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408 Victims of the Bomb

Box 7-3
Broken Arrows: The Palomares and Thule Accidents

On January 16, 1966, a B-52G bomber, returning to its North Carolina base following a routine airborne alert 

mission, collided with the fueling boom of a KC-135 tanker 30,000 feet (9,144 meters) above the coast of Spain 
while attempting to refuelLDBoth aircraft broke up and the 40,000 gallons (151,000 liters) of jet fuel in the KC- 

135 exploded, killing its four-man crew. Four members of the B-52's seven-man crew were able to parachute to 
safety. Of the four unarmed B28 hydrogen bombs carried by the B-52 (a weapon with yields ranging from 70 
kilotons to 1.45 megatons), three crashed on the ground in the vicinity of Palomares, a poor farming commu
nity 1 mile (1.6 kilometers) off the coastal highway. The fourth sank off the coast and was missing for nearly 
three months before being located by the submersible AMn 5 miles (8 kilometers) offshore in 2,850 feet (869 
meters) of wate^Dfhe high explosives in two of the bombs that fell on Palomares detonated, digging craters 6 

to 10 feet (1.8 to 3 meters) deep and scattering plutonium and other debris 100 to 500 yards (91 to 457 meters) 
away from the impact area (the third bomb was recovered relatively intact from a dry riverbed).

For three months, 1,700 U.S. personnel and Spanish civil guards worked to decontaminate the area. An esti
mated 1,400 tons of radioactive soil and vegetation was excavated and sent to the United States for disposal 
(at the Savannah River Plant) and crops of tomatoes were buried or burned. Through all this, U.S. personnel 
wore protective clothing and underwent regular radiation checks; such measures were not taken for the Spanish 
workers. (The air force commander in charge later stated: "The U.S. Air Force was unprepared to provide ade
quate detection and monitoring for its personnel when an aircraft accident occurred involving plutonium 
weapons in a remote area of a foreign country.")

A radiation survey conducted jointly by the Defense Nuclear Agency and the Junta de Energia Nuclear (JEN) 
found that no less than 650 acres (more than 1 square mile [2.59 square kilometers]) of village, crops, and farms 
were contaminated; however, during the survey winds picked up and scattered the plutonium dust, and the DNA's 
subsequent report noted: "The total extent of the spread will never be known." Yet there was only sporadic mon
itoring of villagers and no effort to determine what level of contamination was acceptable. As the DNA's report 
later noted, "The Spanish government had not established criteria for permissible levels, which is completely 
understandable because plutonium-producing facilities and nuclear weapons were non-existent in Spain. Signif
icantly, there were no criteria in the United States for accident situations. The available criteria pertained only
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Thirty-eight U.S. Navy ships participated in tire search for this: 
bomb. Despite the fact that news of the missing bomb and the recov
ery effort-became welt known, the QOD refused for forty-four days to 

, admit it.,hadJ)eeii,loti:;.Ihjs,le4-to. absurd: .exchange,between the 
press and' D0D officials in which the tatter would make statements 
such as "I don't know of any misaog bomb, but we have not positively. 
identified what I think you think we are looking for." Quoted in 

Anthony Lake,' "lying. around Washington," Foreign Policy, m. 2 
(Spring 1971), p. 93.- ,. ;



to plutonium processing plants." Thus, the DNA applied guidelines governing fallout from tests at the Nevada

Followinq the cleanup effort, the AEC and JEN established a monitoring program fo. the villagers and their land, 

with the AEC providing the funds and JEN conducting the surveys. In November 1971, Wright 
Alamos laboratory visited Palomares to assess the program. He found that only 100 villagers (about 6 percent 
of the population at the time of the accident) had undergone lung and unne testing: 29 tested positive u , 
lesults were deemed "statistically insignificant." Air monitoring for plutonium dust had ceased two years after 
the Lcident. even though high counts were occasionally obtained during periods of strong winds. Soil sampling 

was hampeied by the fact that JEN had only one alpha spectrometer, which did not always work well Langham 

reported that morale among the JEN staff assigned to the task had diminished since the 
United States ought to provide more money and equipment to keep the effort going. A DNA report completed 

in 1975 concurred: "Palomares is one of the few locations in the v.orUUhat offers an on-going expenmenta 

oratory, probably the only one offering a look at an agricultural area.

The monitoring program apparently continued at least through 1986. In 1985. at the instigation of Palomares's 
mayor Antonia Flores (who witnessed the accident as a child), the villagers who had been monuored «£ 

allowed access to their medical records, which, according to Francisco Mingot the f r^ 0;tf JE^ S nS7£er 
Radiobiological and Environmental Protection, were kept secret under p.essure from the United S^es and la er 
from the Franco dictatorship, which sought to avoid excessive concern. The cost of the AEC- “"Jed ™ £
effort from 1966 through 1986 totaled some $5 million. Tne total cost of the accident-excluding the aircraft 
but including the search and decontamination effort and the settlement of more than 500 claims b,ought by the 

residents of Palomares-was officially estimated at more than $120 milliorW

A little more tnan two years after the Palomares accident, on January 21, 1968. a B-52G wmber on a secret 
early-warning mission crashed on the ice near Thule Air Base, Greenland, following an uncontrollable on-board 
fire that quickly cut off the plane's electrical pov.-eOsix of the seven crew members were able to eiec safer* 
After passina directly over the base, tne plane hit the ice-coveied North Stai Bay at a speed of 560 
kilometers) per hour. The impact destroyed the B-52, triggering the explosion or its 35,000 gallons C^^OO hrers] 
of jet fuel, as well as detonating the high explosives in all four of the B28 bombs it carried, . hat plosion pro- 
oelled parts of the bombs-including plutonium, uranium, and tritium components-into inferno .Bo mb 
debris and plane wreckage burned for at least twenty minutes and covered an area 1,000 to 2^0 feet ^ 5 
610 meters) wide. The heat of tne fire melted the ice. which later froze, encapsulating some or the debru One 
328 secondary assembly (the thermonuclea. part of the bomb) apparently melted through the ice and was later 

retrieved during an underwater survey.
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