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The Foo Fighters
Allied and Axis Aircrews Report Unidentified Luminous Objects Over Europe and the Pacific

Theatre, 1941–1945
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I I . 0 1  / /  B A C K G R O U N D The War and the Lights

Beginning in 1941 and continuing through the end of the Second World War, aircrews on both

sides of the conflict reported a consistent and puzzling phenomenon: small, luminous objects —

spherical, disc-like, or flame-shaped — that appeared in the vicinity of aircraft, followed them

through manoeuvres, and departed without leaving debris or wreckage. They were reported over

Germany, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, the Pacific Islands, and the skies of Japan.
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The objects were given different names by different national air forces, but the name that endured

in the English-speaking world came from an American squadron's radio operator, who dubbed

them "foo fighters" — a term drawn from the Smokey Stover comic strip's nonsense phrase,

"Where there's foo, there's fire." The name stuck, and the phenomenon it described became one

of the most consistently reported and least satisfactorily explained aerial anomalies of the

twentieth century.

What made the foo fighter reports remarkable was not any individual account but their collective

character: they were filed by trained military aviators under operational conditions, in multiple

countries, at multiple altitudes, in all weather, from aircraft ranging from fighter planes to heavy

bombers — and neither Allied nor Axis intelligence services ever produced a credible explanation.

I I . 0 2  / /  R E P O R T E D  C H A R A C T E R I S T I C S What Aircrews Described

The accounts are strikingly consistent across nationality, theatre, and year. Pilots and crew

members described objects of roughly basketball to small-car size, luminous in amber, orange,

white, or red, that appeared suddenly at close range — often within wing-tip distance — and

maintained formation with the aircraft regardless of speed or manoeuvre. Standard evasive

actions produced no result. The objects did not attack. They did not communicate. They did not,

in any recorded case, interfere with aircraft controls, though some aircrews reported instrument

anomalies in their proximity.

"It was about the size of a basketball and was very bright. It followed us through every turn we made and seemed to

be under perfect control at all times."

—  L T .  D O N A L D  M E I E R S ,  4 1 5 T H  N I G H T  F I G H T E R  S Q U A D R O N ,  U S A A F ,  R H I N E  V A L L E Y ,  1 9 4 4

"They came in from the rear and pulled up alongside. There were two of them, and they stayed with us for several

minutes, then peeled off and disappeared upward at tremendous speed."

—  R A F  B O M B E R  C O M M A N D  A I R C R E W  A C C O U N T ,  A R C H I V E D  1 9 4 4  —  N A M E  W I T H H E L D  B Y  D E B R I E F  O F F I C E R



German and Japanese aircrews reported identical phenomena on their side of the conflict.

Postwar debriefings of Luftwaffe pilots confirmed sightings of objects they had assumed were

Allied secret weapons — precisely the same assumption Allied pilots were making about them in

the opposite direction.

I I . 0 3  / /  O F F I C I A L  R E S P O N S E Intelligence Investigations and Their Limits

Both Allied and Axis air forces investigated the reports. The American 415th Night Fighter

Squadron formally logged the phenomenon in its operational reports. Allied intelligence

examined whether the objects were secret German weapons — remote-controlled drones or

electromagnetic devices intended to disrupt aircraft systems. German intelligence conducted a

parallel assessment, examining whether Allied forces had developed some form of ball lightning

weaponry. Neither service found evidence to support its respective hypothesis.

A 1945 wire service story by reporter Bob Wilson brought the foo fighter phenomenon to public

attention for the first time. The story was published in multiple newspapers but generated little

lasting coverage; the closing weeks of the war dominated every news cycle. After the German

surrender in May 1945, Allied intelligence had access to Luftwaffe records. The examination

confirmed that German pilots had reported the same objects. The discovery eliminated the most

straightforward explanation available.

F I R S T  D O C U M E N T E D  A L L I E D  R E P O R T

415th NFS, Rhine Valley, late 1944
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I I . 0 4  / /  P R O P O S E D  E X P L A N A T I O N S Natural, Psychological, and Classified Theories

Postwar analysis produced several explanations, none of which fully accounts for the range of

observations. Ball lightning — a poorly understood atmospheric electrical phenomenon

involving stable luminous plasma spheres — has been proposed as an explanation for some

cases. St. Elmo's fire, a corona discharge effect that produces blue or violet flame on pointed

aircraft surfaces, has been suggested for others. Electrostatic phenomena around aircraft at

altitude were poorly understood in the 1940s, and some accounts may describe natural electrical

effects of this kind.

The psychological explanation — that combat-stressed aircrew were misidentifying reflections,

planets, or their own exhaust flames — runs into the difficulty that multiple crew members in the

same aircraft typically reported the same object simultaneously, and that reports came from

experienced pilots with thousands of operational hours who were professionally trained to

identify known aircraft and phenomena.

R E S E A R C H  N O T E

The "both sides thought it was the other side's weapon" detail remains the most significant evidentiary fact in

the foo fighter record. A phenomenon that simultaneously deceives opposing military intelligence services —

neither of which can reproduce, claim, or account for the technology — represents a genuine gap in the historical

record. The gap has never been formally closed.

I I . 0 5  / /  L E G A C Y The Wartime Precedent

The foo fighter phenomenon established several patterns that recur throughout the postwar

history of unidentified aerial phenomena: sightings by trained military observers in operational

conditions; consistent descriptive characteristics across independent reports; failure by official

investigations to produce a satisfying explanation; and public reports that emerged only after the

events themselves had passed from operational urgency.
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H I S T O R I C A L  R E C O R D

P U B L I C  D O M A I N

The objects never returned fire. They never communicated. They never left a recoverable trace.

They appeared in the most heavily documented airspace in human history — every aircraft in the

Second World War was tracked, reported, and accounted for — and were not accounted for. The

records from both sides of the conflict confirm they were there. They have never been explained.

"The foo fighters were reported by the best-trained aerial observers in the world, on both

sides of a global war, across four years and three continents. They remain unidentified."

—  U N E X P L A I N E D  P H E N O M E N A  A R C H I V E  ·  C H A P T E R  I I  ·  W A R T I M E  R E C O R D  S E R I E S


