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Introduction 
 

In 1947, a rash of sightings of unexplained flying objects (UFOs) swept America. Although the 

newly formed U.S. Air Force was the primary investigator of these sightings, the FBI received 

many reports and worked for a time with the Air Force to investigate these matters between 1947 

and 1954. (https://vault.fbi.gov/UFO) 

 

Edwin Aldrin came out in a special on the Science Channel and stated that the astronauts abroad 

Apollo 11 all saw unidentified objects which seemed to have been following them.  He also 

mentions that they were briefed not to talk about what they had seen.  What does NASA have to 

say in response to this?  What were those objects they all saw? 

David Morrison talked to Buzz Aldrin on the phone, and he notes that the quotations were taken 

out of context and did not convey the intended meaning.  After the Apollo 11 crew verified that 

the objects they were seeing was not the SIVB upper stage,  which was about 6000 miles away at 

that time, they concluded that they were probably seeing one of the panels from the separation of 

the spacecraft from the upper stage.  These panels were not tracked from Earth and were likely 

much closer to the Apollo spacecraft.  They chose no to discuss this on the open communications 

channel since they were concerned that their comments might be misinterpreted (as they are 

being now).  Apparently all of this discussion about the panels was cut from the broadcast 

interview, thus giving the impression that they had seen a UFO. 

(Link: https://sservi.nasa.gov/?question=buzz-aldrins-ufo-sighting 

 

Recently declassified records from the Aeronautical Systems Division, USAF (RG 342 – 

Records of United States Air Force Commands, Activities, and Organizations) reveal some 

surprising, perhaps never-before-seen images. 

The following illustration was discovered in the pages of a document titled ―Project 1794, Final 

Development Summary Report‖ (d.1956) The caption reads ―USAF Project 1794‖. However, the 

Air Force had contracted the work out to a Canadian company, Avro Aircraft Limited in Ontario, 

to construct the disk-shaped craft. According to the same report, it was designed to be a vertical 

take-off and landing (VTOL) plane designed to reach a top speed of Mach 4, with a ceiling of 

over 100,000 feet, and a range of over 1,000 nautical miles. (Link: 

https://declassification.blogs.archives.gov/2012/09/20/how-to-build-a-flying-saucer/) 



 

  



 

 

 

  



 

 

  



CIA's Role in the Study of UFOs, 1947-90 

A Die-Hard Issue 

Gerald K. Haines  

An extraordinary 95 percent of all Americans have at least heard or read something about 

Unidentified Flying Objects (UFOs), and 57 percent believe they are real. (1) Former US 
Presidents Carter and Reagan claim to have seen a UFO. UFOlogists--a neologism for UFO 

buffs--and private UFO organizations are found throughout the United States. Many are 
convinced that the US Government, and particularly CIA, are engaged in a massive conspiracy 
and coverup of the issue. The idea that CIA has secretly concealed its research into UFOs has 

been a major theme of UFO buffs since the modern UFO phenomena emerged in the late 1940s. 
(2)  

In late 1993, after being pressured by UFOlogists for the release of additional CIA information 

on UFOs, (3) DCI R. James Woolsey ordered another review of all Agency files on UFOs. Using 
CIA records compiled from that review, this study traces CIA interest and involvement in the 
UFO controversy from the late 1940s to 1990. It chronologically examines the Agency's efforts 

to solve the mystery of UFOs, its programs that had an impact on UFO sightings, and its 
attempts to conceal CIA involvement in the entire UFO issue. What emerges from this 

examination is that, while Agency concern over UFOs was substantial until the early 1950s, CIA 
has since paid only limited and peripheral attention to the phenomena.  

 

Background 

The emergence in 1947 of the Cold War confrontation between the United States and the Soviet 
Union also saw the first wave of UFO sightings. The first report of a "flying saucer" over the 
United States came on 24 June 1947, when Kenneth Arnold, a private p ilot and reputable 

businessman, while looking for a downed plane sighted nine disk-shaped objects near Mt. 
Rainier, Washington, traveling at an estimated speed of over 1,000 mph. Arnold's report was 

followed by a flood of additional sightings, including reports from military and civilian pilots 
and air traffic controllers all over the United States. (4) In 1948, Air Force Gen. Nathan Twining, 
head of the Air Technical Service Command, established Project SIGN (initially named Project 

SAUCER) to collect, collate, evaluate, and distribute within the government all information 
relating to such sightings, on the premise that UFOs might be real and of national security 

concern. (5)  

The Technical Intelligence Division of the Air Material Command (AMC) at Wright Field (later 
Wright-Patterson Air Force Base) in Dayton, Ohio, assumed control of Project SIGN and began 
its work on 23 January 1948. Although at first fearful that the objects might be Soviet secret 

weapons, the Air Force soon concluded that UFOs were real but easily explained and not 
extraordinary. The Air Force report found that almost all sightings stemmed from one or more of 

three causes: mass hysteria and hallucination, hoax, or misinterpretation of known objects. 

https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#author
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https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#rft2
https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#rft2
https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#rft3
https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#rft4
https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#rft5


Nevertheless, the report recommended continued military intelligence control over the 
investigation of all sightings and did not rule out the possibility of extraterrestrial phenomena. 

(6)  

Amid mounting UFO sightings, the Air Force continued to collect and evaluate UFO data in the 
late 1940s under a new project, GRUDGE, which tried to alleviate public anxiety over UFOs via 

a public relations campaign designed to persuade the public that UFOs constituted nothing 
unusual or extraordinary. UFO sightings were explained as balloons, conventional aircraft, 
planets, meteors, optical illusions, solar reflections, or even "large hailstones." GRUDGE 

officials found no evidence in UFO sightings of advanced foreign weapons design or 
development, and they concluded that UFOs did not threaten US security. They recommended 

that the project be reduced in scope because the very existence of Air Force official interest 
encouraged people to believe in UFOs and contributed to a "war hysteria" atmosphere. On 27 
December 1949, the Air Force announced the project's termination. (7)  

With increased Cold War tensions, the Korean war, and continued UFO sightings, USAF 
Director of Intelligence Maj. Gen. Charles P. Cabell ordered a new UFO project in 1952. Project 
BLUE BOOK became the major Air Force effort to study the UFO phenomenon throughout the 

1950s and 1960s. (8) The task of identifying and explaining UFOs continued to fall on the Air 
Material Command at Wright-Patterson. With a small staff, the Air Technical Intelligence Center 

(ATIC) tried to persuade the public that UFOs were not extraordinary. (9) Projects SIGN, 
GRUDGE, and BLUE BOOK set the tone for the official US Government position regarding 
UFOs for the next 30 years. 

 

Early CIA Concerns, 1947-52 

CIA closely monitored the Air Force effort, aware of the mounting number of sightings and 
increasingly concerned that UFOs might pose a potential security threat. (10) Given the 

distribution of the sightings, CIA officials in 1952 questioned whether they might reflect 
"midsummer madness.'' (11) Agency officials accepted the Air Force's conclusions about UFO 

reports, although they concluded that "since there is a remote possibility that they may be 
interplanetary aircraft, it is necessary to investigate each sighting." (12)  

A massive buildup of sightings over the United States in 1952, especially in July, alarmed the 
Truman administration. On 19 and 20 July, radar scopes at Washington National Airport and 

Andrews Air Force Base tracked mysterious blips. On 27 July, the blips reappeared. The Air 
Force scrambled interceptor aircraft to investigate, but they found nothing. The incidents, 

however, caused headlines across the country. The White House wanted to know what was 
happening, and the Air Force quickly offered the explanation that the radar blips might be the 
result of "temperature inversions." Later, a Civil Aeronautics Administration investigation 

confirmed that such radar blips were quite common and were caused by temperature inversions.  
(13)  

https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#rft6
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https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#rft13
https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#rft13


Although it had monitored UFO reports for at least three years, CIA reacted to the new rash of 
sightings by forming a special study group within the Office of Scientific Intelligence (OSI) and 

the Office of Current Intelligence (OCI) to review the situation. (14) Edward Tauss, acting chief 
of OSI's Weapons and Equipment Division, reported for the group that most UFO sightings 

could be easily explained. Nevertheless, he recommended that the Agency continue monitoring 
the problem, in coordination with ATIC. He also urged that CIA conceal its interest from the 
media and the public, "in view of their probable alarmist tendencies" to accept such interest as 

confirming the existence of UFOs. (15)  

Upon receiving the report, Deputy Director for Intelligence (DDI) Robert Amory, Jr. assigned 
responsibility for the UFO investigations to OSI's Physics and Electronics Division, with A. Ray 

Gordon as the officer in charge. (16) Each branch in the division was to contribute to the 
investigation, and Gordon was to coordinate closely with ATIC. Amory, who asked the group to 
focus on the national security implications of UFOs, was relaying DCI Walter Bedell Smith's 

concerns. (17) Smith wanted to know whether or not the Air Force investigation of flying saucers 
was sufficiently objective and how much more money and manpower would be necessary to 

determine the cause of the small percentage of unexplained flying saucers. Smith believed "there 
was only one chance in 10,000 that the phenomenon posed a threat to the security of the country, 
but even that chance could not be taken." According to Smith, it was CIA's responsibility by 

statute to coordinate the intelligence effort required to solve the problem. Smith also wanted to 
know what use could be made of the UFO phenomenon in connection with US psychological 

warfare efforts. (18)  

Led by Gordon, the CIA Study Group met with Air Force officials at Wright-Patterson and 
reviewed their data and findings. The Air Force claimed that 90 percent of the reported sightings 
were easily accounted for. The other 10 percent were characterized as "a number of incredible 

reports from credible observers." The Air Force rejected the theories that the s ightings involved 
US or Soviet secret weapons development or that they involved "men from Mars"; there was no 

evidence to support these concepts. The Air Force briefers sought to explain these UFO reports 
as the misinterpretation of known objects or little understood natural phenomena. (19) Air Force 
and CIA officials agreed that outside knowledge of Agency inte rest in UFOs would make the 

problem more serious. (20) This concealment of CIA interest contributed greatly to later charges 
of a CIA conspiracy and coverup. 

The CIA Study Group also searched the Soviet press for UFO reports, but found none, causing 

the group to conclude that the absence of reports had to have been the result of deliberate Soviet 
Government policy. The group also envisioned the USSR's possible use of UFOs as a 

psychological warfare tool. In addition, they worried that, if the US air warning system should be 
deliberately overloaded by UFO sightings, the Soviets might gain a surprise advantage in a ny 
nuclear attack. (21)  

Because of the tense Cold War situation and increased Soviet capabilities, the CIA Study Group 

saw serious national security concerns in the flying saucer situation. The group believed that the 
Soviets could use UFO reports to touch off mass hysteria and panic in the United States. The 

group also believed that the Soviets might use UFO sightings to overload the US air warning 
system so that it could not distinguish real targets from phantom UFOs. H. Marshall Chadwell, 

https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#rft14
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https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#rft18
https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#rft19
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Assistant Director of OSI, added that he considered the problem of such importance "that it 
should be brought to the attention of the National Security Council, in order that a 

communitywide coordinated effort towards it solution may be initiated." (22)  

Chadwell briefed DCI Smith on the subject of UFOs in December 1952. He urged action because 
he was convinced that "something was going on that must have immediate attention" and that 

"sightings of unexplained objects at great altitudes and traveling at high speeds in the vicinity of 
major US defense installations are of such nature that they are not attributable to natural 
phenomena or known types of aerial vehicles." He drafted a memorandum from the DCI to the 

National Security Council (NSC) and a proposed NSC Directive establishing the investigation of 
UFOs as a priority project throughout the intelligence and the defense research and development 

community. (23) Chadwell also urged Smith to establish an external research project of top- level 
scientists to study the problem of UFOs. (24) After this briefing, Smith directed DDI Amory to 
prepare a NSC Intelligence Directive (NSCID) for submission to the NSC on the need to 

continue the investigation of UFOs and to coordinate such investigations with the Air Force. (25)  

 

The Robertson Panel, 1952-53 

On 4 December 1952, the Intelligence Advisory Committee (IAC) took up the issue of UFOs. 
(26) Amory, as acting chairman, presented DCI Smith's request to the committee that it 
informally discuss the subject of UFOs. Chadwell then briefly reviewed the situation and the 

active program of the ATIC relating to UFOs. The committee agreed that the DCI should "enlist 
the services of selected scientists to review and appraise the available evidence in the light of 
pertinent scientific theories" and draft an NSCID on the subject. (27) Maj. Gen. John A. 

Samford, Director of Air Force Intelligence, offered full cooperation. (28)  

At the same time, Chadwell looked into British efforts in this area. He learned the British also 
were active in studying the UFO phenomena. An eminent British scientist, R. V. Jones, headed a 

standing committee created in June 1951 on flying saucers. Jones' and his committee's 
conclusions on UFOs were similar to those of Agency officials: the sightings were not enemy 
aircraft but misrepresentations of natural phenomena. The British noted, however, that during a 

recent air show RAF pilots and senior military officials had observed a "perfect flying saucer." 
Given the press response, according to the officer, Jones was having a most difficult time trying 

to correct public opinion regarding UFOs. The public was convinced they were real. (29)  

In January 1953, Chadwell and H. P. Robertson, a noted physicist from the California Institute of 
Technology, put together a distinguished panel of nonmilitary scientists to study the UFO issue. 

It included Robertson as chairman; Samuel A. Goudsmit, a nuclear physicist from the 
Brookhaven National Laboratories; Luis Alvarez, a high-energy physicist; Thornton Page, the 
deputy director of the Johns Hopkins Operations Research Office and an expert on radar and 

electronics; and Lloyd Berkner, a director of the Brookhaven National Laboratories and a 
specialist in geophysics. (30)  

https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of-intelligence/csi-publications/csi-studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html#rft22
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The charge to the panel was to review the available evidence on UFOs and to consider the 
possible dangers of the phenomena to US national security. The panel met from 14 to 17 January 

1953. It reviewed Air Force data on UFO case histories and, after spending 12 hours studying the 
phenomena, declared that reasonable explanations could be suggested for most, if not all, 

sightings. For example, after reviewing motion-picture film taken of a UFO sighting near 
Tremonton, Utah, on 2 July 1952 and one near Great Falls, Montana, on 15 August 1950, the 
panel concluded that the images on the Tremonton film were caused by sunlight reflecting off 

seagulls and that the images at Great Falls were sunlight reflecting off the surface of two Air 
Force interceptors. (31)  

The panel concluded unanimously that there was no evidence of a direct threat to national 

security in the UFO sightings. Nor could the panel find any evidence that the objects sighted 
might be extraterrestrials. It did find that continued emphasis on UFO reporting might threaten 
"the orderly functioning" of the government by clogging the channels of communication with 

irrelevant reports and by inducing "hysterical mass behavior" harmful to constituted authority. 
The panel also worried that potential enemies contemplating an attack on the United States might 

exploit the UFO phenomena and use them to disrupt US air defenses. (32)  

To meet these problems, the panel recommended that the National Security Council debunk UFO 
reports and institute a policy of public education to reassure the public of the lack of evidence 

behind UFOs. It suggested using the mass media, advertising, business clubs, schools, and even 
the Disney corporation to get the message across. Reporting at the height of McCarthyism, the 
panel also recommended that such private UFO groups as the Civilian Flying Saucer 

Investigators in Los Angeles and the Aerial Phenomena Research Organization in Wisconsin be 
monitored for subversive activities. (33)  

The Robertson panel's conclusions were strikingly similar to those of the earlier Air Force 

project reports on SIGN and GRUDGE and to those of the CIA's own OSI Study Group. All 
investigative groups found that UFO reports indicated no direct threat to national security and no 
evidence of visits by extraterrestrials.  

Following the Robertson panel findings, the Agency abandoned efforts to draft an NSCID on 

UFOs. (34) The Scientific Advisory Panel on UFOs (the Robertson panel) submitted its report to 
the IAC, the Secretary of Defense, the Director of the Federal Civil Defense Administration, and 

the Chairman of the National Security Resources Board. CIA officials said no further 
consideration of the subject appeared warranted, although they continued to monitor sightings in 
the interest of national security. Philip Strong and Fred Durant from OSI a lso briefed the Office 

of National Estimates on the findings. (35) CIA officials wanted knowledge of any Agency 
interest in the subject of flying saucers carefully restricted, noting not only that the Robertson 

panel report was classified but also that any mention of CIA sponsorship of the panel was 
forbidden. This attitude would later cause the Agency major problems relating to its credibility. 
(36)  
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The 1950s: Fading CIA Interest in UFOs 

After the report of the Robertson panel, Agency officials put the entire issue of UFOs on the 
back burner. In May 1953, Chadwell transferred chief responsibility for keeping abreast of UFOs 
to OSI's Physics and Electronic Division, while the Applied Science Division continued to 

provide any necessary support. (37) Todos M. Odarenko, chief of the Physics and Electronics 
Division, did not want to take on the problem, contending that it would require too much of his 
division's analytic and clerical time. Given the findings of the Robertson panel, he proposed to 

consider the project "inactive" and to devote only one analyst part-time and a file clerk to 
maintain a reference file of the activities of the Air Force and other agencies on UFOs. Neither 

the Navy nor the Army showed much interest in UFOs, according to Odarenko. (38)  

A nonbeliever in UFOs, Odarenko sought to have his division relieved of the responsibility for 
monitoring UFO reports. In 1955, for example, he recommended that the entire project be 
terminated because no new information concerning UFOs had surfaced. Besides, he argued, his 

division was facing a serious budget reduction and could not spare the resources. (39) Chadwell 
and other Agency officials, however, continued to worry about UFOs. Of special concern were 

overseas reports of UFO sightings and claims that German engineers held by the Soviets were 
developing a "flying saucer" as a future weapon of war. (40)  

To most US political and military leaders, the Soviet Union by the mid-1950s had become a 

dangerous opponent. Soviet progress in nuclear weapons and guided missiles was particularly 
alarming. In the summer of 1949, the USSR had detonated an atomic bomb. In August 1953, 
only nine months after the United States tested a hydrogen bomb, the Soviets detonated one. In 

the spring of 1953, a top secret RAND Corporation study also pointed out the vulnerability of 
SAC bases to a surprise attack by Soviet long-range bombers. Concern over the danger of a 

Soviet attack on the United States continued to grow, and UFO sightings added to the uneasiness 
of US policymakers. 

Mounting reports of UFOs over eastern Europe and Afghanistan also prompted concern that the 
Soviets were making rapid progress in this area. CIA officials knew that the British and 

Canadians were already experimenting with "flying saucers." Project Y was a Canadian-British-
US developmental operation to produce a nonconventional flying-saucer-type aircraft, and 

Agency officials feared the Soviets were testing similar devices. (41)  

Adding to the concern was a flying saucer sighting by US Senator Richard Russell and his party 
while traveling on a train in the USSR in October 1955. After extensive interviews of Russell 
and his group, however, CIA officials concluded that Russell's sighting did not support the 

theory that the Soviets had developed saucerlike or unconventional aircraft. Herbert Scoville, Jr., 
the Assistant Director of OSI, wrote that the objects observed probably were normal jet aircraft 

in a steep climb. (42)  

Wilton E. Lexow, head of the CIA's Applied Sciences Division, was also skeptical. He 
questioned why the Soviets were continuing to develop conventional-type aircraft if they had a 

"flying saucer." (43) Scoville asked Lexow to assume responsibility for fully assessing the 
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capabilities and limitations of nonconventional aircraft and to maintain the OSI central file on the 
subject of UFOs. 

 

CIA's U-2 and OXCART as UFOs 

In November 1954, CIA had entered into the world of high technology with its U-2 overhead 
reconnaissance project. Working with Lockheed's Advanced Development facility in Burbank, 

California, known as the Skunk Works, and Kelly Johnson, an eminent aeronautical engineer, the 
Agency by August 1955 was testing a high-altitude experimental aircraft--the U-2. It could fly at 

60,000 feet; in the mid-1950s, most commercial airliners flew between 10,000 feet and 20,000 
feet. Consequently, once the U-2 started test flights, commercial pilots and air traffic controllers 
began reporting a large increase in UFO sightings. (44) (U) 

The early U-2s were silver (they were later painted black) and reflected the rays from the sun, 

especially at sunrise and sunset. They often appeared as fiery objects to observers below. Air 
Force BLUE BOOK investigators aware of the secret U-2 flights tried to explain away such 

sightings by linking them to natural phenomena such as ice crystals and temperature invers ions. 
By checking with the Agency's U-2 Project Staff in Washington, BLUE BOOK investigators 
were able to attribute many UFO sightings to U-2 flights. They were careful, however, not to 

reveal the true cause of the sighting to the public.  

According to later estimates from CIA officials who worked on the U-2 project and the 
OXCART (SR-71, or Blackbird) project, over half of all UFO reports from the late 1950s 

through the 1960s were accounted for by manned reconnaissance flights (namely the U-2) over 
the United States. (45) This led the Air Force to make misleading and deceptive statements to the 
public in order to allay public fears and to protect an extraordinarily sensitive national security 

project. While perhaps justified, this deception added fuel to the later conspiracy theories and the 
coverup controversy of the 1970s. The percentage of what the Air Force co nsidered unexplained 

UFO sightings fell to 5.9 percent in 1955 and to 4 percent in 1956. (46)  

At the same time, pressure was building for the release of the Robertson panel report on UFOs. 
In 1956, Edward Ruppelt, former head of the Air Force BLUE BOOK project, publicly revealed 

the existence of the panel. A best-selling book by UFOlogist Donald Keyhoe, a retired Marine 
Corps major, advocated release of all government information relating to UFOs. Civilian UFO 
groups such as the National Investigations Committee on Aerial Phenomena (NICAP) and the 

Aerial Phenomena Research Organization (APRO) immediately pushed for release of the 
Robertson panel report. (47) Under pressure, the Air Force approached CIA for permission to 

declassify and release the report. Despite such pressure, Philip Strong, Deputy Assistant Director 
of OSI, refused to declassify the report and declined to disclose CIA sponsorship of the panel. As 
an alternative, the Agency prepared a sanitized version of the report which deleted any reference 

to CIA and avoided mention of any psychological warfare potential in the UFO controversy.  (48)  

The demands, however, for more government information about UFOs did not let up. On 8 
March 1958, Keyhoe, in an interview with Mike Wallace of CBS, claimed deep CIA 
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involvement with UFOs and Agency sponsorship of the Robertson panel. This prompted a series 
of letters to the Agency from Keyhoe and Dr. Leon Davidson, a chemical engineer and 

UFOlogist. They demanded the release of the full Robertson panel report and confirmation of 
CIA involvement in the UFO issue. Davidson had convinced himself that the Agency, not the 

Air Force, carried most of the responsibility for UFO analysis and that "the activities of the US 
Government are responsible for the flying saucer sightings of the last decade." Indeed, because 
of the undisclosed U-2 and OXCART flights, Davidson was closer to the truth than he suspected. 

CI, nevertheless held firm to its policy of not revealing its role in UFO investigations and refused 
to declassify the full Robertson panel report. (49)  

In a meeting with Air Force representatives to discuss how to handle future inquires such as 

Keyhoe's and Davidson's, Agency officials confirmed their opposition to the declassification of 
the full report and worried that Keyhoe had the ear of former DCI VAdm. Roscoe Hillenkoetter, 
who served on the board of governors of NICAP. They debated whether to have CIA General 

Counsel Lawrence R. Houston show Hillenkoetter the report as a possible way to defuse the 
situation. CIA officer Frank Chapin also hinted that Davidson might have ulterior motives, 

"some of them perhaps not in the best interest of this country," and suggested bringing in the FBI 
to investigate. (50) Although the record is unclear whether the FBI ever instituted an 
investigation of Davidson or Keyhoe, or whether Houston ever saw Hillenkoetter about the 

Robertson report, Hillenkoetter did resign from the NICAP in 1962. (51)  

The Agency was also involved with Davidson and Keyhoe in two rather famous UFO cases in 
the 1950s, which helped contribute to a growing sense of public distrust of CIA with regard to 

UFOs. One focused on what was reported to have been a tape recording of a radio signal from a 
flying saucer; the other on reported photographs of a flying saucer. The "radio code" incident 
began innocently enough in 1955, when two elderly sisters in Chicago, Mildred and Marie 

Maier, reported in the Journal of Space Flight their experiences with UFOs, including the 
recording of a radio program in which an unidentified code was reportedly heard. The sisters 

taped the program and other ham radio operators also claimed to have heard the "space 
message." OSI became interested and asked the Scientific Contact Branch to obtain a copy of the 
recording. (52)  

Field officers from the Contact Division (CD), one of whom was Dewelt Walker, made contact 
with the Maier sisters, who were "thrilled that the government was interested," and set up a time 
to meet with them. (53) In trying to secure the tape recording, the Agency officers reported that 

they had stumbled upon a scene from Arsenic and Old Lace. "The only thing lacking was the 
elderberry wine," Walker cabled Headquarters. After reviewing the sisters' scrapbook of 

clippings from their days on the stage, the officers secured a copy of the recording. (54) OSI 
analyzed the tape and found it was nothing more than Morse code from a US radio station.  

The matter rested there until UFOlogist Leon Davidson talked with the Maier sisters in 1957. 
The sisters remembered they had talked with a Mr. Walker who said he was from the US Air 

Force. Davidson then wrote to a Mr. Walker, believing him to be a US Air Force Intelligence 
Officer from Wright-Patterson, to ask if the tape had been analyzed at ATIC. Dewelt Walker 

replied to Davidson that the tape had been forwarded to proper authorities for evaluation, and no 
information was available concerning the results. Not satisfied, and suspecting that Walker was 
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really a CIA officer, Davidson next wrote DCI Allen Dulles demanding to learn what the coded 
message revealed and who Mr. Walker was. (55) The Agency, wanting to keep Walker's identity 

as a CIA employee secret, replied that another agency of the government had analyzed the tape 
in question and that Davidson would be hearing from the Air Force. (56) On 5 August, the Air 

Force wrote Davidson saying that Walker "was and is an Air Force Officer" and that the tape 
"was analyzed by another government organization." The Air Force letter confirmed that the 
recording contained only identifiable Morse code which came from a known US-licensed radio 

station. (57)  

Davidson wrote Dulles again. This time he wanted to know the identity of the Morse operator 
and of the agency that had conducted the analysis. CIA and the Air Force were now in a 

quandary. The Agency had previously denied that it had actually analyzed the tape. The Air 
Force had also denied analyzing the tape and claimed that Walker was an Air Force officer. CIA 
officers, under cover, contacted Davidson in Chicago and promised to get the code translation 

and the identification of the transmitter, if possible. (58)  

In another attempt to pacify Davidson, a CIA officer, again under cover and wearing his Air 
Force uniform, contacted Davidson in New York City. The CIA officer explained that there was 

no super agency involved and that Air Force policy was not to disclose who was doing what. 
While seeming to accept this argument, Davidson nevertheless pressed for disclosure of the 

recording message and the source. The officer agreed to see what he could do. (59) After 
checking with Headquarters, the CIA officer phoned Davidson to report that a thorough check 
had been made and, because the signal was of known US origin, the tape and the notes made at 

the time had been destroyed to conserve file space. (60) 

Incensed over what he perceived was a runaround, Davidson told the CIA officer that "he and his 
agency, whichever it was, were acting like Jimmy Hoffa and the Teamster Union in destroying 

records which might indict them." (61) Believing that any more contact with Davidson would 
only encourage more speculation, the Contact Division washed its hands of the issue by 
reporting to the DCI and to ATIC that it would not respond to or try to contact Davidson again. 

(62) Thus, a minor, rather bizarre incident, handled poorly by both CIA and the Air Force, turned 
into a major flap that added fuel to the growing mystery surrounding UFOs and CIA's role in 

their investigation. 

Another minor flap a few months later added to the growing questions surrounding the Agency's 
true role with regard to flying saucers. CIA's concern over secrecy again made matters worse. In 
1958, Major Keyhoe charged that the Agency was deliberately asking eyewitnesses of UFOs not 

to make their sightings public. (63)  

The incident stemmed from a November 1957 request from OSI to the CD to obtain from Ralph 
C. Mayher, a photographer for KYW-TV in Cleveland, Ohio, certain photographs he took in 

1952 of an unidentified flying object. Harry Real, a CD officer, contacted Mayher and obtained 
copies of the photographs for analysis. On 12 December 1957, John Hazen, another CD officer, 
returned the five photographs of the alleged UFO to Mayher without comment. Mayher asked 

Hazen for the Agency's evaluation of the photos, explaining that he was trying to organize a TV 
program to brief the public on UFOs. He wanted to mention on the show that a US intelligence 
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organization had viewed the photographs and thought them of interest. Although he advised 
Mayher not to take this approach, Hazen stated that Mayher was a US citizen and would have to 

make his own decision as to what to do. (64) 

Keyhoe later contacted Mayher, who told him his story of CIA and the photographs. Keyhoe 
then asked the Agency to confirm Hazen's employment in writing, in an effort to expose CIA's 

role in UFO investigations. The Agency refused, despite the fact that CD field representatives 
were normally overt and carried credentials identifying their Agency association. DCI Dulles's 
aide, John S. Earman, merely sent Keyhoe a noncommittal lette r noting that, because UFOs were 

of primary concern to the Department of the Air Force, the Agency had referred his letter to the 
Air Force for an appropriate response. Like the response to Davidson, the Agency reply to 

Keyhoe only fueled the speculation that the Agency was deeply involved in UFO sightings. 
Pressure for release of CIA information on UFOs continued to grow. (65) 

Although CIA had a declining interest in UFO cases, it continued to monitor UFO sightings. 

Agency officials felt the need to keep informed on UFOs if only to alert the DCI to the more 
sensational UFO reports and flaps. (66) 

 

The 1960s: Declining CIA Involvement and Mounting Controversy 

In the early 1960s, Keyhoe, Davidson, and other UFOlogists maintained their assault on the 
Agency for release of UFO information. Davidson now claimed that CIA "was solely responsible 
for creating the Flying Saucer furor as a tool for cold war psychological warfare since 1951." 

Despite calls for Congressional hearings and the release of all materials relating to UFOs, little 
changed. (67) 

In 1964, however, following high- level White House discussions on what to do if an alien 

intelligence was discovered in space and a new outbreak of UFO reports and sightings, DCI John 
McCone asked for an updated CIA evaluation of UFOs. Responding to McCone's request, OSI 
asked the CD to obtain various recent samples and reports of UFO sightings from NICAP. With 

Keyhoe, one of the founders, no longer active in the organization, CIA officers met with Richard 
H. Hall, the acting director. Hall gave the officers samples from the NICAP database on the most 

recent sightings. (68) 

After OSI officers had reviewed the material, Donald F. Chamberlain, OSI Assistant Director, 
assured McCone that little had changed since the early 1950s. There was still no evidence that 
UFOs were a threat to the security of the United States or that they were of "foreign origin." 

Chamberlain told McCone that OSI still monitored UFO reports, including the official Air Force 
investigation, Project BLUE BOOK. (69) 

At the same time that CIA was conducting this latest internal review of UFOs, public pressure 

forced the Air Force to establish a special ad hoc committee to review BLUE BOOK. Chaired by 
Dr. Brian O'Brien, a member of the Air Force Scientific Advisory Board, the panel included Carl 
Sagan, the famous astronomer from Cornell University. Its report offered nothing new. It 
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declared that UFOs did not threaten the national security and that it could find "no UFO case 
which represented technological or scientific advances outside of a terrestrial framework." The 

committee did recommend that UFOs be studied intensively, with a leading university acting as a 
coordinator for the project, to settle the issue conclusively. (70) 

The House Armed Services Committee also held brief hearings on UFOs in 1966 that produced 

similar results. Secretary of the Air Force Harold Brown assured the committee that most 
sightings were easily explained and that there was no evidence that "strangers from outer space" 
had been visiting Earth. He told the committee members, however, that the Air Force would keep 

an open mind and continue to investigate all UFO reports. (71) 

Following the report of its O'Brien Committee, the House hearings on UFOs, and Dr. 
Robertson's disclosure on a CBS Reports program that CIA indeed had been involved in UFO 

analysis, the Air Force in July 1966 again approached the Agency for declassification of the 
entire Robertson panel report of 1953 and the full Durant report on the Robertson panel 

deliberations and findings. The Agency again refused to budge. Karl H. Weber, Deputy Director 
of OSI, wrote the Air Force that "We are most anxious that further publicity not be given to the 
information that the panel was sponsored by the CIA." Weber noted that there was already a 

sanitized version available to the public. (72) Weber's response was rather shortsighted and ill 
considered. It only drew more attention to the 13-year-old Robertson panel report and CIA's role 

in the investigation of UFOs. The science editor of The Saturday Review drew nationwide 
attention to the CIA's role in investigating UFOs when he published an article criticizing the 
"sanitized version" of the 1953 Robertson panel report and called for release of the entire 

document. (73)  

Unknown to CIA officials, Dr. James E. McDonald, a noted atmospheric physicist from the 
University of Arizona, had already seen the Durant report on the Robertson panel proceedings at 

Wright-Patterson on 6 June 1966. When McDonald returned to Wright-Patterson on 30 June to 
copy the report, however, the Air Force refused to let him see it again, stating that it was a CIA 
classified document. Emerging as a UFO authority, McDonald publicly claimed that the CIA 

was behind the Air Force secrecy policies and coverup. He demanded the release of the full 
Robertson panel report and the Durant report. (74) 

Bowing to public pressure and the recommendation of its own O'Brien Committee, the Air Force 

announced in August 1966 that it was seeking a contract with a leading university to undertake a 
program of intensive investigations of UFO sightings. The new program was designed to blunt 
continuing charges that the US Government had concealed what it knew about UFOs. On 7 

October, the University of Colorado accepted a $325,000 contract with the Air Force for an 18-
month study of flying saucers. Dr. Edward U. Condon, a physicist at Colorado and a former 

Director of the National Bureau of Standards, agreed to head the program. Pronouncing himself 
an "agnostic" on the subject of UFOs, Condon observed that he had an open mind on the 
question and thought that possible extraterritorial origins were "improbable but not impossible." 

(75) Brig. Gen. Edward Giller, USAF, and Dr. Thomas Ratchford from the Air Force Research 
and Development Office became the Air Force coordinators for the project.  
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In February 1967, Giller contacted Arthur C. Lundahl, Director of CIA's National Photographic 
Interpretation Center (NPIC), and proposed an informal liaison through which NPIC could 

provide the Condon Committee with technical advice and services in examining photographs of 
alleged UFOs. Lundahl and DDI R. Jack Smith approved the arrangement as a way of 

"preserving a window" on the new effort. They wanted the CIA and NPIC to maintain a low 
profile, however, and to take no part in writing any conclusions for the committee. No work done 
for the committee by NPIC was to be formally acknowledged. (76) 

Ratchford next requested that Condon and his committee be allowed to visit NPIC to discuss the 

technical aspects of the problem and to view the special equipment NPIC had for photoanalysis. 
On 20 February 1967, Condon and four members of his committee visited NPIC. Lundahl 

emphasized to the group that any NPIC work to assist the committee must not be identified as 
CIA work. Moreover, work performed by NPIC would be strictly of a technical nature. After 
receiving these guidelines, the group heard a series of briefings on the services and equipment 

not available elsewhere that CIA had used in its analysis of some UFO photography furnished by 
Ratchford. Condon and his committee were impressed. (77) 

Condon and the same group met again in May 1967 at NPIC to hear an analysis of UFO 

photographs taken at Zanesville, Ohio. The analysis debunked that sighting. The committee was 
again impressed with the technical work performed, and Condon remarked that for the first time 

a scientific analysis of a UFO would stand up to investigation. (78) The group also discussed the 
committee's plans to call on US citizens for additional photographs and to issue guidelines for 
taking useful UFO photographs. In addition, CIA officials agreed that the Condon Committee 

could release the full Durant report with only minor deletions.  

In April 1969, Condon and his committee released their report on UFOs. The report concluded 
that little, if anything, had come from the study of UFOs in the past 21 years and that further 

extensive study of UFO sightings was unwarranted. It also recommended that the Air Force 
special unit, Project BLUE BOOK, be discontinued. It did not mention CIA participation in the 
Condon committee's investigation. (79) A special panel established by the National Academy of 

Sciences reviewed the Condon report and concurred with its conclusion that "no high priority in 
UFO investigations is warranted by data of the past two decades." It concluded its review by 

declaring, "On the basis of present knowledge, the least likely explanation of UFOs is the 
hypothesis of extraterrestrial visitations by intelligent beings." Following the recommendations 
of the Condon Committee and the National Academy of Sciences, the Secretary of the Air Force, 

Robert C. Seamans, Jr., announced on 17 December 1969 the termination of BLUE BOOK. (80) 

 

The 1970s and 1980s: The UFO Issue Refuses To Die 

The Condon report did not satisfy many UFOlogists, who considered it a coverup for CIA 
activities in UFO research. Additional sightings in the early 1970s fueled beliefs that the CIA 
was somehow involved in a vast conspiracy. On 7 June 1975, William Spaulding, head of a 

small UFO group, Ground Saucer Watch (GSW), wrote to CIA requesting a copy of the 
Robertson panel report and all records relating to UFOs. (81) Spaulding was convinced that the 
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Agency was withholding major files on UFOs. Agency officials provided Spaulding with a copy 
of the Robertson panel report and of the Durant report. (82) 

On 14 July 1975, Spaulding again wrote the Agency questioning the authenticity of the reports 

he had received and alleging a CIA coverup of its UFO activities. Gene Wilson, CIA's 
Information and Privacy Coordinator, replied in an attempt to satisfy Spaulding, "At no time 

prior to the formation of the Robertson Panel and subsequent to the issuance of the panel's report 
has CIA engaged in the study of the UFO phenomena." The Robertson panel report, according to 
Wilson, was "the summation of Agency interest and involvement in UFOs." Wilson also inferred 

that there were no additional documents in CIA's possession that related to UFOs. Wilson was ill 
informed. (83) 

In September 1977, Spaulding and GSW, unconvinced by Wilson's response, filed a Freedom of 

Information Act (FOIA) lawsuit against the Agency that specifically requested all UFO 
documents in CIA's possession. Deluged by similar FOIA requests for Agency information on 

UFOs, CIA officials agreed, after much legal maneuvering, to conduct a "reasonable search" of 
CIA files for UFO materials. (84) Despite an Agency-wide unsympathetic attitude toward the 
suit, Agency officials, led by Launie Ziebell from the Office of General Counsel, conducted a 

thorough search for records pertaining to UFOs. Persistent, demanding, and even threatening at 
times, Ziebell and his group scoured the Agency. They even turned up an old UFO file under a 

secretary's desk. The search finally produced 355 documents totaling approximately 900 pages. 
On 14 December 1978, the Agency released all but 57 documents of about 100 pages to GSW. It 
withheld these 57 documents on national security grounds and to protect sources and methods.  

(85) 

Although the released documents produced no smoking gun and revealed only a low-level 
Agency interest in the UFO phenomena after the Robertson panel report of 1953, the press 

treated the release in a sensational manner. The New York Times, for example, claimed that the 
declassified documents confirmed intensive government concern over UFOs and that the Agency 
was secretly involved in the surveillance of UFOs. (86) GSW then sued for the release of the 

withheld documents, claiming that the Agency was still holding out key information. (87) It was 
much like the John F. Kennedy assassination issue. No matter how much material the Agency 

released and no matter how dull and prosaic the information, people continued to believe in a 
Agency coverup and conspiracy.  

DCI Stansfield Turner was so upset when he read The New York Times article that he asked his 
senior officers, "Are we in UFOs?" After reviewing the records, Don Wortman, Deputy Director 

for Administration, reported to Turner that there was "no organized Agency effort to do research 
in connection with UFO phenomena nor has there been an organized effort to collect intelligence 

on UFOs since the 1950s." Wortman assured Turner that the Agency records held only "sporadic 
instances of correspondence dealing with the subject," including various kinds of reports of UFO 
sightings. There was no Agency program to collect actively information on UFOs, and the 

material released to GSW had few deletions. (88) Thus assured, Turner had the General Counsel 
press for a summary judgment against the new lawsuit by GSW. In May 1980, the courts 

dismissed the lawsuit, finding that the Agency had conducted a thorough and adequate search in 
good faith. (89) 
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During the late 1970s and 1980s, the Agency continued its low-key interest in UFOs and UFO 
sightings. While most scientists now dismissed flying saucers reports as a quaint part of the 

1950s and 1960s, some in the Agency and in the Intelligence Community shifted their interest to 
studying parapsychology and psychic phenomena associated with UFO sightings. CIA officials 

also looked at the UFO problem to determine what UFO sightings might tell them about Soviet 
progress in rockets and missiles and reviewed its counterintelligence aspects. Agency analysts 
from the Life Science Division of OSI and OSWR officially devoted a small amount of their 

time to issues relating to UFOs. These included counterintelligence concerns that the Soviets and 
the KGB were using US citizens and UFO groups to obtain information on sensitive US weapons 

development programs (such as the Stealth aircraft), the vulnerability of the US air-defense 
network to penetration by foreign missiles mimicking UFOs, and evidence of Soviet advanced 
technology associated with UFO sightings.  

CIA also maintained Intelligence Community coordination with other agencies regarding their 

work in parapsychology, psychic phenomena, and "remote viewing" experiments. In general, the 
Agency took a conservative scientific view of these unconventional scientific issues. There was 

no formal or official UFO project within the Agency in the 1980s, and Agency officials 
purposely kept files on UFOs to a minimum to avoid creating records that might mislead the 
public if released. (90) 

The 1980s also produced renewed charges that the Agency was still withholding docume nts 
relating to the 1947 Roswell incident, in which a flying saucer supposedly crashed in New 
Mexico, and the surfacing of documents which purportedly revealed the existence of a top secret 

US research and development intelligence operation responsible only to the President on UFOs 
in the late 1940s and early 1950s. UFOlogists had long argued that, following a flying saucer 
crash in New Mexico in 1947, the government not only recovered debris from the crashed saucer 

but also four or five alien bodies. According to some UFOlogists, the government clamped tight 
security around the project and has refused to divulge its investigation results and research ever 

since. (91) In September 1994, the US Air Force released a new report on the Roswell incident 
that concluded that the debris found in New Mexico in 1947 probably came from a once top 
secret balloon operation, Project MOGUL, designed to monitor the atmosphere for evidence of 

Soviet nuclear tests. (92) 

Circa 1984, a series of documents surfaced which some UFOlogists said proved that President 
Truman created a top secret committee in 1947, Majestic-12, to secure the recovery of UFO 

wreckage from Roswell and any other UFO crash sight for scientific study and to examine any 
alien bodies recovered from such sites. Most if not all of these documents have proved to be 

fabrications. Yet the controversy persists. (93) 

Like the JFK assassination conspiracy theories, the UFO issue probably will not go away soon, 
no matter what the Agency does or says. The belief that we are not alone in the universe is too 
emotionally appealing and the distrust of our government is too pervasive to make the issue 

amenable to traditional scientific studies of rational explanation and evidence.  
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Affairs, Department of State, "Thoughts on the Space Alien Race Question," 18 July 1963, File 
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(69) Chamberlain, memorandum for DCI, "Evaluation of UFOs," 26 January 1965.  

(70) See Jacobs, The UFO Controversy, p. 199 and US Air Force, Scientific Advisory Board, Ad 
Hoc Committee (O'Brien Committee) to Review Project BLUE BOOK, Special Report 

(Washington, DC: 1966). See also The New York Times, 14 August 1966, p. 70. 
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"Statement on Unidentified Flying Objects," submitted to the House Committee on Science and 

Astronautics, 29 July 1968. 
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February 1967. See also the analysis of the photographs in memorandum for Lundahl, "Photo 
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May 1967 and attached "Guidelines to UFO Photographers and UFO Photographic Information 
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USAF Archives at Maxwell Air Force Base in Alabama. In 1976 the Air Force turned over all 
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(84) GSW v. CIA Civil Action Case 78-859, p. 2. 
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Huyghe, "UFO Files: The Untold Story," The New York Times Magazine, 14 October 1979, p. 

106; and Jerome Clark, "UFO Update," UFO Report, August 1979. 

(87) Jerome Clark, "Latest UFO News Briefs From Around the World," UFO Update, August 
1979 and GSW v. CIA Civil Action No. 78-859. 

(88) See Wortman, memorandum for DCI Turner, "Your Question, `Are we in UFOs?' 
Annotated to The New York Times News Release Article," 18 January 1979.  

(89) See GSW v. CIA Civil Action 78-859. See also Klass, UFOs, pp. 10-12. 

(90) See John Brennan, memorandum for Richard Warshaw, Executive Assistant, DCI, 
"Requested Information on UFOs," 30 September 1993; Author interviews with OSWR analyst, 
14 June 1994 and OSI analyst, 21 July 1994. This author found almost no documentation on 

Agency involvement with UFOs in the 1980s.  

There is a DIA Psychic Center and the NSA studies parapsychology, that branch of psychology 
that deals with the investigation of such psychic phenomena as clairvoyance, extrasensory 

perception, and telepathy. The CIA reportedly is also a member of an Incident Response Team to 
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Much of the UFO literature presently focuses on contactees and abductees. See John E. Mack, 
Abduction, Human Encounters with Aliens (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1994) and 

Howard Blum, Out There (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1990).  

(91) See Charles Berlitz and William L. Moore, The Roswell Incident (New York: Berkeley 
Books, 1988); Moore, "The Roswell Incident: New Evidence in the Search for a Crashed UFO," 

(Burbank, California: Fair Witness Project, 1982), Publication Number 1201; and Klass, UFOs, 
pp. 280-281. In 1994 Congressman Steven H. Schiff (R-NM) called for an official study of the 
Roswell incident. The GAO is conducting a separate investigation of the incident. The CIA is not 

involved in the investigation. See Klass, UFOs, pp. 279-281; John H. Wright, Information and 
Privacy Coordinator, letter to Derek Skreen, 20 September 1993; and OSWR analyst interview. 

See also the made-for-TV film, Roswell, which appeared on cable TV on 31 July 1994 and 
Peebles, Watch the Skies, pp. 245-251. 

(92) See John Diamond, "Air Force Probes 1947 UFO Claim Findings Are Down to Earth," 9 

September 1994, Associated Press release; William J. Broad, "Wreckage of a `Spaceship': Of 
This Earth (and U.S.)," The New York Times, 18 September 1994, p. 1; and USAF Col. Richard 
L. Weaver and 1st Lt. James McAndrew, The Roswell Report, Fact Versus Fiction in New 

Mexico Desert (Washington, DC: GPO, 1995). 

(93) See Good, Above Top Secret; Moore and S. T. Friedman, "Philip Klass and MJ-12: What 
are the Facts," (Burbank California: Fair-Witness Project, 1988), Publication Number 1290; 

Klass, "New Evidence of MJ-12 Hoax," Skeptical Inquirer, vol. 14 (Winter 1990); and Moore 
and Jaime H. Shandera, The MJ-12 Documents: An Analytical Report (Burbank, California: Fair-
Witness Project, 1990), Publication Number 1500. Walter Bedell Smith supposedly replaced 

Forrestal on 1 August 1950 following Forrestal's death. All members listed were deceased when 
the MJ-12 "documents" surfaced in 1984. See Peebles, Watch the Skies, pp. 258-268. 

Dr. Larry Bland, editor of The George C. Marshall Papers, discovered that one of the so-called 

Majestic-12 documents was a complete fraud. It contained the exact same language as a letter 
from Marshall to Presidential candidate Thomas Dewey regarding the "Magic" intercepts in 
1944. The dates and names had been altered and "Magic" changed to "Majic." Moreover, it was a 

photocopy, not an original. No original MJ-12 documents have ever surfaced. Telephone 
conversation between the author and Bland, 29 August 1994.  

Gerald K. Haines is the National Reconnaissance Office historian.  

(Link: https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of- intelligence/csi-publications/csi-

studies/studies/97unclass/ufo.html)  
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UFOs and The Guy Hottel Memo 

A single-page March 22, 1950 memo by Guy Hottel, special agent in charge of the Washington 

Field Office, regarding UFOs is the most viewed document in the FBI Vault, online repository of 

public records. 

It’s the most popular file in the FBI Vault—high-tech electronic reading room housing various 

Bureau records released under the Freedom of Information Act. Over the past two years, this file 

has been viewed nearly a million times. Yet, it is only a single page, relaying an unconfirmed 

report that the FBI never even followed up on.  

The file in question is a memo dated March 22, 1950. It was authored by Guy Hottel, then head 

of our field office in Washington, D.C. (see sidebar below for a brief biography). Like all memos 

to FBI Headquarters at that time, it was addressed to Director J. Edgar Hoover and recorded and 

indexed in FBI records. 

The subject of the memo was anything but ordinary. It related a story told to one of our agents by 

a third party who said an Air Force investigator had reported that three ―flying saucers‖ were 

recovered in New Mexico. The memo provided the following detail: 

―They [the saucers] were described as being circular in shape with raised centers, 

approximately 50 feet in diameter. Each one was occupied by three bodies of 

human shape but only three feet tall, dressed in metallic cloth of a very fine 

texture. Each body was bandaged in a manner similar to the blackout suits used 

by speed fliers and test pilots.‖ 

After relaying an informant’s claim that the saucers had been found because the government’s 

―high-powered radar‖ in the area had interfered with ―the controlling mechanism of the saucers,‖ 

the memo ends simply by saying that ―[n]o further evaluation was attempted‖ concerning the 

matter by the FBI agent. 

 

Guy Hottel Biography 

Guy HottelGuy L. Hottel was born around 1902. He was a graduate of George Washington 

University in Washington, D.C., where he was a star football player. He was later inducted into 

the university’s athletic hall of fame. He entered the FBI as a special agent in 1934. In December 

1936, he was named acting head of the FBI’s Washington Field Office; he was appointed special 

agent in charge the following May and served until March 1941. Hottel was re-appointed special 

agent in charge in February 1943 and served until 1951, when he took a position in the 

Identification Division. He retired in 1955. Hottel was married three times and had two sons. 



Following his FBI career, Hottel served as executive secretary of the Horseman’s Benevolent 

Association. He died in June 1990.  

That might have been the end of this particular story, just another informational dead end in the 

FBI files. But when we launched the Vault in April 2011, some media outlets noticed the Hottel 

memo and erroneously reported that the FBI had posted proof of a UFO crash at Roswell, New 

Mexico and the recovery of wreckage and alien corpses. The resulting stories went viral, and 

traffic to the new Vault soared. 

 

A few facts to keep in mind: 

First, the Hottel memo isn’t new. It was first released publicly in the late 1970s and had been 

posted on the FBI website for several years prior to the launch of the Vault.  

Second, the Hottel memo is dated nearly three years after the infamous events in Roswell in July 

1947. There is no reason to believe the two are connected. The FBI file on Roswell (another 

popular page) is posted elsewhere on the Vault.  

Third, as noted in an earlier story, the FBI has only occasionally been involved in investigating 

reports of UFOs and extraterrestrials. For a few years after the Roswell incident, Director Hoover 

did order his agents—at the request of the Air Force—to verify any UFO sightings. That practice 

ended in July 1950, four months after the Hottel memo, suggesting that our Washington Field 

Office didn’t think enough of that flying saucer story to look into it.  

Finally, the Hottel memo does not prove the existence of UFOs; it is simply a second- or third-

hand claim that we never investigated. Some people believe the memo repeats a hoax that was 

circulating at that time, but the Bureau’s files have no information to verify that theory.  

 

(Link: https://www.fbi.gov/news/stories/ufos-and-the-guy-hottel-memo)  
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Project BLUE BOOK - Unidentified Flying Objects 

General Information 

The United States Air Force retired to the custody of the National Archives its records on Project 

BLUE BOOK relating to the investigations of unidentified flying objects. Project BLUE BOOK 

has been declassified and the records are available for examination in our research room. The 

project closed in 1969 and we have no information on sightings after that date.  

The National Archives has received numerous inquiries concerning documents identified as 

"MJ12" and "Briefing Document: Operation Majestic 12." We have made extensive searches 

among the records in our custody of the U.S. Air Force and the Joint Chiefs of Staff to identify 

these documents. The Truman and Eisenhower Libraries have also searched their holdings for 

any references to, or copies of, the documents. In addition, the records of the National Security 

Council (NSC) for the Truman and Eisenhower Administrations are in the custody of the 

National Archives. Searches were made of the indexes to the NSC's Policy Paper and Meeting 

Minute files under the subjects MJ-12, majestic, unidentified flying objects, UFO, flying 

saucers,extraterrestrial biological entities and Aquarius. These searches were all negative with 

the exception of a "Memorandum for General Twining, from Robert Cutler, Special Assistant to 

the President, Subject: "NCS/MJ-12 Special Studies Project" dated July 14, 1954. The 

memorandum, one page, refers to a briefing to take place on July 16. The memorandum does not 

identify MJ-12 or the purpose of the briefing. 

 

 Project BLUE BOOK Reference Report 

Textual records of Project BLUE BOOK (the documentation relating to investigations of 

unidentified flying objects), excluding names of people involved in the sightings, are now 

available for research in the National Archives Building. The records include approximately 2 

cubic feet of unarranged project or administrative files, 37 cubic feet of case files in which 

individual sightings are arranged chronologically, and 3 cubic feet of records relating to the 

Office of Special Investigations (OSI), portions of which are arranged chronologically, by OSI 

district, and by overseas command. A cubic foot of records comprises about 2,000 pages. 

Finding aids for these records include a file list for the project files and an index to individual 

sightings, entered by date and location.  

Access to BLUE BOOK textual records is by means of 94 rolls of 35mm microfilm (T-1206) in 

the National Archives Microfilm Reading Room. The first microfilm roll includes a list of 

contents for all of the rolls and the finding aids. Photographs scattered among the textual records 

have also been filmed separately on the last two rolls.  



Motion picture film, sound recordings, and some still pictures are maintained by the Motion 

Picture & Sound & Video Branch (NNSM) and the Still Picture Branch (NNSP). 

 

UFOs & PROJECT BLUE BOOK 

On December 17, 1969, the Secretary of the Air Force announced the termination of Project 

BLUE BOOK, the Air Force program for the investigation of UFOS. 

From 1947 to 1969, a total of 12, 618 sightings were reported to Project BLUE BOOK. Of these 

701 remain "Unidentified." The project was headquartered at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, 

whose personnel no longer receive, document or investigate UFO reports.  

The decision to discontinue UFO investigations was based on an evaluation of a report prepared 

by the University of Colorado entitled, "Scientific Study of Unidentified Flying Objects;" a 

review of the University of Colorado's report by the National Academy of Sciences; past UFO 

studies and Air Force experience investigating UFO reports during the 40s, '50s, and '60s. 

As a result of these investigations and studies and experience gained from investigating UFO 

reports since 1948, the conclusions of Project BLUE BOOK are:(1) no UFO reported, 

investigated, and evaluated by the Air Force has ever given any indication of threat to our 

national security;(2) there has been no evidence submitted to or discovered by the Air Force that 

sightings categorized as "unidentified" represent technological developments or principles 

beyond the range of present-day scientific knowledge; and(3) there has been no evidence 

indicating that sightings categorized as "unidentified" are extraterrestrial vehicles.  

With the termination of Project BLUE BOOK, the Air Force regulations establishing and 

controlling the program for investigating and analyzing UFOs were rescinded. Documentation 

regarding the former BLUE BOOK investigation has been permanently transferred to the 

Military Reference Branch, National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, DC 

20408, and is available for public review and analysis.  

Since Project BLUE BOOK was closed, nothing has happened to indicate that the Air Force 

ought to resume investigating UFOS. Because of the considerable cost to the Air Force in the 

past, and the tight funding of Air Force needs today, there is no likelihood the Air Force will 

become involved with UFO investigation again.  

There are a number of universities and professional scientific organizations, such as the 

American Association for the Advancement of Science, which have considered UFO phenomena 

during periodic meetings and seminars. In addition, a list of private organizations interested in 

aerial phenomena my be found in Gayle's Encyclopedia of Associations (edition 8, vol-. 1, pp. 

432-433). Such timely review of the situation by private groups ensures that sound evidence will 

not be overlooked by the scientific community.  



A person calling the base to report a UFO is advised to contact a private or professional 

organization (as mentioned above) or to contact a local law enforcement agency if the caller feels 

his or public safety is endangered. 

Periodically, it is erroneously stated that the remains of extraterrestrial visitors are or have been 

stored at Wright-Patterson AFB. There are not now nor ever been, any extraterrestrial visitors or 

equipment on Wright-Patterson Air Force Base. 

 

Majestic 12 or "MJ-12" Reference Report 

The National Archives has received many requests for documentation and information about 

"Project MJ-12." Many of the inquiries concern a memorandum from Robert Cutler to Gen. 

Nathan Twining, dated July 14, 1954. This particular document poses problems for the following 

reasons: 

1. The document was located in Record Group 341, entry 267. The series is filed by a Top 

Secret register number. This document does not bear such a number. 

2. The document is filed in the folder T4-1846. There are no other documents in the folder 

regarding "NSC/MJ-12." 

3. Researchers on the staff of the National Archives have searched in the records of the 

Secretary of Defense, the Joint Chiefs on Staff, Headquarters U.S. Air Force, and in other 

related files. No further information has been found on this subject.  

4. Inquiries to the U.S. Air Force, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and the National Security 

Council failed to produce further information. 

5. The Freedom of Information Office of the National Security Council informed the 

National Archives that "Top Secret Restricted Information" is a marking which did not 

come into use at the National Security Council until the Nixon Administration. The 

Eisenhower Presidential Library also confirm that this particular marking was not used 

during the Eisenhower Administration.  

6. The document in question does not bear an official government letterhead or watermark. 

The NARA conservation specialist examined the paper and determined it was a ribbon 

copy prepared on "diction onionskin." The Eisenhower Library has examined a 

representative sample of the documents in its collection of the Cutler papers. All 

documents in the sample created by Mr. Cutler while he served on the NSC staff have an 

eagle watermark in the bond paper. The onionskin carbon copies have either an eagle 

watermark or no watermark at all. Most documents sent out by the NSC were prepared on 

White House letterhead paper. For the brief period when Mr. Cutler left the NSC, his 

carbon copies were prepared on "prestige onionskin." 



7. The National Archives searched the Official Meeting Minute Files of the National 

Security Council and found no record of a NSC meeting on July 16, 1954. A search of all 

NSC Meeting Minutes for July 1954 found no mention of MJ-12 nor Majestic. 

8. The Judicial, Fiscal and Social Branch searched the indices of the NSC records and found 

no listing for: MJ-12, Majestic, unidentified flying objects, UFO, flying saucers, or flying 

discs. 

9. NAJA found a memo in a folder titled "Special Meeting July 16, 1956" which indicated 

that NSC members would be called to a civil defense exercise on July 16, 1956.  

10. The Eisenhower Library states, in a letter to the Military Reference Branch, dated July 

16, 1987: 

"president Eisenhower's Appointment Books contain no entry for a special 

meeting on July 16, 1954 which might have included a briefing on MJ-12. 

Even when the President had 'off the record' meetings, the Appointment 

Books contain entries indicating the time of the meeting and the 

participants ... 

 

"The Declassification office of the National Security Council has informed 

us that it has no record of any declassification action having been taken on 

this memorandum or any other documents on this alleged project ..." 

 

Robert Cutler, at the direction of President Eisenhower, was visiting overseas military 

installations of the day he supposedly issued this memorandum--- July 14, 1954. The 

Administration Series in Eisenhower's Papers as President contains Cutler's memorandum and 

report to the President upon his return from the trip. The memorandum is dated July 20, 1954 

and refers to Cutler's visits to installations in Europe and North Africa between July 3 and 15. 

Also, within the NSC Staff Papers is a memorandum dated July 3, 1954, from Cutler to his two 

subordinates, James S. Ia and J. Patrick Cone, explaining how they should handle NSC 

administrative matters during his absence; one would assume that if the memorandum to 

Twining were genuine, Lay or Cone would have signed it." 

When certifying a document under the seal of the National Archives we attest that the 

reproduction is a true copy of a document in our custody. We do not authenticate documents or 

the information contained in a document.  

 

  



The "Roswell Incident" 

The National Archives has been unable to locate any documentation among the Project BLUE 

BOOK records which discuss the 1947 incident in Roswell, New Mexico.  

On September 8, 1994, the Secretary of the Air Force, Sheila E. Widnall, announced that the 

United States Air Force had completed its study to locate records that relate to the alleged 1947 

UFO incident near Roswell, New Mexico. Pro-UFO researchers claim that an extraterrestrial 

spacecraft and its alien occupants were recovered near Roswell in July of 1947, and that this fact 

was kept from the public. 

At the request of Congressman Steven H. Schiff (R-NM), the General Accounting Office (GAO) 

initiated an audit in February of 1994, to locate all records relating to the "Roswell Incident" and 

to determine if such records were properly handled. The GAO audit was completed and the 

results published by the Headquarters, U.S. Air Force in 1995. The publication is entitled "The 

Roswell Report: Fact vs. Fiction in the New Mexico Desert." This publication may be obtained 

from most U.S. Government Depository Library. The call number is ISBN 0-16- 048023-X. 

The General Accounting Office audit involved a number of government agencies but focused on 

the Air Force. To support this audit, the Air Force initiated a systematic search of current Air 

Force offices as well as numerous archives and records centers which might help explain the 

incident. Air Force officials also interviewed a number of persons who may have had knowledge 

of the events. Prior to the interviews, Secretary Widnall released those persons from any 

previous security obligations that may have restricted their statements.  

The Air Force research did not locate or develop any information that the "Roswell Incident" was 

a UFO event nor was there any indication of a "cover-up" by the Government. Information 

obtained through exhaustive records searches and interviews indicated that the materials 

recovered near Roswell was consistent with a balloon devise of the type used in a then classified 

project. No records indicated or even hinted that the recovery of "alien" bodies or extraterrestrial 

materials. 

All documentation related to this case are now declassified and the information in the public 

domain. Documentation has been turned over to the office of the Air Force Historian. 

(Link: https://www.archives.gov/research/military/air-force/ufos.html)  

  



NSA UFO Webpage 

UFO Documents Index 

The documents listed on this page were located in response to the numerous requests received by 

NSA on the subject of Unidentified Flying Objects (UFO). In 1980, NSA was involved in Civil 

Action No. 80-1562, "Citizens Against Unidentified Flying Objects Secrecy v. National Security 

Agency". Documents related to that litigation are marked with "*". "XXXXX" has been inserted 

in a title if a portion of the title has been deleted prior to release. To select a document click on 

the document title, and wait for the PDF version to be downloaded to your local viewer. 

Approximate file sizes are given after each selection for user convenience. 

 

•* In Camera Affidavit of Eugene F. Yeates - Citizens Against Unidentified Flying 

Objects Secrecy v. NSA (Civil Action No. 80-1562) 
•* Communications Intelligence (COMINT) reports [broken into sizable parts for 

viewing] 
◦PART A 
◦PART B 

◦PART C 
◦PART D 

◦PART E 
◦PART F 
◦PART G 

◦PART H 
◦PART I 

◦PART J 
 
•* Affidavit of Eugene F. Yeates - Citizens Against Unidentified Flying Objects Secrecy 

v. NSA (Civil Action No. 80-1562) 
•"U.F.O. Files: The Untold Story" by Patrick Huyghe  

•"Govt.'s Super-Secret Security Agency Warns: Take UFOs Seriously or Be Prepared for 
Sneak Invasion by Space Aliens" by Thomas L. Muldoon, National Enquirer  
•"The U.S. Government and the Iran Case"- IUR Report 

•"Report of U.F.O. Crash in '47 Called False by Science Panel"- The New York Times 
•"What the U.S. Government Knows About UnidentifiedFlying Objects" by Peter 

Gersten, Frontiers of Science 
•"Is the CIA Stonewalling?" by Richard Hall 
•"The Government and UFOs" 

•"UFO As Advanced Technology" 
•"French Government UFO Study" 

•Communications Intelligence (COMINT) report - "XXXXX Unidentified Flying 
Objects" 
•COMNAVSECGRU visual sighting report 



•"Report Bibliography" issued by the Defense Documentation Center  
•"Now You See It, Now You Don't" by Captain Henry S. Shields, HQ USAFE/INOMP 

•Joint Chiefs of Staff report concerning the sighting of a UFO in Iran on 19 September 
1976 

•Exploitation Report - A Fragment, Metal Recovered in the Republic of the Congo 
•Navy report - Country: Cuba, Subject: UFO 
•Routing and Transmittal Slip from Louis E. Foster, DIA with a DIA summary sheet and 

US Defense Attache report on the sighting of a UFO in Iran on 19 September 1976  
•Department of State AIRGRAM - Subject: Flying Saucers Are a Myth 

•Department of State report - Subject: Tunisian Firefall 
•Department of State AIRGRAM - Subject: Celestial Body Observed over Antarctica 
•Department of State AIRGRAM - Subject: Political Report for August 1965 

•Department of State AIRGRAM - Subject: Unidentified Flying Objects 
•Department of State AIRGRAM - Subject: Sighting of Object Possibly Originating from  

 Space Vehicle 
•Department of State AIRGRAM - Subject: Unidentified Flying Objects 
•Department of State AIRGRAM - Subject: Unidentified Flying Objects Reported Over 

Angola 
•Department of State AIRGRAM - Subject: Report of Unidentified Object Which Fell 

Near Municipio of General Teran, N.L.  
•American Embassy Tunis report - Subject: Unidentified Flying Objects 
•Report from Air Force Special Security Office - Subject: (Unclassified) UFOB NEAC 

Area 
•General Accounting Office Report to the Honorable Steven H. Schiff, House of 

Representatives - Government Records - Results of a Search for Records Concerning the 
1947 Crash Near Roswell, New Mexico 
•* Memorandum and Order - Citizens Against UFO Secrecy v. National Security Agency  

 (Civil Action No. 80-1562) 
•"Communication With Extraterrestrial Intelligence" by Lambros D. Callimahos  

•* "UFO Hypothesis and Survival Questions" 
•* "UFO's and the Intelligence Community Blind Spot to Surprise or Deceptive Data"  
•Memorandum for the Record - Subject: Information Request Solicitation 

•United States Air Force Fact Sheet 95-03 - "Unidentified Flying Objects and Air Force  
 Project Blue Book" 

•Report of Air Force Research Regarding the "Roswell Incident" 
•JANAP 146 
•Key to the Extraterrestrial Messages by H. Campaigne 

•Extraterrestrial Intelligence by Howard H. Campaigne  
 

Due to the age and poor quality of some of the PDF images, a screen reader may not be able to 

process the images into word documents. In accordance with Section 504 of the Rehabilitation 

Act of 1973, as amended, individuals may request that the government provide auxiliary aids or 

services to ensure effective communication of the substance of the documents.  

(Link: https://www.nsa.gov/news-features/declassified-documents/ufo/index.shtml) 



 

UFO and Other Paranormal Related Information (No Records Exist) at the NSA. The following 

terms have been searched in response to requests for information on Unidentified Flying Objects 

(UFOs) and Paranormal Events, but no responsive material has been located.  

•Aegis 

•AEO (aka Anomalous Aerial Objects)  
•Aegis 
•AEO (aka Anomalous Aerial Objects)  

•AF-19741 
•AF44-29125 

•AGOR-8 
•Airgram A-894 
•ALF  

•Alien Abduction(s)  
•Alien Autopsy  

•Alien Life Form 
•Animal Mutilations  
•Anomalous Aerial Objects (aka AEO) 

•Apollo 8, 11, 12, 14, 15, 16  
•Aquarius 

•Area 51 (aka Groom Dry Lake) 
•Artic(h)oke 
•Aurora 

•Bando 
•Bermuda Triangle 

•Big Bird 
•Black Horse 
•Bluebird  

•Bluebolt  
•Blue Fly 

•Blue Gemini 
•Blue Light  
•Blue Paper  

•Brazel Ranch  
•Brookfield Township  

•Cattle Mutilations 
•CETI  
•Cetus 

•Corona 
•Crop Circles 

•Dark X  
•Declination  
•Deliverance  

•Delphi 



•Dreamland 
•Eldridge  

•Electronic Voice Phenomenon 
•Element 118 

•Eltanin 
•ET  
•ETI  

•Excalibur 
•Extraterrestrial, Extraterrestrial Being, ETB 

•Extraterrestrial Biological Entity, EBE 
•Extraterrestrial Craft, ETC  
•Extraterrestrial Research Agency, Exterra  

•Extraterrestrial Signals 
•F-89c 

•Fastwalkers  
•Faded Giant  
•Fire Wheel 

•Flying Disc, Flying Disk  
•Flying Saucer 

•Foo Fighters 
•Freedom Ridge 
•Gabriel  

•Gemini 4, 7, 8, 11, 12 
•Gleem  

•Groom Dry Lake (aka Area 51)  
•Group of 12  
•Group 13 

•Grudge 13 
•Hacker  

•Hanger 18 
•Humanoid Piloted Alien Craft (HPAC) 
•Identified Alien Craft (IAC) 

•Interdimensional Craft  
•IPU Interplanetary Phenomenon Unit 

•Jason Society 
•JM-8 
•Joshua 

•Kecksburg 
•Kinross 

•Landbroker 
•La Paz 
•Liberty Township  

•Livestock Mutilations  
•Looking Glass 

•MAJCOM 
•Martin Mariner 



•Maybell 
•Men in Black  

•Menzel  
•Midnight 

•Missing Time 
•MJ12 
•MK Delta 

•MK Search 
•MK Ultra  

•Montauk 
•Moondust  
•MUROC 

•Nellis Air Force Base 
•NEPA  

•Nighthawk 
•NORAD Unknown Track Reports  
•Non-extraterrestrial 

•Oasis  
•Operation Majority 

•OPNAC Team  
•Orion  
•Overview 

•Pando 
•Papoose Lake (aka S4) 

•Philadelphia Experiment/Project 
•PI-40  
•Plato  

•Pluto, Project Pluto  
•Pounce  

•PPS-100  
•Preserve Destiny  
•PROJECT BLUETEAM 

•PROJECT DELTA 
•PROJECT GARNET 

•PROJECT NRO  
•PROJECT URBANE 25  
•Rainbow  

•Ranchhand 
•Rand 

•Red Light 
•Red Team 
•Rendlesham Forest, England  

•Right Ascension  
•Risk  

•Rockefeller Documents 
•S-4 



•Saint 
•San Augustin 

•Sanctum 
•Saucer 

•Search Plane Lost While Looking for Navy Flight 19  
•Semjase 
•Senior Citizen 

•Serial No. 51-5853A  
•SETI 

•Sidekick 
•Sigma 
•Silver Bug 

•SOM1-01 MJ12 
•Sorocco 

•Snow Bird 
•Star System Zeta Reticuli 
•Stigmata 

•Stork 
•TAV, TransAtmospheric Vehicle  

•Traux Field, Wisconsin  
•Trumbull City  
•Twinkle 

•UAO, Unidentified Aerial Object  
•UFA, Unidentified Flying Aerodyne  

•UFO and Other Paranormal Related Information (No Records Exist)  
•Ultra Terrestrials  
•Umbrella 

•Unconventional Aircraft  
•Uncorrelated Targets  

•Unidentified Aerial Object  
•Unidentified Flying Aerodyne  
•Unified Field, Unifield  

•Unit 731  
•URBANE 25  

•Woodbridge, England  
•Whirlwind  
•White Sands 

•White Shot 
•Youngstown Air Force Base 

•Zeta Reticuli 
•433rd Fighter Interceptor Squadron 
•5412 Group 

 (Link: https://www.nsa.gov/resources/everyone/foia/freq-req- info/ufo-topics.shtml) 

  



CIA UFO Webpage UFOs: Fact or Fiction? 

Published on CIA FOIA (foia.cia.gov) (https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom) 

This collection catalogues CIA information on this subject from the 1940s through the early 

1990s. Most of the documents concern CIA cables reporting unsubstantiated UFO sightings in 

the foreign press and intra-Agency memos about how the Agency handled public inquiries about 

UFO sightings. For the most recent CIA information on UFOs, see the article "CIA's Role in the 

Study of UFOs, 1947-90" at the Center for the Study of Intelligence website 

(https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of- intelligence/index.html [1]). The article is 

located in On-line Publications under the "Studies in Intelligence" section, specifically semi-

annual Edition #1, 1997. 

Source URL: https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/collection/ufos-fact-or-fiction  

Links [1] https://www.cia.gov/library/center-for-the-study-of- intelligence/index.html 

  



NASA Research Gives Guideline for Future Alien Life 

Search 

Astronomers searching the atmospheres of alien worlds for gases that might be produced by life 

can't rely on the detection of just one type, such as oxygen, ozone, or methane, because in some 

cases these gases can be produced non-biologically, according to extensive simulations by 

researchers in the NASA Astrobiology Institute’s Virtual Planetary Laboratory. 

The researchers carefully simulated the atmospheric chemistry of alien worlds devoid of life 

thousands of times over a period of more than four years, varying the atmospheric compositions 

and star types. "When we ran these calculations, we found that in some cases, there was a 

significant amount of ozone that built up in the atmosphere, despite there not being any oxygen 

flowing into the atmosphere," said Shawn Domagal-Goldman of NASA's Goddard Space Flight 

Center in Greenbelt, Maryland. "This has important implications for our future plans to look for 

life beyond Earth." 

 

Methane is a carbon atom bound to four hydrogen atoms. On Earth, much of it is produced 

biologically (flatulent cows are a classic example), but it can also be made inorganically; for 

example, volcanoes at the bottom of the ocean can release the gas after it is produced by 

reactions of rocks with seawater.  

 

Ozone and oxygen were previously thought to be stronger biosignatures on their own. Ozone is 

three atoms of oxygen bound together. On Earth, it is produced when molecular oxygen (two 

oxygen atoms) and atomic oxygen (a single oxygen atom) combine, after the atomic oxygen is 

created by other reactions powered by sunlight or lightning. Life is the dominant source of the 

molecular oxygen on our planet, as the gas is produced by photosynthesis in plants and 

microscopic, single-cell organisms. Because life dominates the production of oxygen, and 

oxygen is needed for ozone, both gases were thought to be relatively strong biosignatures. But 

this study demonstrated that both molecular oxygen and ozone can be made without life when 

ultraviolet light breaks apart carbon dioxide (a carbon atom bound to two oxygen atoms). Their 

research suggests this non-biological process could create enough ozone for it to be detectable 

across space, so the detection of ozone by itself would not be a definitive sign of life.  

 

"However, our research strengthens the argument that methane and oxygen together, or methane 

and ozone together, are still strong signatures of life," said Domagal-Goldman. "We tried really, 

really hard to make false-positive signals for life, and we did find some, but only for oxygen, 



ozone, or methane by themselves." Domagal-Goldman and Antígona Segura from the 

Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México in Mexico City are lead authors of a paper about 

this research, along with astronomer Victoria Meadows, geologist Mark Claire, and Tyler 

Robison, an expert on what Earth would look like as an extrasolar planet. The paper appeared in 

the Astrophysical Journal Sept. 10, and is available online.  

 

Methane and oxygen molecules together are a reliable sign of biological activity because 

methane doesn't last long in an atmosphere containing oxygen-bearing molecules. "It's like 

college students and pizza," says Domagal-Goldman. "If you see pizza in a room, and there are 

also college students in that room, chances are the pizza was freshly delivered, because the 

students will quickly eat the pizza. The same goes for methane and oxygen. If both are seen 

together in an atmosphere, the methane was freshly delivered because the oxygen will be part of 

a network of reactions that will consume the methane. You know the methane is being 

replenished. The best way to replenish methane in the presence of oxygen is with life. The 

opposite is true, as well. In order to keep the oxygen around in an atmosphere that has a lot of 

methane, you have to replenish the oxygen, and the best way to do that is with life."  

 

Scientists have used computer models to simulate the atmospheric chemistry on planets beyond 

our solar system (exoplanets) before, and the team used a similar model in its research. However, 

the researchers also developed a program to automatically compute the calculations thousands of 

times, so they could see the results with a wider range of atmospheric compositions and star 

types. 

 

In doing these simulations, the team made sure they balanced the reactions that could put oxygen 

molecules in the atmosphere with the reactions that might remove them from the atmosphere. 

For example, oxygen can react with iron on the surface of a planet to make iron oxides; this is 

what gives most red rocks their color. A similar process has colored the dust on Mars, giving the 

Red Planet its distinctive hue. Calculating the appearance of a balanced atmosphere is important 

because this balance would allow the atmosphere to persist for geological time scales. Given that 

planetary lifetimes are measured in billions of years, it's unlikely astronomers will happen by 

chance to be observing a planet during a temporary surge of oxygen or methane lasting just 

thousands or even millions of years.  

 

It was important to make the calculations for a wide variety of cases, because the non-biological 

production of oxygen is subject to both the atmospheric and stellar environment of the planet. If 



there are a lot of gases that consume oxygen, such as methane or hydrogen, then any oxygen or 

ozone produced will be destroyed in the atmosphere. However, if the amount of oxygen-

consuming gases is vanishingly small, the oxygen and the ozone might stick around for a while. 

Likewise, the production and destruction of oxygen, ozone, and methane is driven by chemical 

reactions powered by light, making the type of star important to consider as well. Different types 

of stars produce the majority of their light at specific colors. For example, massive, hot stars or 

stars with frequent explosive activity produce more ultraviolet light. "If there is more ultraviolet 

light hitting the atmosphere, it will drive these photochemical reactions more efficiently," said 

Domagal-Goldman. "More specifically, different colors (or wavelengths) of ultraviolet light can 

affect oxygen and ozone production and destruction in different ways." 

 

Astronomers detect molecules in exoplanet atmospheres by measuring the colors of light from 

the star the exoplanet is orbiting. As this light passes through the exoplanet's atmosphere, some 

of it is absorbed by atmospheric molecules. Different molecules absorb different colors of light, 

so astronomers use these absorption features as unique "signatures" of the type and quantity of 

molecules present. 

 

―One of the main challenges in identifying life signatures is to distinguish between the products 

of life and those compounds generated by geological processes or chemical reactions in the 

atmosphere. For that we need to understand not only how life may change a planet but how 

planets work and the characteristics of the stars that host such worlds‖, said Segura.  

 

The team plans to use this research to make recommendations about the requirements for future 

space telescopes designed to search exoplanet atmospheres for signs of alien life. "Context is key 

– we can't just look for oxygen, ozone, or methane alone," says Domagal-Goldman. "To confirm 

life is making oxygen or ozone, you need to expand your wavelength range to include methane 

absorption features. Ideally, you’d also measure other gases like carbon dioxide and carbon 

monoxide [a molecule with one carbon atom and one oxygen atom]. So we're thinking very 

carefully about the issues that could trip us up and give a false-positive signal, and the good news 

is by identifying them, we can create a good path to avoid the issues false positives could cause. 

We now know which measurements we need to make. The next step is figuring out what we 

need to build and how to build it." 

 

The research was funded in part by the NASA Astrobiology Institute's (NAI) Virtual Planetary 

Laboratory (VPL). The NAI is administered by NASA's Ames Research Center in Mountain 



View, California, and funded as part of the NASA Astrobiology Program at NASA 

Headquarters, Washington. The VPL is based at the University of Washington, and comprises 

researchers at 20 institutions working to understand how telescopic observations and modeling 

studies can determine if exoplanets are able to support life, or had life in the past. Additional 

support for the research was provided by the NASA Postdoctoral Program, managed by Oak 

Ridge Associated Universities.  

 

The team represented an international collaboration that included researchers from NASA 

Goddard, NASA Ames, the NAI/VPL, the Instituto de Ciencias Nucleares, Universidad Nacional 

Autónoma de México, Mexico; the University of St. Andrews, St. Andrews, Scotland; and the 

University of Washington, Seattle. 

 

For more information about the NASA Astrobiology Institute, visit: http://astrobiology.nasa.gov/ 

 

(Link: https://www.nasa.gov/content/goddard/nasa-research-gives-guideline-for-future-alien-life-

search) 

  

http://astrobiology.nasa.gov/
https://www.nasa.gov/content/goddard/nasa-research-gives-guideline-for-future-alien-life-search
https://www.nasa.gov/content/goddard/nasa-research-gives-guideline-for-future-alien-life-search
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U.S. Government Web Sources 

1. The Central Intelligence Agency has placed the full texts of declassified documents 

concerning UFO's online at the CIA's Popular Document Collection: UFO's Fact or Fiction?  

2. The National Security Agency has placed the full texts of recently declassified documents 

concerning UFOs online at the National Security Agency's UFO Documents Index.  

3. The Federal Bureau of Investigation has placed the full texts of recently declassified 

documents concerning UFOs in PDF format in the "Unusual Phenomena" section of the FOIA 

Electronic Reading Room. 

4. For extensive documentation of UFO investigations, the researcher should consult the records 

of US Air Force Project Blue Book, located in Record Group 341, at the National Archives and 

Records Administration, Textual Reference Branch, College Park, MD 20740-6001. 

 

Summary of RG 341.15 RECORDS OF PROJECT BLUE BOOK 1947-69 

Source: http://www.archives.gov/research/guide-fed-records/groups/341.html#341.15 

 

 History: Established as Project Sign by a memorandum from Maj. Gen. L.C. Craigie, Director of 

Research and Development, Office of the Deputy Chief of Staff, Material, HQUSAF, to Lt. Gen. 

Nathan F. Twining, Commanding General, Air Materiel Command (AMC), USAF, 30 December 

1947. Assigned to Technical Intelligence Division, Intelligence Department, AMC, 22 January 

1948; confirmed by Technical Instruction 2185, HQAMC, 11 February 1949, pursuant to a letter 

from Director of Research and Development, Deputy Chief of Staff, Materiel, HQUSAF, 16 

December 1948. Project Grudge terminated, December 1949. Reactivated, 27 October 1951. 

Redesignated Project Blue Book, March 1952. Air Technical Intelligence Center, transferred 

from AMC to Office of Director of Intelligence, Deputy Chief of Staff, Operations, 1952. 

Terminated by Secretary of the Air Force announcement, 17 December 1969.  

 

Textual Records: Records of the Aerial Phenomena Branch, Technical Analysis Division, Air 

Technical Intelligence Center, Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, Ohio, relating to the Air Force 

study of unidentified flying objects (UFOs), consisting of case files on alleged UFO sightings, 

1947-1969 (61ft.); case files of the 4602d Air Intelligence Service Squadron on alleged UFO 



sightings, 1954-56; and records relating to the staffing and organization of the project, 1948-67. 

Records of the Office of the Director of Special Investigations, Office of the Inspector General, 

HQUSAF, consisting of reports of investigations of alleged UFO sightings, 1948-68. 

 

Motion Pictures (20 reels): Motion pictures received by the Air Force during the project, and 

forming part of the Aerial Phenomena Branch case files described above, 1950-67. 

 

Sound Recordings (23 items): Interviews with individuals conducted or acquired by the Air 

Force during the project, and forming part of the Aerial Phenomena Branch case files described 

above, 1955-67. 

 

Photographs (8,360 images): Sightings of alleged UFOs, forming part of the Aerial Phenomena 

Branch case files described above, 1954-66 (PBB). 
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Bernard, Raymond W. The hollow earth, the greatest geographical discovery in history made by 

Admiral Richard E. Byrd in the mysterious land beyond the poles, the true origin of the flying 

saucers. New York: University Books, 1969.  

Catoe, Lynn E., and Kay Rodgers. UFOs and related subjects: an annotated bibliography. 

Detroit: Gale Research Co., 1978. 

Corso, Philip J. The Day After Roswell. New York: Pocket Books, 1997.  

Davidson, Leon. Flying saucers: an analysis of the Air Force project blue book special report no. 

14. Ramsey, N.J.: Ramsey-Wallace Corp., 1966. 

Friedman, Stanton T., and Don Berliner. Crash at Corona: the U.S. military retrieval and cover-

up of a UFO. New York: Paragon House, 1992.  
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Thesis (Ph.D.) - University of Wisconsin, Madison, 1973. 
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