
UFOs AND THE EVIDENCE 

"We are in no position to assert what is or is not 
possible for some extraterrestrial technology . . ." 

By FREDERICK J. HOOVEN 

THE subject of UFOs is a vast one. 
At least 20,000 reports are on rec
ord of sightings of some kind of 

flying object not identified, and it has 
been estimated that from five to ten times 
as many observations have not been re
corded. The reports come from all pe
riods of history (the Old Testament book 
of Ezekiel is a typical flying saucer, or 
UFO, report) and from all parts of the 
world, the highest concentrations cor
responding with the times and places of 
most effective communication. 

Roughly 95 per cent of these reports 
can be readily attributed to misinterpre
tations of such common objects as plan
ets, stars, satellites, meteorites, weather 
balloons, and aircraft. It is astonishing 
how many people have never studied 
the sky, and when their attention is 
called to it they become greatly excited 
by a sighting of Venus, Jupiter, Mars, 
or the star Sirius. An additional fraction 
of the reports turn out to be hoaxes, 
pranks, or psychopathic phenomena. 
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This leaves a residue of reports that have 
resisted any of these explanations, and 
that have originated with solidly cred
ible witnesses, some of them profes
sionally skilled. Of this residue a small 
proportion share common aspects that 
are difficult to attribute to anything but 
some kind of objective reality. 

About 1950, it was suggested that 
UFOs were vehicles from another world 
tliat were observing Earth. There was 
something about this suggestion that 
tickled the fancy of almost ever\bod\-, 
even those who felt certain it was not 
true. Since that time people have taken 
positions on tlie subject, their beliefs 
x-arying along a spectrum, or scale of 
100, with the absolute imbelie\ers at 
the zero end, the utterly faithful enthu
siasts at the 100 end, and the majorit\-
somewhere between. Most scientists are 
clustered around the zero mark. 

In October 1966, the U.S. Air Force 
commissioned the Universit\' of Colo
rado to conduct a thorough study of the 
UFO questi(m. The study was conducted 
by a group directed by Dr. Edward U. 
Condon, a scientist and public figure of 
the first rank, and its official report. 
Scientific Study of Unidentified Flying 
Objects, was issued last January. 

"Howard, play me or trade me." 
16 

I served as a consultant to the Colo
rado group along with David F. Moyer; 
we were both working for the Ford Com
pany. There had been a great number 
of reports that included accounts of auto
mobiles malfunctioning in some way in 
the presence of UFOs, and, when the 
project was initiated. Dr. Condon re
quested assistance from the automobile 
industry in evaluating these reports. 
With the assistance of Ford engineers 
and scientists, a painstaking analysis was 
conducted of a car that had figured in 
a UFO report. In the process, teclv 
niques were developed and described 
for analyzing automobiles for possible 
after-eftects of radioactive and magnetic 
phenomena, neither of which was found 
in the car examined. 

The report begins with an introduc
tion by Walter Sullivan, science editor 
of The New York Times, and a fairly 
complete picture can be obtained by 
reading it along with the report's con
clusions and recommendations, and a 
Slunmary, written by Condon. The body 
of the report is voluminous, with detailed 
analyses of fifty-nine case studies, but
tressed by extensive discussions of the 
physical and perceptual phenomena in
volved. Special attention is given to 
radar anomalies, visual illusions, and 
some of the aspects of common objects 
likely to be mistaken for UFOs. There 
is historical background, and extensive 
docmnentation. The quality of the writ
ing and the editing is outstanding. 

A HE report concludes that inasmuch 
as there is no positive evidence of ex
traordinary phenomena, it can safely be 
assumed that UFOs are not anything 
extraordinary, and that the subject does 
not warrant further scientific study. The 
logic of this particular approach is de
fended in the following passage, quoted 
from the report's summary: 

As a practical matter, we take the 
position that if an UFO report can be 
plausibly explained in ordinary terms, 
then we accept that explanation even 
though not enough evidence may be 
available to prove it beyond all doubt. 
This point is so important that perhaps 
an analogy is needed to make it clear. 
Several centuries ago, the most gener
ally accepted theory of human disease 
was that it was caused by the patient'.? 
being possessed or inhabited by a devil 
or evil spirit. Different diseases were 
supposed to he caused by different 
devils. The guiding principle for med
ical research was then the study and 
classification of different kinds of dev
ils, and progress in therapy was sought 
in the search for and discovery of 
means for exorcising each kind of devil. 

Gradually medical research discov
ered bacteria, toxins and viruses, and 
their causative relation to various dis
eases. More and more diseases came 
to be described by their causes. 

Suppose now that instead, medi-
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cine had clung to the devil theory of 
disease. As long as there exists one hu
man illness that is not fully under
stood in modern terms such a theory 
cannot be disproved. It is always pos
sible, while granting that some diseases 
are caused by viruses, etc., to maintain 
that those that are not yet understood 
are the ones that are really caused by 
devils. 

There are two shortcomings inherent 
in the quoted passage. First, those who 
hold that some of the UFO reports might 
possibly be extraordinary phenomena 
will be affronted by the implication that 
their view is comparable with that of 
holding diseases to be caused by devils. 
Second, of the fifty-nine case studies re
ported, a number could not be "plausibly 
explained in ordinary terms." 

One cannot demand that positive 
proof be shown that all UFO reports are 
ordinary phenomena, as such proof will 
obviously never be possible. Neither is 
it reasonable to demand positive proof 
that a phenomenon is extraordinary in 
order to conclude that it is worthy of ad
ditional study. The ordinary individual, 
looking for some guidance in forming 
his opinions, will become impatient with 
such extreme views, and he is likely to 
reject the advice, also given in the re
port's conclusions and recommendations, 
that he should believe what the scientists 
tell him about UFOs. 

I do not hold that UFOs are visitors 
from outer space. For one thing, I can
not believe that such visitors could be so 
numerous or present in so many different 
aspects. I do, however, hold that a visitor 
from outer space or other extraordinary 
phenomenon are of sufficient possibility 
to warrant continuing investigation of 
UFOs. Any discussion of interstellar 
space travel is predicated on our own 
far-distant prospects, and illustrates why 
we cannot accept uncritically what the 
scientists tell us about the possibility of 
\isitors from outer space. 

It is generally agreed today that there 
are probably planets other than our own 
which may be populated by intelligent 
creatures, more or less like ourselves, but 
it is highly unlikely that they are any
where in our own solar system, since 
our other planets are so inhospitable to 
life as we know it. Condon, in examining 
this possibility, points out that planets 
belonging to any star other than our own 
sun are so inconceivably far away that 
no living creature could make the trip 
by any means we now could foresee. He 
also points out that in order to suppose 
that any civilization comparable to ours 
is presently in existence elsewhere, it is 
necessary to assume that such a civiliza
tion has lived to a very great age, be
cause time is so vast, and our own brief 
civilization has existed for only a mil
lionth of the probable hfetime of Earth, 
which is already showing signs of de-
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stroying itself with nuclear energy be
fore it gets really started. 

It can therefore be reasoned that if 
any other civilization such as ours does 
now exist in our galaxy, it must be many 
times older than ours, just as any one-
day-old infant must recognize that most 
living people are many times older than 
he is. We can speculate on the present 
capabilities of a technology that is, say, 
50,000 years ahead of ours only in terms 
of what our own might be capable of 
50,000 years from now. About all that 
can be said of such a possibifity is that 
it would be largely incomprehensible to 
us, and, as Arthur C Clarke has said, it 
would appear to us to be magic, since 
it would violate the laws of physical 
science as we know them today. We are 
consecjuently in no position to assert 
what is or is not possible for some extra
terrestrial technology vastly older than 
our own. 

Speculation is so firmly discouraged 
in science that scientists generally show 
no talent for it, or more probably they 
are inhibited by fear of ridicule or dis
approval by their colleagues. Conse
quently, when the>' are invited to prog
nosticate, they predict prodigious feats 
of technology, all of which are built on 
the foundation of today's physical sci
ences, implying that the future will bring 
no more of the kind of scientific dis
covery that has in the past changed our 
views of the physical world and the 
course of our technology. 

This attitude is expressed in an article 
by William Markowitz in Science, en
titled, "The Physics and Metaphysics of 
Unidentified Flying Objects." Under the 
physics heading he demonstrates that in
terstellar travel is impossible by today's 
laws of physics. Under the heading of 
metaphysics he then purports to discuss 
the possibilities of considering that to
day's laws of physics do not hold. How
ever, he fails to give serious attention to 
the subject. Instead, he contents himself 
with demolishing some of the fantasies 
of the writers of science fiction, and then 
impatiently proclaims that such exercise 
is "magic" and that he does not believe 
in it. 

I T is much more difficult to be serious 
about projecting the capabilities of tech
nologies on the order of 50,000 years 
ahead of ours today. It has been less than 
140 years since Michael Faraday discov
ered electromagnetic induction, which 
might be called the first truly scientific 
discovery to result directly in new tech
nology. It has been less than eighty years 
since we first began to support science in 
the supposition that it would result in 
technology, and since that time science 
and technology have grown and pro
gressed almost exponentially. It is scarce
ly possible to extrapolate from such a 
short base over so long a span, as far as 
the laws of physics are concerned, be
yond observing that our science is in its 

{Continued on page 62) 
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John Mason Brown 

JOHN MASON BROWN", critic, es
sayist, author, lecturer, died lust 
week at the age of sixty-eight. He 

was a key figure in the development ol̂  
Saturday Review, serving as drama 
critic and editor-at-large over the span 
of a quarter-century. He was vastly 
gifted. He turned his creativity in many 
directions, but his main bent was the 
theater; he was probably its leading 
authority and certainly its best friend. 
He was pre-eminent as a lecturer. His 
book on Robert E. Sherwood won him 
recognition as biographer and historian. 
He was a member of the board of judges 
of the Book-of-the-Month Club. He had 
few peers as a writer and none as a 
public speaker. He was a man of infinite 
charm and unsurpassed wit. He was as 
creative and artistic about his friendships 
as he was about his work. 

Like the founding editors and present 
editor of Saturday Review, John Mason 
Brown was a product of the old New 
York Evening Post, for which he was 
drama critic for more than a decade. He 
was only twenty-nine when he started 
writing for the Post. It soon became ap
parent that he was a critic and writer 
of prodigious ability. His broad knowl
edge of the theater was combined with 
a felicitous command of the English 
language. He used words with painstak
ing artistry and occasionally with deva
stating effect. He was first of all a man 
of taste, a presiding fact about his criti
cism that everyone connected with the 
theater came to recognize and respect. 

John Mason Brown's career on the 
old Post betjan some four years after 
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I!enr\ Seidel (Jaiiby, Amy I.oveman. 
William Rose Benet, and Christopher 
Morlev took their weekly supplement 
out of that newspaper and launched it 
as a separate weekly journal called TIw 
Saturday Review of Literature. I remem
ber hearing Dr. Canby say in 1940, 
shortly after I came to the magazine, 
that he knew of no young writer who had 
greater natural flair for criticism and the 
essay. One of Dr. Canby's ambitions, 
which he passed along to me, was to get 
John Brown to write for the magazine 
regularK. 

T 
A HE war intervened. Here I plagiarize 

from my brief history of the magazine in 
Present Tense. John was aide to Admiral 
Alan G. Kirk on the USS A((g(/ita, flag
ship of the American invasion fleet at 
Normandy. His natin-al abilities floated 
to the top. Admiral Kirk put him to work 
as a teacher and morale-builder. John 
lectured regularly to the crew—not just 
about the life of the theater but about 
world aftairs, history, and the arts. Dur
ing the invasion of Normandy, he did a 
running commentary for the men on 
board, connecting them to the historical 
enterprise in which each had a major 
role. His words enabled the men to pen
etrate the constricted field of vision im
posed by war on the individual warrior. 
He lifted the men below decks out of 
their interior limbo and made them in
tegral to the battle. 

Some years later Admiral Kirk told 
me that, for sheer brilliance of observa
tion and ability to convey the essence of 
an incredibly complex and fast-changing 

situation, he had never .seen the equal 
of John Mason 15rown's dramatic per-
foimance at Normandy on June 6, 1944. 

Such an evaluation would come as no 
surprise to anyone who heard John 
lirown on the public platform. Within 
a short time after he began his lecturing 
career, John Brown became the most 
popular speaker in the country, a dis
tinction he retained for more than thirty 
yeais. I know of no contemporary critic 
who used words more adroitly and color-
tnlly. He had complete control of the 
(juintessentials, whether in describing 
a play, a person, or an event. The pic
tures he painted in the listener's mind 
had far greater substance and vitality 
than those which the eye alone could 
perceive. John Brown demonstrated that 
the most potent theater could be staged 
within the human imagination—without 
curtains, props, or special lighting ef
fects. And .so he went arovmd the coun
try, a composite performance by himself, 
providing not only dramatic criticism of 
a very high order, but a versatile sam
pling of the plays themselves. 

All credit for persuading John Mason 
Brown to join SRL as drama critic be
longs to Amy Loveman, whose place in 
the history of the magazine is no less 
vital and central than that of Dr. Canby. 
Dr. Canby designed and gave direction 
to the magazine, but Amy Loveman 
gave SRL its tone and spirit. 

It was difficult for any writer, what
ever his age, eminence, or previous con
dition of literary servitude, to resist Amy 
Loveman. She invited John Mason 
Brown to join us at limch one day. I sat 
enthralled by her extraordinary skill as 
a listener and by John Brown's skill as a 
xerbalizer. I don't think Amy Loveman 
spoke more than four or five minutes out 
of the two hours we were together. By 
the time the lunch was over, John Brown 
had talked himself—brilliantly and beau-
tilully—into accepting the job. 

John Mason Brown's column for SR, 
SEEING THINGS, revcalcd that his interest 
in the theater was exceeded only by his 
interest in the human drama. He paid 
his readers the compliment of believing 
that their concerns were as wide-ranging 
as his own, their sensitivities no less 
keen, their feelings no less deep. What 
he once wrote of Edith Hamilton, for 
whom he had total admiration, was no 
less true of himself. He said that Miss 
Hamilton was "a popularizer but not a 
vulgarizer, a haison officer between the 
finest that has been and the finest that 
is." She "wrote from the heart as well 
as the head." Her "learning and living 
are linked. Large as is her erudition, her 
vision is larger." The passage was not 
intended as self-description, but it will 
serve. 

John Mason Brown's writings in the 
magazine widened progressively until 
they embraced the world of the creative 
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