THE KENNETH ARNOLD SIGHTING
Kenneth Arnold, United Airlines Flight 105, and Maury Island: How the 1947 Flying Saucer Era Took Shape
The modern UFO era began not with Roswell, but with a civilian pilot named Kenneth Arnold. On June 24, 1947, private pilot Kenneth Arnold was flying a CallAir A-2 near Mount Rainier, Washington, after briefly joining the search for a missing Marine Corps C-46. Around 3 p.m., at about 9,200 feet, he noticed a bright flash, then a string of nine highly reflective objects north of Mount Rainier. Arnold said they flew in a line, weaved somewhat, and flashed intensely when they banked. He later described their motion as being “like a saucer if you skip it across water,” which helped launch the phrase “flying saucer.” 
Arnold said the objects traveled from the Rainier area toward Mount Adams, roughly 50 miles in 1 minute 42 seconds, which led him to estimate a speed of at least 1,200 mph, far beyond the performance of known aircraft of the day. He was not initially claiming “aliens”; his first instinct was that he might be seeing an advanced U.S. military craft. 
The objects’ shape is often misunderstood. Arnold did not originally say they were simple dinner-plate discs. In early accounts, he described them as thin, flat, and somewhat crescent- or pie-pan-like, rounded in front and clipped or pointed in back. The famous “saucer” language referred at least partly to their motion, not just their shape. 
For more details on the actual sighting, please check out this video from Think Anomalous:
Kenneth Arnold Sighting (Think Anomalous)
Why this sighting mattered so much
Arnold’s report was the first postwar U.S. UFO sighting to explode nationally, and it triggered the 1947 flying-disc craze that unfolded in the days before Roswell. It is widely treated as the start of the modern UFO era in the United States.
Support for the sighting
There are several reasons Arnold’s report has endured.
First, Arnold was considered a credible witness at the time: an experienced pilot and businessman who gave a detailed, immediate account and did not initially frame the incident as extraterrestrial. Army Air Forces investigators Lt. Frank Brown and Capt. William Davidson later wrote that they believed Arnold had actually seen what he claimed to have seen. 
Second, there was some limited corroboration. On or near the same day and time, other observers in Washington reported unusual flashes or disc-like objects, including L. G. Bernier, Ethel Wheelhouse, a forest-service fire watcher, and Sidney B. Gallagher. 
Third, the military response was mixed, not purely dismissive. Although one AAF intelligence officer called the report a “silly season” episode, the first interview team judged Arnold sincere, and later Air Force personnel such as Edward Ruppelt treated the case as one of the core early sightings worth serious discussion. 
The skeptical case
The biggest skeptical point is that Arnold’s dramatic speed estimate depends on a key assumption: that the objects were actually near the mountain range he believed they were in. If they were much closer to him than he thought, then the speed estimate collapses. That is the central weakness in the case. 
The main skeptical explanations have been:
· Jets: Some Army officials thought Arnold may have seen early jet aircraft such as P-80s, though there were practical problems with that explanation, including location and performance. 
· Mirage / atmospheric optics: skeptic Steuart Campbell argued Arnold may have seen mirages of snow-covered mountain peaks or optical effects caused by atmospheric conditions. 
· Birds: others have suggested American white pelicans, whose wings can flash in sunlight and whose shape in profile can look odd at a distance. 
· Meteors: Philip Klass floated a meteor-related explanation, though that has generally struck many researchers as a poorer fit because Arnold described a sustained, organized formation rather than a brief fireball event. 
While the skeptical side has a point about the uncertainty in distance and speed, some proposed mundane explanations feel forced. Jets do not fit neatly, meteors fit poorly, and pelicans or mirage hypotheses work only if you think Arnold fundamentally misjudged both range and behavior. So the case remains strong as an unidentified sighting, even if it might not be strong proof of extraterrestrials.

Ten days later, though, the well-known United Airlines Flight 105 incident added significant credibility to the Kenneth Arnold sighting. 
United Airlines Flight 105 sighting (July 4, 1947)
This is one of the most important follow-up cases to Arnold’s sighting because it involved a professional airline crew rather than a lone civilian pilot.
On the evening of July 4, 1947, United Airlines Flight 105, a DC-3, departed Boise, Idaho, and the crew reported seeing multiple unusual objects over the Pacific Northwest. The key witnesses were Captain E. J. Smith, First Officer Ralph Stevens, and stewardess Marty Morrow. The sighting occurred only about 10 days after Kenneth Arnold’s June 24 sighting, right in the middle of the first national saucer wave.
The crew initially saw four or five objects, then later four more, giving a total in the familiar “five to nine” range often associated with early 1947 reports. Smith described them as flying in a loose formation. The objects were hard to describe precisely: the crew said they could not be sure whether they were truly saucer-shaped or oval, but they looked smooth on the bottom and rough or ridged on top, with one appearing larger than the others. 
What makes the case especially interesting is that the crew said they observed the objects for 10 to 15 minutes, covering roughly 45 miles. They also attempted to check the sighting in real time: Smith and Stevens radioed Ontario, Oregon, and another United flight in the region, but neither independently confirmed the objects at that moment. The stewardess, however, did come forward and corroborate the sighting from inside the aircraft. The passengers apparently did not see anything, which Smith later attributed to the objects being mostly ahead of the plane and off the bow, not visible from normal passenger seating. 
Why this case matters in the Arnold timeline:
· It gave early ufology a professional pilot corroboration case close in time and region to Arnold.
· It helped shift the story from “one man saw something strange” to “aircrews are seeing things too.” 
The skeptical response was strong. The U.S. military ultimately said the crew probably saw an ordinary aircraft, balloons, birds, or an illusion.
For further information about witnesses who corroborated Kenneth Arnold’s sighting and United Airlines Flight 105, please check out this episode of Weird History, pulled from Stupid Beyond Belief’s YouTube channel:
Weird History: Kenneth Arnold Sighting
The Maury Island Incident 
Chronologically, the Maury Island incident occurred before the Kenneth Arnold sighting.  For reasons that will make sense shortly, covering it at the tail end of this discussion makes more sense.
Harold Dahl and Fred Crisman claimed their incident had happened on June 21, 1947, three days before Arnold’s Mount Rainier sighting. Dahl said he was on a patrol boat near Maury Island in Puget Sound when he saw six doughnut-shaped objects overhead. One supposedly began dropping debris — “white metal” and lava-like fragments — which allegedly injured Dahl’s son and a crewman and killed his dog. Dahl also said a dark-suited man later warned him not to talk. This is regarded as one of the first mentions of the notorious Men in Black in modern history.
After Kenneth Arnold became famous, Raymond A. Palmer, the science-fiction editor who later played a huge role in early saucer culture, contacted him and urged him to investigate the Maury Island claims. Palmer even wired Arnold money to do it. 
Arnold brought in Captain E. J. Smith — the same United Airlines pilot from Flight 105 — to help assess the story. Crisman showed them some alleged fragments. Arnold and Smith reportedly found the “white metal” mundane and unconvincing as evidence of extraordinary craft. 
That detail is important because it shows Arnold was not blindly credulous. He was curious, but he didn’t simply accept whatever was put in front of him.
Unfortunately, though, the case turned into a tragedy, and then the belief that it was all a hoax took hold.
Arnold eventually contacted military intelligence. Lt. Frank Brown and Capt. William Davidson came to Tacoma, interviewed the principals, collected fragments, and then died when their B-25 bomber crashed near Kelso, Washington, on August 1, 1947. 
That crash gave the story enormous staying power. To believers, it smelled like a cover-up. To skeptics, it was simply a tragic accident that became fused to a flimsy tale.
Shortly thereafter. the FBI concluded the Maury Island claims were false. The Bureau found that Dahl and Crisman had floated different versions of the story and were trying to build publicity around it. Later, Edward Ruppelt famously called Maury Island “the dirtiest hoax in UFO history.”
Despite the prevailing opinion that Maury Island was a hoax, there are still many who support it as a legitimate event and cite the following factors:
1. A number of defenders point to later readings of the FBI files and argue that the standard summary — “Dahl and Crisman simply made the whole thing up” — is too neat. In particular, the Washington State Senate’s 2017 resolution on the incident repeated the claim that Harold Dahl publicly said the event was a hoax after the Brown-Davidson crash, but that the FBI later concluded that this public recantation itself was made to avoid ridicule and attention. That does not prove the original story was true, but it is one reason some people say Maury Island should not be dismissed as a simple, straightforward prank.

2. Even skeptics acknowledge that Kenneth Arnold, Captain E. J. Smith, and then military intelligence officers Frank Brown and William Davidson all became involved, and that Brown and Davidson died when their B-25 crashed on the return flight. Believers often argue that the level of official attention suggests the case was taken seriously at the time, even if it later hardened into a “hoax” verdict. Skeptics would answer that the military can investigate nonsense, too, especially during a national flap.

3. As noted above, no matter what, believers still find Maury Island culturally important because it contains an early version of the now-famous “man in black” motif: Dahl’s claim that a dark-suited stranger warned him not to talk. Even if the underlying incident is disputed, the case clearly helped shape later UFO mythology. Some defenders argue that this makes it more than just a throwaway hoax; it may reflect some real event that was then distorted, dramatized, or buried inside folklore.

4. Writer and filmmaker Steve Edmiston, one of the main modern defenders of Maury Island as a worthy historical mystery, has argued that the FBI documents “fly in the face” of the popular belief that the entire story was just a crude concoction by Dahl and Crisman. His view is not that Maury Island is proven alien contact, but that the case was likely more tangled — involving competing narratives, official confusion, and mythmaking layered on top of an uncertain original event.
Although Maury Island is still widely regarded as a hoax — and even many UFO believers place it in that category — a minority view holds that the case may be more complicated than a simple fabrication. Supporters point to the FBI’s own complicated handling of Harold Dahl’s recantation, the involvement of Kenneth Arnold and military intelligence, and the case's lasting significance as an early “Men in Black” story. In that view, Maury Island may not be “true” in the literal way it was first told, but it may still contain a real core event that was later distorted by fear, opportunism, and mythology.
For a brief recap of the Maury Island incident, please check out the following video from Woodward TV:
The Maury Island Incident
Was Kenneth Arnold the victim of a hitchhiker effect?
Later lore suggests that Arnold’s experience may have been followed by strange phenomena around him and his family. This could be a very early example of a hitch-hiker effect. Arnold’s daughter, Kim, discussed orbs in their home and how paranormal experiences may have altered her father’s view of what he had experienced. This caused him to believe there may have been a biological connection to what he experienced and that all of it could be linked to life after death.
In this clip from an episode of Weaponized, this exact issue is discussed:
Weaponized- Kenneth Arnold
Arnold would become more reclusive over the years, stunned and flabbergasted at the refusal of so many to be appropriately curious or concerned about what he had seen and experienced. But don’t take my word for it. Let the man himself explain it to you:
Kenneth Arnold Interview
Final Thoughts
Taken together, these three episodes show how the modern UFO era took shape almost instantly in the summer of 1947. Arnold’s sighting provided the foundational mystery: a serious witness, a strange aerial encounter, and no definitive explanation. Flight 105 reinforced the idea that trained aircrews were also seeing unusual things. Maury Island, by contrast, demonstrated how quickly the subject could become contaminated by sensationalism, opportunism, tragedy, and potential hoaxing.
That is really the key takeaway from the early 1947 timeline: the flying saucer era did not begin as one neat, isolated mystery. It began as a mixture of credible testimony, supporting reports, official attention, tragedy, and immediate confusion. Kenneth Arnold remains the strongest and most historically important of the three. Flight 105 gives the story reinforcement. Maury Island serves as an early warning that, from the very beginning, UFO history would be a tangle of the unexplained and the unreliable. 
But not long after these events, in the desert of New Mexico, arguably the most important event in UFO history would take place…and nothing would ever be the same!

