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The June 2021 intelligence report (https://www.dni.gov/files/fODNI/documents/assessments/Prelimary-
Assessment-UAP-20210625.pdf) to Congress on UFO sightings (now referred to as “unidentified aerial
phenomenon” or UAPs) has revived interest in a topic that, since the 1960s, had been relegated almost
exclusively to the realm of science fiction and presumed delusion. And this revival has raised questions.
If such sightings have indeed been so common, and so well documented by sources as reliable as the US
military, and the technology they display does indeed pose a security threat, particularly given UAPs’
unknown origins (are they spyware from China or Russia? are they truly visitors from another world?
who knows?), then what has prevented us, as a nation, from studying or discussing them in any serious
manner for so long?

Interestingly, two ISU alumni from the 1950s might have been able to answer some of these questions.
Both were involved in shaping the conversations that we have (and haven’t) been having about
UFOs/UAPs for the past half-a-century.
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I was unable to locate a headshot of Craig, but this photo of a 1948 chemistry lab in Chemistry Hall
(renamed Gilman Hall in 1973) gives a sense of the environment in which he would have completed
some of his work as student. University Photograph Collection, RS 13/6/F, box 1052
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Both Roy Craig and James Edward McDonald received their undergraduate degrees elsewhere (and
McDonald served as a lieutenant in the navy during World War II) before completing their PhDs, within
a year of each other, at Iowa State. They would likely not have crossed paths at ISU, however, as they
studied with different departments. Craig, class of 1952, completed a PhD in Physical Chemistry (see his
dissertation in the ISU Digital Repository here (https:/lib.dr.iastate.edu/rtd/13408/)), while McDonald,
class of 1951, completed his PhD in Physics (see his dissertation in the ISU Digital Repository here
(https:/lib.dr.iastate.edu/rtd/12726/)).
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Our collections do not contain extensive documentation of either scientist’s time at Iowa State, but we do
have a letter/memo providing notice of McDonald’s resignation, when he moved on to a more

prestigious appointment at the University of Arizona in 1954, along with a typed draft of a research
paper he wrote.
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Information Service

IOWA STATE COLLEGE
AMES, IOWA

ISC Accepts Resignations of Three Staff Nembers

Ames, lowa, March 23--1mgnatinns of tliree members of the faculty of Towa
State College have been accepted by the State Board of Educadion,

Dr. James E, McDonald, assistant professor of physics, has resigned to accept a
position as associate director of the Cloud Physics Project and associate professor at
the University of Arizona. He will be engaged in a project which seeks more rain-
fall for the state of Arizona,

J. T. Miles, assistant professor of animal husbandry (dairy husbandry) leaves to join
the staff at Mississippi State College, and Saul Altshuler, associate in phiysics also

leaves the ISC staff,

- 1954 -
nd
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It is unclear exactly what career path Roy Craig took immediately following graduation. However, he
was shortly thereafter recruited to the famous government Colorado Project, also known as “The
Condon Committee”, by Edward Condon
(https://archives.colorado.edu/repositories/2/resources/730/collection_organization) himself to serve as
chief field investigator of UFO sightings and reports, which had already been pouring in from numerous
sources for decades. The Colorado Project, founded in 1966, constituted the final stage of Project Blue
Book (https://archives.colorado.edu/repositories/2/resources/730/collection_organization) , a study
created by the United States Air Force in 1947 (perhaps not coincidentally the same year as the
mysterious and much-mythologized “Roswell Incident (https://www.history.com/news/roswell-ufo-
aliens-what-happened)” had occurred) and which had sought, not only to investigate the validity and/or
cause of UFO sightings themselves, but to assess any potential national security threat posed by these
incidents.

Craig, while reportedly fascinated by the concept of UFOs and their potential to open the public
imagination, maintained a firmly skeptical position on their extraterrestrial origins throughout his time
with the project. Indeed, his influence at the helm of this committee may have been among the factors
that closed the project so quickly. In 1969, he and his fellow investigators released the Condon Report
(https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/citations/AD0680976), concluding that there was nothing to be gained from
further study on this topic, which led the Air Force to close the project on December 17th of that same
year.

ISU’s SCUA unfortunately does not hold any of Craig’s professional papers from his time spent
researching UFOs, but Texas A&M University does, and the finding aid for this collection can be found
here (https://legacy.lib.utexas.edu/taro/tamucush/00151/tamu-00151.html). Craig also authored a book
about his experience working with The Colorado Project in 1995, entitled UFOs: An Insider’s View of the
Official Quest for Evidence (https://untpress.unt.edu/catalog/craig-ufos/). It is still in print, and copies can be
accessed through Parks Library General Collection TL79 .C86 1995 (see the catalog entry and online
version access here (https://iowa-primo.hosted.exlibrisgroup.com/primo-explore/fulldisplay?
docid=011ASU_ALMA21172936940002756&context=L.&vid=011ASU&lang=en_USé&search_scope=Combo
Primocentral&adaptor=Local%20Search%20Engine&tab=default_tab&query=any,contains,UFOs:%20An
%20Insider%?27s%20View %200f%20the %200fficial %20Quest%20for%20Evidence&offset=0)).
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https://untpress.unt.edu/catalog/craig-
ufos/
(https://untpress.unt.edu/catalog/craig-
ufos/). Cover of Roy Craig’s book. Link
redirects to University of North Texas
Press, where it was published.

What Craig and several of his colleagues seemed to view as an open-and-shut case, however, was, in
fact, hotly contested amongst the scientific community of his day even before the Condon Report
officially dismissed the concept of UFOs’ extraterrestrial origin. And none other than fellow Iowa State
alum James. E. McDonald, then a physicist at the University of Arizona, made a name for himself in the
public eye by criticizing the Condon Committee’s methods and findings.

According to the July 26, 1968 issue of Science magazine (Vol. 161, No. 3839, pp. 339-342, article
accessible via JSTOR at the following link (https://www.jstor.org/stable/1724207)), McDonald was, at that
time, also a full-time UFO investigator and had, in conjunction with Air Force chief UFO consultant J.
Allen Hynek, expressed concern directly to the National Academy of Sciences in April 1967 about
(unspecified)evidence that the Colorado project had and had not taken into account. While the Science
article quotes Edward Condon as claiming that “McDonald doesn’t know a damn thing about what
we’ve done,” two of Condon’s own Colorado project team members, David R. Saunders and Norman E.
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Levine, seem to have sided with McDonald’s criticisms and were fired shortly after the National
Investigations Committee on Aerial Phenomena (NICAP) caught wind of the objections McDonald and
Hynek had raised.

A follow up article in Science’s January 17, 1969 issue (Vol. 163, No. 3864, pp. 260-262, JSTOR access
available here (https://www.jstor.org/stable/1725090)), which was written after the release of the Condon
Report, suggests that Saunders, at least, continued actively publishing criticism of the project even after
he was fired from it. His 1968 book UFOs? Yes! Where the Condon Committee Went Wrong
(https://www.worldcat.org/title/ufos-yes-where-the-condon-committee-went-wrong/oclc/3136) is also still
available, and its entry in WorldCat (https://www.worldcat.org/title/ufos-yes-where-the-condon-
committee-went-wrong/oclc/3136) indicates that UI, UNI, and Drake all hold copies in their general
collections that ISU students could request through interlibrary loan, if interested.

Even more curiously, though, James E. McDonald was found dead in the middle of the desert, north of
Tucson, Arizona, in June of 1971, less than two years after the Condon Report had been released and the
Colorado project had been closed. The local press coverage of his death (of which we have a photocopy
in McDonald’s alumni files, see image below) states that authorities named the cause as “apparent
suicide,” which conclusion, at least in my mind, raises more questions than it answers. If nothing else,
possibilities for cinematic plotlines abound.
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UA Physicist

Found Dead

In Desert

James E. MeDonald, 51, & sci-
entific voice in the wilderness on
controversial — issues  ranging
from UFO ta SST, was found
dead in a desert area north of
Tucson yesterday, j.- i3 g

McDonald, of 3461 E. Ird St.,
Wiis a senior physicist specializ-
ing in clouds at the University of
Arizona’s Instilute of Atmos-
pheric Physics,

His death was apparently a
suivide, according to sheriff's
deputies. An autopsy was per-
formed, but no report was im-
mediately available.

Sheriff Waldon V. Burr said a
note and a .33 revolver were
found beside the body, There
was a bullet wound in the head,

Frank Flores, of 127 E. Lee
5t., told investigators that he
and his children were hiking
about noon yesterday when they
found the body at Canyon del
Oro near Ina Road on Inter-
Slate 10.

MeDonald reportedly left the
Veterans Administration Hospi-
tal on South 6th Avenue, where
he was being treated for visual
problems, yesterday marning by

Xl

McDonald was blinded when
he shot himself in the head on
April 8, aceording to police re-
ports, but only last week he be-
gan going Yo his office several
hours a day.

MeDonald came 1o the UA in
1954 after serving as a research
physicist at the University of
Chicago. His doctorate was from
Iowa State.

resident Richard A. Har-
vill said that M« Donaid was an
“excepdonally able teacher™
and “‘well-known throughout the
United States as a brilliant
scholar.”
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James E. McDonald

Louis J. Battan, associate di-
Tector of the Institute of Atmos-
pherie Physics, said that during
the past 10 years McDonald
made many important contribu-
tons 1o the advancement of
cloud physies and weather modi-
fication research,

A member of the National
Academy of Sciences, McDonald
Jumped into the national spot-
light with his stand on uniden-
tified flying objects {UFDs).

McDonald was bluntly out-
spoken in his opposition to the
Air Force's so-called *Condon
Report,” in which most UFO
sightings were linked to satel-
lites, balloons, clouds, birds and
other explainable objects, The
report was named for Dr. Ed-
ward U. Condon, who conducted
the study for the Air Force,

Alter the Condon Reporl was
issued in 1969, McDonald em.

barked on a speaking crusade

against it.

He said the Condon Report
was not a high-caliber scientifie
study,

McDonald’s critieism of the
report and the Alr Force px
planalions of e UFOs was
based on several Years' sy g
which ke concluded Uros
were real — and prohably exira-
terrestrial — surveillance craft,

Nor did MeDonald confine his

dissent to UFQs,

He was active most recently
against the §8T, branding the
project “socially insane.” [e
suggested that chemical reac.
tions to exhausts from a fleet of
85Ts could cause 10,000 new
Cases of skin cancer a year,

In the catly 1960s, McDonald
accused the Air Force of mak.
Ing mistakes in the location of
Titan intercontinental missile

" sites around Tucson,

McDonald and the committen
formed among Tuesanians
reasoned that the missile siles
would become prime targets,
ani prevailing winds from west

10 west could expose thousands .

to nuelear fallout

The group suggested that the
titan sites all be placed to the
east of Tucson,

Like s0 many of MeDonald's

battles, he lost. The Air Force '

stuck to its original plan and

Tucson was ringed with 15 Titan '

missile sites,

Happily, in the decade since, |

McDonald's theary on nuclear
fallout has never been tested,

e,

(https://isuspecialcollections.files.wordpress.com/2021/08/mcdonald-alumnus-file_0001.jpg).
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Roy Craig, on the other hand, did not pass away until 2004, when he lost a batt'le with cancer. You can
read the online version of the lowa State Daily article (https://www.iowastatedaily.com/news/ufo-

investigator-isu-alumnus-dead/article_d3elf4e4-28e6-5600-bff7-846c287c3b6b.html) here, or see the first
page of a print-out version imaged below.
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ONLINE EDITION

March 24, 2004

UFO investigator, ISU alumnus dead

By Scott Rank
Daily Staff Writer

An ISU alumnus who worked on the country's largest, most systematic investigation of UFOs died
Thursday after a struggle with cancer. He was 70.

Roy Craig, who received his doctorate in physical chemistry from lowa State in 1952, was chief field
investigator for The Colorado Project, the official government search for verifiable evidence for the
existence of UFOs. He was highly skeptical of UFOs, but was fascinated by the false reports of their
existence.

"He felt the entire aspect of UFOs were the most important social phenomena of the last half of the 20th
century,” said Hal Mansfield. a friend of Craig. "They opened up the minds of people to life on other
planets and changed their perspective of Earth as the center of the universe."

Craig’s professional career spanned many different branches of science, including nuclear weapons
research, but he gained his professional notoriety as the chief field investigator for The Colorado
Project. according to an obituary written by Mansfield.

"He gained notoriety because he was on the wrong side of the fence with those who ardently believed in
the existence of UFOs," Mansfield said. "Dr. Craig's conclusions about UFOs didn't come down on the
believers' side of the issue.”

At the end of this project, Craig and the other investigators released the Condor Report, one of the most
important documents in UFO history, according to the obituary. The report stated scientists had nothing
to gain from taking UFOs seriously and that the entire subject was largely useless to science.

The report was a response to the thousands of UFO sightings received by the Air Force during the 1950s
and 1960s, according to Craig's book. "UFOs: An Insider's View of the Official Quest for Evidence.”
Public interest in UFOs surged by sensationalized press attention, which stated the government kept
UFOs secret under the guises of weather balloons and swamp gas.

As part of The Colorado Project, Craig personally investigated numerous UFO incidents, one involving
a bow hunter from California who claimed he narrowly escaped a killer robot from space. armed with

nothing but his bow and arrows, Craig wrote in his book.

Craig conlirmed most of these "sightings" were merely hoaxes.

http:/fwww iowastatedaily . com/vnews/display v?TARGE T=printable&article id=4061058... 3/24/2004
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As is frequently the case with fascinating historical mysteries, we may never know the full truth of what
the Condon Committee did or did not discover, or did or did not obscure. But we do know that the
voices and perspectives of these two Iowa State alumni played a critical role in shaping, not only the
current mythology of UFOs, alien contact, and secret government conspiracies in the public’s
imagination, but also two sides of an ongoing conversation about what is and is not worth the
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appiication of scientific study, military resources, and the attention of everyday citizens so barraged with

information (and so frequently lacking information literacy) that we already scarcely know who or what
to believe, or why.

This entry was posted in Uncategorized, University Archives and tagged alumni, Department of
Chemistry, physics, students, ufo. Bookmark the permalink.
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