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The Sky Over Palomares

Gregorio López, sixty years old, was bent over a row of tomato plants when the sky started making the wrong sound.

It was 10:20 in the morning on a Monday in January, the kind of January that southeastern Spain gets and the rest of Europe envies. Light off the Mediterranean came in flat and bright, and the salt flats north of his land threw it back in white sheets. Almería province in winter is a country of low scrub, dry watercourses called ramblas, and pale stone houses bleached the color of bone. The sea sat a mile off, glittering, indifferent. Gregorio had been working this strip of land since he was nine. He knew every sound that belonged to it: the wind off the Sierra Almagrera, the diesel cough of his neighbor Antonio's tractor, the gulls fighting over fish guts down at Villaricos. He knew the sound of the American planes, too. The big jets had been crossing the sky over Palomares for years, high white scratches that left vapor and went on toward somewhere else.

This was not that sound.

This was a noise he had not heard in his life. It came from above and behind him, a tearing, a deep ripping that he felt in his sternum before he registered it in his ears. He thought, stupidly, of an iron sheet being torn in half by giants. He straightened. His back complained. He shaded his eyes with a hand the color and texture of the dirt at his feet.

What he saw, he would later try to describe to his wife, his sons, a Spanish journalist, and twice to American military officers, and he would never quite get it right.

Two airplanes were becoming one airplane. They were stuck together in the sky like clumsy birds, the smaller one on top, the larger one underneath, and a thin line connected them. The line was the refueling boom. Gregorio did not know that. He only knew that one second they were two and the next they were one, and the next they were a flowering of orange.

The fireball was silent for a heartbeat. Then the sound caught up: a clap so deep it hit the houses, the trees, the dust on the road. Gregorio felt it through the soles of his boots.

Then pieces. Very large pieces. They came down in slow motion the way large things falling from very high up always look slow. A wing, twisting. A long section of fuselage trailing fire. Smaller things, glittering, that might have been fragments of metal or might have been luggage. The pieces were spread across a wedge of sky maybe two miles wide, and they were all coming his way.

And then, drifting underneath the falling debris, four small white shapes. Parachutes. Not all of them open. He counted later and made it three, then two, then he was not sure. The parachutes were not falling at the speed of the metal. They were drifting. They were taking their time.

He thought, oddly, of laundry. The parachutes looked like sheets his wife had hung out to dry, lifted by a wind too strong for the line. He thought of his grandchildren. He thought of the tomatoes, ripe in the field, and the buyer coming on Wednesday from Murcia. Then he stopped thinking and began to run.

He ran toward his house, which was the wrong direction. The closest of the white shapes was drifting east of him, out toward the coast and the village. The metal pieces were coming down in the fields. He ran past the tomato rows and the irrigation ditch and a rusted plowshare he had been meaning to repair since November, and he did not look up again.

Behind him, something hit the ground hard enough to make the earth jump.

He did not turn around. His knees, sixty years old and full of arthritis, were carrying him faster than they had carried him in twenty years.

He did not know what he had just seen. He did not know that one of those white parachutes was holding a hydrogen bomb. He did not know that another bomb, parachute torn, was already striking the dirt in his own field two hundred meters behind him, that its conventional explosives were detonating, that microscopic plutonium dust was already lifting into the morning air and beginning the long, patient work of settling into his soil.

He would spend the rest of his life wishing he had run in a different direction.
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Nineteen Seconds

First Lieutenant Michael Rooney, twenty-six years old, co-pilot, was watching the boom.

That is what a co-pilot does in the last seconds of an aerial refueling. He sits in the right seat of a B-52G Stratofortress, hands light on the yoke, eyes locked on the long telescoping pipe that runs from the belly of the KC-135 tanker forty feet above and ahead. The boom operator, lying on his stomach in the tail of the tanker, flies the boom into a receptacle on the spine of the bomber, just behind the cockpit. The aircraft commander, in the left seat, flies formation. The co-pilot watches.

The B-52G, tail number 58-0256, had taken off from Seymour Johnson Air Force Base in eastern North Carolina the day before. It belonged to the 68th Bomb Wing. Its mission was a Chrome Dome leg, the long racetrack pattern that took American nuclear bombers up the Atlantic, across the Mediterranean toward the Adriatic, and back. Since 1960, Strategic Air Command had kept a portion of its bomber force airborne around the clock, every hour of every day, fueled from tankers, carrying live thermonuclear weapons, ready to turn east and run for Soviet targets the moment the order came. The crews called it "the alert." The Pentagon called it deterrence. To the men who flew it, it was a long, cold, exhausting circle that you flew because somebody had to.

Tail number 58-0256 had flown this leg dozens of times. Most of its crew had flown it together for over a year. The aircraft commander, Captain Larry Messinger, had close to four thousand hours in the B-52. He had refueled in flight more times than he could count. He had refueled at night, in clouds, over weather. He had refueled in the dark over Greenland and at dawn over the Azores. The maneuver was a difficult one performed so often that it had passed from difficult into ordinary.

The KC-135A in front of them, call sign Troubadour 14, was out of Morón Air Base in southern Spain. The Air Force had based KC-135s there specifically to feed Chrome Dome bombers on the eastern leg. Its crew of four were experienced. Its boom operator had nine hundred contacts in his logbook.

At thirty thousand five hundred feet over the Mediterranean, with the sun low to their right and the Spanish coast a grey line out the left window, the bomber and the tanker began their join-up. Standard. Routine. Everything by the book.

Inside the cockpit, the radio chatter was minimal. Messinger called the tanker's altitude. The KC-135 pilot acknowledged. The boom operator, voice flat with the boredom of a thousand contacts, said, "Cleared in observation." The B-52 nosed up into the slot. The relative motion between the two aircraft slowed to a creep. The boom extended.

Then it was not routine.

What the accident investigators would eventually conclude, and what the public would not be told for eleven years, was that the B-52 closed on the tanker too fast. The closure rate was inside the safety margin. There are two seconds in an aerial refueling, the moment the boom operator extends the nozzle into the receptacle, when the bomber and the tanker are physically connected. They are flying as a single jointed object. If anything happens in those two seconds, there is no time.

The boom struck the upper fuselage of the B-52, just aft of the cockpit. It hit hard. The boom did not enter the receptacle cleanly. It punched a hole in the bomber's spine and tore the structural longeron that held the wing to the fuselage. The aircraft began to come apart in the air.

JP-4 jet fuel, pressurized and flowing through the boom at over a thousand pounds per minute, sprayed into the sudden gash and met electrical wiring that had been intact half a second earlier and was now a bouquet of bare copper.

It ignited.

Inside the KC-135, the boom operator's last transmission, captured on the Morón ground tape and later played for the Joint Chiefs, was the word "fire." He did not finish it. The flame raced up the boom and into the tanker's belly, where seventy thousand pounds of jet fuel were sitting in the rear fuselage tank. The KC-135 detonated at altitude. All four men aboard died instantly. The aircraft was reduced, in something under a second, to a slowly expanding cloud of metal and fire and human remains, falling.

The B-52 did not explode. It came apart.

The forward fuselage, with the cockpit and the upper crew compartment, separated cleanly from the wings and the lower fuselage. The wings, full of fuel, ignited and began their own descent. The four B28 thermonuclear gravity bombs were carried in the bomb bay, just aft of the cockpit. The bomb bay doors were closed. They did not stay closed.

The bay tore open as the airframe twisted. The bombs slid free.

Each B28 weighed about twenty-three hundred pounds. Each was eleven feet long, two feet across, and shaped like a streamlined drum. Each carried a yield of approximately 1.1 megatons. Seventy times Hiroshima. They tumbled out of the broken bomb bay one after another, into open air, at thirty thousand feet, over a tomato village.

Each had a parachute system. The parachutes were not designed to save the bombs. They were designed to save the aircraft. A B-52 dropping a bomb at low altitude needs time to escape the blast wave; the parachutes slow the weapon enough for the bomber to clear the area. In a high-altitude breakup, the parachutes were not really for anything. They opened or did not open according to the chaos of the moment.

In the cockpit, Messinger felt the aircraft buck and then go to pieces around him. He had a half second of clarity in which he understood that he was no longer flying. He was sitting in a metal box that was falling. He pulled his ejection handle. The seat
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