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Author’s Note

The stories in this book are true. The facts have been checked and rechecked. All names, dates, locations, and descriptions of places as well as events are as accurate as available documentation can make them. The dialogue comes from official transcripts and news reports contemporaneous with the event, or a close approximation of what was actually said at the time. Eyewitness testimony was combined with thousands of pages of documents to develop and refine these accounts. Some of the information was classified as Top Secret by one government or another.


INTRODUCTION

Nuclear Fission and Chain Reactions Have Occurred Naturally

The day began like any other. A rising, hot equatorial sun warmed a dense haze of water vapor. Stirred into motion by solar energy, the mist rose in swirls, then congealed into thick clouds. Lifted to higher levels, the clouds cooled, releasing rain that fell onto the saturated ground below. Gale-force winds rolled over the low brown plains, gusting toward distant blue hills. The land was barren. Only the most primitive plants grew in the highlands. It would have been impossible for man to have lived on the bleak, storm-torn prairie.

But there were no men. They, and all of their inventions, would not arrive for more than a billion years.

The Precambrian storms engorged streams that became freshets, then masses of roaring water spilling down slopes to lakes and oceans. In places the rain fell onto porous rock that allowed air and moisture to filter deep into the earth. At one location, the seepage encountered a rich vein of uranium. In the presence of oxygen, uranium dissolves in water. So the trickle became enriched with this unusual element. Water also has the effect of slowing the neutrons thrown off by the uranium. Spinning at their usual high velocities, the neutrons would have just glanced off any atoms they might have encountered. But moderated by the water to a more sedate speed, the neutrons struck with exactly the right amount of force.

So it happened. One atom, wayward and mindless, rocked in its ordained orbit as its nucleus was smacked by a passing neutron. A positively charged proton, agitated by the crude jolt, moved ever so slightly aside, only to be quickly joined by another proton that had been similarly assaulted. Repelled by their positive charges of electricity, they reeled apart and, like drunks staggering backwards, bumped into still more of their fellows, not to mention a horde of other neutrons. Excited by the possibilities of the situation, the neutrons sped away to look for more of this impact-and-collision action.

A balance so delicate as to be immeasurable was upset. The single wanton act of the wayward neutron caused the entire nucleus of the uranium atom to fly asunder. It released all its particles in a hot, infinitesimal flash of energy. Broken and homeless, their stable community destroyed, the remnants of the shattered atom flew outwards, propelled by their death thrust and doomed to flee until their velocity paled or they made contact with others of their kind. This nuclear imbalance became sufficiently large to ensure, on the basis of chance alone, that even more atoms would be affected.

The reaction flared. Like a sputtering damp match, it gained flaming intensity. An observer on a super-microscopic level would have seen giant suns collide, blaze brightly, then spin off, only to ram the suns of other universes. But the fragile flame caught. And a chain reaction started.

As the impacted splitting atoms released their energy, heat built up at an alarming rate. In the briefest possible time, the layers of uranium contained a fire without flame of enormous intensity. The molten mass spewed off huge amounts of radioactive materials into our young atmosphere as it charred its way deeper and deeper into the earth.

Extremely high temperatures instantly flashed the water into steam. While water slows neutrons, steam does not. So the faster-moving particles lost the ability to split atoms into their components. And the chain reaction was dampened.

This natural phenomenon occurred about 1.8 billion years ago. It happened on at least fifteen occasions in what is today a uranium mine called Oklo in the country of Gabon, situated on the Atlantic coast of central Africa. This is the only discovered instance of a completely natural, spontaneous nuclear reaction. It shows us atomic power is not a new or exclusively man-created phenomenon, not solely a product of our technology.

Eons passed after the last Oklo flare-up. Time makes little difference, as the earth abides. Then we did what nature had done before us. Only we made it explode. A bomb. Alamogordo, Hiroshima, Nagasaki, Atoms for Peace, then so many more nuclear events that people lost count. We tried to control in a decade what it took the entire history of man to decipher. In a way we failed. In a way we succeeded. But we still know little of the impact of what we wrought.

Born in wartime tumult and terror, our newest advance has problems that disturb even the most knowledgeable. But we are trying. And each year we come closer to a full understanding of a force beyond the fanciful dreams of the most imaginative alchemists and sorcerers. Through it all, we too abide. How well, is the question. And where it will lead us is the quandary.

The atom offers us an enormous source of energy, for which our global society has a voracious need. Our very comfortable lifestyles are dependent upon the consumption of massive amounts of low-cost power. None of us wants to give up conveniences that have become necessities. The average American has a quality of life in many ways better than what royalty enjoyed only a hundred or so years ago.

Our science has defined the nuclear force, contained it, and harnessed it to do our bidding. But there is still some question as to who is really in command. There is a glimpse of unseen fury in every atomic pile. We try to be careful, we try to be safe, and we try to plan for the contingencies that will be the certain result of our eventual mistake or failure. Even so, one fact is clear.

The production of any source of energy involves risks. Miners die digging coal. Roughnecks have fatal accidents in the oil fields. Refinery workers are killed every year. So it would be foolish not to believe there will be deaths stemming from nuclear activities. And there will be accidents that release radioactive materials into our environment. Scientists are concerned, politicians are concerned, civic leaders are concerned, and because of all the hubbub, the people are concerned. Sometimes. When they are directly affected.

An antinuclear group has appeared on the international scene singing songs of annihilation, holocaust, and the end of man. They are countered by the pronuclear army, which answers these claims of Armageddon with an “atomic power is as safe as a powder puff” philosophy.

Both extremes give telling arguments. Yet neither is entirely right. The tiny atom can provide us with needed energy and, in so doing, possesses a dangerous potential. But disaster does not have to be a certainty if we manage our affairs properly. And there is the key question: Have we done a good job of nuclear management?

One way to gain sufficient insight to judge is to take a close inside look at some of the atomic events and happenings that have caused headlines in the world’s press. The stories to follow have a common moral, best summed up by an old engineering adage called Murphy’s Law: “If it can break or go wrong, it will. At the worst possible time. And in such a fashion as to cause the worst consequences and make repair the most difficult.” Murphy was an optimist.

Perhaps the most intriguing aspect of these major events that happened in our time is how few people remember them. This alone says something interesting about the society in which we live.

Has out-of-sight out-of-mind become a dominant feature of our twenty-first century culture? There is sound reason to argue this is the case. If so, the worldwide resurgence of nuclear power, and the resulting increase in publicity, can kindle old fears. Recounting our past mistakes may help us avoid repeating them.


ONE

The Afternoon the Bomb Fell on America

At dawn, the Strategic Air Command flight line was an eerie place. In that first gray light, flight lines looked much the same anywhere in the world. Low buildings formed a barrier along one edge of an endless expanse of concrete that served as taxiways, runways, aircraft parking areas, and service roads. The knife-edged wings of B-47s, standing one to a pad, threw savage shadows onto the pitted ground.

On this particular day, Tuesday, March 11, 1958, at Hunter Air Force Base outside Savannah, Georgia, those B-47s were the center of intense activity.

A blue truck, engine roaring, pulled alongside one of the droop-winged aircraft. Brakes squealed, and two uniformed men jumped out. They moved with practiced rapidity, connecting ground wires to prevent a spark of static electricity from igniting the JP-series fuel that would be pumped into the tanks. Both men were watchful and merely nodded to a passing Air Police guard, who marched by slowly, M-l A-l carbine slung over his shoulder.

A ground crew, servicing the plane, talked in low tones. There was tension in the air, a feeling of suppressed power and activity.

It was almost as if the noise and hurricane violence of a thousand jet engines had left an imprint of their sound and fury in the rough texture of the concrete.

The first of the spring warmth had brought some color to the southern soil, and it promised to be a fine day.

Down the flight line, in the area reserved for B-47s of the 308th Bomb Wing, the towering empennage of one of the huge aircraft bore the number 876.

The plane had been fueled, its systems checked, and a single nuclear bomb, called a “pig” by the airmen who worked on it, had been loaded under maximum security conditions. The Strategic Air Command was proud of its procedures. Each of its men felt a special responsibility. They knew together they formed the most powerful deterrent force in the history of the world. They were America’s first line of defense and its most feared offense.

A mission was on. But that was nothing new. There was one every week. Training was a way of life in SAC. So much so that some men, fed up with the constant regimen, would ask to transfer out. As with membership in any elite, there were costs. But there were also compensations: Promotions came fast, and there was a feeling of belonging to the best.

The B-47 marked 876 was assigned to fly in a phase of Operation Snow Flurry. That was a curious name for a series of field maneuvers that would take the aircraft and its crew, along with others in the squadron, to one of four bases in North Africa. Like all SAC missions, this one would simulate combat conditions. The plane would fly in its optimum trim. The pig on board would be “live”—a real atomic bomb, not a dummy. Also according to SAC rules, a plug-like detonator, the single component needed to arm the weapon, would be on board in its locked safety container. Orders were not to insert the device and activate the warhead until a special code signal was given and acknowledged.

By 10:00 am, 876 and her sister ships were pronounced ready. Paperwork, telling the condition of the aircraft, had been properly checked and initialed.

The mission briefing went well. Officers, wearing the bars-and-leaves insignia of lieutenants, captains, and majors on their olive-green flight suits, lolled in chairs. Casual postures belied the rapt attention they paid to the presentation of the many elements of their flight plans.

Meteorology: no problems over the Atlantic but some fine winds aloft. Navigation: checkpoints here, here, and here. Radio frequencies for both air-to-air and air-to-ground. Estimated times of departure and arrival. Maps. The assembled pilots and aircraft observers made detailed notes, checked watches, and turned the dials of their E6B circular slide rules to estimate fuel consumption. Rendezvous points: here and here. Abort instructions. God forbid anyone would have to abort and not fly the mission. SAC was hell on that, and somebody’s head was certain to roll. But if it became necessary, in the mind of the aircraft commander, then the procedure would be as outlined.

An astounding amount of information was offered and absorbed. The officers, all pilots and air crew, sat through the session smoking cigars and making notes in their three-ring books. An occasional scuffing foot or squeaking chair distracted the listeners, but there was no conversation aside from a few whispered remarks when the final destination was revealed. In a row halfway back, Captain Earl Koehler paid particular attention.

At the end of the questions, the briefing closed, and the crews adjourned for a light lunch. Air crews who are going to spend endless hours in the air at high altitude eat carefully. Intestinal gas is not a joking matter at thirty-five thousand feet, and since there is not much room to stand in a B-47 cockpit, whoever gets it just has to sit on it. It may sound funny, but the pain can be severe.

After lunch a few of the married officers made short phone calls to their wives. They knew their destinations but were unable to reveal them. All they could indicate was roughly how long they might be away. This one looked like an extended trip.

Several modes of transportation were used to transfer the men to the flight line. A private automobile or two, which would be picked up later by someone with clearance, carried a few. Others used the blue-and-yellow shuttle bus out to the edge of the airpark, then took the flight line trolley to their ready room.

The crews began to form themselves into separate units as they took care of final departure details. Maps were folded; lunches and cans of CoCo Malt were packed in briefcases; flight helmets, visors, and oxygen masks were inspected; parachutes drawn; aircraft assignments taken; radio frequencies given a final check; and other minor problems attended to. The men’s room did a steady business.

Then, almost as if there were no way to delay further, they straggled out into the bright afternoon sun in groups of two and three, chatting casually. After stowing a small mountain of equipment in the open car of the trolley, they clambered aboard. With a squealing jerk, they began rolling along the now-noisy and active flight line.

The small tractor pulling the open cars halted momentarily at each parking ramp, and at every stop, three green-suited men hurriedly jumped off, tugging at their gear. Finally, it pulled up in front of 876 and three officers, wearing the railroad-track double silver bars of captains, climbed out.

They stood a minute in the soft glare of the spring sun as the tractor engine gunned. With a lunging creak and a cloud of blue-white smoke, the vehicle rolled on down the endless line.

The three men acted with great precision. Gathering their leather bags, parachutes, flying helmets, survival packs, and other gear, they made their way across the warm concrete toward the silent plane. One captain carried a locked, marked briefcase containing go-code orders and actual targets.

A ground crewman, assigned to fire guard, stepped from the dark shadow under the nose of the ship. On the fuselage above his head, someone had painted a neatly lettered name, “City of Savannah.” He saluted informally and presented the Form One, which the aircraft commander scanned. Folding the gray plastic cover back over the document, he tucked it under his arm.

The three captains continued on to the plane and started their walkaround inspection.

They moved slowly around the towering aluminum structure, checking the condition of rivets in the main spar of the wings, the cleanness of control surfaces, the dark recess of the nosewheel bay, and other vital signs that, to their experienced eyes, would tell clear tales about the anticipated reliability of the ship on its long flight.

Satisfied at last, the three loaded their gear, donned the harnesses locking them to their parachutes, and climbed into the belly of the ship.

The B-47 was not a spacious aircraft. Its vast size belied its interior room. Sophisticated systems did the jobs normally assigned to several air crewmen so three highly trained aviators could operate the massive six-engine bomber. In a quest for speed, it was built almost like a single-seat fighter. The aircraft commander and the pilot sat one behind the other under a Plexiglas bubble high up on the nose. The aircraft observer’s station was below them in the belly of the fuselage.

There were the usual gruntings and squirmings as they settled themselves, completing hookups for oxygen and radio contact. The aircraft commander, Earl Koehler, tried the intercom. From his seat forward, he couldn’t see the pilot, Charles Woodruff, who was strapped in directly behind him. “You read me, Charlie?”

“Ah, roger.”

“You, Bruce?”

The aircraft observer paused in his task of setting out his maps and calculation devices. “Roger, Captain. Five by five.”

The title of aircraft observer was a euphemism for the man whose job it would be to actually drop the bomb. It was revived from the last stages of World War I. In the three-man crew of the B-47, he was charged with navigation, acted as bombardier, and was also the electric countermeasures (ECM) officer operating the gear designed to foil enemy radar and prevent detection. The plane was much faster than existing fighter aircraft so it had no weapons facing forward. The ECM officer was also charged with control over the swiveling tail gun.

Captain Bruce Kulka usually had his hands full on a flight. On this one, he was really going to be busy because the mission was complex. As he worked over the maps and set his radios to assigned frequencies, he could hear the two pilots above him run through the checklist, an item at a time.

Finally the intercom crackled again. “You ’bout got it, Bruce?” The aircraft commander’s voice had the flat sound of the Illinois farmland.

“Ah, yeah. I’ve about got it all set. You ready?” The intercom popped again.

The pilot, from his position forward and above the observer, could see the ground crewman holding up the safety pins used to secure the landing gear in the down position. The man held the long steel rods up, one at a time, so the crew on board could count them. The red streamers attached to the ends fluttered lightly in the breeze, making them look like banderillas used in a bullfight.

Woodruff was completing the before-starting checklist and Koehler raised the tower, testing the radio. The response came with the time and barometric pressure to be dialed into their altimeters.

The B-47 was an unusual airplane. Ungainly on the ground, it flew like a dream. As the first fully operational strategic jet bomber, it was still considered a major plane of the line even though the newer B-52s had more range and outright speed.

Sounds filled the small interior of the ship as the ground crew used the auxiliary starter to begin spinning the huge rotors in the port engines. As soon as they reached critical RPMs, they thundered into life. The starboard power plants followed.

From the outside, the droopy-winged aircraft sounded like two trains fighting a tug of war. Noise was muffled in the cockpit, however, and the pilot was conscious only of the thrust of the jets as they gulped huge quantities of fuel.

Jet aircraft are terribly inefficient in the dense atmosphere below ten thousand feet. Their engines, which depend on passing thousands of cubic yards of air through the gaping intakes, burn fuel at a prodigious rate during taxiing and takeoff, so things were planned to get them off the ground as quickly as possible after startup.

All down the flight line, engines fired and settled into their whistling roars. Ground crews pulled back, driving the portable generators at more-than-authorized speeds to get away from the noise and stench of burned fuel that shrouded the field. Heat waves shimmered from tailpipes of the now-rolling airplanes as they made their cumbersome way out onto the taxi ramps.

Inside the City of Savannah, Koehler ran his engines up and kept a close eye on the gauges indicating tailpipe temperature. Behind him, the pilot jiggled the control column to signify he had the ship under his guidance. Brakes off, it taxied forward.

Below, Kulka monitored the various transmissions requesting permission to taxi and lined up his first rendezvous points. He checked the press-to-test lights on the ECM control panel. All the carefully-thought-out devices, designed to ward off radar detection and send enemy missiles astray, indicated ready, so he reported this fact to the commander, who noted it on his checklist.

The B-47 was once described as a fuel tank with wings, a small bomb bay, and just enough room to tuck in three midgets to fly it. It doesn’t sound comfortable, and basically, it wasn’t. It took some getting used to. Every square inch of space around the crewmen was filled with gauges, switches, circuit breakers, plug-ins, and flight controls. There was enough room for a man about five foot, ten inches, with a sitting height under thirty-four inches, to stretch, slightly, before his head came into contact with the clear plastic canopy or the thin aluminum sheet covering the side armor plate. The seating position was limited, and while there was room to rotate the upper torso, in-flight gymnastics were pretty much out of the question.

Cleared for takeoff, the silver and gray bomber proceeded into position at the end of the main runway. The concrete strip stretched endlessly ahead, and even Koehler, in the front seat, could not see the end as anything but a brown line over a mile away. He exchanged comments with ground control, checked the tower frequency, and on command, started his takeoff roll. The oily smell of the cockpit became more pronounced as he opened the throttle.

Acceleration came slowly as the huge jet engines beat inertia and began to rotate faster and faster. Finally, at about the five-thousand-foot marker, the nose of the plane rotated upward, and with a shudder, the big ship broke clear of the runway. North Africa was more than six thousand long miles away.
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Florence, South Carolina, was thought of throughout the countryside as a pretty big place. With a population of about thirty thousand, it was then the largest town between the capital, over in Columbia, and Fayetteville, up in North Carolina.

Florence was known to the people of the area for two things. First, it had at least one whorehouse. Generations of “good ol’ boys” had driven in from Kingstree and Timmonsville and even from as far away as Darlington for an evening on the town—and then driven back, long past midnight, belching bourbon whiskey and filled with tales of their prowess in the squeaky, narrow beds.

Florence’s second claim to fame was the railroad. In its large marshaling yards, several lines made up their trains. Major repairs were performed when needed on both engines and cars. And judging from the number of people employed by the various companies, the need was both frequent and pressing.

Working for the railroad had some rewarding side benefits. Since crews traveled across country, a man might be on duty for five days, then have a week off at home with his family. Saturdays and Sundays, normal periods of relaxation for most of America, might be spent on the road, forcing other weekdays to become family times. School schedules got altered for the children to take advantage of dad’s layovers, and the people in the area made adjustments where needed.

Out from the main part of Florence, a few miles back in the piney woods, the land had a feeling of freshness. It looked, in many ways, about the same as when the English settlers first arrived. Far enough inland from the coastal plain to be a little hilly, the rolling terrain was green with the fresh growth of spring.

Many of the people who worked in Florence preferred to live away from the bustle of the noisy rail yards. Commuting was especially easy for the train men. Their hours were as erratic as their workdays, so they could travel on the roads while most people were asleep or at their jobs.

Mars Bluff wasn’t so much a town as a place, about ten miles north of Florence. At one time, in years gone by, it was a general store and post office. Little had changed. But the land around the tiny settlement was now owned by people who were employed in the small city to the south. Not too much real farming was done anymore.

Walter Gregg, thirty-seven, married, a World War II paratrooper, was one of those landowners. As a conductor on the railroad, his comings and goings were dictated by the needs of the line. Bill, as his friends called him, made good money and was able to afford the comfortable, roomy gray-shingled house at the end of the short road from the main highway. He lived out where the living was good.

On March 11, 1958, Bill was at home with his wife, Ethel, working in a shed behind the main house. Walter, aged six, one of a pair of twins, was playing outside the open door. The other twin, Helen; his older daughter, Frances; and his niece, Ella Davies, were involved in a game.

It was a pleasant day, not particularly distinguishable from any other. Bill had a few jobs to do around the house. He and his wife, along with the kids, planned to cook out later. Their conversation would often focus on adding a swimming pool out back, toward the edge of the property. They had discussed it for some time.

Involved in his task, he didn’t notice the sound from the engines of the B-47s. Flyovers were such a normal event, with the base being located as near as Savannah, that they no longer attracted much attention. Especially since number 876 had already attained over twelve thousand feet in its on-course climb. Bill Gregg softly whistled the opening bars of the latest Theresa Brewer hit as he reached for another tool on the workbench.

The visored pilot tilted his head slightly to include the altimeter in his scan. Now 13,500 feet. His eyes found the heading indicator. On course. They shifted to the rate-of-climb instrument. He touched the trim-tab control on top of the stick with his thumb, and after a second’s hesitation, saw the white needle inch up to five hundred feet per minute.
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All this was done unconsciously. Every motion connected with flying the B-47 had been repeated so many times it was automatic. His mind was filled with early-mission fidgets. He was uncomfortable in his seat. The thought of the bologna sandwich and can of CoCo Malt in the box lunch made him grimace. He tried to relax. He was going to be in the saddle for hours.

Altimeter: 14,000. Air speed: 450 knots. Heading indicator: he corrected slightly; on course.

Suddenly he was jolted from his reverie. The sight of a bright red light on the console hit him like an electric shock. He triggered the radio intercom button on the mike with his left thumb, without removing his hand from the throttle.

“Charlie.” There was no special emotion in his voice, but he was tense.

“Got it, Earl. Malfunction light on the bomb-lock circuit.”

“Roger that.”

Neither man appeared to hurry, but both worked quickly.

“Circuit breakers OK.”

“Flip it in and out a couple of times.”

“Did.”

“OK. Bruce?”

“Roger?”

“Got a malfunction light on the bomb-lock circuit.”

Kulka started wrestling with his shoulder harness. Removing it in the tight confines of the aircraft observer’s cockpit was difficult. “I hear you. Want me to take a look?”

“Ah, yeah. Roger that.”

“Gotcha. I’ll be off intercom.”

“Right.” The aircraft commander’s eyes scanned the panel with practiced ease. It now recorded 14,250 feet. Things had taken only a few seconds. The red light continued to glow brightly.

Bruce struggled free of his straps. Using his arms, he scooted himself back toward the narrow crawl way. The dimness of the interior of the B-47 made him pause until his eyes, accustomed to staring into the sharp light of his console, adjusted. Inching along in the confined space, he scrambled to the hatch, which opened easily. He squeezed through into the floodlighted bomb bay. In the place where he was standing, the Air Force-blue paint had chipped away, revealing yellow undercoating.

With the advent of the nuclear age, the bomb load had reduced itself to a single cylindrical unit of polished steel over one hundred inches long and about five feet in diameter. It hung, suspended above the fragile bomb-bay doors, from a single steel shackle attached to a main spar of the aircraft fuselage. In the bright light it looked like what it was—a gleaming seven-thousand-plus pound carefully machined weapon of total war.

Kulka paused for a minute. No matter how many times the ground crew tried to relieve tension by calling it the “pig” or the “ham hock,” it always took a second to overcome the feeling of awe in its presence. The bomb seemed to radiate malevolence.

Working space in the bomb bay was tight, and he had to step with care so as not to place any of his weight onto the bomb-bay doors. Cautiously, he withdrew the stainless-steel safety-locking pin from its gray plastic case on the stanchion above the bomb. The shiny surface glittered in the single spotlight, and, holding an awkward stance, Kulka sought the narrow hole with its tip. Once inserted through the shackle, the pin would hold the weight of the weapon even if the electric locks failed.

He was working at arm’s length, above the level of the bomb’s body, when he first noticed a slight shift of the long steel canister.

It was a sort of wobble along the main axis. The pig, which should have been statically secured, was rocking.

Realizing something was desperately wrong, he fished frantically for the insertion hole of the mechanical lock. He changed position, and holding on to a perforated stanchion with one hand, leaned further forward.

There was a metallic “snick” clearly audible over the flight noises of the still-climbing airplane. Then, with a click as the electrical locks failed and the shackle opened, the bomb suddenly fell free.

Horrified, Kulka watched as the weapon struck the thin bomb-bay doors. It paused, then its weight and inertia overcame the door locks and they burst open, freeing the weapon into the blindingly bright blue sky below.

It disappeared from the astonished captain’s eyes in an instant, and before he could react he was fighting for his life. The pressure from air rushing over the skin of the aircraft at speeds close to five hundred miles per hour was tremendous. The gaping bomb-bay doors allowed the maniacal force to whip into the small space where Bruce Kulka was standing. A hurricane wind tore at him with unbelievable power, trying to suck him out into space. Instinctively, he’d gripped the stanchion next to his body when the bomb started to fall, and now, standing in the midst of the screeching maelstrom, it was all he could do to hang on. Slowly, an inch at a time, he pulled himself back toward the manual bomb-bay-door control-switch console where he fought against the blast as he wrestled with the safety latch.

In the flight cabin the aircraft commander, who had been watching the red light indicating problems with the electrical bomb lock, twitched slightly. The plane bounced, and a second light, showing a malfunction with the bomb-bay doors, glared ominously.

“What th—?” He started to speak into the intercom to the pilot behind him, then stopped as the plane gave another lurch. This time the sensation was more familiar. “Charlie, did you feel that?”

“Roger. Like a shockwave radiating up from the ground.”

There was a long silence, and the two men stared at the lights, flying by reflex.

It took most of Kulka’s strength to hold on near the manual bomb-bay-door activator switch. Prayerfully, he cycled the control. The doors drew closed, shutting out the screaming wildness. Stepping with caution, he crossed the narrow space to the exit hatch and squeezed through into the confined tunnel on the other side. The silence after the mad noise of howling wind made the normal sounds of flight ring in his ears. He sat for a long moment, catching his breath, then headed slowly back to the crew stations.

“Earl.”

The aircraft commander, startled at hearing a voice close behind him, turned in his seat. He wiggled the controls in the age-old pilot’s signal. “You’ve got the aircraft, Charlie.” Koehler looked at Kulka.

“The bomb. It broke loose.”

There was a long silence. “Oh, my God.” Koehler reached for the radio channel selector and dialed in a predetermined three-digit code. His voice was calm as he spoke, “This is Garfield 13. Aborting the mission. Repeat. Garfield 13. Aborting mission.”

The sound of Bill Gregg’s whistling was imitated, lightly, in the air high above the house, as the bomb, descending with the streamlined precision intended by its designers, gathered momentum.

On the ground, Gregg first heard a far-off whine. The whistle died on his lips. The noise grew louder, intensifying into a shrill, piercing scream. Seconds before the note attained its final crescendo, Bill’s son shouted to his father, who quickly scanned the sky.

A sudden shockwave, pushing quickly ahead of the rumble of the blast, struck with the intensity of a tornado. Timbers flew out and knocked Bill off his feet. The children were tumbled down as if playing some game of their own devising. The house, subjected to immense forces, gave up its structural integrity. Wallboard, plaster, splintered wood, and dust mixed with flying glass to fill the air with lethal shrapnel. The roar of the blast, arriving in its own good time, battered the ears of the fallen people and covered the lesser sounds of destruction.

The shockwave pressed onward and out. Cars on a nearby road were thrown off course and spun around. The Mount Mizpah Baptist Church was twisted by the force. Homes as far as a half mile away were damaged. A new landmark had appeared in the peaceful countryside. A crater about thirty feet deep and more than seventy feet across had been created out of the muddy ground. Tendrils of steam curled up from the wet black sides. Trees in the surrounding area were stripped of their limbs or knocked flat.

According to Gregg, “It blew out the side and top of the garage just as my boy ran inside with me. The timbers were falling around us. There was a green, foggy haze, then a cloud of black smoke. It lasted about thirty seconds. When it cleared up, I looked at the house. The top was blown in and a side almost blown off.” The screams and sobbing of the frightened, bleeding children were counterpoint to the jumble and confusion of broken furniture, debris, and tumbled interior fixtures thrown out by the blast.

Gregg was shaken but able to see clearly. “I saw the other children on the other side of the house. About a hundred yards from where the bomb hit.”

It was some time before a complete inventory of damage could be taken. At McLeod Hospital in Florence, all the children but one were found to have only minor physical injuries, mostly cuts and scrapes. The visiting niece required a total of thirty-one stitches to close the slice on her forehead. Miraculously, none of the adults was seriously hurt. But the house was a total loss.

The bomb had landed and, according to plan, the chemical “trigger” designed to set off the nuclear warhead had exploded with the power of several hundred pounds of TNT.

But the atomic portion of the device, locked into its safety mode, did not ignite. The components of the weapon were vaporized by the intense heat of the chemical explosion, throwing a wide ring of radioactive contamination around ground zero. This was the only nuclear consequence.

Reaction was immediate. As soon as the B-47 landed, its crew was rushed into a nightlong debriefing. An experienced air force public relations team swung into action to handle press matters on a local, state, and national basis. A special disaster crew was formed and ordered into the stricken town under the personal direction of Maj. Gen. Charles B. Dougher, commander of the 38th Air Division at Hunter.

The first step was to close the area to curiosity seekers and souvenir seekers. Even though the nuclear portion of the bomb had been destroyed by the heat of the explosion, radioactive material had been blasted outward from the crater’s center and presented a potential threat.

Careful monitoring and a complete physical check of each member of the Gregg family indicated they had suffered no radiation exposure. A radiological group headed by Major Jack Wilt was dispatched to the crater, and it began a “mopping up” operation within hours of the original blast.

Exhibiting true concern for the stricken family, an air force colonel was sent to the hospital. Years later, the only badly injured member of the group, the young cousin, recalled the visitor rather fondly because he brought her ice cream and talked for a while.

The incident gained immediate attention in the press. The Florence paper reported the situation in a strictly local context, including comments by the mayor. Nationally, headlines blared notice of the event and stories were aided by an official air force release that gave scant details but offered assurances there had been absolutely no danger of an atomic explosion. The foreign press went wild.

In England and other NATO countries, where flights by manned, atomic-armed B-47s were as common as they were in this country, comments became bitter. War and its destruction were still fresh in their memories, and they wanted no part of such potential disaster.

The British were especially vocal in their opposition to continued flights over their country by U.S. military planes carrying nuclear armaments. The House of Commons went into full debate, and both the Labor Party and the Trades Union Congress came up with demands to halt all such missions.

Italy, Greece, Holland, India, and other nations, according to their press, remained somewhat cooler than their British neighbors, but obviously no one was delighted by the idea of the now-proven possibility of an accident.

The Soviets, acting quickly to capitalize on the situation, launched a propaganda program using radio as well as print. Their theme, designed to maximize the seriousness of the incident, centered on a single concept. The accidental dropping of nuclear bombs could well lead to the issuance of an attack order by “some irresponsible official,” who would choose to blame the Soviets for the error rather than admit his own mistake. Their theme even offered a cure. “From all this, we can draw only one conclusion,” one of their commentators said in a Greek-language broadcast. “An end must be put to flights of aircraft with nuclear weapons. The flights,” he went on, “threaten the life of many men and they create a danger for peace all the world over.”

The reaction in the United States, however, was pretty much business as usual.

In Florence, the mayor, David McLeod, speaking at an open forum attended by air force dignitaries, said, “We all realize that we live in periled times, and our nation must be prepared to defend itself at a moment’s notice. There are dangers in such defense, and this is one of the dangers.”

Neil McElroy, then-secretary of defense, also spoke of the risks of our age. “I can only say these are perilous times and that as a part of our security measures, strategic bombers are on twenty-four-hour training. It was one of these bombers that accidentally, due to mechanical malfunction, dropped an unarmed nuclear device near the city of Florence.”

Gregg himself, after being assured the government would cover his loss, also placed a bright note on the incident. “I always wanted a swimming pool,” he said, “and now I’ve got the hole for one at no cost. I may open it to the public. Charge them for swimming in uranium-enriched waters.”

The air force acted as fast as possible with the hearings, and they immediately ordered all planes equipped with nuclear bombs to manually and positively “lock in” their weapons while on practice combat runs.

Within seventy-two hours, radioactive materials had been scoured from the crater and all surrounding terrain had been checked and declared free of contamination. A few days later, Col. William Byers arrived in his role as damage claims officer. To support the payment process, a congressman, John L. McMillan, entered a bill exempting the Gregg family from the federal law that restricted claims to $1,000.

This point brings up an interesting quandary. What if the bill had never been introduced or had failed to pass? Would Gregg’s total compensation have been fought on the basis of a maximum $1,000 loss reimbursement? This is a question that still affects us today.

Within the same week it took for Col. Byers to arrive to handle financial matters, the press had forgotten the incident and gone on to other news. It was all over but the actual payments needed for final settlement, which required a full two years to complete. The $50,000-plus finally received by Gregg was far less than the amount for which he had asked, but with Mrs. Gregg in a state of near collapse, the family took the cash but maintained some degree of bitterness. Many years later, the bad feelings remained.

“That bomb came within fifty yards of wiping out my whole family,” Gregg was quoted as saying. He also kept his wife and children away from visiting reporters, sending them inside their new house when photographers came around.

Among the statements made at the time by apparently responsible people, some are remarkable in retrospect.

South Carolina congressman John J. Riley of the Second District said the bomb dropping was “something that wouldn’t happen again in a million flights.” The congressman was probably unaware that the military was still searching for a nuclear bomb jettisoned at sea off Savannah Beach, Georgia, when a B-47 collided with a jet fighter at thirty-five thousand feet only a month before. Or the May 22, 1957, accident in which a B-36 lost a pig while flying over a New Mexico desert.

In the final analysis, the incident boiled down to this: Mistakes can and do happen. The best we can hope is that most systems will work properly and be operated by individuals with personal integrity who will exercise all possible caution.

The score this time?

One safety precaution worked; the atomic portion of the weapon did not explode. But one “foolproof” device failed and the bomb was released.

After the hubbub quieted down and the air force completed its investigation, additional safeguards were developed. Everyone shrugged, and things returned to normal. More or less.


TWO

Military Nuclear Incidents

The Mars Bluff incident, if an atomic bomb falling into someone’s backyard can be relegated to the category of a mere incident, is far from the only case of an accidentally dropped or lost nuclear weapon.

Since February 1950, when the world’s first nuclear weapons accident occurred, through 2006, there have been dozens of documented instances of American military-related atomic problems. These range from the complete disappearance of a B-47 carrying two nuclear weapons while on a mission over the Mediterranean Sea to a B-52 crash near Thule Air Force Base in Greenland, which scattered fragments of three hydrogen bombs on the ground and dumped one into the sea.

Adding in the nuclear accidents incurred by the military of various nations, problems aboard nuclear vessels, missile mishaps, atomic weapons testing, and other related armed forces situations, the number is far, far larger. No accurate count can be made because the tabulations are hidden behind veils of national secrecy.

The Soviets, propagandizing about Mars Bluff, raised an interesting point. Could we be launched into a nuclear exchange because of the accidental detonation of a lost weapon? It’s a possibility our side has considered at some length. In a classified study, this scenario was given serious attention. The conclusion? There might well be, at some time in the life of our republic, a leader with a sufficiently severe sense of insecurity to allow escalation of hostile events rather than accept responsibility for the accidental destruction of several square
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