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“The Estimate of the Situation”

“. . . the estimate was that they [the UFOs] were
interplanetary.”

—CAPTAIN EDWARD RUPPELT, Director, Project  
Blue Book

n September 23, 1947, Lt. Gen. Nathan Twining drafted a letter to
Brigadier General George Schulgen stating that the “saucers” were

real. In the historic memo, Twining outlined the first official verdict on the
subject of UFOs. Essentially:

The phenomenon is something real and not a hallucination, a hoax, or
misperceived natural phenomena—“something is really flying
around.”
The surface of the objects is metallic or made of some other reflective
substance.
The objects rarely leave a trail, except perhaps in high-performance
operations.
The objects are circular or elliptical, and flat on the bottom with a low
dome on top.
Flights may occur in well-ordered, well-kept formations in numbers of
three to nine disks.
Speeds are estimated in excess of 300 knots.
Sizes are estimated to be as large as “man-made” aircraft.1
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What is not generally known, even within UFO circles, is that
handwritten at the end of the letter is the listing of high-ranking officers
and scientists who “coordinated” the memo; specifically, people from the
aircraft, propeller, and power plant labs, and the engineering division T-3
at Wright Field. After full consultation, Twining's lead aeronautical
engineers at Wright Field had essentially said, “The phenomenon is real
and it isn't ours.” Therefore, Twining clearly demonstrated his knowledge
of the reality of the flying saucers. What did the general know that his
intelligence advisors did not have access to? What had happened during
that time that forced the top brass at the Pentagon and Wright Field to put
out such a definitive statement as to acknowledge the reality of UFOs?
Mind you, this conclusion was arrived at within the course of a few
months. As described, investigations were lackluster, photographic
evidence was rare, and most sightings went unattended. Only physical
evidence could have provided incontrovertible proof. Only an event such
as the recovery of such physical evidence. A weather balloon would hardly
be the cause. Clearly, something extraordinary had happened in New
Mexico two months before Twining's amazing assessment. And where had
the wreckage from the alleged flying saucer crash been taken? Wright
Field—where Twining was headquartered.

Twining's memo must have shocked nearly everyone in Air Force
intelligence outside of Wright Field—especially its recipient, Brigadier
General Schulgen, who expected to hear that everything was under control
and that it was our own classified aircraft. Far from recommending that
future inquiry be suspended, Twining elevated the concern to an official,
centralized, secret project to gather UFO information. More importantly, it



was not only censored from the public and the media, but also from the
intelligence agents in the field collecting the data on the true nature of the
new phenomenon. The classified information gathered would be provided
to appropriate persons in all branches of the military, the Atomic Energy
Commission, the Joint Research and Development Board, the Air Force
Scientific Advisory Board, the National Advisory Committee for
Aeronautics (NACA; the predecessor of NASA), the RAND Project, and
the Nuclear Energy for the Propulsion of Aircraft (NEPA) Project. Each
one of these projects had the distinction of being top-level and highly
classified; they also had the best government scientists, all experts in their
respective fields, which clearly demonstrates the urgency for answers on
the part of the Pentagon and the Air Materiel Command (AMC) at Wright
Field.

One of those scientists was civilian Alfred C. Loedding, an aeronautical
engineer who started the first Jet Propulsion Laboratory at Wright Field.
An expert in aviation, Loedding had worked at Bellanca Aircraft Company
before taking the position in T-3 (engineering) at Wright Field in 1938. It
was in this position in the summer of 1947, by all indications, that he was
especially intrigued by the wave of UFO sightings, and became anxious to
interview witnesses. Soon, he would find himself a principal investigator
of such incidents. At that time, throughout the two-week surge of sightings
leading up to the crash of the unknown object in New Mexico, reports
went to the Air Force Office of Intelligence at the Pentagon.2
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General Howard McCoy would order one of Loedding's colleagues,
civilian engineer George W. Towles, to Roswell to investigate the crash
“material” and be sure to get the whole story.3 Numerous military
witnesses at the RAAF described all the “suits” overseeing the recovery
operation, Towles cataloged the debris and crash material and helped to
prepare it for transport to Wright Field. High-ranking officers, intelligence
men, and Secret Service agents arrived in Roswell from not only Wright
Field but also Washington, Los Alamos, and White Sands Proving
Grounds. As Earl Zimmerman, who was assigned at that time to the base
radio shack, remarked, “Something unusually important was taking
place.”4

Another unscheduled arrival in Roswell was Major General Laurence C.
Craige, chief of the Army Air Force's Research and Engineering Division
under LeMay's R&D department at the Pentagon. Craige was sent from
Wright Field by LeMay to get the full story. After spending a number of
hours at the base in Roswell, Craige was flown directly to DC where he
and LeMay provided a detailed account to President Truman. It was
immediately after this briefing that the Oval office called a flurry of
meetings, apparently to discuss what had just transpired in New Mexico.5
From all appearances, the events in Roswell had breached national



security, and the Pentagon was desperately searching for any answers.
LeMay told the press, “The Army Air Force has no project with the
characteristics similar to those which have been associated with the flying
discs.”

All would return to normal—as far as the press and the public were
concerned—on the afternoon of Tuesday, July 8th, as military officials
quashed the rumors about Roswell with the balloon explanation. Ironically,
the next day, Wright Field started to receive firsthand flying disc reports
while T-2 made every effort to determine whether the phenomenon had
anything to do with Soviet technology. Major Victor H. Bilek, assistant
chief, ATIC, and assistant chief of analysis at T-2, would acknowledge the
crash and the recovery of bodies.6 In the aftermath of Roswell, foreign
origin would become the code term for extraterrestrial at Wright Field.
Further damage control for the events at Roswell reduced the level of
public attention down to a trickle, and by July 12th, sighting reports fell off
sharply. However, behind closed doors, T-2 frantically tried to determine
the source of the “craft of unknown origin” from Roswell.

Loedding was one of the scientists who convinced General Twining to
call for an official Air Force investigation just two months after the crash
in Roswell. General Craige, now the head of USAF R&D, ordered the
establishment of the Air Force's first official study of UFOs, Project Sign.
Loedding was quick to convince the Pentagon to transfer most of their
flying disc reports to Wright Field, and greatly influenced T-2 to become
involved in the reports, due to the implications regarding flight
aerodynamics.7

According to Ruppelt, only the very top people at ATIC were assigned
to Project Sign, and their main mission was to determine whether UFOs
were Soviet or interplanetary. Clearly, he was not in the inner loop and was
not aware that the Soviet element had already been dismissed. Still,
regarding a possible Russian technology, he states, “Classified orders came
down to investigate all UFO sightings, get every detail, and send it direct
to ATIC at Wright Field. The order carried no explanation as to why the
information was wanted. The lack of an explanation and the fact that the
information was to be sent directly to a high-powered intelligence group
within Air Force headquarters stirred the imagination . . .”8
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Project Sign's duty was to “collect, collate, evaluate, and distribute to
interested government agencies and contractors all information concerning
sightings and phenomena in the atmosphere which can be construed to be
of concern to the national security.” Captain Robert R. Sneider served as
chief officer, under the command of General McCoy and T-2. As the
civilian liaison, Loedding reported to Colonel Albert Bonnell Deyarmond,
who had worked with McCoy to establish the technical database at Wright
Field after WWII. Then a civilian, he was recalled specifically by McCoy
as a personal favor. Project Sign was given a 2A priority rating—1A being
the highest in the Air Force—and was often called Project Saucer by those
both inside and outside the program.9

The Air Materiel Command under General Twining at Wright-Patterson
was tasked with enabling the full completion of the project. The
cooperation of the Army, Navy, Coast Guard, and FBI was also
encouraged in order to expedite the forwarding and investigation of all
reports. A memorandum dated August 6, 1948, under the title “Flying
Saucers,” required the Air Intelligence Division to examine the tactics
pattern of reported UFOs and develop conclusions as to their probability.10

Loedding remained the driving force in the AMC investigation
throughout Project Sign. Cooperating with the Pentagon, he would report
at meetings with both General Schulgen and Dr. Charles Carroll, a
mathematics and missile expert. It was Loedding and Carroll who had
drafted the focus of Project Sign and defined how they would conduct the
investigation.

Sighting reports were categorized into four sections:

1. Flying disks
2. Cigar/torpedo-shaped craft
3. Balloon/spherical craft
4. Balls of light

Clearly, Project Sign was focused on investigating, as Hynek would
describe it, “the properties of a phenomenon.”11 It's curious that the
scientists at Wright-Patterson were not looking for a psychological
explanation. Rather, whether American, Russian, or Martian, they were
investigating hardware that was cavorting through U.S. airspace. However,
as Loedding at times noted, they were not getting much support from the



military. This would be especially evident in the wake of the release of one
of the most mysterious documents in U.S. history: the ill-fated “Estimate
of the Situation.” It was penned mostly by Loedding and Project Sign
director Sneider around September 1947—two months after the Roswell
incident.12 According to Ruppelt, “The situation was the UFOs; the
estimate was that they were interplanetary.”13 Most of the project's
personnel had arrived at the very same interpretation of the data, and from
all accounts, were relying strictly on eyewitness testimony, a number of
photographs, and a far-reaching hope that we were truly dealing with an
advanced technology.

Skeptics point out that such technical thinkers were not investigators,
nor were they trained at discerning prosaic explanations. To skeptics, the
entire subject remains relegated to the “mental health” fringe. But what is
more telling than anything else is that immediately after the Roswell
incident, the subject attracted the very scientific, “nuts and bolts” crowd
that one would expect. They sought out the technological advances that
such a phenomenon could provide. Again, Project Sign was not a
psychological study of any kind.

Finally, there is absolutely no reason to believe that any of the
researchers attached to Project Sign had any access to the Roswell material
evidence. If T-2 had physical proof, it was too sensitive to share with
anyone outside of the highest ranks of authority. The attitude at the
Pentagon was, We have a wreck; the task for those working on Project
Sign was to demonstrate how the wrecked craft worked, and more
importantly, whether the pilots were a threat.14

Loedding and Sneider's “Estimate of the Situation” made its way up the
official chain of command in September or October of 1948, and was
approved by Colonel McCoy and his number two man at T-2, Intelligence
Chief William Clingerman. It was also approved by the chief of Air Force
Intelligence at the Pentagon, Major General Charles P. Cabell.15 One is
inclined to ask whether, just as the original “straw man” was created with
the first pronouncement about Roswell and the press release about the
capture of a “flying disk,” was the document intended to create the same
effect? Namely: first, admit it, and then tear it down. And that is exactly
what General Vandenberg did when the report crossed his desk. He
immediately stated that it lacked evidence, but rather than rescind the



report and have it resubmitted in a style more to his liking, he did a most
curious thing: he ordered the report to be destroyed.16 The question
remains: why did Cabell, McCoy, and the other officers send it upstairs
with their endorsement, unless they knew that their boss would shut down
the growing UFO crescendo at Wright-Patterson? All that was left to do
now was dismantle the project and quiet the ET advocates who were too
inclined to yell “Fire!” when all the Pentagon would accept was smoke.

A more acceptable final summary was written by Deyarmond and
Truettner, and was released in February of 1949. The new, sanitized
version stated that although some unidentified aerial objects appeared to
represent actual aircraft, there was not enough data to determine their
origin.17 As ardently as the project tried to chase down the facts through
1948, the more advisable recourse was to again (figuratively) substitute a
weather balloon for the truth. “Anything but extraterrestrial” became the
immediate fallback answer. However, many of the key players on Project
Sign remained unconvinced by another official denial. Curiously, in one of
the report's appendices, waxing more philosophical than authoritative, was
a paper written by a member of the Air Force's oversight committee, Dr.
George E. Valley, Jr., a physicist and the project supervisor and senior staff
member of the Radiation Laboratory at MIT. He said, “If there is an
extraterrestrial civilization which can make objects as are reported, then it
is most probable that its development is far in advance of ours . . . such a
civilization might observe that on earth we now have atomic bombs and
are fast developing rockets. In view of the past history of mankind, they
would be alarmed. We should therefore, expect at this time above all to
behold such visitations.”18

Nevertheless, their time was passing and they were about to be made
irrelevant because their results did not subscribe to the official position.
The “nuts and bolts” crowd was becoming too vociferous at Wright-
Patterson and the fire needed to be doused before it reached a particular
hangar.

Alfred Loedding's brother Fred visited him the year after the summer of
1947 at the base in Dayton. While they were walking around the facility,
Alfred made a rather telling comment to his brother. Fred asked him what
he thought “this flying saucer business is all about.” Alfred pleaded
ignorance, but at the same time pointed out one of the hangars. He paused,



and then in a tone of frustration, mentioned that he had no idea what was
inside, just that it was off limits even to him. It was Alfred's understanding
that the answer to the flying saucer mystery was locked inside.19
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