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INTRODUCTION

Kendrick Frazier

Our fascination with UFOs goes to the heart of one of the seminal questions of human existence: Are we alone in the universe?

We don’t yet know the answer. Until we do, we will continue the quest for some kind of resolution. And until it is resolved, if ever, the search will be conducted in every way humans find possible, from the very scientific and scholarly to the highly speculative and anecdotal, and every permutation in between.

The modern UFO movement began on June 24, 1947. A pilot named Kenneth Arnold flying in a private plane toward Mt. Rainier in Washington State reported a bright flash and then what seemed to him to be nine disk- or saucer-shaped objects. They seemed to be flying in a chainlike formation five miles long and to dip or change direction.

Arnold later that day took his sighting to a local FBI office, but it was closed and so he went to the local newspaper in Pendleton, Oregon, and related his story to a columnist there, saying the objects “flew like a saucer would if skipped over water.” The next day the news then went out nationally over the Associated Press: “Nine bright saucer-like objects flying at ‘incredible speed’ at 10,000 feet altitude were reported here today by Kenneth Arnold, Boise, Idaho, a pilot who said he could not hazard a guess as to what they were.”

The story appeared worldwide. Flying saucers were suddenly all the rage. More sightings came in. People were seeing lights in the sky and “flying saucers” almost everywhere. Some thought they were secret U.S. or Soviet aircraft being tested. Others, that they were spaceships from another planet.

It was in this charged atmosphere that a New Mexico rancher named William W. “Mac” Brazel innocently became a player in this drama. On June 14 while riding the range on his ranch thirty miles southeast of Corona, New Mexico, Brazel had found some unusual-looking debris. It was, he said, mostly pieces of paper covered with foil, small sticks, and tom pieces of gray rubber, scattered over an area of about two hundred yards. The largest of the pieces were only about three feet across. It looked kind of like a kite but clearly wasn’t a kite. He didn’t know what it was. On July 4 he and his family went back to the site and recovered all the pieces they could find and took them back to their ranch house.

Brazel hadn’t heard about the “flying disc” reports, but his brother-in-law had and persuaded him to go to the sheriff’s office in Roswell, New Mexico, and report his discovery in case there was some relation. Somewhat sheepishly (and to his immediate regret), on July 7 Brazel did so, and the sheriff referred the discovery to intelligence officers at the nearby Roswell Army Air Field who came out to the ranch and got some of the debris.

Exactly how Brazel’s modest-seeming debris got transformed momentarily into the remains of a crashed flying saucer we may never exactly know. Stories differ greatly. Fact and myth quickly diverge.

What we do know is that a base public information officer called a local radio station and announced that the air force base had recovered a “flying disc.” This became a one-day sensation as a news story (“RAAF Captures Flying Saucer on Ranch in Roswell Area,” was the headline on the July 8 Roswell Daily Record), until the news was retracted the next day when the Eighth Air Force at Forth Worth, Texas, announced that the debris in fact consisted of parts of angular comer radar reflectors suspended from balloons. The launches were for training and experimental purposes. That explanation was widely reported in newspapers of July 9. Local newspaper reporters and photographers were even brought out to Alamogordo Army Air Base on July 9 and shown foil-covered reflectors being launched from there and other locations (“Fantasy of ‘Flying Disc’ Is Explained Here” was the front-page headline of the July 10 Alamogordo News), and the original story was quickly discounted and forgotten.

Thus, remarkably, within a two-and-a-half-week period in the summer of 1947 three of the major themes that have characterized the UFO movement in the ensuing half century were struck: sightings of fast-moving lights or objects in the sky; reports of recovery of debris of some sort northwest of Roswell; and government involvement and explanations.

Four other themes are of more recent vintage: claims that aliens have made contact with individual humans (contactees), highly popular in the 1970s and 1980s; claims, usually brought out under hypnosis, that certain humans have been abducted by aliens and even taken on board alien spacecraft (abductees), popular in the 1980s and 1990s; claims that the government has recovered aliens from either the Roswell incident or other UFO crashes (something also of fairly recent vintage); and claims that the government has been covering up all these and other matters (a recurring theme since at least the 1960s).

Two more tendencies have become apparent since then. Stories that were once thought dead, perhaps for good reason, can be resurrected years, even decades, later by popular writers and UFO proponents who report them to a new generation of readers. And stories that may once have been considered too outlandish on their face to be taken seriously by mainstream media now are often treated with a newfound respect. This is especially the case with the stories of abductions and recovered aliens.

What is the reality? Is this all a modern myth or is there some semblance of fact here? Are we actually being visited by alien spacecraft even while, paradoxically, first-rate astronomers involved in the scientific search for extraterrestrial intelligence (SETI)—making use of powerful radio telescopes and computers capable of sorting through millions of channels simultaneously—report they have yet to find anything definitive? Do the tireless promoters of UFO sightings, contacts, abductions, crashes, and coverups really know something that the scientific community does not? What does all this mean, anyhow?

This book is intended to help you answer those questions.

In 1976, a new organization of distinguished scientists, scholars, educators, writers, and investigators was created to help the public sort fact from myth and sense from nonsense among the entire range of paranormal, fringe-science, and borderland-science claims and phenomena. Founding Fellows included authors Isaac Asimov and Martin Gardner, astronomer Carl Sagan, psychologist B. F. Skinner, philosopher Paul Kurtz (the founding chairman), and a number of other well-known philosophers, psychologists, and physical scientists. The nonprofit (and very independent) Committee for the Scientific Investigation of Claims of the Paranormal (CSICOP) seeks first—through networks of scientists, scholars, and investigators who carry out the work—to investigate and find answers to questions that excite the popular imagination or have significance for scholarly inquiry. It seeks second to educate the public about the results of those inquiries. More generally, it encourages an attitude of critical thinking and responsible, tentative skepticism toward all new claims and assertions, no matter the subject. Whatever the topic, it attempts to bring the full arsenal of science and reason to its inquiries. CSICOP has received wide acclaim from the scientific and scholarly com munities and considerable attention from the news media for its work. While the organization has not eschewed controversy, it has always attempted to bring clear-headed analysis and fair-minded evaluation to the claims it considers.

CSICOP’s bimonthly journal, the Skeptical Inquirer, subtitled The Magazine for Science and Reason, has been the main forum for publication of the results of these inquiries. Reports of UFO sightings, crashes, abductions, and coverups have been regular and frequent topics of investigation in the Skeptical Inquirer.

The UFO Invasion is a unique compilation of the major investigations and inquiries on these subjects reported in the pages of the Skeptical Inquirer. The “UFO invasion” of the title does not necessarily imply that we have in fact been, or are being, invaded by alien spacecraft. But for the past half century we have definitely been invaded by reports, claims, and assertions of UFOs, disseminated widely by the electronic and print media, too often with little critical analysis. What they actually are, what they actually represent, is the subject of this book.

Three multisubject anthologies of Skeptical Inquirer articles have been published previously (also by Prometheus Books), but this is the first devoted to a single topic. It is organized into seven sections: The UFO Enigma, The Crash at Roswell, Roswell and the “Alien Autopsy,” Other UFO Cases, Alien Abductions, Crop Circles, and Extraterrestrial Intelligence. Within each section the articles are organized chronologically so you can get some sense of how a given issue has developed over time.

To ensure completeness and timeliness, each author was given an opportunity to amend or update his or her original contribution with the latest information and perspective. Much of the information presented here has never before been available within the covers of a single book. Very little of it has been available at all in most bookstores. If what you have been hearing about these subjects comes mostly from the mass media and the literature of the UFO subculture, you may find much of what is reported here surprising. We hope you will find it instructive as well—and entertaining.





Part One
THE UFO ENIGMA





1.
THE AIRSHIP HYSTERIA OF 1896–97

Robert E. Bartholomew

During the “Great Airship Wave” in the United States between November 1896 and May 1897, thousands of Americans claimed to have observed an airship. This vessel was typically described as cigar-shaped, having wings and/or propellers and an attached undercarriage; yet, in terms of historical context, the nineteenth century lacked the technological sophistication to successfully fly heavier-than-air machines (Sanarov 1981,164; Klass 1976, 302). The Wright Brothers did not fly until 1903, and attempts at earlier heavier-than-air flight were crude and erratic at best. According to British aviation historian Charles Gibbs-Smith (Clark and Coleman 1975,133):


Speaking as an aeronautical historian who specializes in the period before 1910, I can say with certainty that the only airborne vehicles, carrying passengers, which could possibly have been seen anywhere in North America… were free-flying spherical balloons, and it is highly unlikely for these to be mistaken for anything else. No form of dirigible(i.e., a gasbag propelled by an airscrew) or heavier-than-air flying machine was flying—or indeed could fly—at this time.




SOCIOCULTURAL PERCEPTIONS

During the period of the outbreak, although speculation about the stimulus for the sightings varied from misperceptions of natural or manmade bodies (i.e., heavenly bodies or fire balloons) to hoaxes, hallucinations, and so on, the overwhelming belief existed that an inventor had secretly developed the first practical airship.

In terms of sociopsychological expectations of the era, most Americans possessed at least a general idea of how an airship and its occupants should appear. This conception was shaped by the popular literature of the time, which contained large volumes of stories on the sensational, and thus highly marketable, subject of attempts at early flight.

Aerial flight was very much in the public eye just prior to the wave. In 1895, the Swedish explorer Solomon August Andrée made headlines describing plans for an Arctic balloon trip, which he unsuccessfully attempted in 1896, just two months before the outbreak. Andrée died in a second attempt the following year. On May 6, 1896, Samuel Pierpont Langley, described by Gibbs-Smith as “the first major aeronautical figure in the United States,” made headlines after successfully testing in flight his large aeroplane model no. 5. About one month before the outbreak, the New York Times (September 28, 1896) carried an article with front-page headlines describing the crash of the experimental airship Albatross: Inventor/navigator William Paul narrowly escaped serious injury after his craft “dropped rapidly, beat into a clump of trees, and fell.” The article concludes: “The inventor says the experiment was unsuccessful because of the quartering northeast wind, and that but for this he would have made a flight to astonish the world.”

Further, intense interest in the invention of mechanical contrivances, especially air machines, developed in the early 1890s and resulted in a major weekly series beginning in 1892 that achieved widespread readership (Clarke 1986, 589).

The sightings occurred in two separate waves: the first from November 17 to mid-December 1896, and the second, January 22 to late May 1897 (Bullard 1982a, 207, 211).

Sensationalistic “yellow journalism” typified the period just prior to and encompassing the sightings as newspapers often reported highly speculative stories (or in some case even made up stories) on a wide range of events. One purpose was to create news on “slow news days” in order to increase circulation (Hiebert, Bohn, and Ungurait 1982). One story in particular generated a tremendous amount of newspaper and magazine coverage speculating about the identity of an apparently fictitious airship inventor said to have been constructing such a craft. Whatever the editors’ motivation, on November 1, 1896, the Detroit Free Press reported that in the near future a New York inventor would construct and fly an “aerial torpedo boat.” Sixteen days later, the Sacramento (California) Bee, printed a telegram from a New York man claiming he and two friends would board an airship of his invention and fly to California, which he promised to reach within two days. Coincidentally, that night the first sightings in the 1896–97 wave were recorded as hundreds of witnesses in Sacramento reported sighting an airship.

This report, and the ones to follow, seemed to spark a snowball effect. Speculative stories about the possible existence of an airship and inventors), in addition to reports of other sightings, appeared in hundreds of newspapers and in nearly every state. Based on a collection by T. E. Bullard (1982b) of more than 1,000 separate airship-related newspaper stories from this period, a conservative estimate of the number of alleged individual sightings would be 100,000, as several sightings were said to have involved participation by entire cities and towns.2 Bartholomew (1989) has analyzed newspaper accounts of witnesses during the wave who (usually alone, at night in isolated areas), similar to those in modern UFO waves, claimed to have conversed with the pilots. However, unlike modern-day encounters, witnesses described occupants “who appeared to be ordinary American citizens and claimed that their invention was about to revolutionize travel and transportation” (Sachs 1980, 9).




LITERATURE SURVEY

A survey of mass-hysteria literature reveals the importance of three key elements in the composition of any case: ambiguity, anxiety, and a redefinition of the situation from the general to the specific. Hall (1972, 216) summarizes the role of these elements:


The recipe for this type of hysterical outbreak is a combination of a high level of anxiety or tension with some kind of ambiguous event which is interpreted as posing a serious threat. The ambiguous event is transformed, in beliefs, into an unambiguously threatening event which apparently justifies the diffuse anxiety which was its antecedent.



Hall, a UFO proponent, finds fault with the suggestion that many UFO reports (past or present) are due to hysterical contagion. One of his central arguments is that UFO witnesses often fail to interpret the incidents as serious personal threats. Thus witnesses are frequently excited but not scared during an incident. I will argue that contagion can occur in situations where the actual hysterical belief is nonthreatening. The 1896–97 airship wave is viewed as a case of collective wish-fulfillment as a response to rapid sociotechnological strains and to rumors that someone had invented the world’s first practical airship.





GENERALIZED BELIEF


In the years leading up to and immediately prior to the airship sightings, the possibility that someone would soon perfect the first practical heavier-than-air flying machine was the subject of widespread speculation in science-fiction stories. This was given special emphasis as the twentieth century approached. In the 1890s, Americans were obsessed with science and inventions. According to Clarke (1986, 589):


The Frank Reade Library [was]… designed to meet the insatiable demand for tales of mechanical novelty by concentrating on a nonstop run of invention stories. The series opened on 24 September 1892 and continued for 191 issues. It was the first serial publication of any size ever to be devoted exclusively to science fiction stories; and every issue throbbed with the dynamism of coming things—robots, submarines, flying machines … and the rest of the imaginative bric-a-brac of an age that was in love with the great wonders of science.



Bullard (1982a, 203) also notes that from about 1880 through the early twentieth century widespread publicity in books and magazines helped to mold a common belief that a heavier-than-air vessel would be perfected imminently:


Magazines devoted to science and engineering vied with Jules Verne’s Robur the Conqueror and other fictional publications to describe the flier which would soon succeed, and this literature fed the public a steady diet of aeronautical speculation and news to prime people for the day when the riddle of aerial navigation finally would receive a solution.



Further fueling this generalized belief were the growing number of failed aerial trials making news. Although all were unsuccessful in perfecting a practical airship, during “the late 1890s numerous inventors in the United States obtained patents for planned airships” (Brookesmith 1984, 107; Jacobs 1976, 27).




AMBIGUITY

The boom in airship patents during the latter 1890s coincided with the airship wave. (For actual reproductions of some of the original patents, see Lore and Deneault 1968, 16-17, 38-39). Intense competition to be the first to patent such a machine resulted in a shroud of secrecy, as many inventors often withheld vital data on their patents and experimental craft. As noted in Brookesmith (1984, 107), the air of mystery surrounding the state of aerial development only fostered public belief that a practical airship had been developed.

This view is supported by historian David M. Jacobs (1976, 27-28):


In the late 1890s many people in the United States obtained patents for proposed airships. Most people believed someone would soon invent a flying machine, and many wanted to capitalize on the fame and fortune that would certainly come to the first person to launch an American into the skies. As soon as someone had a glimmer of an airship design, he immediately applied for a patent. These would-be inventors constantly worried over possible theft or plagiarism… [and] most people kept their patents secret. Given this atmosphere and the numerous European and American experiments with flight, it is not surprising that secret inventor stories so captured the public imagination and seemed such a logical explanation for the airship mystery.



Environmental factors further contributed to ambiguity during the episode. As there were a minimum of several thousand sightings, a specific breakdown of each case is unfeasible. However, Bullard (1984, personal communication), commenting on the approximately 1,000 newspaper stories detailing sightings that he had collected during the wave, noted that approximately 80 to 90 percent of the cases were reported to have occurred at night. Other researchers have noted the overwhelming tendency of the airships to appear at night (Berliner 1978,2; Sanarov 1981,166). Also, the wave occurred primarily during the winter months and abruptly ended in early spring, coinciding with a reduction in hours of sunlight.

Further inducing ambiguity were the mysteries associated with the airship. Who actually was the inventor? How had he accomplished this great feat? Who helped him, if anyone? Where was his secret hideout? Where would he test his machine next?




ANXIETY AND INTENSE EXCITEMENT

The wave occurred during a period of rapid technological change and amid intense public interest in airship development. As detailed earlier, a widespread belief circulated in the United States just prior to the outbreak that someone had invented the world’s first practical airship. A major role in spreading this belief was played by period newspapers, characterized by sensationalism and intense speculation on issues of the day. Newspaper publisher William Randolph Hearst noted this in an editorial attacking such press coverage:


“Fake journalism” has a good deal to answer for, but we do not recall a more discernible exploit in that line than the persistent attempt to make the public believe that the air in this vicinity is populated with airships. It has been manifest for weeks that the whole airship story is pure myth. (Klass 1976, 314, citing San Francisco Examiner, December 5, 1896)



Bullard (1982a, 224) and Klass (1976, 314-15) also concur with the belief that newspapers exerted considerable influence in perpetuating and maintaining the outbreak.

A. M. Herring, writing in the Scientific American of June 26, 1897, noted the intense experimentation and the widespread publicity of the belief that a practical airship existed in the late 1890s, but “especially” in the period of time coinciding with the airship outbreak:


This line of experiment has resulted in such great progress in the last few years (and especially so in the last six months) that attainment of long, free flight for man, which not long ago seemed an invention for the far distant future, is a thing now near, if not quite at hand. (403)



Neeley (1979, 68) attributes the episode to social stress fostered, in part, by rapid technological changes. Neeley surveyed 223 Illinois newspapers during the outbreak. He clearly applies his Illinois findings to the larger pattern of reports across the United States:


Let us first consider the people of 1897. They lived in very interesting and stress-filled times. They were amazed at the technological achievements of the time. The telephone was merely fourteen years old, electricity had just been made available for practical uses, x-rays had been discovered merely two years earlier. The horseless carriage was just around the comer as was flight. They had just dealt with a bad winter and spring had brought forth one of the greatest floods to hit the Midwest. It was raining constantly and only snow broke the monotony. A clear sky was a rarity. Affairs had just returned to normal following the Civil War and there were accounts of wars in Greece and Cuba Jules Veme was writing stories of … an electric airship. Suddenly the skies clear and in the northwest a bright light was seen. The cry ‘Airship!” went up and a crowd gathered to watch. Soon a cloud obscured it and the airship had “left.” Or a bright light was seen in the southeast and the witnesses “followed” its path behind a cloud until a bright light was seen in the northwest. Surely they had seen the airship cross the sky.







REDEFINITION OF THE SITUATION


The airship wave occurred in two separate phases: the first primarily between November 17 and mid-December 1896, and the second between January 22 and late May 1897. The separate waves closely paralleled newspaper accounts of where the airship would appear. For instance, the overwhelming majority of sightings in the 1896 wave took place in California, and all of the sightings occurred within the general Pacific Coast region (Bullard 1982b). From a definitional view it’s interesting that the popular belief prior to and during the November-December 1896 wave held that an inventor would fly an airship to California and then slowly progress back across the country, ending in New York. The popular newspaper accounts circulating during the second wave (although there were a variety of stories) centered around an inventor partaking in a transcontinental airship flight. One story told how the inventor would fly his airship across the country to Washington, D.C., where he would take out a patent. Another speculated that the United States government was secretly testing an airship by flying it across the country. Coincidentally, the second wave began in the western United States and worked its way eastward in an erratic but systematic pattern, so that the 1897 wave closed abruptly in early May with sightings on the coastal northeast:


Suddenly the climax. The conclusion to the extraordinary transcontinental voyage was reached. On April 30, 1897, the great airship was seen over Yonkers, New York… at 3a.m toward the sea.

… Curiously, when the 1896-97 complex stopped, for all practical purposes it stopped cold. Various sightings continued to be recorded through the years, but this particular phenomenon reached a dead end at the shores of the Atlantic…. Virtually no new sightings emerged from the areas over which it had soared. It was all over. (Flammonde 1977, 115–17)



During both waves, the cultural expectation of the time appears to have been shaped and defined by newspaper accounts and subsequently fulfilled by the pattern of reports. It appeared that the collective consciousness, as reflected and defined in newspaper stories, created a consensual belief that the airship had completed its transcontinental flight. This would explain not only the general west-to-east pattern across the country but also the abrupt end to the wave.

A survey of the more than 1,000 original airship reports from United States newspapers collected by Bullard (1982b) shows that most sightings of unidentified aerial objects between November 17, 1896, and late May 1897 closely paralleled popular literature accounts of early heavier-than-air travel attempts. An examination of Bullard’s data shows that whenever specific descriptions of airships were given, beyond the interpretation of ambiguous nocturnal aerial lights, eyewitness accounts vacillated between two types of craft. One was a large oblong or egg-shaped main structure having wings similar to those of a bird. These wings were frequently reported to be “flopping” in a birdlike manner. The second craft type also consisted of a large central portion, but sported propellers or fanlike wheels. Both types of craft were said to possess powerful searchlights and some type of motor propulsion system, and often had a carriage suspended under the main structure. The drawing in figure 1 is of an airship reported by hundreds of persons on November 23, 1896, over the city of San Francisco. The description conforms to cultural expectations of how an American citizen of 1896 would project such a craft to appear. None of the vessels were described in terms of more contemporary disc or saucer shapes. Other sightings during the wave resembled a common type of UFO description. (See figure 2.)

These descriptions closely mimic early heavier-than-air flight attempts. For instance, the first known manned, powered flight was Heneri Giffard’s steam airship (figure 3). The large cigar-shaped top portion, with a smaller basket underneath, featured a structural design commonly reported 45 years later during the 1896–97 U.S. airship wave.


[image: Figure 1. From the Skeptical Inquirer. An artist–s rendition of the airship reported seen by hundreds of people over San Francisco on November 23, 1896, (Source: San Francisco Cali November 23, 1896, p. 1.)]
Figure 1. From the Skeptical Inquirer. An artist–s rendition of the airship reported seen by hundreds of people over San Francisco on November 23, 1896, (Source: San Francisco Cali November 23, 1896, p. 1.)



Figure 4 shows a model of the first airship to complete a circular flight. On August 9, 1884, the La France flew nearly five miles at an average speed of thirteen miles per hour. A very similar type of airship was reported on April 10, 1897, over the city of Chicago. Grabbing his son’s box camera, Walter McCann claimed to have taken two photographs. An etching of the best photo, appearing on the front page of the Chicago Tribune of April 12, is depicted in figure 5. The picture was taken as the craft allegedly sailed over a suburb at approximately 6 a.m. The pictures were taken during the height of a monthlong airship wave in Illinois, with thousands of reported sightings.


[image: Figure 2. From the Skeptical Inquirer. Airship sighted over Oakland, California between November 17 and 19, 1896. (Source: San Francisco CallI November 19, 1896, p. 1.)]
Figure 2. From the Skeptical Inquirer. Airship sighted over Oakland, California between November 17 and 19, 1896. (Source: San Francisco Call, November 19, 1896, p. 1.)






CONCLUSION

In the presence of the widespread airship rumors holding that such an invention was on the verge of perfection, the ambiguity of the nighttime sky, and the intense emotions held by many Americans that such a dramatic achievement was at hand—and the fanning of these emotions by speculative and often fabricated newspaper stories—people attempted to relieve their emotionally aroused states by looking to the skies for proof or disconfirmation of the airship-invention stories. They expected to see airships and saw them. Whereas contemporary people collectively perceive “flying saucers” from outer space, citizens in 1896-97 were predisposed by popular literature of the era to see airships. Research on autokinetic movement appears applicable, as it concerns problem-solving dynamics (Turner and Kirlian 1972, 35). Interpretation of ambiguous stimuli within a group setting will result in members’ developing an increased need to define the situation, depending less on their own judgment for reality validation and more on the judgment of others (reality testing).


When the stimulus situation lacks objective structure, the effect of the other’s judgement is … pronounced. … In one … study of social factors in perception utilizing the autokinetic phenomenon, an individual





[image: Figure 3. From the Skeptical Inquirer. Fleneri Gifford–s 1852 steam-powered airship. (Source: B. Collier, The Airship: A History, Flart-Davis, MacGibbon, London, 1974, p. 29.)]
Figure 3. From the Skeptical Inquirer. Fleneri Gifford–s 1852 steam-powered airship. (Source: B. Collier, The Airship: A History, Flart-Davis, MacGibbon, London, 1974, p. 29.)




[image: Figure 4. From the Skeptical Inquirer. The La France circa 1884. (Source: C. H. Gibbs-Smith, Flight Throughout the Ages, Thomas Y. Crowell, New York, 1974, p. 76.)]
Figure 4. From the Skeptical Inquirer. The La France circa 1884. (Source: C. H. Gibbs-Smith, Flight Throughout the Ages, Thomas Y. Crowell, New York, 1974, p. 76.)





[image: Figure 5. From the Skeptical Inquirer. Walter McCann–s alleged photo of an airship over Chicago. (Source: Chicago Tribune, April 12, 1897. p. 1).]
Figure 5. From the Skeptical Inquirer. Walter McCann–s alleged photo of an airship over Chicago. (Source: Chicago Tribune, April 12, 1897. p. 1).




judged distances of apparent movement first alone and then with two or three other subjects. This unstructured situation arouses considerable uncertainty. Even though they were not told to agree and were cautioned against being influenced, the individuals in togetherness situations shifted their judgement toward a common standard or norm of judgement…. The influence of various individuals differed, and the emerging common norm for judgement was in various instances above or below the average of individual judgements in the initial session alone. (Sherif and Harvey 1952, 302)



Research on the “autokinetic effect” is of more specific interest, as it has shown that individual judgments tend to agree in a group setting while observing the common stimulus of a pinpoint of light within a dark environment. This effect is well known in social psychology and was first demonstrated by Sherif (1936). Individuals in situations lacking in stable perceptual anchorages begin to feel a sense of uneasiness, with anxiety generated as the person experiences a heightened need to visually define or make sense of the light. In group settings, individuals will attempt to reduce the anxieties created by an uncertain situation. Beeson (1979, 180) outlines this process:


A viewer in a completely dark room seeing one pinpoint of light experiences a visual stimulus without its normal attendant visual context. Up, down, back, forward, far and near, exist in relation to other stimuli and when this frame of reference is missing, the light is free to roam in one’s perceptual field. It is for this reason that considerable random motion will be experienced by anyone viewing the light.



Within highly ambiguous situations, such as the people scanning the nighttime skies for an imaginary airship, “inference can perform the function of perception by filling in missing information in instances where perception is either inefficient or inadequate” (Massad, Hubbard, and Newtson 1979). Accordingly, individuals with an airship “mind-set” perceived airships. Today, with the existence of a collective belief in extraterrestrials traversing the skies, usually at night, flying saucers are seen. Allan Hendry, former editor of the International UFO Reporter, a scientifically orientated UFO publication, provided a good example of this process. He noted in 1978 that a large number of advertising planes had been initially mistaken for UFOs and were described as having been distinctly disc- or saucer-shaped:


In the three hundred calls that… [our organization] has dealt with that were based on confirmed ad planes at night, 90 percent of the witnesses described not what was perceptually available, but rather that they could see a disc-shaped form rotating with “fixed” lights; many of these people imagine that they see a dome on top and, when pressed, will swear that they can make out the outline with confidence.



Overall, the sightings appear to have functioned as a reassuring symbol during a period of great uncertainty with rapid technological changes at the end of the twentieth century. People had great affection for these technological marvels that were changing social patterns that had existed for thousands of years but were simultaneously concerned with the potential destructive power these machines could hold over their lives.

The airship wave functioned to show man’s dominance over the untamed and previously sacred skies, leaving them with the comforting belief that a positive element was in control. In the words of Clark and Coleman (1975,163):


Most of them [Americans] saw the craft as a sort of final triumph of technology, and something about which they must surely have entertained ambivalent feelings. All the talk about bombs and aerial machine guns, pointing toward a time when there would be no safety anywhere, must have been disconcerting in the extreme. Moreover, now the heavens had been violated; men had tainted even the domain of angels.



It is important to note that, although social strains generated by rapid technological advancement were especially acute during this period, Americans sighting these phantom craft clearly did not fear them. Airships were seen as a positive influence in reaction to the negative strains brought about by rapid technological advancements in a variety of fields. Hence the redefinition of the ambiguous, mundane, predominately nocturnal aerial stimuli (i.e., stars, planets) functioned to create a reassuring presence.


This article originally appeared in the Skeptical Inquirer 14, no. 2 (Winter 1990). Reprinted with permission.




NOTES

1. I am indebted to T. E. Bullard, folklorist, Indiana University, Bloomington, Indiana, for providing access to original airship data.

2. Any such specific estimate is hazardous. However, this figure seems reasonably accurate as a conservative estimate of the minimum number of participants, based on Bullard’s data.
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2.
THE CONDON UFO STUDY

Philip J. Klass

Just twenty years ago, the University of Colorado undertook a very controversial project that was unique in the annals of university research. At the request of the U.S. government, the university agreed to perform a two-year scientific investigation into unidentified flying objects—UFOs. That effort probably brought more fame to the University of Colorado—and certainly more criticism—than any other activity ever to take place on its campus.

The late Edward U. Condon, a world-famous physicist who once had directed the National Bureau of Standards with distinction and who was then a member of the Colorado faculty, reluctantly agreed to head the UFO project. He became a favorite whipping boy of the UFO cultists. Robert Low, another faculty member, who served as the project coordinator and later died in an aircraft accident, was defamed in the national news media on the grounds that he and Condon had plotted to “trick” the American public.

There was indeed a plot to mislead the public. But Condon and Low were its victims, not its architects. A small group of “UFO-believers,” which included a U.S. congressman, secretly plotted to discredit the Colorado effort. Today we can piece together their covert actions because of fortuitous access to the files of the chief architect of the plot, who later committed suicide.

Let me emphasize that I cannot endorse the Colorado investigation as having been well managed. In my opinion, Condon himself did not play a sufficiently active role, and Low had no prior experience in coordinating so complex an investigation. But under the circumstances, I doubt that anyone could have done much better. And those who later plotted to discredit the Colorado effort would surely have done far worse had they directed the program.

But first let us turn back the clock to the spring of 1966 for the benefit of those who are too young to recall the circumstances and for those whose memories have dimmed because of the passage of time.

By the spring of 1966, the U.S. Air Force had been investigating UFO reports for nearly 20 years—more than 10,000 of them. At first there were some within the USAF who suspected that some UFO reports might involve extraterrestrial spacecraft, or possibly Soviet reconnaissance vehicles, perhaps built with advanced technology obtained from German scientists captured at the end of World War H.

But by the early 1950s, having learned that many seemingly mysterious UFO reports had been generated by prosaic trigger-mechanisms such as bright celestial bodies, weather balloons, and meteor-fireballs, the USAF concluded that all UFO reports were explainable in prosaic terms. And so the USAF assigned only low-level personnel—many of them without appropriate training—to investigate UFO reports. Thus it is not surprising that in some instances these relatively unskilled investigators had trouble finding rational explanations and that there remained a small percentage of unexplained cases. For those eager to believe in alien spaceships, these unexplained cases seemed to be proof of their fondest hopes.

Sometimes USAF investigators offered explanations that evoked sharp criticism, and with good reason. For example, in March 1966, UFO reports from university students and others in southern Michigan attracted national attention after the USAF’s investigator—astronomer J. Allen Hynek—suggested that some of the reports might be due to swamp-gas. This explanation aroused much ridicule and criticism, even from some members of Congress, including a then obscure Michigan congressman named Gerald Ford.

This criticism of the USAF’s handling of the UFO issue and charges that it was guilty of a coverup prompted the USAF’s scientific advisory board to recommend that an independent UFO study be conducted by one or more universities. But when well-known scientific institutions like MIT were sounded out, none of them was willing to undertake such an effort.

During the late spring and early summer of 1966, as the USAF struggled to find a prestigious scientist and institution willing to tackle the UFO study, a member of the faculty of the University of Arizona was lobbying to obtain the contract. His name was James F. McDonald, an atmospheric physicist who was respected by his peers. There was, however, a basic obstacle for McDonald. He already was convinced that some UFOs were extraterrestrial craft. This clearly made it impossible for him to direct or conduct an independent, unbiased investigation.

Condon, who had earlier served as president of the American Physical Society and of the American Association for the Advancement of Science and was a member of the respected National Academy of Sciences, had recently joined the Colorado faculty to devote his later years to research in atomic physics.

Robert Low, then assistant dean of the Colorado graduate school, was considerably younger than Condon. He recognized the potential pitfalls of the UFO investigation, but he believed that the project offered the university the opportunity to achieve wider recognition as a center of scientific excellence and that it could be a useful stepping stone in his own academic career. Events would prove Low to be wrong on both counts.

After weeks of internal debate over whether to take on the program, the university submitted its formal proposal in early October 1966, and on October 7 the USAF announced that Colorado had been selected. A key proviso in the Colorado proposal, which was included in its contract, was the following: “The work will be conducted under conditions of strictest objectivity by investigators who, as carefully as can be determined, have no predilections or preconceived positions on the UFO question” (emphasis added).

This was a vitally important condition, because the Colorado group would sit in scientific judgment, much as a jury in a court of law, whose members must swear that they have no prior view on the issues under trial. I suspect, but have no proof, that this proviso was intended to foreclose any direct participation by McDonald. The University of Colorado subsequently awarded subcontracts to several outside institutions and specialists, but none ever went to McDonald.

However, this key provision was violated immediately when David R. Saunders joined the project as one of its three top scientists—referred to as “principal investigators.” Saunders was a member of the university’s psychology faculty, but it soon became quite evident that Saunders was at least a “quasi-believer,” as one of the younger scientists in the project soon characterized him to his face.

Saunders subsequently acknowledged publicly that he had become interested in UFOs at least several months before the USAF contract was awarded. After reading a best-selling “gee-whiz” type book titled UFOs—Serious Business, written by a strongly pro-UFO author, Saunders had visited the headquarters of the National Investigations Committee of Aerial Phenomena (NICAP)—then the nation’s largest group of UFO believers—to meet with officials and to join the organization.

It was Saunders who played the key role in getting Condon and Low to agree—using Saunders’s own words that “we ought to concentrate on trying to identify and develop cases that might support the extraterrestrial intelligence hypothesis.”1 Saunders also embraced the cornerstone of the UFO-believers’ faith that the U.S. government was involved in a UFO coverup. As Saunders later wrote: “Almost from the first day of the Project, I had maintained that a ‘government conspiracy’ to conceal the ‘truth about UFOs’ from the public was an even more likely hypothesis than ETI.”2

Saunders was well aware of the provision against hiring investigators who had any “predilections or preconceived positions on the UFO question” contained in the USAF contract and the university proposal, because Saunders himself had participated in writing that proposal. Yet he did not disqualify himself from participation on those grounds.

Condon and Low tried to establish a good working relationship with NICAP officials from the beginning. NICAP director Donald Keyhoe and assistant director Richard Hall accepted an invitation in the fall of 1966 to visit Boulder to brief project scientists. Following this meeting, NICAP officials offered a curious endorsement of Condon and his associates in the January-February 1967 issue of the NICAP publication, The UFO Investigator. The article said: “It probably is fair to say that the scientists on the project range from open-minded skeptics to moderately convinced ‘believers’—which is as it should be” (emphasis added).

While NICAP officials clearly were pleased to find “moderately convinced believers” on the Colorado project shortly after the investigation began, if their assessment was correct, then the terms of the USAF contract had been violated.

McDonald also was invited to Boulder in the fall of 1966 to brief the Colorado team. He returned again in the summer of 1967 to brief the project scientists on the results of his own investigations into UFO reports from Australia and New Guinea. But, beyond this, Condon and Low did not avail themselves of McDonald’s frequent offers to become more directly involved in the investigation.

J. Allen Hynek also was invited to come to Boulder to brief its team on his own views about UFOS. But the then leading experienced UFO-skeptic, the late astronomer Donald Menzel, was never invited to visit Boulder. Nor was I, although I had offered my services as a consultant early in the program.

In June 1967, about halfway through the investigation, the Colorado team was joined by Norman E. Levine, who had just received his Ph.D. in electrical engineering from the University of Arizona. Levine publicly acknowledged that his own interest in UFOs had been sparked by Mc him on the telephone when I placed a call to Low, who was out of town. During the discussion, I was shocked to hear Levine express views on UFOs that were remarkably similar to those voiced by McDonald, especially since Levine had just joined the project.

The Colorado game plan was to dispatch a small team of scientists to investigate important UFO-sighting reports. To ensure that these were promptly reported to the project, an “early warning network” of several dozen persons around the nation was created, consisting principally of NICAP’s own field investigators. Shortly after Levine joined the project, he was named “secretary” of the field investigators to coordinate their efforts. As a result, Levine and Saunders played key roles in determining which UFO reports deserved field investigation.

On September 4, 1967, nearly a year after the investigation began, Saunders spoke before the American Psychological Association at its annual meeting in Washington, as a member of a panel during a session on UFOS. During the question-and-answer period, Saunders was asked: “What is your opinion of the scientific integrity of the Condon Committee?” Saunders replied: “… I would not wish to remain associated with anything but an open and impartial investigation.” Considering Saunders’s own pro-UFO views and the key role that he and Levine were playing in the project, his answer is hardly surprising. He remained with the project until the following February 7, when he was fired, along with Levine.

Saunders chose not to reveal to the APA meeting that he was somewhat unhappy with Condon and Low because a few weeks earlier they had rejected two of his suggestions. One of these was that the project should not wait to make its final report before “going public” with some of its interim case-investigation results. Saunders wanted to release those that he believed supported the extraterrestrial hypothesis as well as those that did not.

Saunders’s second suggestion was that the Colorado project should encourage public discussion “of the social problems that the world would have to face if either our study or some future study were to generate conclusive evidence of extraterrestrial visitations.”4

The decision by Condon and Low to reject these two suggestions was a very wise one at the time, and certainly in retrospect. Condon, and the project, had been criticized earlier—with good reason—because of several speeches Condon had given early in the effort in which he revealed his strong skepticism about UFOs being extraterrestrial visitors. As a result, the decision had been made to hold back further public discussion until the final report was issued. Saunders himself had violated that policy by agreeing to speak to the APA without obtaining advanced approval to do so.

Were it not for McDonald’s tragic suicide in June 1971 and the fact that a young graduate student named Paul McCarthy, at the University of Hawaii, decided to write his Ph.D. thesis on the UFO controversy, the world would never have known of the covert effort spearheaded by McDonald to torpedo the credibility of the Colorado investigation.

Young McCarthy, who honestly characterized himself as being a “UFO-believer,” obtained permission from McDonald’s widow to gain access to all of his personal papers. Because of McCarthy’s strong pro-UFO views and his understandable sympathies for McDonald in the wake of his tragic death, it seems likely that McCarthy left out at least some “incriminating evidence” from his thesis, completed in late 1975. But there is enough to piece together the curious puzzle.

McDonald had himself become such a fanatical believer in UFOs being alien craft and the greatest scientific mystery of this century that at first he was certain the Colorado group would reach the same conclusion. If it did, then almost certainly the government would then authorize a massive followup UFO investigation, which McDonald would be the logical person to direct because of his expertise. Condon and Low indicated no interest in conducting followup studies. But if Condon and Low remained unconvinced and the two project leaders reached a “negative” conclusion, then McDonald’s ambitions would be dashed.

From McCarthy’s thesis we learn that when McDonald returned from Boulder in early August 1967 after briefing the Colorado team on the results of his own UFO-case investigations in Australia, he was discouraged. McDonald so indicated in his letter of August 11,1967, to Mary Lou Armstrong, administrative assistant to the project. In McCarthy’s thesis he notes: “McDonald could talk and write openly to Armstrong and a few others, although Condon and Low, the leaders, remained at a distance.”5

It was at about the same time—August 1967—that a member of the project, believed to have been Mrs. Armstrong, discovered a memo that had been written a year earlier by Robert Low. In this memo, dated August 9, 1966, Low expressed his personal ideas on whether the university should take on the UFO study. By late April 1968, the contents of this memo would be the cornerstone of a feature article in Look magazine charging that the Colorado investigation was “a half-million dollar ‘trick’ to make Americans believe the Condon committee was conducting an objective investigation.”

The Look article was written by John G. Fuller, who earlier had authored two pro-UFO books. Later, Fuller wrote a book endorsing a famous South American “psychic surgeon,” and still later a book claiming that some Eastern Air Lines jetliners were haunted by the ghosts of members of a flight crew killed in a tragic accident.

As we consider the contents of Low’s memo, we should remember that it was written at a time when there was strong disagreement among faculty members over whether the university should undertake the effort. Low’s memo, entitled “Some Thoughts on the UFO Project,” was addressed to E. James Archer, dean of the graduate school, and to Thurston E. Manning, vice-president for academic affairs.

His memo noted that those who opposed university involvement felt that “to undertake such a project one has to approach it objectively. That is, one has to admit the possibility that such things as UFOs exist. It is not respectable to give serious consideration to such a possibility. Believers, in other words, remain outcasts.” But Low quoted another scientist at a separate research center in Boulder, who favored taking on the project, saying: “We must do it right—objectively and critically … having the project here would not put us in the category of scientific kooks.”

Low’s memo drew an analogy with the ESP experiments that had been conducted in the 1930s by J. B. Rhine at Duke University. Low noted that “the Duke study was done by believers who, after they finished, convinced no one. Our study would be conducted almost exclusively by non-believers who, although they couldn’t possibly prove a negative result, could and probably would add an impressive body of evidence that there is no reality to the observations.”

Then followed the sentence that later would prove so embarrassing. Low wrote: “The trick would be, I think, to describe the project so that, to the public, it would appear a totally objective study, but to the scientific community would present the image of a group of nonbelievers trying their best to be objective but having an almost zero expectation of finding a saucer” (emphasis added).

For most Americans, the word trick has a devious meaning, but according to the Random House Dictionary of the English Language “trick” also means “the art or knack of doing something skillfully.” That is a meaning more often used by the British and members of the British Commonwealth.

For example, in early 1978, Canadian and U.S. scientists were trying to locate radioactive debris from a Soviet satellite that had reentered prematurely over Canada’s Northwest Territories. A United Press International article on the incident quoted a Canadian scientist, named Jack Doyle, as saying: “The trick at the moment is to convert blips on our [instrument] tapes to something we can see on the ground” (emphasis added). Robert Low had studied at Oxford University and, during our brief meeting in Washington, I noticed that he had acquired some British speech affectations and word usages. But I acknowledge that it is not possible today to know for sure what meaning he intended in his now infamous memo.


“CONDON, THE TRUE SCIENTIST, UNDERSTOOD SELF-DECEPTION”

Useful insights into the controversy that swirled around the University of Colorado UFO study are offered by Lewis M. Branscomb, chief scientist and vice president of IBM, who in the mid-1960s was chairman of the Joint Institute for Laboratory Astrophysics (JILA) on the university’s Boulder campus. Branscomb knew well both Edward U. Condon, who directed the UFO study, and Robert Low, the project administrator. A copy of the accompanying article was submitted to Dr. Branscomb for comments and his response included the following:

“I know first hand that Bob Low did indeed use the word ‘trick’ in the sense you defined Scientists, American as well as British, frequently use it to mean a clever or ingenious solution to a problem. The word ‘scheme’ has a similar ambiguity. (That episode taught me a lesson, and I have avoided using ‘trick’ in that sense.)…

“Condon originally requested that the UFO project be undertaken within JILA, and the proposition was debated by the Fellows. We declined, in part because … Condon declined to put in place a set of committed procedures and safeguards that we felt would be necessary to preserve the integrity of so controversial a project…. Some of us were concerned that he trusted too many people and might well be victimized, as indeed happened.…

“I remember, vividly, a long discussion with Ed Condon in his office … when he was considering taking the [UFO] project on. He told me he thought the chance that he could find evidence for a UFO of extraterrestrial origin was infinitesimal, a million-to-one shot. ‘But,’ he said with the gleam in the eye that betrays a true scientist on the track of remarkable discovery, ‘if there is a chance, even the most remote chance that there is something there, I want to be the one to discover it.’

“In that sense, he and McDonald shared the same motivation, coming from opposite intellectual traditions. Each of them wanted a shot at the immortality that would come from the most astonishing discovery in human history. Unlike McDonald, however, Condon, the true scientist, understood self-deception. The stronger the incentive to discover, the greater the temptation to let down one’s guard,” Dr. Branscomb noted.

Philip J. Klass



The important thing, however, is whether Saunders and McDonald were surprised and shocked when they first read the memo and concluded that Low and Condon had resorted to devious skullduggery. According to the book that Saunders later wrote, he was neither shocked nor surprised, because the memo “did not say anything new—it merely expressed concisely what we knew anyway on the basis of Low’s day-to-day behavior.” If Saunders believed at the time that Low’s memo offered evidence of skullduggery, he could, and should, have mentioned it several weeks later when he met with vice president Manning to complain because Condon and Low had rejected his two suggestions. Yet Saunders did not even mention the Low memo to Manning.

It is not known with certainty when McDonald first learned of the Low memo. Based on his very close relationship with Levine and Mrs. Armstrong, both of whom saw the memo in August 1967, it would be logical to expect that they had promptly informed McDonald.

Around mid-September 1967, Condon spoke on UFOs at the Atomic Spectroscopy Symposium at the National Bureau of Standards. Condon focused on humorous cases, such as those involving persons he had interviewed who claimed to have made contact with UFOnauts, as well as some incidents that had been exposed as hoaxes. McDonald was especially disturbed by Condon’s remarks and wrote to Low to complain, but received no reply.

According to McCarthy’s thesis, “Condon’s National Bureau of Standards talk was apparently a turning point, for after that McDonald met with Saunders and Levine in early November and talked of engineering a confrontation.”7

On December 12, 1967, Saunders, Levine, and Armstrong met secretly in Denver with McDonald and Hynek. According to Saunders’s book, “McDonald’s chief interest was the publication of a newsletter which might later grow into a scientific journal. Hynek wanted to create a visible group of qualified individuals who took the UFO problem seriously, so that in the event of a Congressional hearing, there would exist an organization to which the Congress could turn.”8

According to Saunders’s account, “Hynek had had a cold and excused himself from our meeting early. After he left, McDonald brought up Low’s controversial ‘trick’ memo. We were surprised that he knew anything about it. McDonald said that [NICAP’s] Keyhoe had told him about it.” Saunders went on to explain that he “had allowed Keyhoe to copy the memo on the day before Thanksgiving and had encouraged him to share the memo with members of NICAP’s Board of Directors.”

There is reason to question the foregoing Saunders account on at least one score—that he, Levine, and Armstrong were surprised that McDonald knew anything about the Low memo. Recall McCarthy’s thesis statement that, at the time the Low memo was discovered, McDonald was covertly communicating with Armstrong and others in the Colorado project.

On December 28, 1967, barely two weeks after the secret meeting in Denver, McDonald wrote a leading French UFOlogist saying that he was “disappointed and disillusioned with Condon.” McDonald added that “some confrontation is going to have to be effected. This is difficult to engineer. A number of us are working on that problem.”9 If McDonald wanted a confrontation, he need only have flown to Boulder and met with Condon and Low. What McDonald really wanted was to discredit the Colorado effort.

The coming months, as McCarthy wrote in his thesis, brought “the confrontation which McDonald desired. He played the major role in this episode, which turned on the infamous ‘Low memo.’”10

On January 31, 1968, McDonald wrote a long letter to Low in which he criticized the conduct of the Colorado investigation. In his letter McDonald revealed that he had seen a copy of the Low memo and quoted portions of it verbatim. Interestingly, McDonald did not claim that he had been shocked by the contents of Low’s memo, but said he was “rather puzzled by the viewpoints expressed there.”11

McDonald’s letter was buried in a stack of mail waiting for Low on his return trip. Mrs. Armstrong finally brought it to his attention on February 6. The next day, when Condon met with Saunders and Levine and they admitted having given a copy of the memo to McDonald, Condon fired both men. Shortly afterward Mrs. Armstrong resigned.

On February 9, McDonald sent a copy of the Low memo to the president of the National Academy of Sciences, which had agreed to review the Colorado study’s final report. Two days later, McDonald also sent a copy of the memo to James Hughes, Office of Naval Research. Hughes was the contract monitor for several atmospheric research contracts the Navy had awarded to McDonald, and McDonald had covertly used these research funds for his UFO investigations and travels, with Hughes’s tacit approval.

McDonald explained that he wanted to keep Hughes informed on the UFO scene in expectation of the time when he would formally seek Navy funds for UFO research, rather than bootlegging these activities. Not surprisingly, McDonald warned Hughes not to discuss such “explosive material” in letters sent to his office and that any discussion of these matters should be sent to McDonald’s home.12

On April 30, 1968, coincident with the publication of Fuller’s article in the May 14 issue of Look magazine, NICAP held a press conference in Washington to denounce the Low memo and the Colorado investigation. During the question-and-answer period, I asked NICAP director Keyhoe, “What would you do if one of your employees were to go through your files and take certain papers out and send them to me, or to the Air Force, without your knowledge?” Keyhoe replied: “I’d probably fire him. I’d take a dim view of the disloyalty, not the papers.”

When Keyhoe sharply criticized Condon for failing to make field investigations of UFO cases, I asked Keyhoe: “How many field investigations have you made in the past year?” Keyhoe replied: “About five and I made a great many by telephone.” When I asked him to identify the five cases he investigated, Keyhoe replied: “Three of them I don’t care to mention because one of them, one group consists of sightings the Air Force did not report to Condon.” I then responded: “Well, could you mention the [other] two you did investigate?” Keyhoe declined to answer.

On the very same day that Look hit the stands and NICAP held its press conference, Congressman J. Edward Roush (D-Ind.) took to the floor of the House to denounce the Colorado investigation. Roush said: “There is a strong indication that the Colorado project will be known as the $500,000 fiasco. At the very least, grave doubts have arisen as to the scientific profundity and objectivity of the Colorado project.” Roush urged that the USAF be relieved of its responsibility for investigating UFOs and that the job be turned over to the Congress!

Thanks to McCarthy’s thesis, we now know that Roush’s speech on the floor was part of McDonald’s cleverly orchestrated plan. More than a year before, only several months after the Colorado investigation had begun, McDonald contacted Congressman Roush when he visited Tucson. And on March 3,1967, McDonald wrote to Roush to “push for Congressional hearings” on UFOs.13 McDonald continued to write Roush to urge him to hold these hearings. But, in late 1967, Roush replied that, while he too favored congressional hearings on UFOs, he thought they should be deferred until the Colorado study was completed.

Three months after the Look article was published and after Roush had denounced the Colorado effort, he arranged for the House Science and Astronautics Committee (of which he was a member) to hold a oneday “UFO symposium.” It was characterized as a symposium rather than a hearing for good reason. Five of the six scientists inyited to testify, including McDonald and Hynek, were strongly pro-UFO. The sixth, Carl Sagan, at the time was mildly pro-UFO. (Sagan later became a UFO-skeptic.)

Thanks to McCarthy’s thesis, we now know that Roush allowed McDonald to select the six scientists invited to testify. McDonald used Roush’s office as his base of operations and was authorized to use the congressman’s telephone credit card for long-distance calls made outside Roush’s office. Roush’s very one-sided UFO symposium provided grist for the mill of author John G. Fuller, who promptly produced a paperback book entitled Aliens in the Skies: The New UFO Battle of the Scientists, consisting largely of pro-UFO testimony presented at Roush’s symposium. The book provided still another opportunity to browbeat Condon, Low, and the University of Colorado.

In November 1968, Congressman Roush was defeated at the polls. Shortly thereafter he was named to NICAP’s board of directors.

The Look article, the NICAP press conference, and Congressman Roush’s denunciation of the Colorado investigation, together with the publication of the book by Saunders and Harkins, occurred many months before the final report on the Colorado effort was made public, in early 1969.

In one of the several sections of the final report authored by Condon himself, he said he had not been aware of the controversial Low memo until it burst into public view. He noted that Low’s memo represented “at most, preliminary ‘thinking out loud’ about the proposed project by an individual having no authority to make formal decisions.”14

More important, Condon pointed out that one of Low’s key recommendations in his memo, that the investigation focus on the psychology of people who report UFOs rather than investigate the phenomenon itself, was “exactly contrary to the procedure actually followed by the project.” Condon added: “It should be evident to anyone perusing this final report, that the emphasis was placed where, in my judgment, it belonged: on the investigation of physical phenomena, rather than psychological or sociological matters.”15

Condon could have added—but probably was too embarrassed to do so—that, if he and Low had wanted to conspire to create false impressions, then Condon would never have given his several public speeches expressing his strong skepticism about UFOs.

During the two years following publication of the Condon Report, as it is now known, until McDonald’s tragic death, McDonald continued to give pro-UFO lectures to scientific groups around the country. I heard, or obtained copies of, many of those talks. Never once did McDonald raise the issue of the “trick” memo in his talks before scientific groups. Apparently he realized that Low’s memo had served its purpose, to blacken the names of Condon, Low, and the University of Colorado in the public eye, and would carry no weight-of-argument among scientists.

Instead, McDonald chose to criticize the Colorado effort on the grounds that there were a number of UFO cases for which the team was not able to find rational, prosaic explanations. The same criticism is voiced today. Yet the fact that there were unexplained UFO cases demonstrates that the Colorado project did not avoid tackling challenging incidents. And the fact that these were published in the Colorado report shows that there was no attempt at coverup or censorship. In other words, contrary to the impression conveyed to large segments of the public by McDonald’s well-orchestrated campaign, Condon and Low did not resort to skullduggery.

But what about those unexplained cases? One McDonald found especially impressive involved the crew of a USAF RB 47 electronic reconnaissance aircraft on a night training mission over the Gulf states. The Colorado team was handicapped in investigating this case because, when the pilot brought the case to the attention of Colorado investigators, he provided an incorrect date and the Colorado investigators were not able to locate original files and reports.

Later, when McDonald managed to locate the original files, I myself tackled this case and found it one of the most challenging I had ever undertaken. It required many hundreds of hours of effort, including locating twenty-year-old data on the antenna radiation pattern of an old radar and the schematic diagram for a decade-old electronic intelligence system. After a lot of work, and with a lot of luck, I was able to develop a prosaic explanation that was endorsed both by the RB-47 pilot and by the electronic intelligence (Elint) operator whose equipment was involved.16

Another decade-old UFO incident that had occurred in England also went unexplained in the Condon Report. My own lengthy investigation developed a prosaic explanation.17 I suspect that the young scientist assigned to this case overlooked potential prosaic explanations because he was too eager to believe that some UFOs were extraterrestrial spaceships.

Still another of the unexplained cases in the Condon Report involved two photos of a UFO that resembled an inverted pie tin. The young scientist who investigated this case, and who has since become a well-known planetary scientist, was simply too credulous in accepting statements from seemingly honest farm folk. Later, this scientist revised his original view and concluded the photos were a hoax after considering evidence developed by Robert Sheaffer and my analysis.

All three of the unexplained cases in the Condon Report that I investigated proved to have prosaic explanations. I am confident that the others do also.

There are important lessons to be learned from the University of Colorado project. They are especially important if the U.S. government should ever decide to fund a scientific investigation into other claims of the paranormal, such as parapsychology.

If the government did decide to fund an investigation into parapsychology, for instance, who could be expected to volunteer for the effort? The most eager volunteers would be those scientists who already are investigating psi. Most, if not all, of them believe that psi exists or they would not be devoting their careers to the subject. But clearly this disqualifies them as impartial researchers.

What experienced scientist would volunteer to even temporarily abandon his or her present career in a field that seems promising for one that seems to be a pseudoscientific dead end? The bulk of the volunteers for such a project would be young, inexperienced scientists who would hope to become pioneers in a new field with profound implications. These young researchers would be hopeful of discovering evidence early in their careers that could make them famous. And it is this attitude that could make them vulnerable to becoming victims of self-delusion and ambition.

In retrospect, it is clear to me that at least some, if not many, of the young researchers who volunteered for the University of Colorado UFO investigation had what might be called “UFO-stars-in-their-eyes” hopes and ambitions. There is no hard evidence to show that they were as strongly pro-UFO as Saunders and Levine, but considerable circumstantial evidence to suggest that at least several of the young scientists were not as skeptical as they should have been.
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