




cigar-shaped. Seven years later, in July 1 880, 
a large aerial light was seen in the area of St 
Petersburg (now Leningrad). Russia. Accom­
panying this main light were a couple of much 
smaller ones. 

During the early and mid 1890s there was 
no particular build-up of sightings. Then, in 
November 1 896, UFOs were seen all over 
California. The first report came from Sacra­
menta on the 17th of that month. A strange 
light was seen moving in the sky that night. 
Contemporary newspaper accounts mention 
quite a few witnesses, some of whom claimed 
to have distinguished a dark shape above the 
light. Four nights later it reappeared over the 
city of Sacramenta and was spotted by many 
people. That same night (21st November) 
similar flymg objects were seen moving over 
Folson, a city twenty miles east, and over San 
Francisco Bay, some sixty-f1ve miles to the 
south-west. 

California's newspapers made headline 
news out of these appearances. which were 
classified as an airship of some advanced type, 
with a lit-up cabin slung beneath a large, 

elongated gas-holder. it must be stressed that 
no powered airships (d1rig1bles) ex1sted 1n the 
USA at that t1me. though prototypes had been 
built and tested 1n France. and such airsh1ps 
had become a common dev1ce of f1ct1on. The 
only fictional example remembered today IS 

Jules Verne's Robur the Conqueror (f1rst 
published m France in 1886), but other 
authors who were well known m the 1880s 
and 1 890s for the1r f1ct1onal a1rsh1ps include 
Albert Robida, George Griff1th and E Douglas 
Fawcett. 

During the last week of November 1896, 
there were dozens more reports of l1ghts or of 
complete a1rships from towns and c1ties all 
over California. W1thout doubt, some of these 
were mistakes (a large meteor had been seen 
to break up over California a few weeks earlier, 
and this may have led to confus1on at a later 
date) or deliberate concoctions. but others had 
too many Witnesses and were too strange to be 
dismissed easily. 

In particular. there IS at least one mstance of 
an airship being seen to take off· from the 
ground (and the witnesses on that occasion 
were two Methodist ministers). A suggestion 
was made in a letter to one Californian 
newspaper that the airsh1p was from Mars. 
while another local paper reported a claim by 
two men that they met strange creatures who 
made off in a cigar-shaped craft. For a week or 
two the airship. sightings were big news. but 
only m California. From a couple of other states 
there were isolated claims of UFOs, but these 
were all quickly forgotten. 

The very next month, January 1897, air­
ships- or, at least, lights in the sky- were seen 
again. At first the renewal of activity was in 
California, and also in Delaware on the east 
coast at about the same time. During February 
and March there were many isolated incidents. 
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About the time of the UFO airship sightings, real airships like this were beginning to get off the 
ground; this is the first successful version, a 3 h.p. 'steam balloon' in which Henri Geffard flew 
from Paris to Trappes in 1852. 

particularly in the states of Nebraska, Michigan 
and Kansas. Swiftly the frequency of sightings 
grew and their geographical distribution 
widened. During April and May many 
thousands of people saw- or claimed to have 
seen - a1rsh1ps. Reports came from the mid­
western states in particular, but also from the 
eastern seaboard. There were simultaneous 
sightings from dozens of localities, sometimes 
in several states. Airships were nearly every­
where, and the whole of the USA was gripped 
in a fever of excitement! 

Inevitably, different witnesses gave different 
descriptions. but the general consensus was 
that these aerial craft were large and roughly 
cigar-shaped, with a metallic sheen. They had 
propellers and, quite often. small wings and 
fins, with a ship's body beneath. At night they 
always showed lights, sometimes very bright 
and occasionally of several colours. (At Nor­
man, Oklahoma, on April 11th, hundreds of 
people saw an airship with a bright red light at 
one end and flashing red lights along both 
sides.) These ships were highly manoeuvrable 
and capable of high speeds ( 1 00 m ph or 
more), even against the wind. Not only did 
these craft fly overhead, but many were seen 
landing or taking off, and claims of meetings 
with their occupants became common fare in 
the newspapers of the period. Lost anchors 
were even recovered from some of the air­
ships. 

Generally claims of meetings were un­
imaginative, with the airship's crew being 
normal Americans and admitting that they 

came from a secret location in another state, 
and with the anchors being indistinguishable 
from those used on sailing ships. Only very 
occas1onally were the airships said to have 
originated outside the USA - or to be 
extraterrestrial. 

As with the modern wave of UFO reports, 
there were many sceptics ready to dismiss 
each and every sightings as Venus, meteors, 
mass hysteria or hoaxes, and there IS little 
doubt that each of these four factors accounts 
for some of the sightings. 

In particular, there were two celebrated 
hoaxes perpetrated at the height of the wave, 
in April 1897, and which were accepted as fact 
for half a century or more. One was in Aurora, 
Texas, where it was claimed that a large 
propeller-driven airship crashed and exploded 
in the early morning of April 17th, killing its 
sole crew member, "a Martian". The other 
case was supposed to have happened on a 
ranch near Le Roy, Kansas, on the night of April 
19th. Here a cigar-shaped airship, some three 
hundred feet long, with a transparent carriage 
beneath it, roped a two-year-old heifer and flew 
off with it. Inedible parts of the cow were said 
to have been found a few miles away next day. 

By the end of May, 1897 the airship wave 
was clearly diminishing, and in June only a 
single incident was noted. This was in Texas, 
and has particular interest because two air­
ships were seen together in the same place at 
the same time. That may have marked the end 
of the US sightings, but there were several 
reports from Europe and Canada in later 



months of the year. 
After this unprecedented activity in the skies 

things were quiet for a decade or so. with no 
more than a sighting or two per year from 
different parts of the world. just as it had been 
from 1870 to 1895. This changed 1n 1909. 
when there was a spate of airship s1ghtings 
over Britain. In March. April and May of that 
year there were at least forty-three reports of 
(mainly) large, dark. cigar-shaped airships, 
carrymg searchlights. They disappeared and 
then. 1n July, August and September the same 
year. were seen frequently and widely over 
New Zealand. 

While these sightings occurred after the 
testing of the first German Zeppelins ( 1 902). 
those were experimental craft of extremely 
limited range and manoeuvrability; it IS most 
unlikely that they could have flown over Bntam 
1n 1 909 and totally 1mposs1ble that they could 
have reached New Zealand. 

Many of the airship sight1ngs of 1896-7 and 
1 909 may be dismissed on the grounds of 
being (as mentioned earlier) Venus. meteors. 
mass hystena and hoaxes. Yet there remam 
such good sightings (clear views of lights and 
superstructures) witnessed by as many as 
1 0,000 people at one time. that one is forced 
to believe in their existence. Why, though, did 
these UFOs almost always take the shape of 
airships rather than that of flying saucers? 

A possible answer IS contained in the theory 
of UFOs propounded by Frenchman Bertrand 
Meheust He noted that the silvery flying 
saucers seen since the late 1940s closely 
resembled the alien spacecraft featured in 
science f1ct1on stories from the 1930s and 
earlier. 

Th1s led him to suggest that science fiction 
authors m1ght have been influenced 1n their 
choice of spacecraft by the pressure of 
extraterrestrial forces. for the purpose of 
prepanng mankind for the flying saucers to 
come. One can extend this theory to include 
the appearance of powered airships in the 
science fiction of the latter part of the 19th 
century, and the subsequent appearance of 
such airships in the skies of America during the 
1890s. This may not be very plausible. and it 
does nothing to explain the transition from 
airships to flying saucers. but what other 
explanation is there? 

FOO FIGHTERS AND GHOST ROCKETS 

D
URING the mid-1940s there occurred two 
UFO waves. Although they must be 

counted as part of the modern sequence of 
sightings, these phenomena were substantial­
ly different from more recent UFOs in several 
respects. 

The first of the two waves ( 1 944-5) was 
named 'too fighters'. the second ( 1 94 7) ·ghost 
rockets'. In neither case were the later-to­
become-familiar flying saucer shapes seen. 
nor did either wave receive much publicity at 

the time. In particular. it was never suggested 
by contemporary observers that either too 
fighters or ghost rockets were of extrater­
restrial origin. Also. there were suff1cient 
similarities between the two types for them to 
be dealt with together 1n this article: in 
particular they manifested themselves almost 
entirely in the skies of Europe, and they were 
both believed. at the t1me. to be secret 
experimental craft. developed by European 
nations. 

Foo Fighters 
Foo fighters were relatively small balls of fire. 
white. yellow. orange or red 1n colour. Appear­
ing usually 1n small groups, they followed 
some US bomber and f1ghter aircraft on 
missions over Germany in the later stages of 
World War 11. Their name was given to them by 
US pilots. lt may be derived from 'feu·. the 
French word for 'fire·. or i( may (as suggested 
1n The Encyclopaedia of UFOs edited by Ronald 
D Story) come from the Smokey Stover comic 
stnp wh1ch often contained the catch-phrase 
'where there's too. there's fire·. 

Obviously it is difficult to be precise as to the 
s1ze of a ball of fire or wcular light. since its 
distance is not easy to judge, especially at 
n1ght when the majority of sightmgs were 
made. Most witnesses estimated too fighters 
as being from a few centimetres to several 
meters 1n diameter. 

They seemed to play with a1rcraft. accompa­
nying them for a few seconds or a few m1nutes 
at a time. yet possessmg much greater speed 
(up to 500 mph) and manoeuvrability, so that 
they could fly c1rcles round any US Air Force 
plane. Foo f1ghters were able to appear and 
disappear at will. and they never registered on 
radar. At no t1me d1d they make any move to 
attack or otherwise threaten any US aircraft or 
a1rcrew. 

The f1rst recorded too fighter sighting came 
on the night of 23rd November 1 944. by the 
crew of a B-29 bomber patrolling the River 
Rhme near Strasbourg. A group of eight or ten 
orange balls of lights closed with the aircraft. 
moving at a very high speed; after vanishing, 
reappearing, and staymg with the aircraft for a 
few m mutes. they winked out of sight 

During the rest of November and through­
out December of 1944 there were s1milar 
s1ghtings, particularly along the Franco­
German border. but also deeper into Germany. 
B-1 7 bombers seemed particularly prone to 
being followed by too fighters. Many reports 
were filed by members of aircrews. and the 
phenomenon was the subject of much gossip at 
a1r force bases. though the s1ghtings were not 
Immediately made public. (lengthy magazine 
and newspaper articles about them did appear 
1n 1 94 7 in the wake of the first modern flying 
saucer sightings.) 

The lack of newspaper stories at the time is 
easily explained. There was. in 1944. no flying 
saucer tradition into which these too fighters 

could be fitted. Then again. sightings were 
being made as part of Allied thrusts into 
Germany, details of which were a closely­
guarded secret. with information being re­
leased only sparingly, through official chan­
nels: USAF pilots were discouraged from 
chatting to the media about their work. The 
third. and perhaps most important, reason for 
the lack of publicity was that too fighters were 
believed (perhaps officially) to be a secret 
German weapon. 

Witnesses had provided such good descrip­
tions of too fighters that all possible expla­
nations involving natural phenomena had 
been ruled out lt is tempting to dismiss too 
fighters as reflections of searchlights or fires 
on the ground, but one can presume that US 
aircrew were far too experienced to make 
mistakes of this nature. Also. ball lightning, 
although in a similar size range to too fighters. 
never behaved in such a strange manner. 

The long duration of some sightings (up to 
seventy-five minutes) and the way in which a 
group of too fighters would zoom up to an 
aircraft then match its speed and direction for 
tens of miles. staying in perfect formation. 
suggested an intelligence at work. lt was never 
suggested that too fighters were manned. but 
that they might be remotely-controlled re­
connaissance devices. Their failure to register 
on air- to ground-based radar was. of course. 
due to some new technological advance. 

The widespread acceptance of too fighters 
as German secret weapons is emphasised by 
their alternate name - 'Kraut fireballs' - and 
this theory seemed to have been conclusively 
proved when. in early 1945. Allied forces took 
over areas of Germany just to the east of the 
River Rhine. and the too fighters suddenly 
vanished from the skies of Europe. 

That was not quite the end of the 
phenomenon. though. Foo fighters had disap­
peared from Europe, but they appeared briefly, 
in 1945. over the Pacific Ocean. shadowing 
some US aircraft flying missions over 
Japanese-held islands. Their descriptions and 
behaviour exactly matched those seen above 
the Rhine. There were rumours after 1945 that 
Hitler's rocket engineers had developed im­
mensely fast flying saucers as a weapon even 
more deadly than the V1 and V2 rockets. Some 
of these saucers. with swastika markings, were 
supposed to have been seen over Berlin in 
April and early May of 1 945. 

Nothing was ever discovered after World 
War 11 to prove or disprove any of these 
theories. and the nature of too fighters remains 
a mystery to this day. 

Ghost Rockets 

Early in 1946 another wave of strange objects 
disturbed the skies of Europe. Apparently 
metallic and cigar-shaped. they were seen by 
many witnesses to fly at high speeds. emitting 
some sort of bluish rocket exhaust from the tail 
and yet making no sound at all. They were 
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