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L TYPE OF OBSERVATION 
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• The Green Fireballs 

Oo the evening of September 18. 1954. n group of <lstronomcrs 
and their wives from the observatory at Sacramrnto Peak. ;\ew 
~fexico, were having a picnic at the White Sands 1\'ational ~!onu
ment, ncar Alamogordo. In this great desert of pure white gypsu m 
the air is extremely hot during the daytime but cools to a pleasant 
warmrh after sunset. Supper finished, the picnickers had taken off 
shoes and :stockingS" tt7 wade in the soft warm sand. By 8:30 it was 
dark and some of the astronomers had afready Tcft but others (in
cluding Dr. ~lenzel ) had lingered to watch the stars, wh ich stand 
out sharply in the clear skies over the desert. 

Suddenly, far to the north, appeared an enormous green fireball. 
Of blinding brilliance, it was moving slowly and majestically from 
east to west in a substantially horizontal patn about seven degrees 
above the horizon, leaving behind a luminous trail thaf persisted 
for at least fifteen minutes. At about the same time thousands of 
othe r persons on the ground in New ~fexh.:cr and Colorado, as well 
as the crews of several planes in ffigh t, were observing the fireball. 
It passed over a- crowded football stadium in Santa Fe, interfered 
with radio and TY transmission as it appeared over Albuquerque, 
and over Denver turned night into d ay. :\ t:nited Airlines pilot a t 
about 15,000 feet ne.rr La r:.nnie, Wyomin~. saw the blue-green ball 
crossing his course and for some ten mmu tcs observed tl1e luminous 
cloud it left o~hfnd [6]. :\t' afmost the same instant, the 6rcba11 was 
sighted in the Bay of San Francisco. 1000 miles away. \l ajor Keyboe, 
the D iredor of NICAP (see Chapter xm ), enthusiastically and 
inaccuratefy rt:tcorded tbis meteor as two separate UFOs, one Oying 
over San Fran cisco· where it caused a "skyquake," the o ther over 
New :-.rexico and the Southwest where it "rattled airplanes flying 
through its trail." [2, pp. 197. 202] \Vhat these planes \vere doi~g - . 
at the heigh t of the meteor-some se,·enty miles-he does not 
explain. 

\Vhen telephone calls swamped the newspaper offices, reporters 
interYiewed Dr. Lincoln La Paz of the Institute of ~ leteori tics at the 
Unh·ersity of ~ew :\Iexico. Although he had not ob!)erved· this par
ticular specimen, he had seen similar green fireballs a few years 
earlier .md he commented that this was no ordinury meteor but 
something unusual. A new wave of UFO excitement began to sweep 
the country. \Vere mysterious machint's from· outer space again 
patrolling New ~ lexica? 

The astronomers who had admired the fireba ll at White Sands 
w.ere· amazed at the public reaction . As pro£essionals who had spent 

G;tlcly 39-TTTE WORLD OF FLYING S<\UCERS 
their li ves in observing and analrzing astronomical phenomena, they 
a~rcecl that the object h:1u been unusual in ils slcl\\ mon•nwnt, its 
c:olor. and its b rilliance. B11t an unusn.tl md t.•nr is still only a me
tc·or, not u S(Mc:<•s hip, and lhe~ easi lv reco~niz<:'rl it as a ~recn fire
ball of the typt: that had uppearecl over the Smtthwe:.t a few yea rs 
earlier. 
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In the years following, green fireballs occasionally appeared. An 
astronomer observed one over Lafayette, Colorado, at 7:45 P.M. on 
June 4, 1950. One _soared over the New England states and eastern 
Canada on November 2 , 1950, and a year later, on November 2, 

1951, a plane crew over Texas sighted another which was dramati- , 
1" I cally publicized in Life .\Iagazine, and described in a saucer publi- -

cation [2, p. 9.~] as a "projectile-shaped device" and a "stran_ge 
-'- ·- .. --

missife"· that shot out rt!d balls. Few others mad~ fhe heaclHnes until -
the one o£ September 18, 1954. but even th.rt: caa~d onl}' brief 
excitement :mel the Air Force e.~ pressed no afa:rm~ 
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