
early risers of Aurora were astonished at the sudden ap-
pearance of the airship ... . I twas traveling due north, and 
much nearer the earth than ever before. Evidently some 
of the machinery was out of order, for it was making a 
speed of only ten or twelve miles an hour, and gradually 
settling toward the earth. It sailed directly over the public 
square, and when it reached the north part of the town 
collided with the tower of Judge Proctor 's windmill and 
went to pieces with a terri.fic explosion, scattering debris 
over several acres of ground, wrecking the windmill and 
water tank and destroying the judge's flower garden. The 
pilot of the ship is supposed to have been the only one 
on board, and while his remains are badly disfigured, 
enough of the original has been picked up to show that 
he was not an inhabitant of this world. 

Mr. T. J. Weems, the United States signal service of-
ficer at this place and an authority on astronomy, gives 
it as his opinion that he was a native of the planet Mars.3 

The Aurora story became widely known in 1966 when 
reporter Frank Masquelette wrote about the crash in the 
Houston Post. J. Allen Hynek took an interest and sought 
more information, asking William H. Driskill of Dallas to 
make inquiries in Aurora. Driskill met Oscar Lowry, who 
was a boy in 1897 and a resident certain to recall any event 
as memorable as an airship crash; but it was the hopes of 
ufologists that crashed when Lowry explained that the tale 
was a hoax by Haydon to bring a little publicity to the town, 
struggling to survive for several years since the railroad 
bypassed it. The yarn was riddled with errors, like Weems 
was not a signal officer but a blacksmith and Judge Proctor 
did not have a windmill. 

The next year, an investigator combed the supposed 
crash site with a metal detector and found much junk but no 
scraps of spaceship. Local historian Etta Pegues confirmed 
that the story was a hoax, her conclusion confirmed by a 
resident who was a schoolgirl at the time and stated that no 
marvelous event occurred that year. 4 

All these nails in its coffin should have buried the story 
once and for all, but it rose again bigger than life in 1973. 
Bill Case, a reporter for the Dallas Times-Herald, publicized 
the story along with additions and errors, so that the Aurora 
crash suddenly became big news again. A party of UFO 
investigators arrived in town and headed for the cemetery to 
dig up the alien supposedly buried there, only to meet local 
residents unhappy with the idea and bearing shotguns to back 
up their objections. Meanwhile several old residents came 
forward to say they had heard of the crash from parents or 
friends who saw the wreckage. Brawley Oates, the current 
resident of the property that once belonged to Judge Proctor, 
became an outspoken advocate, attributing his severe rheu-
matoid arthritis to drinking water contaminated by the crash. 5 

Visits to Aurora by Kevin Randle and folklore graduate 
student Michael H. Simmons turned up less favorable evi-
dence, like a readiness for younger residents to embrace the 
crash as an exciting and fashionable belief while oldtimers 

knew nothing about 
the event and had 
no faith in it. A court 
order ended efforts to 
dig up any graves and 
the second surge of 
interest in the Aurora 
crash sank back to 
earth.6 

Ufologists lost 
interestafterthe 1897 
"Martians" resolved 
into hoaxes, but Au-
rora revived for a 
third time under the 
new constellation of 
ufological hopes con-
figured by Roswell. 
As attention shifted 
to crash-retrievals in 
the 1980s, the search 
eventually expanded 
to alleged antecedents 
of Roswell, and in 
this capacity Aurora 
found its latest advo-
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cate in reporter Jim Marrs. His involvement began when he 
accompanied Bill Case to Aurora in 1973 and interviewed 
the three remaining residents who were born before 1897. 
One of them claimed that he saw an airship just prior to the 
crash. For Marrs, various supportive findings like a metal 
fragment with unusual properties and the 1897 airship wave 
itself combined sufficient circumstantial evidence to outweigh 
the contradictory testimony, leading him to conclude that 
the Aurora crash really happened and an alien spaceship 
was the cause. Fellow crash-retrievalists agree and Aurora 
holds a favored spot in their literature, the story repeated at 
conferences and in TV documentaries with enough nods and 
dramatizations to take on a convincing illusion of reality. 7 

A reasonable examination of the evidence leads to the 
opposite conclusion. Two of the three living witnesses said 
only that they heard their parents tell of the airship, which 
could mean that the adults simply repeated the newspaper 
story, while the man who said he was an eyewitness did not 
claim to see the crash, only an object in the sky, and he was 
all of six or seven years old in 1897. The metal fragments 
have no demonstrable relationship with 1897 and no tests 
by unbiased examiners confirm any unusual properties. In 
other words, the evidence in favor of a crash is slim indeed. 

The negative evidence, on the other hand, is quite robust. 
Only the Dallas Morning News published an account of the 
Aurora crash, the story submitted by S. E. Haydon. Other 
papers copied the Dallas version, but no reporters went to 
Aurora to see for themselves. By contrast, interest in airships 
ran high enough in Iowa that a wood-and-canvas mockup 
hauled to the Waterloo fairgrounds one night attracted a 
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