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Throughout the twentieth century, the United States military
has tried to protect the residents of the upper Great Plains from
a number of external threats, real or perceived. In one way or
another, these defensive measures have related to the broader
framework of national security. Some of the efforts were neces-
sary, while others were little more than misguided exercises on
the part of the military bureaucracy. In 1919, the United States
Army Corps of Engineers, without consulting civilian officials,
planned the defense of North Dakota against an attack from
Canada. The engineers produced contingency plans, the most sen-
sational of which, when revealed decades later, called for an as-
sault on the Canadian prairie provinces. During World War II, un-
manned war balloons launched into the jet stream from the Japa-
nese home islands actually reached South Dakota and other
plains states. These weapons carried incendiary and explosive
bombs intended to destroy forests and spread panic throughout
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18 South Dakota History

the civilian population. Patriotic South Dakotans readily ac-
quiesced to anti-balloon defense measures, which included self-
imposed censorship.^ More recently. Strategic Air Command air
and missile bases have made the upper Great Plains crucial to the
defense of the United States, and, for that matter, all the nations
in the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. Indeed, if North
Dakota were an independent nation, it would qualify, after the
United States and the Soviet Union, as the world's third greatest
nuclear power. However, none of the American military's efforts
have been more unusual than those designed to protect the
plains, along with the rest of the nation, from extraterrestrial
beings.

No one has ever reported the landing in Sioux Falls of flying
saucers piloted by little green men. Nor has anyone in Rapid City
ever claimed to have been taken aboard an alien spaceship
manned by small monsters with large heads or bulging eyes. Yet,
from 1947 to 1969, the United States Air Force was ever ready to
investigate those very possibilities. Intelligence officers had the
duty of studying selected sightings of Unidentified Flying Ob-
jects (UFOs). Given the fleeting nature of most observations, the
lack of concrete evidence, and the few witnesses to most sight-
ings, such investigations were arduous tasks. Frequently, ana-
lysts had to draw conclusions about events that lasted for only a
few seconds. Such was the case with a UFO encounter on 17 July
1952 at Rapid City.

Peering into the early evening sky, a young airman stationed
at Ellsworth Air Force Base saw something he had never seen
before. From an estimated distance of between twelve and fifteen
thousand feet, he observed a series of orange-colored discs. Glow-
ing like light bulbs, they traveled at several times the speed of a
jet fighter. Within five or six seconds, the strange things had dis-
appeared over the eastern horizon. At the time of this incident,
the airman and a female companion, who also saw the objects,
were at a drive-in movie, sitting in an automobile with the win-
dows rolled down. The following morning, the airman informed
his superiors, who initiated an official inquiry. An Air Force intel-
ligence officer interrogated the airman, evaluated his character,

1. See my articles, "The United States Army's 1919 Contingency Plan to De-
fend North Dakota against an Unspecified Invader from Canada," North Dakota
History, Journal of the Northern Plains 43. no. 4 (Fall 1976): 22-27, and "War Bal-
loons over the Prairie: The Japanese Invasion of South Dakota," South Dakota His-
tory 9, no. 2 (Spring 1979): 103-15.
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Air Force Investigations of UFOs 19

and filled out a "Spot Intelligence Report." The investigating offi-
cer forwarded the completed dossier, AF Form 112, Air Intelli-
gence Information Report, to Wright-Patterson Air Force Base at
Dayton, Ohio, noting that the airman had previous experience as
an air crew member and that he presently worked in armaments
and electronics. His superiors considered him reliable. There was
no question that he thought he had seen a UFO.

Officials at Wright-Patterson transferred the data to a stand-
ard White Project 10073 Record Card, which contained space for
information about the sighting: the date, location, type of obser-
vation, length of time, and source, along with a brief summary of
the incident. An official, probably a civilian consultant, studied
the material, and he had the option of either positively identify-
ing the UFO, classifying it as unknown, or indicating that there
was insufficient evidence for a confirmation. The white card con-
tained a convenient check list. To designate the UFO as an air-
plane, all the evaluator had to do was check the appropriate box.
After studying the Rapid City outdoor theater incident, he con-
cluded, "Reports similar to this have turned out to be ducks." So
ended the investigation. A clerk filed away the results, which
were classified for three years and downgraded over the next
twelve, for what became Case 1479.̂

The Air Materiel Intelligence Department of the Air Force had
decided to study UFOs after a 24 June 1947 sighting in Idaho

2. Case 1479, Rapid City. S.Dak., 17 July 1952, Project Blue Book, Records of
United States Air Force Commands. Activities, and Organizations, Record Group
342, National Archives Microfilm Publication T-1206, Roll 11 (hereinafter cited as
Project Blue Book). According to the National Archives and Records Service, the
case files were never classified beyond the promise of confidentiality to individuals.
While individual items might have been classified on the spot or later, such classifi-
cation was not official Air Force policy. The Blue Book files consist of ninety-four
rolls of microfilm. Roll 1 contains a fragmentary index and list of all 12,750 cases in
chronological order. To obtain information on Great Plains sightings, it was neces-
sary to go through the entire index. Apparently, the case numbers were given to
sightings at the end of the project. However, no one bothered to number the indi-
vidual case files, but they are in chronological order. Thus, to find Case 1479, a
researcher must go to the correct roll, in this case the one that contains cases 1377
through 1494, and then look for the case by the date. This search can be difficult if
there were several sightings on the same date. Compounding matters is the frus-
trating fact that there are no breaks between cases. The thousands of case docu-
ments are all run together on eighty-four rolls of microfilm. Fortunately, each case
starts with a Project 10073 Record Card. Unfortunately, the quality of the micro-
filming is not up to the usual standards of the National Archives and Records Ser-
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20 South Dakota History

caused a national sensation.' A wave of additional UFO reports
bad followed. Lt. Gen. Nathan F. Twining, a high-ranking Air
Force officer, treated the matter seriously, writing, "The phe-
nomena is something real and not visionary or fictitious."'' On 22
January 1948, the Air Force activated Project Sign to examine
the UFO problem. It considered 243 accounts, reporting after a
year's study that while there was insufficient evidence for speci-
fic conclusions, UFOs were neither nuclear powered nor from
outer space. Zealous classifiers gave the report a secret rating.^
Project Sign ended in February 1949» only to be replaced by Proj-
ect Grudge." Grudge had a special unit. Project Twinkle, which
analyzed mysterious fire balls over remote New Mexico atomic
installations and concluded that they were natural phenomena.^
Due to a dwindling number of sightings. Project Grudge tempo-
rarily suspended operations in December 1949. It was reactivated
in October 1951, after radar operators at Fort Monmouth, New
Jersey, mistakenly identified a jet plane as a UFO. Grudge was fi-
nally terminated in March 1952, superseded by Project Blue
Book, which was intended as an expanded UFO investigating
agency.^ Only experts in the art of military bureaucracy know the
reasons for the name changes.

Air Force public relations men claimed that Project Blue Book
had a threefold purpose.' It was supposed to determine whether

3. The various Air Force projects are summarized in Edward U. Condon, Scien-
tific Director, Fijtal Report of the Scientific Study of Unidentified Flying Objects,
Conducted by the University of Colorado under Contract to the United States Air
Force, ed. Daniel S. Gillmor (New York: E. P. Dutton & Co., with Colorado Associ-
ated University Press, 1969), pp. 502 52 (hereinafter cited as Condon Report).

4. Lt. Gen. N. F. Twining to Commanding General, Army Air Forces, 25 Sept.
1947, Administrative Files, Project Blue Book, Roll 85. Three rolls of Administra-
tive Files are included in the Project Blue Book records. They are poorly organized,
although, in general, the material is in chronological order. Of special value in
piecing things together are reports for the various projects.

5. "Unidentified Aerial Objects," Project Sign, Technical Report, No. F-TR-227,
Release Date Febr. 1949, Air Materiel Command Intelligence Department, classi-
fied for three years and downgraded over twelve, ibid.

6. Project Grudge issued only one report, which recommended that investiga-
tions be reduced in size because of inconclusive findings. "Project Grudge," Techni-
cal Report, No. 102 AC, 9/15-100, Aug. 1949, Air Materiel Intelligence Command,
Administrative Files, declassified 1 Aug. 1952, ibid.

7. "Project Twinkle," Final Report, 27 Nov. 1951, ibid.
8. The establishment of Blue Book is covered in Condon Report, p. 513,
9. "Blue Book," Febr. 1966, Air Technical Intelligence Command, Administra-

rive Files, Project Blue Book, Roil 87. This report contains a good summary of Blue
Book activities, goals, and conclusions.
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Air Force Investigations of UFOs 21

or not UFOs threatened American security, displayed indications
of advanced technology, or contributed to current scientific
research. An unstated purpose was to reassure a nervous public,
but the Air Force made little progress in this respect. A special
1953 advisory panel recommended the removal of the "aura of
mystery" from UFO investigations.'° In response. Blue Book
issued a series of status reports, classified "Confidential" and
"Secret." Declassified in 1960, they did not become readily avail-
able until 1968." Therefore, the general public knew little about
the details of UFO investigations by Blue Book. A 1965 memoran-
dum prepared for the Scientific Advisory Board, which said that
only 663 of the 9,267 cases reported to that date remained unex-
plained, had little impact on the stated or unstated objectives of
the project. ̂ ^ From an official standpoint, "unidentified" UFOs
consisted of sightings that could not be correlated with any
known objects or phenomena. The vast majority were identifi-
able as no more than assorted celestial bodies, birds, clouds,
hoaxes, and man-made contrivances.

In February 1966, a Project Blue Book report concluded that no
UFO threat existed. Moreover, it said that there was no evidence
of technical development beyond the range of known scientific
technology or proof of extraterrestial life. But, the document
carefully stated, "The Air Force does not deny the possibility
that some form of life may exist on other planets in the
universe."'^ This report failed to improve what had become an in-
creasingly serious public relations problem. Blue Book could only
handle a small number of UFO cases; its permanent staff con-
sisted of an officer, a sergeant, and a secretary. National public
opinion polls showed that 50 million Americans believed in UFOs,
and 5 million claimed to have seen at least one.'* There were
numerous UFO hobbyists and an estimated fifty private organiza-

10. Ibid.
11. Condon Report, p. 511. On 17 March 1954, Blue Book issued Special Report

#14 prepared hy the Rand Corporation under a contract with the United States Air
Force, The Rand report, which reviewed previously investigated cases, found no
evidence of extraterrestrial life. "Blue Book," Project Blue Book, Roll 87.

12. Maj. Gen. E, B. Bailey, "Memorandum for Military Director, Scientific Ad-
visory Board," 28 Sept. 1965, Project Blue Book, Roll 87.

13. "Blue Book," ibid.
14. 1st Lt. William F. Marley, Jr., "Unidentified Flying Objects," 7 July 1967,

Project Blue Book, Roll 87. Marley emphasized the large number of people who
believed in flying saucers in a policy report for his superiors. David M. Jacobs, The
UFO Controversy in America (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1975) con-
tains a thorough discussion of the Air Force's public relations problems and efforts.
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tions devoted to the mysterious subject. Movies, television
shows, and books about flying saucers attracted sizeable au-
diences. UFOs had become a major business activity, and "ufolo-
gists" accused the Air Force of withholding information. "Devil
theories" emerged. One account asserted that the Air Force had
stashed bodies of dead extraterrestrial spacemen in a Houston
warehouse. Other studies suggested that the Air Force concealed
the fact that flying saucers were actually Russian secret
weapons.'^

The involvement of intelligence agents led to charges that the
Air Force was carrying on a massive cover-up. Central Intelli-
gence Agency (CIA) records declassified in 1966 added fuel to the
fire. In 1953, a CIA committee headed by H. P. Robertson of the
California Institute of Technology had considered the possibility
that Soviet agents might terrorize the American population and
clog military communications with sensational UFO stories as a
prelude to a surprise attack. The Robertson Committee recom-
mended a campaign to discredit UFO reports. The panel con-
cluded, "The 'debunking' aim would result in reduction in public
interest in 'flying saucers' which today evokes a strong psycho-
logical reaction Such a program should tend to reduce the
current gullibility of the public and consequently their suscepti-
bility to clever hostile propaganda."'^ While the CIA may never
have carried out these recommendations, their disclosure in 1966
increased the Air Force's credibility problems.

The Air Force was in a quandary. Secretary of the Air Force
Harold Brown commented: "We're hiding nothing. Most of the
reports we get are from sincere honest people who are puzzled.
You might call this a study in puzzlement."" A special training
lecture on UFOs prepared for the Air Technical Intelligence

15. One of the largest private UFO organizations was the National Investigations
Committee on Aerial Phenomena (NICAP), headed by Donald E. Keyhoe, a retired
United States marine officer. Condon Report, pp. 523-26, contains a discussion of
UFO literature. Edward Condon concluded, "It is difficult to know how much of the
UFO literature is intended to be taken seriously" (p. 526). In his "Conclusions and
Recommendations." Condon asserted, "we strongly recommend that teachers
refrain from giving students credit for school work based on their reading of the
presently available UFO books and magazine articles" (p. 5). For a more thorough
listing of UFO literature, see Kay Rodgers, comp.. Unidentified Flying
Objects.ASelected Bibliography (Washington, D.C: Library of Congress, Govern-
ment Printing Office, 1976).

16. Quoted in Condon Report, p. 525.
17. Harold Brown, Statement, n.d.. Project Blue Book, Roll 86.
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School admitted, "Our explanations and statements are either
misinterpreted, misquoted, exaggerated, or read out of context,
all to the detriment of the Air Force in general, and the Director-
ate of Intelligence in particular."'* The Air Force, however,
tended to compound its own problems. In 1967, Maj. Hector Quin-
tanilla, the Blue Book project officer, appeared on a panel that
discussed UFOs before an annual convention of the American
Society of Newspaper Editors. In advance, two colonels with over
thirty years of experience between them in public relations
briefed him on what to say. "As stated, he will be brainwashed
thoroughly before he goes on," an Air Force colonel told a col-
league over the telephone. "We are not going to throw Quintanil-
la out in a cold pool by himself."'^ These tactics hurt the Air
Force, and Project Blue Book at the very least needed a new
image. Even so, authorities rejected a proposal by a first lieuten-
ant that the Air Force seize the initiative by developing "positive
programs" designed to certify the existence of UFOs.^''

By the mid-1960s, the Air Force wanted to stop investigating
UFOs. On 22 December 1965, the Ad Hoc Committee to Review
Project Blue Book, informally called the O'Brien Committee, eval-
uated the project. One of the members was astronomer and space
scientist Carl Sagan, who would later become a leading student of
extraterrestrial biology and a media personality. The O'Brien
Committee recommended strengthening Blue Book's scientific
functions through arrangements with selected universities.=" No
action was taken on this proposal until 5 April 1966, when the
House Armed Services Committee held hearings on UFOs. Air
Force Secretary Brown promised the congressmen an "even
stronger emphasis on the scientific aspects of investigating the

18. "ATI School Training Lecture," n.d., ibid.. Roll 87. A formal document rather
than a lecture, this speech was to be delivered as written.

19. "Resume of Telephone Conversation Between: Colonel Stanley (in Col. Jack's
office, SAFGI, 4 April 19671," ibid.

20. Marley, "Unidentified Flying Objects," ibid. The idea was rejected in Brig.
Gen. William Garland to Col. Ray S. Sleeper, 2 Aug. 1967, ibid.

21. See "Special Report of the USAF Scientific Advisory Board Ad Hoc Commit-
tee to Review Project 'Blue Book'," Mar. 1966, in Condon Report, pp. 811-15. The
report said, "It is the opinion of the Committee that the present Air Force program
dealing with UFO sightings has been well organized, although the resources
assigned to it (only one officer, a sergeant, and secretary) have been quite limited"
(p. 814). The highest number of investigations occurred in 1952 (1,501 cases) and
1957 (1,006 cases). Project Blue Book also investigated sightings in foreign coun-
tries, including the Soviet Union, Brazil, and Canada.
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2-4 South Dakota History

sightings that warrant extensive analysis."^^ A new planning
group, designated Project White Stork, reviewed fifty UFO cases
and called for procedural changes in Project Blue Book." A
$500,000 study for the Air Force by the University of Colorado
followed. The director, Edward U. Condon, was the former head
of the National Bureau of Standards and past president of the
American Association for the Advancement of Science. In 1968,
the Condon Committee submitted a long and detailed report that
concluded that UFOs were not a fruitful field for scientific inves-
tigation. The next year, the new secretary of the Air Force,
Robert C. Seamans, Jr., ended Project Blue Book, contending
that it was unjustified on the grounds of national security or in
the interests of science. Condon, accused by critics of bringing in
a biased document, said he was "sorry I ever got involved in such
foolishness.""

The closing of Project Blue Book only added to the contro-
versy. In 1975, J. Allen Hynek of Northwestern University, who
had served as Blue Book's astronomical consultant for twenty
years, attacked the project, stating: "Blue Book was looking to
make brownie points for the Pentagon. I was always rather naive
about how military matters worked I sort of swallowed my
pride and recognized everything was a game and there was no
chance of having a scientific dialogue with these people. I wish
there could have been scientific dialogues.... For many years the

22. Quoted in Condon Report, p. 545.
23. Marley, "Unidentified Flying Objects," Project Blue Book, Roll 87, contains a

discussion of "Project White Stork."
24. Jacobs, UFO Controversy, p. 555. Condon is quoted in "Closing the Blue

Book." Time 94 (26 Dec. 1969): 28. The controversy surrounding the report is much
like that surrounding the Warren Commission on the assassination of John F.
Kennedy. UFO enthusiasts write the Condon Report off as a crude cover up.
J. Allen Hynek says, "Condon, to some extent, could almost be excused, he was the
figurehead.... One thing really astounded me. . . . In the first week of the Condon
investigation they were writing the Final Report!" (quoted in J. Allen Hynek and
Jacques Vallée, The Edge of Reality: A Progress Report on Unidentified Flying
Objects [Chicago: Henry Regnery Co., 1975], p. 214). Jacques Vallée states, "The
report has Condon's conclusions first, you see, conveying the impression every-
thing is explained, and then a lot of irrelevant material (known as 'padding') about
how radar works, and then all the cases are found later" (quoted ibid., p. 222).
Another critic and author of a book on UFOs, well over half of which consists of un-
digested research from Project Blue Book files, states, "A large part of the Univer-
sity of Colorado Report, Scientific Study of Unidentified Flying Objects, is neither
scientific nor objective" (Brad Steiger, ed.. Project Blue Booh The Top Secret
UFO Findings Revealed (New York: Ballantine, 1976), p. 333, quoting John Keel.
The jacket of Steiger's book asks, "Why the Cover-up?"
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Blue Book operation had very low priority as far as the Air Force
was concerned. And it was sloppy, just kid's stuff, actually."^^ In
1952, Hynek had unsuccessfully suggested that "respectable
scientists" be commissioned to examine UFO data.̂ **

Throughout Sign, Grudge, Twinkle, and Blue Book, air base in-
telligence officers nearest to a reported UFO sighting handled
the initial investigations. The quality of these investigations re-

In Case 10872, on 19 August 1966, Blue Book investigators
^measure the landing scars of a large UFO that supposedly

touched down near Donnybrook, North Dakota.

25. Quoted in Hynek and Vallée, Edge of Reality, pp. 197-99. At one point in the
project, Hynek was concerned about public opinion, reflected in letters, that
claimed he was interested in financial gain. He asked the Air Force that they not
attach his name to Blue Book releases for a couple years. Maj. Robert J. Friend,
Memo for the Record, "Unidentified Flying Object Conference," 17 Febr. 1959,
Project Blue Book, Roll 87. On 5 April 1966, Hynek told the House Armed Services
Committee, in response to a question on the relation of UFOs to extraterrestrial
visitors: "I have not seen any evidence to confirm this, nor have I known any com-
petent scientist who has, or believes that any kind of extraterrestrial intelligence
is involved. However, the possibility should be kept open as a possible hypothesis. I
don't believe we should ever close our minds to it" (quoted in Condon Report, p.
546).

26. J. Allen Hynek, "Special Report on Conferences with Astronomers on Un-
identified Aerial Objects to Air Technical Intelligence Center Wright-Patterson
Air Force Base," 6 Aug. 1952, Project Blue Book, Roll 86. Hynek interviewed forty-
five astronomers without telling them that he worked for the Air Force. Five said
they had seen UFOs.
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mained fairly constant through the years, despite frequent per-
sonnel changes. In all, the Air Force probed 12,750 UFOs, approx-
imately two hundred and fifty of which occurred over Kansas, Ne-
braska, and the Dakotas. Of these plains sightings, seventy clear-
ly had astronomical causes. Blue Book listed eleven as "unidenti-
fied" and placed forty in the "Insufficient Data" category,*' There
were a few hoaxes, such as purported photographs of flying
saucers, space visitors that were really shaved monkeys, bells on

27. These figures are based on a survey of the 12,750 cases listed in the Index,
Project Blue Book, Roll I. The assessment for each case is included in this index.

Near Gillette, Wyoming, a UFO sighting was recorded on film (Case I091S,
Sept 19661. Project Blue Book discounted most photographic evidence of
sightings, explaining that such photographs were lens flares, "optical" or
"physical" fabrications, and film defects (see Condon Report, plates l-63t.
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strings, oranges cut in half, light fixtures, and hats thrown into
the air.̂ * Yet, many of Blue Book's findings about Great Plains
UFOs appeared arbitrary, unscientific, and based on insufficient
evidence. Frequently, a case file consisted of a Project 10073
Record Card and a one-page "telex" message. Only rarely were
witnesses required to complete an eight-page "U. S. Air Force
Technical Information Sheet," which requested information
about a number of routine and technical matters.^' Under these
reporting circumstances, some sightings remain unexplained to
this day, despite the official explanations. Such is the case with
the majority of the upper Great Plains sightings, of which the
thirty-five studies of South Dakota sightings are representative.

In March 1961, a highly debatable incident occurred near
Mellette, South Dakota. A ranch woman claimed to have watched
air battles between flying saucers and United States jet fighters.
In one encounter, she supposedly saw two planes shot down. Dur-
ing another, she alleged that the jets escaped by turning on their
afterburners. She believed that there was a connection between
the aerial combat and an "accidental atomic blast" near her home.
She asserted: "I'm not nuts. My husband and son both happened
to be in the yard and saw the same thing." A Blue Book official
noted: "Witness probably saw something and dictated her im-
pressions into above tale. Duration of over one hour for sightings
earlier and probably refraction of astronomical bodies. Anything
this lady sees in the air and cannot identify is a saucer."^" While
the assessment did not relate to the evidence, the woman's unreli-
ability seemed obvious to the investigator.

On 5 October 1959, another possible nonevent took place east of
Garretson. A Minnesota couple and their four children were
traveling by automobile through South Dakota. The man saw the
object first, which he described as a "flying vehicle of light," and
shouted, "What's that light there." He reported that the object
was the size of a garage and hovered a thousand feet above the
ground. The Minnesotan ordered his wife, who was driving, to fol-
low the strange object down the highway. She stepped hard on
the gas pedal and chased it for seven miles until it vanished into
space. The man, who admitted that he was "scared the proverbial

28. Case 2622 ("Shaved Monkey Hoax"), Case 3456 {bell). Case 8607 (orange).
Case 4471 (light fixture). Case 1768 (hat). Case Files, Project Blue Book, Roll 93
(10-4715). and Roll 94 (4750-12,615). Rolls 93 and 94 contain pictorial evidence col-
lected by Project Blue Book.

29. A copy of the eight-page form appears in Steiger. Top Secret, pp. 372-380.
30. Case 7336. Mellette. S.Dak.. 28 Mar. 1961, Project Blue Book. Roll 42.
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stiff," indicated that he thought the government owed the people
an explanation about UFOs. He wrote, "6 months ago in the State
of Nebraska I was coming down a lonely road one night when I
ran smack into one hanging above the road about 20 feet from the
ground —it was a mass body of light —suspended or hovering
above the ground and pulsating like the function of heat." Project
Blue Book designated him "unreliable," saying that if he had seen
anything near Garretson it was the planet Venus in the north-
east.^' Since the man from Minnesota was headed in the opposite
direction, this conclusion was rather strange. A case such as this
one seemed obviously fabricated, however, and the quality of the
inquiry made little difference. Unfortunately, throughout Blue
Book, many more persuasive accounts received similar treat-
ment.

Arbitrary examinations were the rule rather than the excep-
tion, even when authorities considered witnesses trustworthy.
For example, in August 1947, an Air Force intelligence officer at
Weaver observed twelve yellow and white objects flying south at
about five hundred miles per hour. They were moving at six to
ten thousand feet in a tight diamond formation. Project Blue
Book's consultant decided that the officer had seen migrating
birds." On 4 August 1958, several people at Rapid City saw a
round or disc-shaped device in the late afternoon sky. They
agreed that it was the size of a basketball to the naked eye and
traveled straight and level before vanishing to the south. None of
them thought it was an airplane. Project Blue Book's evaluator
said it was a plane turning in the sun.̂ ^ Near Deadwood on 15 Jan-
uary 1959, a forest ranger described something he had seen in the
outer atmosphere that flickered like a tumbling flare. Blue Book's
assessor said that "clouds could give the illusion of movement"
and closed the case.̂ ^ During the night of 15 February 1965, a bril-
liant blue light illuminated the flight decks of several airliners
flying across South Dakota. Blue Book reasoned that it must have
been a meteor.'^ That was the same identification given to a
green thing that passed over Watertown on 30 March 1965. This
conclusion ran directly counter to the testimony of the witness,

31. Case 6538, East of Garretson, S.Dak., 5 Oct. 1959, ibid.. Roll 37.
32. Case 135, Weaver, S.Dak., between 15 and 20 Aug. 1947, ibid.. Roll 1.
33. Case 5950, Rapid City, S.Dak., 4 Aug. 1958, ibid.. Roll 33.
34. Case 6245, near Deadwood at Custer SUte Park, S.Dak., 15 Jan. 1959. ibid..

Roll 36.
35. Case 9281, over S.Dak., 16 Febr. 1965, ibid., Roll 53.
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who had written, "I realized immediately that it wasn't a meteor
because of the high angle of attack, high altitude with large size,
and relative low speed."^^ A sighting on 18 July 1966 at Watauga
by a retired navy ordinance chief received another superficial
analysis. He had had a fleeting view of round white lights that
moved up and down, left to right, in the sky. The Blue Book deter-
mined that the lights were either stars or planets." Perhaps that
was what the man saw, but the data hardly indicated that finding.

The objective quality of the evidence in these "identified"
sightings differed little from that in cases about which authori-
ties said they could not make definite conclusions. On the night of
2 September 1952, two B-36 flight crew engineers stationed at
Ellsworth Air Force Base reported UFOs that moved slowly in a
circular pattern. The evaluator decided that there was not
enough known about the occurrence.^* On 3 March 1957, two air-
men at Rapid City saw rays that seemed to slant outward in a cir-
cular pattern. The lights changed color and moved slowly. Blue
Book's investigator said that there was insufficient information,
although a notation speculated that the men had seen the
northern lights." Blue Book made the same decision about a UFO
that an airman said he had watched near Lead. For half an hour,
he had tracked a large multicolored vehicle that flashed brilliant-
ly as it flew through the night. A Blue Book consultant noted that
it was "probably an astronomical object viewed under atmos-
pheric conditions to give flashes, however position (both eleva-
tion and azimuth) of the object not included in the report, there-
fore no identification of object can be made."" On 3 March 1967,
someone claimed to have detectea a flying saucer moving along
upside down over Gettysburg. The analyst said that no basis
existed for a definite judgement.*' Conclusions in most cases de-
pended more upon the whims of the Blue Book evaluator than on
the weight of evidence. Indeed, the evaluators could have said in
almost every instance that not enough was known for an ap-
praisal. This was one of the many unavoidable pitfalls involved in
UFO research.

Blue Book experts listed only one South Dakota UFO as un-
identified. At White Lake on 14 August 1952, a member of the

36. Case 9329, Watertown, S.Dak., 30 Mar. 1965, ibid.. Roll 54.
37. Case 10791, Watauga, S.Dak., 18 July 1966, ibid.. Roll 64.
38. Case 2027, Rapid City, S.Dak., 2 Sept. 1952, ibid.. Roll 15.
39. Case 4638, Rapid City, S.Dak., 1 Mar. 1957, ibid.. Roll 27.
40. Case 6799, 15 miles southwest of Lead, S.Dak., 24 June 1960, ibid.. Roll 38.
41. Case 11461, Gettysburg. S.Dak., 3 Mar. 1967. ibid.. Roll 69.
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Ground Observer Corps spotted what he said looked like a "stick"
or "cigar" that at intervals belched smoke and vapor. After thirty
minutes, it moved rapidly away to the west. Officers labeled the
case file "Secret"." Possibly, the observer saw a missile that had
strayed off course. No one will ever know one way or the other.

The reality of some South Dakota UFOs, however, was readily
and easily determined. A large sphere seen high above Hecla on
30 June 1948 was a balloon released a few days earlier at Camp
Ripley, Minnesota, as part of a cosmic research project.^^ At
about ten in the evening of 7 July 1954, an air controller at Ells-
worth Air Force Base noticed a large star-like object moving
slowly quite near the ground. Duty officers scrambled fighter
planes to intercept what proved to be a large permanent beacon
seen through a haze.** A 12 December 1957 sighting at Rapid City
of a solid white ball streaking across the sky was a feature of a
meteor display.*^ Another UFO that a man saw high in the night
sky at Rapid City on 7 August 1958 looked like, and was, a star.**
Contrails from two B-52s flying in formation explained what five
airmen in Gettysburg reported as a UFO on 8 October 1961.*^ At
the University of South Dakota on the evening of 26 May 1966, a
student misidentified blinking aircraft lights as those of a space
vehicle. An intelligence official wrote, "Observer was lying in
grass in front of fraternity house."*^ In the late evening hours of
13 May 1969, a youth on the Pine Ridge reservation observed
fast-moving red, white, and blue flashing lights. He said, "I have
seen a few of them, including one this evening . . . I don't drink or
smoke anything and I am 16 and in the 9th grade." The lights
were real, but they were those of a passenger plane.*' His case
was the last one analyzed by Blue Book on the upper Great
Plains. As with all the others, it failed to prove the existence of
unidentified flying objects.

The Air Force's efforts to investigate UFOs were a necessary
response to pressure from the American people. By the time of
the establishment of Project Blue Book, few military men took

42. Case 2089, White Lake, S.Dak., 14 Aug. 1952, ibid.. Roll 15.
43. Case 164, Hecla, S.Dak., 30 June 1948, ibid.. Roll 2.
44. Case 3092, Whitewood, S.Dak., 7 July 1954, ibid.. Roll 21. Whitewood is ten

miles south of Rapid City.
45. Case 5540, Rapid City, S.Dak., 12 Dec. 1957, ibid.. Roll 32.
46. Case 6034, Rapid City, S.Dak., 17 Sept. 1958, ibid.. Roll 33.
47. Case 7683, Gettysburg, S.Dak., 8 Oct. 1961, ibid.. Roll 44.
48. Case 10580, Vermillion, S.Dak., 27 May 1966, ibid.. Roll 62.
49. Case 12669, Pine Ridge Indian Reservation, S.Dak., ibid.. Roll 83.
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the UFO problem seriously. Blue Book was not a formal scientific
inquiry. It was the brainchild of Air Force officers and was never
intended for the civilian scientific community. Those involved in
Blue Book created files, made evaluations, and completed re-
ports. This routine became an increasingly repetitious bureau-
cratic function with little sense of purpose or reason, either mili-
tary or scientific. In 1967, the author of a confidential report pre-
pared for the Air Force stated bluntly, "The history of Project
Blue Book alone has shown that the UFO phenomena is mainly
that of a public relations project."^" That statement summed mat-
ters up. In regard to the upper Great Plains, Project Blue Book
had provided another example of the sometimes dubious activi-
ties of a broader national program designed to give the region
and the nation a semblance of protection from a nonexistent out-
side threat. It is interesting to note that Project Blue Book ended
in 1969, the same year that the United States successfully in-
augurated extraterrestrial travel from earth by putting men on
the moon.

50. Marley, "Unidenitified Flying Objects," ibid.. Roil 87.
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