an encounter—close or otherwise—with UFOs or aliens, and how he reacted or thought he would.


He hasn’t, he says, which is why he thinks he can be a removed, rational observer of the community. “If I were to actually experience it,” he says, “I wouldn’t be able to cope with it.”


I think of myself, and all my smugness, and I wonder what I would do if I ever really, truly encountered an object that seemed supernatural. Or a member of a sentient species not from Earth, one that no one else saw. Would I be able to find enough evidence to square it with my skepticism? Would I accuse myself of simply hallucinating? Would I hold myself to the same standards to which I hold others? I stare into the magenta stage light that is pointing in my direction. The longer I keep my eyes open at it, the bigger it seems to grow, as if it’s coming toward me.
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Graham actually edited a book, called UFOs: Reframing the Debate, related to this religious interpretation—and, more importantly, about how to interpret and study UFOs in ways that diverge from the fundamentalist tendencies of the current community. The field of ufology, he believes, has stagnated, beset by a large segment that just believes whatever they’re told. Anytime a field, or religion, falls too far into its own beliefs and lets go of criticality, it crowds out room for new thought and hard questions. And ufology depends on new evidence to come to new conclusions in a way that traditional religions (which largely left their prophets and revelations in the past) don’t, which means critical thinking is key.


At least that’s what Graham thinks. True-believe, sure: But don’t believe everything to be true. Check it out. Think about it. And bring the power for revelation back into your own brain, rather than leaving it to UFO clergy or the government. It’s a kind of liberal Protestant view of ufology.


In the introduction to Reframing the Debate, Graham pokes at this. “Today’s UFO conferences bear an increasing resemblance to the spectacle of the Megachurch,” he writes, “where the cult of personality attracts thousands of believers, all hopeful their prophets can move them just an inch closer to UFO salvation.”


Salvation underpins many of the parallels between UFO belief and traditional religion. In most monotheistic religions, there is an omnipotent, omniscient god figure, who offers humans something more and better than what they have here on Earth—an afterlife, redemption, saving grace. This god, and his/her/their promise, provides the humans with something to hope and strive for. There is some sense that this figure guides, or at least watches over, their lives on this planet. And that even if things are bad right now, it will all come out in the eternal wash.


In certain circles of ufology, there exists a pseudo-omnipotent, pseudo-omniscient extraterrestrial species, which also offers humans something more and better than we have here on Earth. Maybe it’s unimaginable technology that can take us to the stars or solve the energy crisis. Maybe it’s benevolent intervention into world affairs, as they nudge us in the right direction. Maybe it’s just the sense that if the aliens can survive and advance for millennia, we can too.


These aliens’ longevity and advanced technology provide humans with something to strive and hope for. And even if things seem problematic on Earth right now, someday we mere humans can become like these others. After all, the only material thing that separates Us from Them is their R&D. As Christopher Rutkowski, who conducts the Canadian UFO Survey, wrote for his Reframing the Debate essay, “By shifting their omnipotent deity from a spiritual God to a more technological entity, UFO cults place humans at par with their saviours.”


UFO belief ebbs and flows, Rutkowski told me, with the tug of social, political, and economic turmoil. “When things get really bad,” he says, “you turn to a higher power.” If you’re more mainstream, maybe you start going back to church. “But for people who are not spiritual in terms of mainstream religion, they will turn to these aliens as omnipotent beings who will have some way of solving those problems,” he continues.


Rutkowski titled his essay, the first to appear in the book, “Our Alien, Who Art in Heaven.”


A lot of people stopped reading after that. Rutkowski remains a respected public figure in serious ufology, but his religion hypothesis irks the people who probably need to hear it most.


IV


Rutkowski entered UFO world in the mid-seventies, when he was an astronomy student at the University of Manitoba. His department was always getting calls from citizens saying they’d seen something they couldn’t explain in the celestial sphere. The professors weren’t interested in these UFO reports, especially because the calls often reported things like airplanes, or Venus, or a car-dealership spotlight bouncing off clouds. But Rutkowski’s study carrel was right around the corner from the phone. And, wanting to get in good with his superiors, he offered to take the close-encounters calls off their hands.
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