
A LITTLE PHYSICS ... A LITTLE FRICTION: 
A CLOSE ENCOUNTER WITH THE CONDON COMMITTEE 

sv ROBERT M. Wooo 

I n 1966 I read a book by Harvard astronomer Donald 
Menzel that evaluated UFO ightings.1 The discus­
sion of sightings seemed unnaturally forced to pro­
vide a conventional explanation, usually at the price 

of ignoring the information provided by witnesses. Thi 
unsatisfying book cau ed me lo read a wide pectrum of 
UFO I iterature. From it I concluded Lhat 1h simplest expla­
na1ion for UFO is: if intelligent lit i abundant, and if new 
phy icaJ principle are discovered Lhat will permit inertial 
control gravitational control and superluminal travel, we 
should expect to sec many visitors.2 

Confident in the conviction lhat small rebel groups or 
individuals often achieve brcakthr ughs , I recommended 
t my management that a mod t company-funded project* 
be und rtaken to explore br akthr ughs io gravity propul­
si n. The project included lhe exploration of unpopular 
theories, laboratory evaluation ofhypolhc es, field observa­
tion. witnes interview and e amin tion of the UFO liter­
nture. At one point there were four full -time aod three part­
time employees involved. Th project wa terminated in 
1969 at my recommendation due to our inability to identify 
the timing of the payoff. The project wa slightly covert to 
avoid premature discussion. Th ode name was "BITBR" 
tanding for "Boys ln The Back Room,' and elected 

be au, we had a room in the back of the building under a 
tairwell wilh a tumbler lock. 

Io spite of our desire to keep a low profile, we net­
worked with selected key people. For ex.ample Jim 
McDonald knew of our work, Allen Hynek5 became a 
pc onal friend I was invited to tc tify at Lhe Congressional 
hearings in 1968 (but de lined)/1 and arl agan initially 
invit ·d me to participate in the to-b -p tponed UFO ym­
posium in J 968 sponsored by the American Association for 
the Advancement of cienc (AAA ). 7 

USING THE EARTH'S FIELD 

nc of the early analys our project performed wa Lo 

Roberr M. Wood was a very early member of rhe Center for 
UFOSwdiesandamemberof1heir ientific Board. a long­
ri111e111emberoftheMutual UFONetwork(l973)andalong ­
lime McD01111ell Douglas employee, o,/"which 35 years have 
l)ee11 in research and deve!opme111 management. 

determine whether, based on conventional physics, one 
c uld use the earth's electric ricld (typically 100 volts/meter 
at sea level) or magnetic field (typically 0.3 gauss) to support 
craft that might have an electric charge or a magnetic dipole. 

Figures l , 2, and 3 are pre nted to summarize thi. 
analy i . (The figures shown here are exact copic of the 
originals used at the Condon meeting to be discus ed.) 

igur 1 show the operating paramcte for a charged 
phere floating in the eanh e lectri field with a payload 

in ide. Th plot shows boundaries where the payload would 
be too densely packed (heavier Lhan water), o light that a 
ball on would be easier, and corona breakdown. For all 
intere ting payload case the high voltages would cause a 
corona discharge and Lhe charge w uld not remain on th 
sphere. Consider the geometry of a magnetic dipole with 
magnetic moment M. susp nd d jn the Earth's magnetic 

ELECTROSTATIC VEHICLE PARAMETERS 

OOlli • lfO VIM FIELD • V[IIICLE RADIUS <<AI.TITUDE 
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Figure 1. This shows what the volwge would have to be 
on a charged. hollow sphere to support ihe total weights 
shown on the ordinate. If the harg could be kept on 
instead of sparking or leaking off. a JO-meter radius 
sphere charged to aboul I0JJ volts would support a 
I 00. 000-pound payload. 

•This article was not submiucd for review and approval and 
th re fore does not reflect any implied or explicit endorsement by 
Lhc McDonnell Douglas Corporation . Although che exi Lenee of 
this projecl is no longer believed to be controversial, the privacy of 
Lh other employees involved is respected and their idcnlily is not 
revealed here. 
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Twenty questions on UFOs provided to the Condon Committee 

Specific 

I. What "probability of reality" are you requiring before 
accepting apparent obscrvat:io11s in a tentative data bank? 

2. What technicaJ data or estimate magnitudes have been 
obtained for observations of: 

• Magnetic field strcng1h? 
• Electric field strength? 
• Intensity vs. spectral distribution of EM? 
• Sizes? 
• Temperatores? 
• Flight kinematics (G's, velocity vs. altitude)? 
• Acoustic spectra? 
• Odor classification? 
• Geometry/brightness/acceleration relationship? 

3. What industry participation have you received to date arid 
arc you looking for any more? • 

4. Have you verified any cyclical trend of sighting frequen­
cy with Mars di ' tan cc and is such a !Tend continuing? 

5. Do you LhinklhaLlhereportedanimal reactions, if true, are 
due to ultrasonic magnetic, electric, or other energy? 

6. Do you think that it clearly follows from Markewitz's 
five assumptions that the UFOs cannot be ex:tratcrrestrial? 

General 

7. Have you etup a standard setofcriteria to keep the logic 
as consistent as possible, thereby eliminating emotional non­
scientific factors such as "guilt by association" and "proof b)' 

analogy?" 
8. Do you think that a feasible propulsion scheme which 

would duplicate most UFO alleged performance feats would 
affect the opinion of scientists about the reality of UFOs? Why 
should it? 

9. If the UFOs are extraterrestrial, are you inclined to feel 
that their propulsion and/or energy principles are: 

a) within Lhecapabilities ofour science and engineer­
ing, 

b) within our scope of understanding of science but 
temporarily outside of our engineering capability, or 

field B, as shown ill Figure 2. Current flowing around a 
toroid willproduceboth a force Fanda torqueT. lfthedipole 
is maintained stable with no tOrque, the vehicle parameters 
are as shown on Figure 3, indicating a useful region for 
manned transportation craft: not too dense, not loo small, not 
too light. Figure 4 shows a charged dipole with a smooth 
external shape to minimize field strength concentration . 
The spiraling motion produced on lhe electroni, and ions by 
the strong magnetic field might be able to keep the charge 
from leavjng. Current density in the presumed supercon­
ducting toroid to permit this design was estimated to be of 
lhe order of 1014 amps/m2. 

THE VISIT TO CONDON 

Since this shape looked more or less like those in some UFO 
reports, it was suggested (by both Allen Hynek and Jim 
McDonald) that it be presented to the Condon Committee, 
whose study al that time was well underway. Therefore. J 
wrote a letter to Dr. Condon offering lO present these resu I ts 

c) clearly require an extension of our understanding 
of basic science? 

l 0. Do you think that the "will to believe" for the believers 
isa more or less important factor than the "will notto'be]jeve" for 
non-believers? In your study so fat have you found that a deep­
rooted psychological motive, perhaps unknown to the iJ;idividu­
als, is the basis for the pro and con argument, and that both sides 
have failed themselves by either ignoring evidence or escalating 
the evide.nce available? 

11. Are you concerned that the public, the customer, and 
fellow scientists mightdraw preliminary conclusions from your 
public tatement made prior to the completion of the study, 
thereby resulting in subtle pressures which would in tum influ­
ence the outcome? 

12. Have you attempted 10 get the ''strangeness"/"crerubili­
ty'' correlation suggested by Hynek? 

13. On the basis of the publicly verifiable evidence do you 
feel that your conclusions differ from those of the past? 

14. What specific books or references have you read? What 
special information do you have access to which is not generally 
available to the public? 

15. Do you thlnk that two carefully worded opinion polls, 
one aimed at the public and one aimed at scientist could result in 
important new information or contain any surprises? 

Speculative 

l 6. If it were esiabHshed that the UFOs were extraterres1rial, 
what actions would you recommend and by whom? 

17. Why do y0u, or do you, think that 'The Interrupted 
Journey" is a hoax, a dream, or a reality? 'The Villa-Boas 
Incident"? 

18. If there are as many extraterrestriaJ craft as are reported, 
how do they handle their traffic control problem without our 
knowing it? 

19. How many reports do you have of the human mind 
receiving and detecting directcommuoications from UFOs and/ 
or occupants? 

20. How do you like to answer tl1e question "If they re 
extraterrestrial, why don't they contact us?" 

MAGNETIC DIPOLE IN EARTH'S FIELD 

.. 

Figure 2. A toroid made of superconducting material 
circulating millions of amperes can hover in the earth 's 
magnetic field due to the vertical gradient of the field. 
The torques, however, due to a few microradians 
misalignment with the field vector will cause overturning 
moments that will suck the dipole d<JWn.ward instead of 
.~upporting it upward. This would require a high-quality 
precision control system. 
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MAGNETIC VEHICLE PARAMETERS 
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Figure 3. A hoyering toroidal magnet with a dipole 
moment of IO'' amp-meter2 can support 100,000 pounds 
of payload for a six-meter radius with I 0!J amperes 
fl.owing around it. 

and our conclusions. He invited me to come and do that, and 
the date agreed was Friday afternoon, 0 t ber 13, 1967. 

While rem.ini cing about my undergraduate day at Lbe 
University of Colorado, I entered Woodbury Hali next to 
Hale Hall wber I had laken freshman physics laboratory 22 
year before. There I had done the Millikan oil drop exper­
iment, in which a drop of oil i upported by an electric field. 

The Committee was cordially waiting for me, and after 
introduction. (Robert Low, David Sam1ders, Roy Craig, 
Mary Lou Arm trong, Edward Condon, Franklin Roach), 
we at around the room, with ondon staying at his de k at 
the far end. I gave them copie of my twenty questions 
(shown on page 7) for later di cussion. They wanted to hear 
aboutourtechnicalresults. Theyhadaprojectorandascrecn 
set up. I gave my briefing giving a little background, and 
quickly got to evalualiag the de ign limits discussed above. 
At that time, during the briefing I noted that the current 
density required (1014 amps/m2 minimum) was only a factor 
of ten greater than Lhal achieved by the best uperconductors 
of Lhe day.8 Dr. Condon said, "Well, Lbere' your an wcr! 
You can't doit." Several committee member looked at him 
incredulously. 

I forget the xact sequence of the entire conver ation, 
but we did talk about many of Lhe twenty question that J had 
prepared to promote focused conversation, and l do remem­
ber that Condon told one or two hoax stories in a jovial 
manner. I more or Jess tried to lead th m through lhe 
que Lions, but there were too many for the time agrc d upon 
and Low was more or less picking and choosing. I don't 
recall ever getting lo the discussion of the article by 
Markowitz9 (quc lion 6). ldo recall that atone point la ked 
que Lion 8, postulating a craft landing out ide the building 
in 10 minutes, and Condon stated that it would not change 
hi opinion of the subject. At that point, his staff again 
looked toward him incredulously. 

MAGNETIC - ELECTROSTATIC MODEL 

Figure 4. If a toroidal magnet were enclosed by a 
charged ellipsoidal shell, both the electrons and ions 
produced by the leakage current might be trapped in the 
large magnetic field of the magnetic dipole, and leak off 
comparatively slowly. 

We parted most pleasantly, and later I met socially with 
DaveSaunder ,wholivedju tablockor ofrommyfather. 
He privately expr sed significant concern about the objec­
tivity of the tudy and later resigned and wrote-a book called 
UFOs? Yes! 10 

After returning borne to Southern California lh fol low­
ing week, I noti ed that Bob Low was to be giving a talk 
enti tled 'Are UFOs for Real?" at CalT cb after a dinner 
meeting of the lEEE. l attended theme ting, and concluded 
that he was giving me the impression that he wa neither 
unbiased nor objective even though I did u e the phr e a 
very fair treatment of this dj (ficuJt ubjecl' in a lett r co Dr. 
Condon discussed next. 

M LETTER TO CONDO 

After absorbing various statements from the media about 
what the CommJttee wa. thinking or doing, I decided to 
write a letter a couple of monlh later, which is shown on the 
following page. This letter wa. on company tationcry and 
mailed according to the procedures we were using at that 
time, which did not requfre extensive approval for profes­
sional corre pondence that did not involve any contract 
work. Accordingly, I do not believe that I sought the 
approval of my bo s to send it, although I think our BITBR 
taff offered sugge lions before the final version. Further­

more, becau e it eemed unlikely that Condon would have 
m Live to implement my uggestion , 1 also sent copies to 
Low. Craig, Roach, and Saunders in eparate envelopes. 
Bob Low responded to my letter to Condon with a not 
unrea onable rebuual to my views. 

The thing that impres ed me about the visit are really 
the first four p iots in my letter to Dr. Condon. Of these 
points, theirlackoffamjliantywith the UFO literature really 
stunned me. Al "O, the lack of interest in how u h craft (if 
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Dr. E(h,rard U. Condon 
Unlvorslty of Colorado 
Boulder, Colorado 80302 

Oear Dr. Condon : 

9 January 1968 

Thank y011 very much for the high degree of courtesy ex-tended to me on 
tha occe.s l on of f'llY visit -ttiero. 

You might be lnferested to kna,, thet I attended Bob low's Southern 
Cal ifol""nla IEEE t&lk and hz,d tho reoctlon that hQ gave e very fair 
treatment of this di ttlcult subject. 

I .-:r, stl 11 left with some· very gentJine ccncerns about the prOOnble con­
clusions of your study, This sweeping snt ... ent Is supported by four 
•ubsequent concerns as fol I ows: 

I. j don 1 1' r-eaiJ ly have the daep-do~m fool Ing tha·t the a,ct"ra­
terrostr lnl hypothesis Is receiving your open-111lnded otte,,tlon, 

2. You g~ve me the lrnp resslon 1 perhaps unlntentlonally and par­
hops lnoccuretely, that you Md your stoff may not be fMI I lor with 
the, whole spec"trUTI of UFO I ltonrturo. Far exisrnpda, when I mentioned 
the VII los-Soas Incident It seemed to me thof- only ono n,eml>er ol your 
staff hod read this one whereos It hos buen reported I n s"""' detol I Ii 
at least threo book.s. I am enclosing e list of references on UFO' s, 
oil of which I "ould regord os "required reod lng" wre I Involved In 
your contract. 

3. Your subcontroct effort- would nppe.nr to be orlen'ted towl!irds 
11expLeln1n:g the UFO's away". For exomple, -the S. R.I. contrect to 
study rodar Gncmol lcs wl 11 undoubt-edly result In our I earning more 
about radar and not abou-t UFO's. Whl le I am no"f" hml I lar wtth the 
scope of yoµr Raytheon controct, Instinct tells n,e ·thet It Is not 
likely to Include the possible promise that UFO's are .,.treterrastrlel 
craft and hence, un l I kely to support such a hypothesis. 

•· Whereas your objectives In the s1'udy are llml1'ed only by the 
lon9uo9e of the contrect, you heva elected to I Tmlt your objective 
essontlal ly t"o The qllflstlon of whe'ther thoy aro real objects. I 
would see no roason to l)elleve tha1- such a limi t ed obJecttve would 
have any greater chonce of success than the snma obJactlve hlls had for 
20 yeors, "nless the sighting freq"oncy hos gone up slgnlflc&ntly, 
thoroby offer Ing the opportun I ty for we I I I nstrun,,ntod ond documented 
sightings under the control of your study l!S opposed to Instrumented 
end documented sightings which di fter prlmorlly In 'thot they hove not 
been under the control of your study. If they are not r-eal craft, 
•hat they ore Is pro~ably triv i al sclentltlc•I ly; If they ere reol 
creft, the lmportan1' obJoctlves that you !.hould be ~ddressing bre how 
do th~ work, wti.ere do -they como from, why do they come, when did they 
stert coming. 'lfha"t do they want-. and to use frank Edwards' chapter 
title, "Who's Or-lvlng?" 

Figure 5. The letter to Dr. Condon after the visit 
suggested some concerns and some actions. 

there were any) might work pretty clearly :ndicated that 
the scope of the study was harply limited to the reality of 
the phenomena, not understanding it. Furthermore, from 
a management viewpoint, it was clear to me that the 
Committee was not a cohesive team ata11. Condon clearly 
was trying to use his reputation to overpower the others 
intellectually, and he had lined up Low as his agent to do 
the real control to keep everyone in their own little 
assigned slots. I had the impression that my visit was one 
of the few times that they had convened as a group to deal 
with the totality of the subject. 

Sending copies of my letter to his staff must have 
incensed Condon because I was told many month later 
that be had contacted James S. McDonnell, the CEO of 
McDonnell Douglas at that time (we had been merged 
with McDonnell Aircraft for less than a year), asking that 
he get me fired. I do not know the details of this interac­
tion, but my management supported me, and I was bliss­
fully unaware of this contact until much later The proJecl 

continued independent of this atlempt to kill it. 

FINAL DISCUSSIONS 

In retrospect, this interaction with the Condon 
Committee was consistent with the pattern of the project: 
Low doing much of the public action-oriented work; 
Condon using his prestige to set the stage for the non­
answer; the members trying to be objective much of the 
time, while shuddering at the project environment 
focused on their specialties; and generally showing 
nowhere nearly as much knowledge of the literature as 
I had pkked up in a year of part-time reading. 

My last interaction with the Committee was with 
Dr. William K. Hartmann, who interviewed Rex Heflin 
at the home ofidabel Epperson. Heflin was a California 
highway maintenance engineer who took four Polaroid 

As we el I knoi,,, ~ to bo critic.al Is sane'tlmes eesy end to b9 constn,ct1ve 
Is often ll'IOre dlfflcul't and usually loss fri!quont; however', I 1111111 try 
1111th .!.Qme. s.uggcrtrons Intended to be tot_ed ly constructive. 

l. I would rec()'f'lfl'lend dlvldlng your staH In -to two tetr1s: "A 
tielfever tewn and a dlsboflever toam". This .,..ou ld have the effect of 
assurl.ng op,en rftlndedness f,-.cm n~ unTI I the concluJJon of your study. 
espec:l,etly tf the reports and views of both -tentn!ii war11 carried thr"ough 
In the flnol reporf, 

2, 8e~1J$e 1 h1el 1te ol 1 hove a TElndency to be ~weyed by what 
other people think, It might bG V9ry constructive to openly assess 
this factor by NO CONiul ly worded oplnla, pol ls - c,ne al .. d ot tho 
sclon"tfst end one afmed at the general populeco. Intuit •°" te l I s'"" 
If the pol ls probe for the bosls of the opinions fflQn ~uch lnfonMtlon 
could sh<>d llght c,n underlying Issue,. 

:>. I would urge a systerrt11tfc onalysls o1 th• -technlcal end scien­
tific lonplicotlons of the reporls In order to lay the foundation for 
future i,ctlon by the onglneer-lng fmd sclentl fie cc:mnunltles . 

4. If your conclusions ,evolve along tho lln&!. thot ttthey are 
probably not oxtreterrestrlzil craft'4 I honest l y bll!ljleve 'th.n't l"t voold 
b.t cons.tructl ve to 11\D~ the ~ssumptlon tht1t you are wrong end to test 
Jn deTol I the ..!ilternatlve log le. 

In makl~g the above st"lJTement_s I hovo .somie concern thot vou may feel 
that 1 took r.Clvant~ga o·t your courtesy and Dfl1 tnDkln.9 lrrlti,tl~ remarks. 
However. I flnnly belluvo that avt,n though you "'V 110♦ be a,5 "open­
mfnded11 as I "°1..1/d l lkB ebout the e:xtratorT&itr1al hypothesis, that you 
aro goJng to do averythlng you can to assure the highest SCl81'11'lflc 
.s-tendards, -.hlch wt l I c.nrtelnly fnctude 111:tenlng to and paying atten­
tion to. and even seeking out al I points of view prop05•d by f"'llltlonnl 
"'Inds If they could have some useful bearing on tho subject. ,,...,.._ 
fora. I ffll sanding copies of this letter to several of the atnff 
rrombers. 

I rind It ,.uch easier to ke"I) a bo!oncoa view myse l f by c"ltlvatlng the 
noturol humor associated "Ith this subject; since I think you and your 
sti11ff do too, I Ml sending you ,ny set of be1'tar certoons whlc;h I have 
been col lectlng. The POGO strip In the tront of Sagen-Shklovskl ls an 
ex:cel fant" introduc::Tlon. rsn't ft7 • 

I hav,ei nothing "'°re to contribute olohg techn real er ~clentl fie I Ines 
l!lt this tfmo that I am very suro of. If, on the other hand, yo1J would 
1 lk~ ,rt,/ eisslstance In any wey, I should bi111 pleased to gr...., Jt'. 

Thank you .i,geln for the oudlcnce which yo1.1 g&ve- me. I hope it may ooc 
d.?iy bc.ar- fruit for ol I o't us . 

RMW:onsb 

Enclosures - List of Rotorencos (Ul 
Set of Cartoons <Ul 

cc: Robert J. Low 
Or. Roy Cro I g 
Or. Fn,nkl In Rooch 
Dr. Dii.'lvld R. Sounders 

Very t-n,ly you r s. 

R. M, Wood, Doputy Director 
Reseer-ch and Dove lopment 
Advance Sys.tern~ & Technology 
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photographs of a close daytime UFO encounter. The Condon 
report wrote it off as a hoax. There was nothing in the 
interview that lheard that would have led to the conclusion 
of a hoax. The Heflin testimony and photographs, however, 
warrant a eparate discussion because Heflin's report of a 
rotating beam of ligbt on its underside was confinned by a 
high-contrast print of one of the four photo he took. 

II was clear to me that neither Condon nor Low were 
eriou ly inlerested in engaging in any technical analyses 

that might have been germane to how such vehicles might 
operate. Since that was the whole point of our company 
focus, no further contact was promoted with the Condon 
Commjttee. We read the results later. One of our staff 
analyzed the fat report in great d tail, providing an analysis 
of the contents of the report, 'harply contrasting with the 
ummary by Condon. Such compari ons have been noted by 

others. My fir t-h.and interaction with the Condon Commit­
ree wa a blend of a little phy ic and the friction nonnalJy 
accompanying ideas in connict. 
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Lo , Was the Key is the personal account of a woman 
(u ing the pseudonym Leah A. Haley) who describes her 
aucmpt to understand what she perceives to be an alien 
abduction experience. What significance this book ha re ts 
not with any information it provides about UFO or aliens, 
but in the way it encapsulates everything problematic with 
alien abduction stories and abducti n research. 

In essence, the book consist of Haley describing her 
dreams, memory flashes, seemingly real events remem­
ber d under hypnosis and personal experiences that she 
regard a' the sinister working of nefarious forces. Unfor­
tunately, despite Haley's own conviction th.al these recollec­
tion con titute proof of the reality of her abduction and 
governmental interest in her knowledge of Lhe al.ien pres­
ence, ·he fails to provide any convincing evidence that 
something exlraordinary happened Lo her. Here is the sum 
total of her evidence: a vaguely remembered childhood 
ighting, a family interested in UFO.sand readily willing to 

4. James E. McDonald wa an articulate atmospheric 
scientist from the University of Arizona. His views are 
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believe in her abduction, and an abduction researcher con­
vinced !hat alienintervention i the only explanation for any 
p. ych logi aJ Late ot phy i al ondilion she experienc:es. 

/Ast Was the Key i11ustrate how one s perception of 
reality can be ubtly influenced-even distorted-by be­
liefs, family attitudes popular culture, hypnosis, support 
group and questionable research methodology. Abduction 
researchers should read this book as an example of how 
publi . hed accounts (especially Lho e which imply a correla­
tion between certain psychological states and event-level 
reality) or research methods and counseling techniques 
(especially the use of hypno i and support groups) can 
create and promote an abductec subcultare---one based 
largely perhaps on false mem ries. 

Ju tas "false memory syndrome" is now a.controversial 
feature of case involving alleged childhood sexual abuse, 
abduction researchers mu. t con ider the pos ibiJity that a 
similar phenomenon is contaminating their data. 

/Ast Was the Key is a warning- an unintentional one­
to all of us who are interested in discovering accurate data 
and thinking objectively about this modem-day mystery. 

-David Boras 

IUR ♦ JuLv/Au ou T 1993 

10 


