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Area 51 is real, the government admits. 

It’s the alien corpses that don’t exist. 

WHAT THEY
DO THERE

INCREASING
SECRECY

WHY IT MATTERS

UFO SIGHTINGS

So when newly declassified CIA documents — 
released last month in response to a Freedom of 
Information Act request submitted eight years 
ago — officially acknowledged the existence of 
Area 51, conspiracy buffs everywhere took notice.

But as Peter Merlin writes for 
Roadrunners Internationale, a website 
documenting the history of Cold 
War-era aircraft: “The biggest secret 
about Area 51 is that it was never secret.”

The top-secret Area 51, in a remote 
area of Nevada, is supposedly where 
the government stores captured alien 
spacecraft and autopsies the victims 
of UFO crashes.

Sources: Roadrunners Internationale, the Las Vegas Sun, National Security Archive, the History 
Channel, the Space Review, The Associated Press, The New York Times, CNN, How Stuff Works
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The Groom Lake facility has been used by 

the CIA and the Air Force for the develop-

ment of airplane technology. The idea was 

that this remote site, attached to the 

Atomic Energy Commission’s nuclear 

bomb test site, provided more privacy 

than did the test facilities at Edwards Air 

Force Base.

Among the planes tested at Area 51:

1955-57: Project “Aquatone,” the U-2 

spy plane.

1959-1968: Project “Oxcart”: The 

A-12 spy plane. Shown here is an A-12 

airframe, mounted upside-down for radar 

testing in 1959.

All the secrecy surrounding Area 51 seems pretty silly, 

given that satellite photos have been available of the 

site for years. Even a Russian company reportedly sells 

pictures of Area 51. 

A small company known as Janet 

Airlines uses unmarked 737 jets 

to fly staffers into and out of 

Area 51 via McCarran Interna-

tional Airport in Las Vegas. 

A recurring problem 

for employees at 

Watertown in the 

1950s and early 

1960s: evacuating 

for the nuclear tests 

performed nearby. 

The Atomic Energy 

Commission closely 

monitored fallout 

readings and allowed 

staff to return once 

readings fell to 

acceptable levels.

1963-64: YF-12 “Blackbird” spy plane, 

which was developed from the A-12.

1977: Project “Have Blue”: An attempt at 

a plane invisible to radar.

1981: Project “Senior Trend”: The YF-117A 

stealth fighter.

1982: Project “Tacit Blue,” an attack 

stealth missile

In addition, captured Soviet aircraft have 

been tested at the facility, along with an 

array of cruise missiles and experimental 

radar apparatus.

The 355-page document even explains, in 

part, why there are so many UFO sightings 

in the area:

     The U-2 flew at altitudes three times 

higher than commercial jets of the time.

     Shiny, polished wings of the U-2 caught 

the sun even after it sank below the horizon. 

     In fact, the Air Force’s famous Project 

Blue Book was formed, in part, to investi-

gate UFO reports, determine which were 

actual U-2 sightings and then work out how 

to keep it from happening again.

     And all those reports of “weather 

balloons”? They were indeed just a cover 

story, the documents report.

Believe it or not, when Area 51 opened 

in May 1955, the Atomic Energy Com-

mission issued a news release announc-

ing an “essentially temporary” facility 

would be constructed, including a 

runway and dormitories. 

The first official designation for the 

Groom Lake facility was “Watertown” — 

reportedly named for Watertown, N.Y., 

home of then-CIA director Allen Dulles.

In July 1957, a civilian pilot made an 

emergency landing on the Watertown 

landing strip. He was detained and the 

incident was reported in a news release.

It wasn’t until June 1958 that 38,400 

acres of land around Watertown was 

withdrawn from public access and the 

site designated “Area 51.” And it wasn’t 

until September 1978 that Area 51 

disappeared on official maps of the 

area distributed by the Department of 

Energy. 

Astronauts aboard Skylab in 1974 took 

a photo of Area 51 and the surrounding 

area — the only photo taken by NASA 

that the CIA banned from distribution.

When the Air Force took over Area 51 

from the CIA in 1979, it preferred to call 

the facility Detachment 3 of the Air 

Force Flight Test Center — essentially, a 

satellite of Edwards. It also stepped up 

security around the facility, excluding 

hikers and hunters from the nearby 

mountains.

A 1994 lawsuit by former employees 

harmed by improper disposal of chemi-

cals at Area 51 ran into a legal brick wall 

until the government finally admitted 

there was “an operating location at 

Groom Lake.”

The documents released last month 

acknowledge the existence of Area 51 

and detail its history as a location of 

flight testing of experimental aircraft. 

It should be noted: The CIA made no 

reference to alien autopsy facilities or 

reverse-engineered spacecraft.

Area 51 provides the government — 

and its secrecy-loving arms such as 

the CIA and Air Force — with a place to 

test and try out new technology far 

away from prying eyes. In a world 

covered pole-to-pole with powerful 

spy satellites, electronic surveillance 

and hyperventilating conspiracy 

lovers, it’s not unreasonable to expect 

the need for some privacy.
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