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lfU hy aren't p rofessional 
astronomers reporting 
UFOs? If extraterrestrials 

really are visiting our planet, shouldn't 
astronomers be the first to know? 

The question is much more complex 
than that. Astronomical telescopes peer 
deep into the universe, but they cover 
very small areas of the sky (airplanes, 
for example, rarely appear). Moreover, 
astronomers these days don't spend 
much time looking through telescopes, 
preferring instead to examine photo­
graphic plates or watch closed-circuit­
tv monitors. 

Those few reports on file read like 
everybody else's. Astronomers, more 
familiar than the average person with sky 
phenomena, do tend to report fewer 
"unidentified" sightings, but they still from 
time to time report UFOs. 

According to a survey of astronomers' 
opinions concerning UFOs, conducted in 
1976 by Dr. Peter Sturrock of Stanford 
University, 70 of the 261 1 astronomers 
polled replied that they had "witnessed or 
obtained an instrumental record of an 
event which (they) could not identify and 
which may be related to the UFO 

phenomenon." This figure of less than 3 
percent represents only about one quarter 
of all those Americans who claim to have 
seen UFOs. 

More than 90 percent of average cases 
readily yield to prosaic explanations. The 
residue of "unexplaineds" possibly would 
be higher for astronomers, since they 
might be expected to recognize sky 
phenomena that could mislead ordinary 
citizens. But Sturrock did not investigate 
those reports sent to him, since that was 
beyond the scope of his study. 

Still, the astronomers' stories are 
·i ntriguing. Many such cases involved 
"nocturnal lights" for which there could 
have been numerous explanations (one 
case ultimately was identified as a distant 
rocket launch, which UFO investigators 
were reluctant to accept), but some of 
these were definitely noteworthy. In 
particular, several astronomers reported 
seeing lights hover motionless for many 

. minutes, only to suddenly shoot up into the 
sky and vanish. Other ~ights appeared In 
bizarre formations, executing enigmatic 
maneuvers. Similar-sounding cases from 
other witnesses, when investigated. have 
yielded explanations, but these stories 

Authenticity of Rex Heflin photo (above) is subject of internescine battle among UFO buffs. 
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continue to sound strange nonetheless. 
Some "classic " f lying saucers were 

reported. An astronomer and his family 
watched a "silvery disc-shaped object" 
with "bluish-green lights at the rim and a 
red light at the center" zip over their car 
shortly after sunset one summer. A 
glowing sphere was seen to dance around 
a tall tree one night (possibly it was ball 
lightning, but scientists do not real ly 
understand ball lightning, either!). A flying 
platform complete with rotating radar 
antenna reportedly buzzed the Princeton 
University campus one evening in April 
1969. A flat silver-gray disc flew in front of 
an astronomer driving along a mountain 
road in New Mexico; his truck stalled when 
he tried to speed up after the object. 

While fascinating, these cases have not 
actually been checked by experienced 
UFO investigators. Indeed, they probably 
never will be. Such stories do show, 
however, that astronomers see UFOs like 
everybody else-but much less 
frequently, despite their g reater attention 
to the sky. 

One " identified flying object" (or IFO} is 
a testament to the observer 's acute 
perception-and to the element of luck 
that often is the only way some baffling 
cases ever get solved. While driving along 
the coast in daylight near Pensacola, 
Florida (some 20 years ago), the 
astronomer noticed a bright 
aluminum-hued flying saucer in the sky 
ahead of him. The sharply outlined disc 
was about the width of the fu ll moon. 

But as the man drove on, the "saucer" 
faded from view, without moving. Carefully 
scanning the sky where the UFO had been 
seen, the astronomer noticed a very thin 
cloud layer. He concluded that he had 
been watching a reflection, evidently from 
an inversion layer (such thermal effects 
have led to numerous reports of "shiny 
slivery discs"}. The UFO had been a 
phantom: It had not been an object, nor 
was it ever flying, and it was now no longer 
unidentified. 

There is, however, one phase of 
astronomical research that relates directly 
to the UFO question. These are so-called 
"ful l-sky" searches for meteors and 
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art1f1c1al satellites Astronomers on such 
projects are not concerned with dim and 
distant galaxies. They want to find-and 
rrack-hght in the night sky, anywhere 1n 
the sky. 

Since most UFO sightings occur at night, 
they should theoretically be v1s1ble to full­
sky searches. Better yet. such UFOs 
should have been recorded on the scien­
tists' calibrated photographic film Here, 
expert op1n1on 1s divided. Some insist that 
unidenufied ob1ects have been photo­
graphed by such projects, with the results 
stashed away quietly, or burned Other 
pro-UFO spec1ahsts argue that UFOs. 
which tend to be localized and low-level 
manifestations. could not have been on 
such photographs 1n lhe firs t place. 

Sc ient is ts connec ted w ith full-sky 
searches dispule both these points of view 
and Invite their pro-UFO colleagues to ex­
amine the photographic fi le and produce 
their own hard evidence (a challenge that 
so far has been declined. since the effort 
could be extremely expensive and tJme­
consuming). Arguments that UFOs would 
not show up on astronomical scans are 
dismissed as after-the-fact rationalizations. 
since many UFO groups have for years 
urged the funding of just such sky surveys 
in an effort to obtain reliable documentation 
of the UFO phenomenon. 

The negative opinion of most astrono­
mers is summanzed by noted skywatcher 
Dr. Carl Sagan. Wriung on UFOs for the 
Encyclopedia Amencana, Sagan de­
scribed a sky survey conducted at the Har­
vard observatory in the m1d-1950s: ~These 
observations by, professional astronomers 
were made in a locale and period charac­
terized by extensive reports of unidentified 
flying objects No unexplained objects 
were detected . despite the fact that rapidly 
moving objects were being sought In 1he 
study of meteors. Similar negative results, 
obtained by large numbers of astronomers, 
help to explain the general skepticism of 
astronomers toward flying saucers " 

Dr. J . Allen Hynek disputes this conclu­
sion . Referring to the Moonwatch sky-sur­
vey proiect (with which he was personally 
affiliated in the late 50s), Hynek claimed 1n 
1973· "I know that during the satellite-track­
ing mission we picked up a number of 
things that appeared on lhe films but were 
never tracked down. A person who says 
that the Baker-Nunn cameras never spot­
ted anything is just dead wrong, because I 
know they did. We just didn't bother about 
1t. It would have been too much work to 
investigate some strange lights.· 

But were these strange lights UFOs? If 
someone had bothered to investigate, 
would the "strange lights• have been ex­
plained? 

Other astronomers from the same satel­
lite-tracking project dispute Hynek's recol­
lection or mysterious objects 15 years be-



While reaping wheat fields near Tooligee Hills , Australia , farmer Robert Habner discovered a UFO 
"/race" or cra1er measurmg three meters 1n diameter. Later analysis of the trace proved inconclusive. 

fore. "We never saw anything that couldn't 
be identified as aircraft," claimed a col­
league of Hynek's from Northwestern Uni­
versity. Another sc1enost went further: 
"Early in the program there were occa­
sional contrails. tilm problems. mechanical 
failures, 1arred or loose opucs. and other 
occurrences. Bui these declined almost to 
zero as the professionalism of the camera 
crews grew" 

Hynek was mistaken. his colleagues in­
sist. in cla1m1ng that these anomalies "were 
never tracked down." There was in fact an 
unofficial program "to seek explanation for 
occasional b lips noticed on the Baker­
Nunn frames. " The professional conclusion 
was that they were "Eastman obiects, .. or 
flaws in the film or developing process. 

Dr. Frederick '{Vh1pple. former director of 
the Smithsonian Astrophysical Laboratory 
(SAO) and Hynek's boss on the Moonwatch 
project, also flatly disputes Hynek's claims 
of UFOs on the Baker-Nunn-camera expo­
sures. Wrote Whipple, "The files and pho­
tographs of the SAO programs for satellites 
and meteors are. and have been, com­
pletely available anytime lor an irwestiga­
tion of Dr. Hynek's imagined 'hidden' UFOs. 
He, of course. has known this all these 
years. The reason that he has done nothing 
about it is obvious. He knows that he would 
find nothing." 

Dr. Whipple's interpretation ol Hynek's 
motives may appear harsh. There are. alter 
all. literally square kilometers of film in 
the Smithsonian vaults. and a comprehen­
sive search and evaluation could take 
thousands of man-hours. UFO researchers 
have to date been unable to aflord this 
effort. despite the promise of scienti fically 
documented · UFO evidence. Full-sky 
search photographs are still waiting and, 
p-erhaps as yet unrecognized by the skep­
tical world, may reveal crucial evidence for 
tl1e reality of unider;iti fied flying objects. 
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Or p~rhaps not. UFO theorist Jacques 
Vallee claims to have pointed out a prob­
lem: "Many astronomers must have known 
what I knew from my days at the Pans ob­
servatory, namely that we were tracking un­
identified objects. and even photograph­
ing them. There were films, too." And what 
happened to all this UFO evidence? French 
scientists allegedly destroyed it all. in Val­
lee 's estimation, out of fear of the unknown. 

But perhaps UFO bufis would believe the 
assurances of another astronomer who had 
served on the satellite-survey project. In 
1959, he was asked about any flying sau­
cers that the Smithsonian Astrophysical 
Observatory might have picked up on their 
Baker-Nunn cameras, and he dismissed 
that idea as nonsense: "I can quite safely 
say that we have no record of ever receiving 
from our Moonwatch teams any reports of 
sightings of unidentified objects which had 
any characteristics different from those or 
an orbiting satellite, a slow meteor, or of a 
suspected plane mistaken for a satellite." 

That astronomer's name was Dr. J. Allen 
Hynek. The statement appeared in a sec­
tion of Edward Ruppel1's book The Report 
on Unidentified Fly1ng Ob1ects (Doubleday, 
1959), which was later dropped from re­
prints because of its skeptical conclusions. 
Hynek's statement was rescued from obliv­
ion by St. Louis UFO researcher David 
Schroth. who found the change in Hynek's 
opinion over the years quite puzzhng. 

A tenet of faith among UFO bulls is that 
the government is holding secret files. 
perhaps even conducting a secret study 
project, regarding UFOs. Despite numer­
ous government denials, many buffs are 
insistent that Uncle Sam knows something 
they don't, particularly in light of recent 
lurid allegations concerning federal se­
cr,~!s and cover-ups. Perhaps there really 
could be important fi les with secret UFO 

information stashed away somewhere. 
Others caution that even if such 1ntorma­

t1on may have been classified . lost. or de­
stroyed by the governmem. there still is no 
reason to suppose thai any unique or con­
clusive data have been kept from civ11tan 
UFO researchers. ?\fl example of how data 
can become innocently unavailable is the 
current state of the Blue Book files: They 
have been so badly scrambled by years of 
research visrts. without necessary refiling 
and sequencing, that a large portion of the 
folders are hopelessly lost somewhere 
among the hundreds of boxes of docu­
ments - and no one knows how to tind 
them. 

Under statutes of the Freedom of Infor­
mation Act, UFO specialists have been at­
tempting lo extract UFO-related docu­
ments from the CIA, the air force and navy, 
the FBI. the State Department, and other 
agencies. Representatives of the Phoe­
nix-based "Ground Saucer Watch" UFO 
group filed legal suits last year to seek out 
such documents; their inquiries have been 
taken over by another group, iounded for 
the specific purpose of dec1assifying gov. 
ernment UFO material. This group Is .. Citi­
zens Against UFO Secrecy" (CAUS). 
based in New York. 

The main goal of GAUS investigators is to 
uncover anything the government may not 
have told the public about UFO activities. 
and to determine whether the government 
1s continuing UFO research a decade after 
the air force's Project Blue Book was termi- , 
nated (and the government publ ic ly 
washed its hands of the whole UFO ques­
tion). 

So far. much of this hitherto secret infor­
mation 1s intriguing, but not spectacular or 
ear thshaki ng . No " smoking gun" (or 
"stashed saucer") has been found. Top of­
fic ials in government appear to have been 
as baffled by the UFO phenomenon as 
anyone else, all the while issuing bland as­
surances to the public that the situation 
was well in hand. Internally, however, gov­
ernment attitudes ranged from naive cre­
dulity to paranoid suspicion to knee-jerk 
hostility. The government was evidently 
working with no better data than that pos­
sessed by the general public. 

Even today, according to CAUS Director 
W Todd Zechel, reports of unidentified ae­
rial activity from government sensors and 
from foreign sources continue to be 
routinely distributed among numerous 
government agencies. Zechel also admit­
ted that there is so far no evidence of ongo­
ing investigations regarding civilian UFO 
sightings, or any evidence of the existence 
today of a special office devoted exclu­
sively to UFOs. 

Instead , realizing that most UFO 1nc1-
dents do have prosaic explanations and 
that many of tllese explanations are defi­
nitely of intere5t to specific government 
agencies (unidentified aircraft, as an 
example, would be pertinent to the mis­
sions of the air force. the FBI, and possibly 
the Drug Enforcement Administration), the 



reports appear to be routmely circulated to 
a standard mailing list. JUSI 1n case any 
particular agency might find something oi 
unique rnterest. 

Zechel, who has recenily become a lead­
ing figure 111 UFO research because of his 
role in these Freedom of Information suits, 
nas been pleased with the results so rar. 
even though at least another 1housand 
oages of data are sttll being cleared tor 
release -The government said 1L had no 
further secret UFO files. and that 1t was no 
longer interested in UFOs Whal we ve dug 
up so far contradtcts these assertions." 
says Zechel. 

The qliest1on remains. Despite what 
these "secret UFO files" reveal about tl1e 
government's eagerness to c lassily tls own 
confusion. what do they contribute to the 
understanding of the UFO pt1enomenon 11-
self? Thousands of cases are already on 
public record: finding a few more will not 
really help (and indeed. many of the "secret 
government tiles" may actually concern 
legltimately classified military operations, 
which led to some public UFO llaps). 

UFO experts reahze that tMre is as ye1 
no hard government evidence that could 
substantially revise the publicly available 
body o1 UFO data. Still, 1f only to satisly 
curiosity and nagging doubts, the CAUS 
elforts appear uselul. Helpful information, 
whose utility migh! not have been recog­
nized in 1he narrow consideralions that led 
to its classification, may still be found. A 
more accurate. if less ttattering, image of 

Although some grouos 
Saucer Watch and Citizens - .Ja 
Secrecy, have been atternp' ..; - "" 

selves that do nol su~)por t consp1ra~ori al 
'led theories of governmenr UFO cover-ups. In 

'1ther words some UFO groups themselves 
'1'lay ba guilty of covering up hitherto unrc. 
teased 1nformat1on 

tn a news release issued lasr October. 
tOP UFO s1<epl1c Philip J . Klass blasted 
CALJS tor solecllve release ot malenal ob-
· a ne<:! irom rtieir Freedoni oi lnformat100 
suits CAus·s drrector wrrne Klass ·was 
guilty or w1thholdrng cruc;al mlorma11on 
•rom other UFO groups when he conttnued 
·o ns1s1 ·hat he t1ad ev1oence of a · crashed 
saucer Which the government had at­
egedly hidden away in 1948. In fact Klass 
continued . "CIA documents declassified in 

Apri l 1977 and 111 the possession of CAUS 
01f1crals show 1hat no such 1nc1dent was 
-.nown 10 . . Lop ofl ic1afs of the U.S. gov­
ernment as o f January 1953 · In ott1er 
... ords. CAUS .allegedly had documents 
contradicting its pub lic statements bul 
dtdn 1111lorm other researchers or lhe pub­
c al large. 
Todd Zect1el, speaking for CAUS, re­

ecled Klass's allegal1ons. "We are not 
comrrntted to any preconceived Ldeas 
aoout what is 1n these files." he said 111 an 
nierv1ew a rew mon(hs ago. "If the docu­
'Tlents convrnce us lt1a1 tt1ere 1s no ·crashed 
saucer. ' we II say so." 

UFO documents lrom the v S c ._.,,,,..,....,..,...~ 

for publication , they ·oo -~ e 
criticized for keepmg doclr'ent-S 

And so lhe controversy ·continues. The 
crashed saucer" has not vet been shot 

cown and !hus sti ll ilies nigh -n Lhe hearts of 
UFO enthus1as1s everywhere. 00 

·government-sponsored UFO research may .----- - --- - - ------------- - --------
also emerge. And one more open question A Revolutionary Sleeping Experience \ 8 JI 995 
rn the still-baffling UFO phenomenon may .\ from .... 

be answered 

Another key issue m the question of 
"government UFO secrets" Is the threat ol 
federal prosecution to those who disclose 
UFO data. Altt1ough UFO buffs refer omi­
nously to a number of tough-sounding 
government regulations, in acttJal fact there 
is no record of any individual's ever having 
been prosecuted for talking about UFO 
sightings. Sti ll, many people who claim pri­
vately to have "startling UFO stories" will 
not allow their names to be used or will 
assure UFO researchers that they know a 
lot more but cannot tell. 

UFO mvestigators are generally skepil­
cal of such claims. Some of these stories. 
when checked out tor corroboration, prove 
ro be frauds or honest memory m1s1akes. 
The stones as a body are generally con­
tradictory. and are ollen third- or fourth­
hand. 

An aspect or lhis issue also deats with 
the question of whether all UFO reports 
sent to the air force actually ended up in lhe 
Blue Book files (files that have been avail­
able to researchers for y~ars, with names of 
most witnesses deleted to conform lo fed­
eral privacy laws). Some UFO researchers 
have collected a series of cases that were 
offic ially reported in the '50s bu1 never 
seem lo have made the Blue Book registry. 

One swch story 1s told by former as-
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