CAPTAIN THOMAS F. MANTELL, JR. INCIDENT
7 January 1948
Project SIGN Incident Number 33

Prior 10 Captain Mantell's death on January 7, 1948, many residents of Mansville.
Kentucky were observing a strange object over their city and citizens desiring an answer

Godman AAF Control Tower

to what the object was they were seging made
several calls to the Kentucky State Highway
Patrol, Several minutes’ later reporis were being
received from  Owensboro  and  Irvington,
Kentucky. The Highway Patrol was al a loss to
explain what the object might be.

Checking with the Godman Army Air Field
the Kentucky State Highway Patrol reported thai
people were seeing a. “circular obfect about two
hundred fifty feed o diamerer,” wnd  wanted
confirmation if it was a military aireraft. Sgt,
Cook at the Base Headgquarters of Godman Field
called TSgt, Quinton Blackwell, the control tower
operator on duty. Sgt. Cook requested that TSgt.

Blackwell check with the Army Flight Service to see if they had any unusual aircraft
activity in the vicinity of Mansville, Kentucky, Blackwell immediately called Captain
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Gary Carter, the Base Operations Officer that a situation was developing regarding an
unidentified flying object. Colonel E. Garrison Woods, Deputy Base Commander,
accompanied Captain Gary Carter to the control tower.

Army Flight Service personnel reported to TSgt.
Blackwell that they had no aircraft activity in the area, but did
give him a position coordinate of the object over Owensboro and
Irvington. TSgt. Blackwell sighted the object, which was South
of Godman Field shortly after 11: 30 a.m. The object, according
to Col. Woods was a,“small pinpoint of light.” According to
Col. Woods, there were no aircraft at Godman Field which were
able to investigate the object, but the control tower operator
called Captain R. L. Tyler, the Operations Officer at Standiford
Field in Louisville, Kentucky and requested assistance from their
aircraft availability to investigate the object and its source.” It is
not clear in the records who actually asked for this assistance
from Standiford Field. It could be assumed that it was TSgt.
Quinton Blackwell, since he was the control tower operator on
duty. Standiford Field acknowledged that they had heard about the object and would send
aircraft to Godman to begin investigating.

Captain Carter, after confirming the object was indeed
visible, contacted the Godman Field Base Commander, Colonel
Guy F. Hix. Shortly after Col. Hix’s was notified, Col. Woods
noticed four P-51 aircraft approaching Godman Field. Col.
Woods asked TSgt. Quinton Blackwell to, “...try all his VHF
channels to see if they could be contacted.” Communications was
established and Captain Thomas F. Mantell, Jr. responded that
they were not the planes sent by Standiford, but were returning
from a ferry flight from Altanta to Standiford. Captain Mantell
agreed to seek out and investigate the object, but wanted the
aircraft coming from Standiford to be aborted (presumably to
avoid congestion while they investigated).

Guy F. Hix Besides Captain Mantell, the other three pilots

accompanying him were Lt. B.A. Hammond, Lt. A.W. Clements
and Lt. Robert Hendricks. Lt. Hendricks notified Captain Mantell that he was getting low
on fuel and Mantell told him to proceed to Standiford Field. Capt. Mantell, Lt. Clements
and Lt. Hammond then proceeded to seek out and make contact with the object.

Arriving at the control tower, Colonel Hix was briefed on the situation from Col.
Woods while the Captain Mantell and the other P-51 pilots were proceeding towards the
object in an attempt to make contact and inform Godman Tower of the identity of the
object. While Col. Hix’s and TSgt. Blackwell were in radio contact with the pilots, Col.
Woods began tracking the object using a theodolite (measures both the horizontal and
vertical angles degrees of distant objects) and continued doing so until 7:30 p.m.

Captain Mantell radioed to Godman Tower that the object was, “ahead and above.
I'm still climbing.” At 15,000 feet Mantell again reported that, “The object is directly
ahead of me and above me now, moving about half my speed.” Col. Hix’s radioed to

Quinton T. Blackwell
(Photo Mary Evans)

* Lore, Gordon LR. Jr., Editor. UFO Research Newsletter, Vol. 1, No. 2. Washington, D.C. 1971.
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Captain Mantell and asked for a description of the object. Mantell replied, "It appears (to
be) metallic and tremendous in size.”

Thomas F. Mantell, Jr. A.W. Clements B. A. Hamm_ﬂnd
(Photo Mary Evans Archives) (Photo USAF) (Photo Louisville Courier-Journal)

It was 3:15 p.m. January 7, 1948. Captain Mantell would 1ssue no more radio
traffic for Godman Army Air Field at Fort Knox, Kentucky. Lt. Clemments and Lt.
Hammond were following Captain Mantell, but were not in visual range of him.
Clements although did hear him shout, “Look, there it is at 12 o 'clock.” Lt. Clemments
viewed the object and later told a reporter for the Louisville Carrier-Journal that the
object looked like a, “bright shining star.”

Both Lt. Hammond and Lt. Clements
passed the 12,000-foot elevation where oxygen
would be required, but only Lt. Clements aircraft
was fitted with oxygen. At 15.000 feet
Hammond was feeling the effects of oxygen
starvation and at 22,000 feet he pulled his P-51
close to Lt. Clements’ aircraft and signaled that
he was did not have an oxygen mask and was
suffering from oxygen starvation. Lt. Clements
and Lt. Hammond abandoned the chase for the

¢+ unidentified flying object and returned to

" Standiford Field and reported that Captain

Thomas Mantell, Jr. (center) talking Mantell was missing. They did not know where

with his hometown friends shortly after ~ Captain Mantell was, nor did they witness
receiving their Air Corps flying wings  Mantell’s plane crashing to the ground.

in 1941. (Photo Louisville Courier-Journal) Lt. Clements, after landing at Standiford

Field., had his aircraft refueled and returned to the area where he and Mantell saw the

object. He was unable to locate the object and eventually returned back to Standiford

Field. Later, both he and Lt. Hammond would learn of the death of their squadron leader.

It was not until 7:30 p.m. that word reached Godman Field that Captain Mantell’s
P-51 came down on the Joe Phillips farm near Franklin, Kentucky at about 3:45 p.m.
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Clockwise: Investigator’s sketch of the Mantell crash
scene from Project SIGN files. Capt. Mantell receives the
Distinguished Flying Medal in 1944. TSgt. Quinton T.
Blackwell & Col. Guy F. Hix talking to reporters from the
Louisville Courier-Journal. Tail section of Mantell’s P-51
on the Phillips farm. Left wing of Mantell’s plane on
Phillips farm. Fuselage of Mantell’s P-51 Mustang on the
Phillips farm.
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In the Project SIGN files the Mantell Incident is listed as Project SIGN Case
Number 33. However, even before Project SIGN actually began the day-to-day
investigation of “Flying Discs,” it would become embroiled in controversy and Incident
Number 33 would be the catalyst.

Initially, Project SIGN personnel began receiving and reviewing cases of “Flying
Disc” sightings; collating the data and preparing summaries to be distributed to the
Pentagon, government agencies and consulting companies for evaluation. Incident
Number 33 would be investigated outside the official Project SIGN office, but the
analysis of the Mantell case would be done in-house and it would not be a good start for a
project full of promise.

The Air Force Office of Intelligence handled the Mantell crash investigation. It was
their conclusion that Captain Mantell died from lack of oxygen while pursuing the planet
Venus. If Colonel E. Garrison Wood was correct in his comments that, “Officers from
Project Saucer came to Godman the next day to investigate and took the whole thing as a
joke.” Col. Wood related that he had also called a University of Louisville astronomer
who told him, “Under no circumstances could that object be a planet.” The astronomer’s
comments were made to Col. Wood after he had been informed of Col. Wood’s constant
monitoring of the object using a theodolite for approximately four hours.*

Colonel J. C. Harvell, Chief of the Equipment Laboratory at Air Materiel
Command submitted his report of investigation regarding the Mantell Incident. This
report has been transcribed and reads as follows:

“It is the ATID (Air Technical Intelligence Division) opinion that Captain Mantell
lost consciousness due to oxygen starvation, the aircraft being trimmed continued to
climb until increasing altitude caused a sufficient loss of power for it to level out. The
aircraft then began a turn to the left due to torque and as the wing dropped so did the
nose until the aircraft was in a tight diving spiral. The uncontrolled descent resulted in
excessive speed causing the aircraft to disintegrate. It is believed that Captain Mantell
never regained consciousness. This is borne out by the fact that the canopy lock was still
in place after the crash, discounting any attempt to abandon the aircraft. The UFO was
in no way directly responsible for this experienced pilot conducting high altitude flight
without the necessary oxygen equipment.

...There are two conceptions as to the identity of the object; Venus, one of the
brightest objects in our heavens, or a large balloon used for high altitude experimental
Slights and known as “Sky Hooks.” These balloons fly at altitudes in excess of 60,000 feet
and reach diameters of approximately 100 feet.

...During the period of this sighting the Navy was conducting a program utilizing
“Sky Hook™ balloon. The Navy program was classified at this time and therefore these
balloon flights were known only to those with a “need to know.” It was subsequently
determined that on the date of the Godman sighting a balloon was released by the Navy
from Clinton County airport in Ohio. The release time of the balloon was related to a
wind plot for 7 January 1948, and it revealed that the balloon would have been in the
area of Godman at the time of the sighting.

...On 7 January 1948, at the time of the sighting, Venus was also in a directional
position which coincided with that of the UFO.

.1t is the Air Force conclusion in this case that Venus was probably the original
cause of the sighting since the object remained in the area for a long period of time and
was relatively stationary. The object pursued by Captain Mantell is believed to have been
the sky hook balloon, and this object was probably seen by other witnesses who described
the object as pear shaped and metallic.”

* Lore, Gordon LR. Jr., Editor. UFO Research Newletter, Vol. 1. No. 2. Washington, D.C. 1971.
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Many possible explanations exist for the cause of Captain Thomas Mantell, Jr.’s
death in pursuit of an unidentified flying object on January 7, 1948. It is possible that he
actually was pursuing a Sky Hook balloon for which he may not have known existed or
had never seen before. It may have been the planet Venus, but current thought by
astronomer’s lead to this possibility being rather remote. Perhaps Mantell did come in
contact with a true unidentified flying object and in the excitement of the moment, went
to high causing oxygen starvation and subsequent unconsciousness. After 50+ years all
that is available to researchers is what are in the news accounts of the incident and the
files in the Project Bluebook files. All of the above explanations and scenarios can be
argued on their merits, but the only true fact that remains is that there will always be
more questions than answers. Some of these questions are inherently more important than
others. Consider the following:

1. Captain Mantell was an experienced pilot. He had been awarded the Distinguished
Flying Medal for his work during World War II. During that time most of his flying was
at low altitudes, but there is no reason not to believe that they were all accomplished at
altitudes that did not require oxygen. Pilots are trained to learn to recognize the effects of
oxygen starvation on themselves so as to avoid personal danger to themselves while
flying. An extremely strong point can be made that Captain Mantell would not have
abandoned his own safety, even in the excitement of pursuing a UFO.

2. Sky Hook balloons, although classified at the time, was designed to reach
altitudes between the stratosphere and the ionosphere, which is considerably in excess of
50,000 feet. They would pose no danger to pilots traveling in the troposphere and the P-
51 Mustang could not obtain altitudes close to those of SkyHook balloons. Since the
diameter of a SkyHook balloon averaged 100° in diameter, a pilot would not be able to
see one, especially since the balloon envelope was opaque. Observers on the ground
would be in a better position to see the reflection of the balloon envelope more so than a
pilot.

3. Alfred C. Loedding, in his analysis of the Mantell Incident, states that theodolite
measurements were not taken. In fact, Col. E. Garrison Woods took constant
measurements of the horizontal and vertical angles of the UFO for over three hours from
the Weather Station located on the roof of the Godman Army Air Field hanger. Alfred
Loedding was also and aeronautical engineer, not an astronomer, so his analysis of the
incident must be considered extremely flawed.

By Summer, 1948, SIGN personnel had begun to compile a working hypothesis
that could only later be described as: Reversus Maximus Glutamus Chompus (a
hypothesis that would later come back to bite them in the butt and known as the
Extraterrestrial Hypothesis or ETH), but they were also busy with cases that caused great
excitement and conversation throughout the military and governmental echelons. True,
the top brass at the Pentagon was still being taciturn regarding the UFO phenomenon, but
on July 24, 1948, the halls of the Pentagon again started buzzing and it was not from the
cafeteria coffee. A UFO sighting by two Eastern Airlines pilots had grabbed the attention
of the world. The military sat up and took notice. So too did the news media!



