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ONE

INTO THE FRINGE

‘These ships are there and they can be seen by those who look up’

George Adamski, Gray Barker’s Book of Adamski (Saucerian Books, 1965).

‘What in fucking hell was that?’ blurted Tim, his voice expressing more surprise than fear – a not inappropriate response from someone who had just seen their first UFO.

It was a bright, sunny afternoon in mid-July, 1995. My friend Tim, my then-girlfriend Liz and I were pulled up with a flat tyre alongside Tenaya Lake on Tioga Pass Road, twenty-seven miles from the eastern boundary of Yosemite National Park. I was twenty-two years old, the same age as the car whose front wheel I was in the process of replacing, a battered, sky-blue 1973 Ford Galaxy 500 with a mattress in place of a back seat. The three of us were almost two months into a twelve-week detour around the United States and the car was on its last legs. The mechanics who had most recently looked at the wheezing two-tonne beast had tried to prevent us from driving any further. That was 200 miles ago and the reason, until Tim began yelling, why I’d been lying underneath it clutching a spanner.

Tim loomed above me, fizzing with incredulity. ‘What was that?’

‘I have no idea,’ I replied, ‘but I saw one just like it about half an hour ago, a few miles down the road.’

I continued loosening wheel nuts as my mind whirled like a top. Whatever it was we’d just seen was identical to the thing I’d spotted further along the road perhaps twenty minutes earlier.

We’d blown a tyre on our way out of Yosemite. To find a new one, Liz and I had hitched a ride to the nearest town, Lee Vining, a small, one-time mining outpost alongside the calcified alien landscape of Mono Lake. Job done, we hopped into a passing twoseater convertible sports car. Liz, in the front, made awkward small talk with its slick-haired driver while I perched on the boot, clutching our reinvigorated wheel with my feet wedged awkwardly into the space behind the driver’s seat.

Cool mountain air flowed over us as we re-entered Yosemite on the windy two-lane blacktop. We were rounding a densely wooded bend on the north side of the road when a glint of light among the trees caught my eye. There, perhaps ninety feet away along a straight firebreak path between tall rows of fir trees, lay something entirely unexpected, hovering, or appearing to hover, stationary, about three feet off the ground. It was a perfect, silvery reflective sphere, perhaps eight feet in diameter, like a large, polished Christmas tree ornament. It reminded me of one of the bells suspended over a verdant landscape in René Magritte’s enigmatic ‘La Voix des Airs’: beautiful, serene, uncanny, wrong.

No sooner had I registered what I was looking at than it was gone, lost behind the trees as we sped along the ever-twisting road. Some seconds later we passed another firebreak, converging on the same point as the last one. The thing was still there: mercurial, immobile, strangely perfect. A brief flash, then it was lost among the trees before, finally, another bend, another path and, once again, that damned sphere. I said nothing as my mind rummaged for an explanation. Neither Liz nor the driver seemed to have seen anything unusual and, even if I had known what to say, speech was impossible over the roaring engine and rushing wind.

The sphere and the forest were soon behind us and we returned to our own vehicle, sandwiched between the twinkling lake and a steep-sided rocky hillside. I kept quiet about what I’d seen as I jacked up the car, clambered underneath and began working on the wheel. And that’s when Tim began yelling. All I could see were his ankles and feet, but both he and Liz were making excited noises.

‘Quick! Get a look at this! What is that?!’

I think I knew what I was going to see when I lurched to my feet.

Glinting in the afternoon sunlight, it came gliding purposefully towards us over the lake, bobbing gently as if carried on some viscous current. Although it looked exactly like the sphere I had already seen, it couldn’t have been the same one because it was approaching us from the opposite side of the lake, a third of a mile away. It flew right over our heads, perhaps fifty feet up, utterly silent, unhurried yet somehow determined, and slunk out of sight, following the gentle contours of the ridge behind us. The whole thing took less than a minute.

‘What was that?’ Liz spoke for us all. Emptiness filled the airwaves. Brains scrambled for answers. None came.

Back under the car I went, unfastening a few more nuts, hoping to keep a creeping surge of anxiety in check. No chance.

‘Holy shit! Here comes another one!’ yelled Tim.

Scrabbling back out, I was just in time to see another sphere, identical to the last, ambling over the lake towards us, following exactly the same path as its predecessor. Up it went, over the ridge, as calmly as if it passed by there every day.

I rushed into the car for a camera, but it was too late. The sphere was gone. No more followed.

A strange enough story and a true one, not unlike a thousand other UFO tales. This one is made a little stranger by the fact that I was somewhat interested in UFOs at the time. OK, I’ll be honest, I was obsessed with UFOs at the time. I’d been fascinated with the supernatural and the anomalous all my life – I was reading H.G. Wells and Bram Stoker while most kids were still reading Enid Blyton – but somehow, during the late 1980s, UFOs gradually became a primary concern for me.

In 1989, aged sixteen, I had my first sighting, in the south of Spain. A friend and I watched nine glowing orange balls roll along the horizon in a steep sine wave pattern. I remember that they flowed, one after the other, as if moving through thick fluid, connected by an invisible thread. Neither I nor my friend had been particularly astounded by the scene, and alien spacecraft didn’t even register on our list of possibilities, but I’ve often returned to the incident in my mind’s eye and wondered: what was it that we saw?

By the early 1990s, UFOs were it for me. In hindsight, I wonder if I was unconsciously caught in a pre-millennial zeitgeist, swept along like many thousands of others in the thrall of the stars. Between the sober, hi-tech thrills of Timothy Good’s UFO books, detailing apparently genuine military encounters with seemingly impossible aircraft, and the soul-wrenching alien abduction memoirs of Whitley Strieber, the possibility of alien contact – of life other than our own, of escape from this island Earth – had become all too plausible.

And now I had seen another one.

Compounding the high strangeness factor of our Yosemite incident was the book I had been reading on that leg of the journey, Into the Fringe by Karla Turner, a psychologist and UFO researcher who died of a brain tumour a year after our sighting. Her account of her family’s UFO experiences is one of the more engrossingly bizarre contributions to an already bizarre field. It also features several appearances by floating silver spheres. Turner describes the spheres as ‘repositories . . . where human souls are somehow recycled’. Inside the spheres, human souls that are in some way also alien are implanted into their mothers’ wombs, a procedure that is at once surgical and spiritual: a medicalized reflection of the mystical dimension at the heart of the UFO lore.

But there was nothing magical about what we saw that day in Yosemite and, in the years since our encounter, I’ve often wondered if there might be a mundane explanation for what it was that flew over our heads.

Were they mylar-covered balloons? I couldn’t rule it out, though they looked far too solid for balloons, as if they would have emitted a solid clang had we thrown rocks at them (though I’m glad we didn’t). The way they bobbed up and down as they flew, like corks on water, and then smoothly followed the contours of the hillside behind us was also most un-balloonlike. Balloons would have bumped awkwardly into the scree-covered slope before being blown over the top. Besides, as I recall, part of the eeriness of the situation was that there was no wind to carry the objects, at least not where we were standing.

Perhaps they were some kind of exotic atmospheric phenomenon, like ball lightning or St Elmo’s fire? These electrified gas bubbles are good candidates for some of the more esoteric UFO sightings, and it has been suggested that they might appear silvery in daylight. The US Air Force has been experimenting with generating and steering plasmas as potential weapons for decades; but again, our spheres looked firmly solid, not gaseous.

Were they pilotless drone aircraft of some kind? We weren’t far from the China Lake Naval Air Weapons Station, one of the Navy’s key testing grounds for new toys, so maybe. But if so, I’d like to know what kind of technology was keeping them airborne. Spherical objects are dropped from military aircraft to train and calibrate radars, but these weren’t falling vertically or on parachutes; they were flying, horizontally.

If pragmatism has failed us, how about a mystical explanation? The objects were manifestations that had bubbled up from my own unconscious, inspired by Karla Turner’s book, then percolated out into consensus reality – something like the tulpa spirit beings of Tibetan mysticism? No? Well it’s just a thought, and one I’ll confess to having had at the time.

If these were physical objects – and I believe that they were – then without access to the black vault where the US government keeps its secrets, or the bunker that houses its latest military hardware, there’s no real chance of finding a satisfactory answer to the question of what we saw that day. And, true to the slippery nature of the phenomenon, reports of similar objects pepper UFO literature at least as far back as the Second World War. For example, a brief New York Times item dated 14 December 1944 reads: ‘A new German weapon has made its appearance on the western air front, it was disclosed today. Airmen of the American Air Force report that they are encountering silver colored [sic] spheres in the air over German territory.’

Mysterious glowing orbs were seen first by airmen over Europe in 1942. These balls of light, variously described as yellow, orange, silver, green or blue, appeared to follow aircraft, even through dramatic evasive manoeuvres, without ever attacking or damaging them. British pilots referred to the lights as ‘the thing’, while Americans called them ‘foo fighters’, after Smokey Stover, a popular cartoon fireman who called himself a ‘foo fighter’ and had the catchphrase, ‘Where there’s foo, there’s fire!’. Michael Bentine, a former British Air Intelligence officer (and Goon Show comedian) debriefed several aircrews about mysterious lights that had harassed them as they flew over the Baltic. The bombers had fired at the lights, which didn’t respond: ‘These lights didn’t seem to do anything, just pulse and go round. We put it down to fatigue, but later, after I had sent the reports in, an American G2 Intelligence Officer told us that their bombers saw lights in the sky – “foo-fighters” he called them.’1

Foo fighter reports were taken seriously by the Air Ministry, even if they tended to result in a ribbing from other pilots. Were they an unusual natural phenomenon like ball lightning, or were they, as many speculated, a secret weapon, some new kind of flak or decoy intended to put the frighteners on enemy pilots? Were they radio-controlled? Did they contain a mechanism that allowed them to home in on other aircraft? Bentine recalls debriefing Polish pilots who were pursued by silver-blue balls during a 1943 raid on Peenemünde, where V-2 rockets were being manufactured. Was there a connection to other advanced technologies being developed there? We don’t know and surviving wartime records don’t provide any answers. Bentine’s own conclusion, that if it didn’t attack the Poles’ aircraft then ‘it wasn’t a very effective weapon’, might seem cavalier, even naive to us today, when decoys and electronic counter-measures (ECM) are a standard part of warfare. But it reflected the attitudes of his superiors, who did not, as far as we know, pursue the question any further. After all, there was a war on.

So what about the spheres I saw in Yosemite? An American with an intelligence background and an interest in UFOs told me that they were US military reconnaissance drones, perhaps lending weight to the China Lake theory. A psychic who claimed to have done ‘remote viewing’ (RV) work for the US government (psychic spying) told me that the spheres were extraterrestrial in origin and were well known to certain government groups. One US Army colonel told her that the spheres congregated in large numbers somewhere in Kansas, forming geometric shapes across the landscape.

A likely story, you might be thinking: perhaps these things also make crop circles in the vast Kansas prairies? But her account would come back to haunt me some years later as I read Swamp Gas Times by the science writer Patrick Huyghe, who recounts a tale told by a Kansas prairie man in the 1980s. The farmer described the pleasures of working the fields on a clear night in his state-of-theart combine harvester. He loved being out there, he said:

‘Until they come.’

‘. . . Who’s they?’

‘When the lights come down,’ he said. ‘One minute they’re not there and the next minute you look out the side window and there they are, keeping pace with you. Then as fast as you can blink, they’d circle around and be on the other side.’

‘UFOs?’

. . . The man wouldn’t say what they were, just what they were not: ‘Helicopters, aircraft, headlights, reflections . . .’

‘So what do you do?’

‘I do what I have to do; I just do my job,’ he replied.

‘Eventually, they just shoot up in the air and disappear. It’s really unnerving.’

Maybe the spheres from Kansas were holidaying in Yosemite that day in July 1995, just like we were.


TWO

THE COMING OF THE SAUCERS

‘If there is no truth today, there will be myths tomorrow’

Yuli Khariton

SEPTEMBER 2004, CAFE BLISS, DALSTON, LONDON

John Lundberg and I were meeting at our favourite eatery, named after the impact that its take-no-prisoners greasy breakfast had on one’s digestive system. John and I met in 1998, when I joined his crew of crop circle makers. Yes, people make crop circles – all of them – and have done since the mid-1970s.

John and his fellow crop-flatteners had been busy every summer since the early 1990s, and they still are. I encountered them as a journalist for Fortean Times magazine and ended up joining their team. Although I stuck with it for several years I was never a very good circle maker, but I never tired of working the fields under a night sky (except when it was raining) and was endlessly fascinated by the logical contortions that believers in the crop circle mystery would go through in order not to confront what – to anyone not spiritually, emotionally or financially invested in the phenomenon – appeared to be the bleeding obvious.1

On that partcular day, however, we weren’t talking about crop circles. John was busy making films and had just wrapped up a short documentary about a crop circle researcher who had got into trouble with the government. He slid into the cubicle seat opposite me, wearing his customary outfit of iPod earphones, army-green puffa jacket and Aphex Twin sweatshirt. Tall and solidly built as his Viking surname would suggest, with his close-cropped hair John might appear intimidating if he wasn’t usually smiling. As soon as he’d ordered his vegetarian breakfast we got down to business.

‘I’ve been talking to someone at the CIA,’ he said in a hushed voice. ‘Everything he’s told me so far has turned out to be a lie, but he’s a friendly guy and I’m sure he knows a thing or two. At the end of our conversation he said that if I was interested in UFOs I should make a film about someone called Richard Doty. Do you know who this character is?’

I swallowed my baked beans, had a gulp of tea, took a deep breath and began talking. Richard C. Doty was a Mephistophelean character who haunted the underworld of UFO literature. To some, Doty was a dark knight, caught between the intelligence world that he had once operated in, and the world of the UFO researchers to whom he provided incredible information about the alien presence on Earth. To others, he was a pariah, a tool of the government conspiracy, a sower of disinformation and a traitor to the cause of shattering UFO secrecy. In other words, Doty was our kind of guy. The characters who are drawn to liminal phenomena like UFOs and crop circles are an abiding fascination to John and me. These things don’t happen in a vacuum – they need people like Doty, and us, to feed them and give them their strange form of life: one that lies somewhere between everyday fact and elaborate fiction. In other words, if a UFO lands in a forest and no one’s there to see it, was there ever really a UFO?

In the late 1970s and early 1980s Doty had worked for the US Air Force Office of Special Investigations (AFOSI), which acts as a sort of internal FBI for the Air Force. Most of the time AFOSI, or more usually just OSI, investigates crimes committed on US Air Force bases at home and abroad – anything from petty theft, to drug dealing or murder. AFOSI is also tasked with detecting and deterring any threats to the Air Force and its operations, a counter-intelligence and counter-espionage role that is vitally important in maintaining the technological advantage over its enemies. The US Air Force has been the world’s leader in developing new aviation technologies for decades, and AFOSI has played a critical part in this.

As a special agent for AFOSI, stationed at Kirtland Air Force Base in New Mexico, Doty became embroiled in one of the strangest espionage campaigns of the post-war era. It’s a story that was never intended to be made public, but it was. Whether the campaign’s exposure was Doty’s fault or, as some suspect, he was merely the fall guy for a larger operation, it exposed some of the most sensitive machinations of the Air Force to public scrutiny and revealed, for the first time, what many people had always suspected: that the US government was telling lies about UFOs; just not quite in the way that the UFO community wanted to believe.

The story begins in 1979 with Paul Bennewitz, a brilliant engineer and physicist in his early fifties. His company, Thunder Scientific, developed temperature gauges, compasses and other equipment for the Air Force and NASA from workshops on the border of Kirtland. Bennewitz himself lived with his wife and kids in the swanky Four Hills estate on the north side of Kirtland, from where he had a good view of the base and the Manzano mountains in particular, hollowed-out twin peaks that at the time held one of the largest stockpiles of nuclear weapons in the USA.

In July of that year, from his roof deck, Bennewitz began filming strange lights flitting and bouncing around the Manzano area, and recording radio transmissions that he felt were associated with them. Being a responsible citizen, not to mention an Air Force contractor, in 1980 he decided to tell Kirtland Security what was going on. While an undoubtedly brilliant scientist, Bennewitz was also, like many brilliant people, a little on the eccentric side, and had reached the conclusion that the lights could only be highly advanced aircraft piloted by extraterrestrials. He also surmised that their intentions were anything but friendly, and that’s what he told the Air Force.

So far, so peculiar, but here’s where it gets odder, and very sinister. Bennewitz, who died in 2003, aged seventy-five, was a good man and a true patriot. The Air Force could easily have brushed him off with a ‘thanks for looking out for us, these are our own classified aircraft, so we’d rather you just ignored them and didn’t tell anyone about what you’ve seen’. Instead they, or rather AFOSI, decided not just to encourage Bennewitz in his harmless delusions but to amplify them to a volume that would eventually push him over the brink and into madness. For the next few years AFOSI passed him faked government UFO documents, gave him a computer that appeared to be receiving transmissions from the malevolent ETs and created a fake UFO base in remotest New Mexico. All this for one eccentric scientist.

Richard Doty’s role was to befriend Paul Bennewitz and steer him deeper into his War of the Worlds fantasy. At the same time, Doty was secretly liaising with at least one respected UFO researcher, William Moore, who provided AFOSI with the latest details of ongoing investigations and research in the UFO field. Moore’s information was then used to generate bogus government documentation that corroborated the UFO community’s suspicions of a top-level UFO cover-up and drew his fellow researchers into a rich pseudo-history of human–alien interaction that stretched back at least two thousand years. Moore, for his part, claimed to have been co-opted with the promise of genuine government UFO documents that would prove, once and for all, that extraterrestrials really were visiting planet Earth, and that the US government was sitting on the biggest story in human history.

This twisted pretzel of a campaign lasted until the late 1980s, culminating with the fracturing of both the American UFO community and Paul Bennewitz’s mind. Doty’s actions were eventually exposed and, after some time working with AFOSI in West Germany, he retired from the Air Force to become a New Mexico state trooper. And that was as much as I, or anyone else at that time, really knew about Richard Doty.

For me the really interesting part was that Doty and Bennewitz were the conduits, if not the source, for much of the UFO mythology that had emerged since the early 1980s. Stories about crashed UFOs, US government pacts with nasty ETs, alien harvesting of cattle and manipulation of human DNA, which had gained in potency and authenticity as they were retold through countless books, articles, films and TV documentaries. This was the forge of late-twentieth-century folklore, the heart of America’s Cold War dreaming and the world in which John and I, with our crop circle work, were already a small part.

I had no idea whether Doty was a maverick or simply one of many agents working the same beat, though America’s intelligence agencies had always been associated with the UFO story. Within the UFO community it was assumed that the CIA, the National Security Agency and others were tools in the cover-up of the Truth, but the Bennewitz affair suggested that the opposite might be the case, that these agencies were in fact responsible for much of the UFO mythology.

In the early days of the Cold War, America used radio transmitters to broadcast propaganda deep into the Soviet bloc. Every large Russian town ran an ‘Interference Activity Service’, employing hundreds of ‘jammers’ who used electronic tones, tape recordings, rattles and voices to block out these hostile American signals. Creating noise, a surplus of information and bogus documentation – data-chaff known in the business as disinformation – is a favourite technique of the intelligence and counter-intelligence agencies. Was this what the Bennewitz affair was really about? If so, then what was the signal that they were masking?

I’d read other stories linking UFOs and espionage: in the early 1950s the CIA smuggled Hungary’s crown jewels out of the country disguised as UFO parts, and in 1991 MI6 tried to smear potential UN Secretary General Boutros Boutros Ghali by connecting him to outrageous stories about extraterrestrials.2 Snippets like these hardly suggested that the intelligence world was desperately trying to keep the lid on the boiling pot of extraterrestrial reality, more that the UFO was just another toy for them to pull out of the box when it seemed appropriate.

So why, we had to wonder, did John’s CIA contact want John to make a film about Richard Doty? It was certainly an intriguing idea, albeit one that we were unlikely to get very far with: Doty had been off the UFO scene for years and the chances of us getting to interview him were next to nil. It didn’t help that the UFO scene had itself been stagnant for almost a decade; even the Internet seemed to have broken off its love affair with our alien friends. Interest had peaked in 1997, when The X Files was at the height of its popularity and something very large had appeared to drift silently over Phoenix, Arizona that March; but since then there’d been very little zeal for the subject, a trend made clear by the paucity of UFO news clippings being sent in to Fortean Times. The only ones I could remember were about the closure of UK UFO organizations and the ‘death of ufology’. No, this was not a time to be chasing UFOs, or even stories about UFOs. But why should that stop us?

We decided to make a film about Richard Doty and the Intelligence world’s involvement in the UFO community. Perhaps by the time we finished UFOs would be back in vogue again. Stranger things had happened.

Fired up with excitement about our new project, John and I went our separate ways, but as soon as I got home and thought about what I’d just got myself into, my initial enthusiasm began to melt away. I remembered the last time that the world had succumbed to UFOria, when I had found myself, like many others, deeply entrenched in the frontlines of belief. Did I really want to go through all of that again?

UFOS: NORMAL FOR NORFOLK

A dream I had back in 1995, not long after my Yosemite sighting, reflected the intensity of my obsession with UFOs at the time. It was a strange and powerful dream, of the sort that lingers like a stain on the unconscious for years afterwards. In the dream I was invited, like Paddington Bear, to tea with the Queen, Elizabeth II. I was taken to see her in a glowing silvery carriage. I don’t remember the outside of the palace where I met her, or even whether it was a building at all, but the interior was a tourist-brochure fantasy of regal chic, every available surface draped with red velvet and ermine and encrusted with jewels and gilt. The Queen was impeccably polite, as was I. We sipped tea from bone china cups and discussed things; I don’t remember what. Then it was time to go.

Her Majesty led me to the palace entrance, the threshold of which was filled with glowing yellow-white light. She took my hand to say goodbye and I leaned forward to give her a peck on the cheek, only to be consumed with horror. From my puckerer’s perspective I noticed a discoloured patch where the make-up had been rubbed from the royal jowl, and beneath it was cold, grey, leathery, alien skin.

Freudians might interpret this as an infantile power fantasy, merged with a representation of my alienation from womankind. Jungians might read it as an encounter with my own anima, the goddess-crone within. David Icke, who wrote in earnest about such things a few years after I’d had my dream, would view it as a glimpse at the awful reality of our shape-shifting, blood-drinking, reptilian extraterrestrial overlords. Many in the UFO community would see it as a screen memory disguising a genuine alien abduction experience. Perhaps it was all these things, but in hindsight it was also a sure sign that I was reading too many books about UFOs.

That autumn, back in the UK, I joined the Norfolk UFO Society (NUFOS), based in Norwich where I was living as a student. A couple of months later the group’s young founder suffered a marijuana-induced nervous collapse and I was left running the show.

NUFOS meetings took place every two weeks at Norwich’s Ferry Boat Inn on the River Wensum. Sometimes they drew in as many as a hundred people, though the hard core was made up of about twenty, among them retired policemen and RAF personnel. Many of the members sought answers to strange experiences of their own, though an upsurge in media stories about UFOs that silly season, mostly surrounding a hoaxed film of aliens being autopsied by the US government, brought plenty of curiosity seekers our way.

As the society’s chairman I usually gave the presentations. I spoke about the American ‘remote viewing’ psychic spying programme, the Face on Mars, what was really going on at Area 51 in the Nevada Desert (I’d reached the base perimeter on the US road trip), whether the world would end in December 2012 and other now well-worn and rusty staples of the UFO lore that, in pre-Internet days, were still considered fairly esoteric, certainly in Norwich.

NUFOS also carried out investigations, occasionally getting a mention in the local papers. One evening I went to see a man who had filmed an oddly shaped bright light in the sky. It turned out to be the planet Venus – the innocent party in so many UFO sightings – given unusually angular form by the internal shutter mechanism of his video camera. Another time the local paper ran stills from a video showing an orange light drifting through the sky. It was classic UFO footage, a formless, illuminated blob of colour rising against a dark night backdrop. It could have been anything. My phone number was listed in the news report about the film, resulting in a handful of anxious calls about other strange lights in the sky. My standard response was to suggest that the witness kept watching the light until they became too cold or too bored to continue. Then they were to go back outside at the same time the following night: if the light was still there then they didn’t need to call me back. No one did.

It was a simple enough equation. UFO reports in the media encouraged curious people to look up at the sky, something most people rarely do. There they would see things they had never seen before and wonder if they’d seen a UFO. It had happened to me on numerous occasions. The most common culprits were bright stars and planets (particularly Sirius and Venus), satellites, shooting stars and aircraft making their descent to land, their front lights appearing to hang motionless in the air. These kinds of sightings make up almost all UFO reports, and they always will. But there are other kinds of UFO reports and we got a few of them, too.

Most spectacular were the flying triangles, variations on which are still seen all over the world. A famous sighting had taken place from an oil rig off the Norfolk coast in 1989 when a mysterious, black, triangular-shaped craft, which became known as the North Sea Delta, was spotted being refuelled by an American KC-135 tanker plane accompanied by two F-111 fighter jets. This was no misidentification of a kite or a seagull: the witness, Chris Gibson, was a former Royal Observer Corps member and knew his aircraft.

These flying triangles – almost certainly advanced military aircraft, or a range of different aircraft – are recurring characters in the UFO story, where they go under names like Aurora, Black Manta or TR-3B. They’ve been reported at sizes ranging from the size of three (American) football pitches (more than 1,000 feet), to that of an ordinary military plane, and have been clocked at speeds ranging from a hover to faster than the blink of an eye. They are often imbued with special powers like silent flight, invisibility and the ability to defy gravity.

NUFOS had received reports of black triangles hovering over canal boats on the Norfolk Broads and an alarming account from a family who had been shadowed by one on a motorway. It flew so close, they said, that they could have poked it with a broom handle, should they have had one in the car. These reports were intriguing, certainly more exciting than the usual lights in the sky, but what were we supposed to do with them? We could talk to the local RAF, who would suggest that we made a formal report to the Ministry of Defence, but the MOD were hardly likely to give us a spotter’s badge for spying on their most secret aircraft.

‘What are we going to do about it?’ was a regular refrain at our meetings. I certainly didn’t want to do what the leader of the Lancashire UFO Society had suggested when his own group were faced with similar flying triangle reports; he’d advocated breaking into RAF Wharton, where the enigmatic aircraft were alleged to be stationed. While it was an interesting idea, I suspected that most NUFOS members would have had trouble climbing the stairs at any of the numerous military installations in our own area, let alone scaling the fence.

Some of our regulars had quite complex and personal relationships with the UFO phenomenon. One woman associated sightings of red balls of light over her home with the chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS) from which she suffered. Another, older, woman was trapped in a wheelchair with an illness so extraordinary that no doctor could diagnose it; she was convinced it had something to do with aliens. When we first spoke she told me that she had seen aliens disguised as logs in her woodpile. She had also seen red lights over her home, like the woman with CFS. Over time, I came to realize that in the two weeks between each NUFOS meeting, the woman would experience whatever had been discussed by the rest of us at the previous gathering. I secretly suspected that she was a model case of what psychologists, publicly at least, call a fantasy-prone personality.

Then there were the psychics; the UFO phenomenon has always drawn them in. As far back as 1945 – two years before the world first heard about flying saucers – American psychic Meade Layne had founded the Borderland Sciences Research Foundation Organization and begun channelling extraterrestrials known as the Etherians. By the mid-1950s clear lines had been drawn between the ‘nuts and bolts’ ufologists, who tended towards science-orientated research and often came from professional scientific backgrounds, and the channellers and contactees, who were more spiritually inclined. At NUFOS we had them all.

One of our members, Sean, was a scrawny, unkempt man with black bags under his eyes and a permanent thousand-year stare. He’d done psychic work for the UK government, he told me, and was part of a secret cell whose role it was to combat the Black Magic operations of the Conservative Party. It was obvious, Sean once told me over a Guinness, that Norman Tebbit was the leader of this Tory satanic cabal: ‘You only have to look at his eyes.’ Several years later, long after my tenure as chairman, Sean was taken to court by NUFOS, accused of stealing funds and property.

George and his wife Janet came late to the group. A friendly couple who exuded an air of utter seriousness, George and Janet channelled messages from extraterrestrials and were shown visions of the future on their television set. One of these visions revealed a mass alien landing on Earth, heralding the apocalypse in the year 2000 (and that was a long time before anyone had even heard of the millennium bug).

At NUFOS, being unusual was one thing, but being uncertain was another. One day, in the early summer of 1996, a committee meeting was called and we assembled in the back room of the Ferry Boat Inn. It had been decided, I was informed, that I wasn’t the right leader for the group. I was friendly, young and reasonably bright, but I didn’t have answers. In fact my presentations always resulted in more questions, and that wasn’t really helping anyone to get to the bottom of the UFO mystery. NUFOS needed a leader who could instil discipline into the group, give it direction and, yes, provide those answers.

So they’d decided that George, the psychic who received alien messages through his television, should be the group’s new Chairman. To say I felt betrayed would be overstating it – I had finished my studies and was preparing to move to London in the next couple of months – but I did fear for the group and where it might be heading. I imagined them huddled together on a cold Norfolk night on the Broads, lit only by the flicker of a portable television set, waiting to be transported up on to a passing flying triangle.

In hindsight, I wasn’t the best man for the job of running NUFOS. What I thought of as the ideal sceptical middle ground – neither believing nor disbelieving in a theory until the facts made it impossible for you no longer to take a position, and then questioning that too – was impossible to maintain within this kind of community. Anyway, what had I been doing there? Was I really running a UFO society or was I an awkward, even dishonest, participant-observer who had got in over my head? I still don’t know, but soon afterwards I moved to London, taking with me a cartoon of an alien being beamed down to the car park of the Ferry Boat Inn, drawn by Harry, an ex-policeman in the group.

Things changed for me after that, as did my relationship to the UFO phenomenon. The skies over London, crowded out by streetlights and tower blocks, filled with mundane air traffic, are rarely as rewarding as those over Norfolk’s flat and empty expanses. Over the ensuing years I stopped looking up and my interest in the subject began to fade, as it seemed, did the rest of the world’s. I still enjoyed reading UFO tales – the more bizarre the better – and kept an ear on the UFO grapevine for any dramatic new developments in the lore, but there were none that left any kind of impression on me, or, it seemed, the UFO field.

I was growing tired of the relentless crowing from the UFO community that ‘the truth was out there’, that the greatest event in human history, an exchange with extraterrestrial life and culture, had been consigned to a vault or hangar somewhere on an American military base. If this event had taken place, then where were the signs? Where were the sudden deviations from the script of history? Where were the ET technologies? Who would really benefit from keeping them secret? Who could possibly have more money and power than Madonna, Steven Spielberg or any number of oil-rich sheikhs or oligarchs? If some secret organization did hold the Truth, as the conspiracists believed, what could they do with it that these people couldn’t?

The pieces just didn’t fit, the evidence wasn’t there and the long-promised revelations just weren’t coming. It was clear that even if there were real UFOs, then nobody – not the world’s governments (secret or otherwise) and certainly not the ufologists – knew very much about them. To paraphrase one ufological commentator, UFO researchers knew everything about UFOs except what they are, why they are here, where they come from and who’s steering them. Any sense that I had once felt of a possible non-human presence, an alien sentience behind the phenomenon, had dwindled to almost nothing. That people were still seeing UFOs I had no doubt – they always have and they always will – but I came to feel that the most important part of most UFO sightings was what went on inside the witness, not outside.

I eventually lost touch with NUFOS, but it still exists. The group, and many others like it, serves as a perfect microcosm of the worldwide UFO community, and indeed of any community centred on a mystery. In fact, with their eternal quest for truth and meaning, permanently hampered by the struggles-in-miniature of day-to-day existence and the slow throttling of the imagination by the overwhelming bureaucracy that governs them, these groups probably serve as a decent metaphor for life itself. Would civilized life on another planet really be so different?
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