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SPAIN:

A Real Bomb
Where, oh where has our H-bomb 

gone? Oh where, oh where can it be? 
Though they weren’t exactly singing 
these lines in the Pentagon last week, 
there were a good many red faces 
around, for strangely enough the U.S. 
Air Force had managed to lose an H- 
boriib. That’s right—an H-bomb.

What sounded like a sequel to “Thun- 
derball” began early in the week when 
a U.S. B-52 nuclear bomber flying
32,000 feet in the air over the southeast 
coast of Spain collided with a KC-135 
jet tanker. “I heard an explosion,” said 
one peasant, “and I looked up. Fire was 
raining down from the sides.”

The rain of fire yielded seven dead 
and two wrecked planes scattered over 
an area of 15 square miles. It also, 
within a matter of hours, brought 400 
U.S. Air Force technicians to the scene 
of the crash—the outskirts of a small vil
lage called Palomares. There, some of 
the technicians proceeded to crawl 
through cane and tomato fields, beating 
the folidge with 8-foot poles, while 
others walked through fields and nearby 
sand dunes with Geiger counters.

The Secret: Why the Geiger coun
ters? Immediately, rumors started to 
spread through the sun-drenched valley 
that an H-bomb had been lost, but U.S. 
Air Force officials promptly denied the 
speculations. Then, two days after the 
crash, an Air Force sergeant innocently 
approached a man who was working in 
the tomato fields. “You speak Spanish, 
buddy?” he asked. “If you do tell those 
people to get the hell out of those fields. 
They may be contaminated.” 

The secret was out—or at least part of 
it. In an effort to prevent panic, U.S. Air 
Force headquarters in Spain then ad
mitted that the bomber, one of the fleet 
the Strategic Air Command keeps con
stantly in the air to guard against 
surprise attack, had been carrying “un
armed nuclear armament.” But Air 
Force spokesmen insisted that “a radio
logical survey has established that there 
is no danger to public health or safety as 
a result of the accident.” Why, then, the 
big search? Finally, Spanish sources ad
mitted that the bomber had been carry
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ing four nuclear weapons and that only 
three had been recovered.

As the days dragged on, more and 
more men were sent to scour the crash 
area. Helicopters and spotter planes flew 
over the fields while GI’s busily erected 
a tent city and unloaded a portable field 
hospital from the back of a truck. Soon, 
more than 40 tents dotted the valley 
and under the warm sun GI’s sat eating 
their lunch of canned chicken and wash
ing it down with the local wine.

After a fisherman reported catching a 
“heavy object” in his net and losing it 
again in the sea, frogmen were dis
patched to search the Mediterranean 
waters with sonic instruments. But by 
the end of the week neither the earth 
nor the water had yielded a clue. In one 
sense, this was nothing to worry about 
since U.S. H-bombs are so designed that 
it is almost literally inconceivable that 
one could explode accidentally. But for 
the many Spaniards ignorant of such ar
cane matters, the only road to mental 
peace seemed to lie in the subtitle to 
“Dr. Strarigelove”: “How I learned to 
stop worrying and love the bomb.’
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The bombs in ‘Dr. Strangelove’: Love them or worry?


