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“...like fish flipping in the sun”
East Oregonian, Pendleton, June 26 1947

“...like the tail on a Chinese Kite...”
East Oregonian, Pendleton, June 26 1947

“It flew like geese...”
Live broadcast interview, radio KWRC, Pendleton, June 26 1947

“Like a speed boat on rough water”
April 1950 phone interview with Ed Murrow

April 1950 phone interview with Ed Murrow

“Like they take a saucer 
and throw it across water.”

How They Moved
Arnold used several similes over the years to describe how the aircraft moved. The most 
famous simile was  the saucer skipping over water. Though the quote is often cited as 
giving birth to the term “flying saucer,” Arnold was not directly quoted using this simile 
until three years after his sighting. The actual story of how “flying saucers” became a 
household name is a bit more complicated.

Arnold’s AAF Report 
July 8, 1947: Arnold’s official 
account of the events on 
June 24 are filed with the 
Army Air Force.
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Roswell Crash Reported
July 8, 1947: AP wires a story that 
states “a flying disc had been found." 
The following day, the Army Air Force 
recants the story alleging the found 
object was a weather balloon.

July 7, 1947: Doctor William Rhodes 
photographs a “heel” shaped aircraft in 
Phoenix, AZ. The photos are published in 
newspapers, but the AAF “borrows’” the 
negatives and  never returns them.

William Rhodes Photos

The 1947 UFO Flap
Following the Arnold sighting, witnesses across the United States and Canada began coming forward 
with stories of their sightings. Ufologists later began referring to periods with high numbers of 
sightings as “flaps”. The 1947 flap historically begins in May and ends in July with a high concentration 
of sightings during a two-week period between June and July.   

Arnold’s Publications
For years to come, Arnold continued to interview, write articles, and speak publicly about his 
sighting and the meeting in Tacoma, WA. Aside from the revelation that one of the aircraft he saw 
was different from the others, Arnold also embellished and skewed facts around the Maury Island 
investigation, often leaning toward science fiction and government conspiracy stories. These 
embellishments were likely influenced by his editor, Ray Palmer, who left Amazing Stories 
Magazine around the time he started his own publication, Fate Magazine, in 1948.

Maury Island Investigation

July 31, 1947: Kenneth Arnold met with Harold Dahl and Fred 
Crisman in Tacoma, WA, to investigate Dahl’s alleged claims of 
seeing flying saucers at Maury Island on June 21, 1947.  

 

Fred CrismanHarold DahlKenneth Arnold

Capt. William DavidsonCapt. E.J. Smith Lt. Frank Brown

To help with his investigation, Arnold invited Capt. E.J. Smith, an 
airline pilot who witnessed saucers similar to Arnold’s on July 4, 
1947, as well as two Army Air Force intelligence officers, Capt. 
William Davidson and Lt. Frank Brown. 

During the meeting, Capt. Davidson allegedly drew reproductions 
of UFO photos in the Army’s possession. However, Smith and 
Arnold’s statements to the FBI vary about the details of what was 
drawn and described.

Illustration from article in Spring 1948 Fate Magazine

FBI Aug 19, 1947 Report of July 31 Tacoma Meeting

FBI Aug 27, 1947 Report of Arnold’s Statement

In Kenneth Arnold’s statement, Lt. Brown informed him the Army 
had pictures of a disc taken by a man in Phoenix, Arizona. One 
picture was of a round object with a hole in the center and one 
looked like a flying wing. 

According to Captain Smith, Captain Davidson drew a “freak disc” 
supposedly seen by a “woman” in Arizona. In Smith’s account, 
Arnold states it looks exactly like the disc he saw over Mt. Ranier 
several weeks before.

Arnold would later claim it was at this meeting he suddenly 
remembered one of the objects he witnessed at Mt. Rainier 
was different from the others. However, the only record of this 
news in the FBI file is a hand written note Arnold added on a copy of 
his older report.  Only a portion of his drawing is still visible. 

Tragically, Brown and Davidson never filed a report because they 
were killed that same night of the meeting. Their B-25 crashed 
during their return trip setting off years of conspiracy theories.  
Today, the Maury Island incident is believed to be a hoax by most 
ufology experts.

Page from “The Flying Saucers as I Saw Them” by Kenneth Arnold

FBI Aug 27, 1947 Report of Arnold’s Statement

“The Coming of the Saucers”
First published reference to the 
saucer-skipping-over-water motion 
simile as well as an embellished version of 
the events in Tacoma, WA. Arnold states 
one of the nine objects was different but is 
ambiguous about shape descriptions.

“The Flying Saucer as I Saw It”
Arnold’s self-published pamphlet includes a 
painting of the flying wing design, but a 
caption also credits Arnold as seeing “nine 
strange raft-like aircraft,” and does not 
mention one being different from the others.  

Spring 1948 FATE Magazine 
prints an article recounting the 
July 31 conversations in Tacoma, 
WA. It is the first published 
reference to Arnold saying one 
of the nine objects he witnessed 
was different from the others. 

July 1950 Flying Magazine prints an article 
featuring different witnesses of flying saucers with 
sketches of what they saw. Arnold revised his design 
once again, this time taking a profile cue from Captain 
Smith’s drawing (whom he affectionately refers to as 
“Big Smithy” in his book, “The Coming of the Saucers.”)

Sources:
The majority of the information in this graphic was derived from and inspired by the impressive 
research of Martin Shough in his 2010 essay, “The Singular Adventure of Mr Kenneth Arnold.” I 
was able to add some details to the story from my own research, but if you want to learn more, 
his work is incredibly thorough and tells more about this story than I could ever include here.

Arnold, K. and Ray Palmer, The Coming of the Saucers, Amherst 1952 
(https://www.globalgreyebooks.com/coming-of-the-saucers-ebook)

Arnold, K., The Flying Saucer as I Saw It, 1950 (http://www.foreshadower.net)

Bloacher, T., Report on the UFO Wave of 1947, 1967, updated 2005 version 
(http://www.noufors.com/Documents/ReportOnWaveOf1947.pdf)

Arnold, K., The Mystery of the Flying Saucers and I Did See Flying Saucers, Fate Magazine, Spring1948 
(http://www.saturdaynightuforia.com/html/articles/articlehtml/saucsum2.html)

Ecsedy, D., Where Did the Term Flying Saucer Come From?, Feb. 7, 2018 (http://www.foreshadower.net)

FBI UFO Documents, Part 3-page 27, Part 4 -pages 51, 67 (https://vault.fbi.gov/UFO)

Shough, M., The Singular Adventure of Mr Kenneth Arnold, 2010 (http://cufos.org)

Shough, M., Return of the Flying Saucers: Re-evaluating the Kenneth Arnold UFO Sighting, July 2018

Note: Much of this article is quoted from “The Singular Adventure” but it is more concise than the 2010 essay. 

The Positively True Story of Kenneth Arnold, http://www.saturdaynightuforia.com 
Note: Writer not credited, but an extremely thorough account of Arnold’s story with sources.

The Roswell Incident: Timeline, https://www.nicap.org/roswell4.htm
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Arnold Sighting

George Clover described three 
“kite-like” objects flying south 
“real fast”.
Tacoma News-Tribune, June 27, 1947

10:00 AM

Sydney B. Gallagher, was 
working 10 miles south of 
Mineral when he saw nine 
bright shiny objects flashing 
overhead.
From an unidentified clipping 
in the USAF files. 

3:00 PM (approx.)

Tacoma News Tribune, June 30, 1947

Mrs. Mary Hartwell saw "nine 
planes" very high in the air. 
“She said they had the appear-
ance of geese, but definitely 
were silver colored planes.”

Time Unknown 

While prospecting about 5000 
ft above sea level, Fred John-
son saw “five or six” objects fly 
overhead. “[T]hey were Round 
about 30 feet in dimater[sic] 
tapering sharply to a point in 
the lead end in an oval shape 
with a bright top surface.... 
But there was an object in the 
tail and looked like a big hand 
of a clock shifting from side to 
side like a big magnet.”
Letter from Frederick M. Johnson to Lt. 
Col. Donald L. Springer, Assistant Staff, 
dated Aug 20, 1947, rcvd Aug 22, 1947

3:00 PM (approx.)

Oregon Statesman,  June 27, 1947

Mrs. Dennis Howell saw “only 
one silvery object, traveling 
very high, and moving south 
steadily....”

3:00-5:00 PM (approx.)

Portland Oregonian, Sunday, 
June 29, 1947, p. 24.

Robert W. Hubach saw “some 
shiny, silver objects that did 
not look like airplanes.”

Time Unknown

N
Other Witnesses

June 24, 1947: While flying in the Cascade Mountains, Kenneth Arnold sees nine 
“peculiar” aircraft headed south past Mt. Rainier toward Mt. Adams. Based on his 
claims, the estimated speed of the objects ranged between 1200-1700 mph, faster 
than any known aircraft at the time. 

Heading North
Approx. 9200 Ft 
110 Mph     

Approx 5 miles

     

Arnold’s 
CallAir A-2

9 Unknown
Aircraft
Heading South
Approx. 10,000 Ft
Est. 1200-1700 Mph

Mt. Rainier
14,411 Ft

Mt. Adams
12,280  Ft

0 5025Distance Between Arnold and Objects When Perpendicular
Approx. 20-25 Miles

Distance Objects Traveled from Mt. Rainier to Mt. Adams
Approx. 50 Miles 

“I looked at my sweep second hand, and they had covered that distance of about 
50 miles in a minute and 42 seconds.” 

-Kenneth Arnold, First International UFO Congress in Chicago, Illinois, 1977

“...as the first one was passing the south crest of this ridge the last object was 
entering the northern crest of the ridge.... I measured it and found it to be 
approximately five miles.” 

- Kenneth Arnold, AAF Report, 1947    

“I estimate my distance from them, which was almost at right angles, to be 
between twenty to twenty-five miles.” 

- Kenneth Arnold, AAF Report, 1947    

“They were flying diagonally in an echelon formation with a larger gap in their 
echelon between the first four and the last five.” 

- Kenneth Arnold, Coming of the Saucers, 1952

N

What Kenneth Arnold Saw

The Kenneth Arnold sighting in 1947 is often considered the birth of the flying 
saucer phenomenon. Though we will never know exactly what Arnold saw in the 
Cascade Mountains, research reveals his story went through many changes that 
stem from simple missunderstandings to blatant sensationalism. The purpose of 
this graphic is not to prove or disprove what Kenneth Arnold saw but rather to 
explore how an unexplainable curiosity transformed into UFO lore. 

The first reporter to use the exact 
words “flying saucer” to 
describe Arnold’s sighting is 
unknown. 

However, the phrase “flying 
saucer” was all ready being used 
as far back as the 1890s to 
describe clay pigeons, discus 
throwing, and even helicopters.

Therefore, it would not have been 
a long leap for any reporter at that 
time to reach this analogy.

Origin of“Flying Saucers”

UFOs become “Flying Saucers”
June 26, 1947: The term “flying saucer” 
becomes associated with unidentified flying 
objects for the first time. The first person to 
coin the term is officially unknown. (See left)

Jan. 21, 1944 St. Charles Daily Cosmos Monitor

 KWRC Radio interview 
June 26, 1947

“...like a pie plate that was 
cut in half with a sort of a

convex triangle in the rear.”

George Clover Sighting
“Kite-like”

Fred Johnson Sighting

“...an object in the tail 
...looked like a big hand 

of a clock....”

“shiny”
“silvery”

“mirror-like”
Multiple Witnesses

“Saucer-like”
East Oregonian 
June 25, 1947 

Arnold’s AAF
Report Drawing

AAF Report
July 8, 1947 

Arnold claims one of the 
objects was shaped like 

a flying wing.

Fate Magazine
Spring 1948

Flying Wing

Intern. UFO Congress 
Chicago, IL 

June 24, 1977

“Tadpole”

“And the other ones 
gave me the 

impression they 
were rather like a 

tadpole.“

“They look something like 
the axes that were used to 
behead people back in the 

middle ages.”

“Axes”
Oregon Journal, Portland

October 17, 1975

“Ray-fish”
Notes by Dr J. E. McDonald of 
a communication from Arnold

March 11, 1965

The Flying Saucer As I Saw It 
Pamphlet,1950

Outline Illustration from
Fate Magazine, Spring 1948

“Raft-like”

Arnold’s Flying
Magazine Drawing

Flying Magazine
July 1950

“Boomerang”
The UFO Encyclopedia

Headline Publishing,1991

“Bat-shaped”
East Oregonian
June 26, 1947

DESCRIBING ARNOLD’S “SAUCERS”
KENNETH ARNOLD

OTHER WITNESS

PRESS/AUTHOR

Oregonian Journal, June 27

“Crescent-shaped”

Written by a reporter 
perhaps misrepresent-
ing Arnold’s own quote  

in the same article: 
“They were half-moon 

shaped, oval in front and 
convex on the rear.”

Intern. UFO Congress
Chicago, IL 

June 24, 1977

“Wraith-like”

Arnold describes
another sighting in 1951
that was translucent. In

1977, the phrase is applied
to the 1947 objects.

Do you have any questions, suggestions, or corrections?
Contact Flying Saucers Are Swell! with comments and sources at:
caseyomalley1950@gmail.com or follow on Instagram @flyingsaucersareswell

Baseball Bat

Table
Tennis
“Bat”

Aircraft
Control 

“Bat”

Fruit Bat

Though Arnold later references a crescent shaped craft that may 
have resembled the animal, his early descriptions and 
drawings fall more in line with table tennis “bats” or aircraft 
control “bats” as they have been called during that era.

“Bat-Shaped”

Reporters Bill Bequette and Nolan Skiff first used “saucer-like” 
on June 25, 1947 based on interviews with Arnold, but it is 
unclear if he actually said it or if they suggested the simile based 
on his descriptions. Arnold would later be quoted using the 
phrase directly in his AAF report.

“Saucer-like”

January 16, 1984: Kenneth Arnold Dies

Although it has become a popular anecdote among authors and 
journalists, there is no known reference to Arnold ever using the 
word “boomerang” to describe any of his alleged sightings. The 
first found use of the word is by John Spencer in 1991, and it has 
continued to be attributed to Arnold for nearly three decades since.

The Boomerang Myth

John Spencer, The UFO Encyclopedia, 1991

“He also described them as shaped like “boomerangs,” 
and said that their motion was similar to that of a saucer 
skipping (or skimming) when thrown flat across the water.”

“Actually, what he said was that they looked like boomerangs, 
but the reporter’s account called them ‘flying saucers.’”

“He described them as boomerang-shaped, but also noted that 
they were hopping, like a saucer skipping on the water.”

“...they looked like boomerangs, he said—but skipped like saucers, 
a subtlety lost in the public’s imagination.”

“...Mr. Arnold began the era of the flying saucer with his sighting of 
nine silver boomerang-shaped objects whizzing over 
the Cascade Mountains....”
 

"[The saucer] was in fact intended to be a description 
of their movement . . . Arnold in fact described the 
objects as boomerang-shaped."

James Randi 
An Encyclopedia of Claims, Frauds and
Hoaxes of the Occult and Supernatural,1995

Robert Sheaffer
The Truth Is, They Never Were 'Saucers', 1997

Steven Novella MD
UFOs & the Argument from Ignorance, 2008

Robert Sheaffer
Ufology 2009: A Six-Decade Perspective, 2009

Jeffrey J. Kripal
The Super Natural: A Vision of the Unexplained, 2017

SAUCER, BAT, or BOOMERANG?SAUCER, BAT, or BOOMERANG?
The Mysterious Changing Shape of the First “Flying Saucers”


