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DEP.ARIilIENT ff DEFENSE

NARRATIIC S{.MIIARIES OF AOIDENTS
INVCLVII{G U.S. NIS.,EAR h/EAPCNS

19 50-  19 80

At tached are unelass i f ied sr r rmar i  es descr ib ing the e i rcunstanees
surrounding 32 acc idents involv ing nuclear  weapons.  A lso at tached is
the Depar t ient  o f  Defense (D0D)/Depar tment  of  Energy ( tcE)  def  in i t ion
o f  " ace iden t "  used  i n  r esea rch ing  t h i s  p ro j ec t .

TWenty-s ix  of  these su nar ies were f i rs t  re leased by the Ai r  Force in
19??;  another  was prepared fo l lowing the T i tan I I  explos ion in
Arkansas in  Septenber  1980.  These prev ious ly  re leased sunnar ies are
marked wi th  a f igure r '1r r '  in  So{ne cases they inc lude new nater ia l  rnade
ava i  l ab le  as  &  resu l t  o f  mo re  sea reh . *

There never  has been even a par t ia i ,  inadver tent  U.S.  nuc lear  detona-
t ion despi te  the very sevePe st resses imposed upon the weapons
involved in  these acc idents.  A1 I  "detonat ions"  repor ted in  the swn-
mapies involved convent ional  h igh explos ives (HE) only .  Qt ly  two
accidents,  those at  Palsnares and Thule,  resul ted in  a widespread
d i  spe rsa l  o f  nuc lea r  r na te r i a l s .

Nuclear  weapons 8re never  carc ied on t ra in ing f  l  ights .  I \ t los t  o f  the
a i r e ra f t  ac t i den t s  r ep resen ted  he re  occu r red  du r i ng  l og i s t i c / f e r r y
miss ions or  a i rborne a ler t  f l ights  by Strategic  Ai r  Csnnand (SAC)

a i r c ra f t .  A i r bo rne  a l e r t  was  i e rm ina ted  i n  1968  beeause  o f :

- -Aceidents,  par t icu lar ly  those at  Palcrnares and Thule

--The r is ing cost  o f  nra inta in ing a por t ion of  the SAC bsnber
fo r ce  cons t sn t l y  on  a i r bo rne  a l e r t ,  and ,

- -The advent  of  a  responsive and surv ivable in tereont  inenta l
ba l l i s t i e  m i ss i l e  f o r ce  wh i ch  re l i eved  t he  manned  bqnbe r  f o r ce  o f  a
pa r t  o f  i t s  moee  t ime -sens i t i ve  respons ib i l i t i e s .  (A  po r t i on  o f  t he
SAC force remains on nuclear  ground a ler t ) .

A l though normal  ED pol icy is  to  nei ther  conf i rm nor  deny the presence
cf  nuc iear  weapcns or  ecrnpcnents,  reeent iy  re ' r ised DD Direct ive
5230 .16  gove rn ing  pub l i c  a f f a i r s  gu idanee  a l l ows  f o r  con f i rma t i on  when
requi red to  pfoteet  publ ic  safety  or  as a means of  reducing widespread
publ ic  a larm.  Therefore,  in  ssne of  the events suf inar  i  zed here,  con-
i i rmat ion of  p fesence is  not  publ ished'  Except  for  Palcrnares and
Thu le ,  i t  i s  no t  poss ib l e  t o  spee i f y  t he  l oca t i on  o f  t he  see iden t s
that  occurred overseas.

Most  of  the wes.pons syst€$s involved in  these acc idents are no longer
i n  t he  ac t i ve  i nven to r y .  Those  i nc l ude  t he  B -29 '  8 -36 ,  B -4? '  B -50 '
B -58 ,  C -124 ,  F -100 ,  and  P -5V1  a i r c ra f t ,  and  t he  M inu te rnan  I  m i ss i l e '
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The B-4? was on a s  imulated eornbat  miss ion that  or  ig inated at
Hcrnestead AFB,  F lor ida.  Whi Ie near  Savannah,  Georg ia,  the B-4? had a

m i d - a i r  c o l l i s i o n  w i t h  a  F - 8 6  a i r c r a f t  a t  3 : 3 0  a . m .  F o I l o w i n g  t h e

col l is ion,  the B-4? made three at tsnpts to  land at  l lunter  AFB,

Georg ia,  wi th  a weapon aboard.  Beeause of  the eondi t ion of  the

a i r c i a f i ,  i t s  a i r sp led  cou ld  no t  be  reduced  enough  t o  i nsu re  a  sa fe

landing.  Therefore,  the decis ion was made to je t t ison the weapon

rather- than expose Hunter  AFB to the poss ib i l i ty  o f  a  h igh explos ive
detonat ion.  A nuclear  detonat ion was not  poss ib le  s ince the nuelear

capsule was not  aboard the a ipcraf t .  The weapon was je t t isoned in to

th l  water  severa l  mi les fccrn the mouth of  the Savannah River  (Georg ia)

in wassaw sound off \bee Beach. The preeise weapon impact point is
unknown.  The weapon was dropped f rcrn an a l t i tude of  approx imate ly
? ,200  f ee t  a t  an  a i r e ra f t  speed  o f  180 -190  kno t s .  No  de tona t i on
occu r red .  A f t e r  j e t t i son  t he  B -4?  i anded  sa fe l y .  A  t h ree  squa re .m i l e

area was sesrched us ing a sh ip wi th  d ivers and underwater  dsnol  i  t  ion

team technic ians us ing-Galvanie drag and handheld sonsr  dev i ies.  The
weapon was not  found.  The Seapch was terminated Apr i l  16,  1958.  The

*eapon was considered to  be i r re t r ievably  lost .  
- :  I

Gr  March 11,  1958 at  3 :58 p.m.  EST,  a B-4?E depar ted l lunter  AFB,
Georg ia,  as nunber  three a i rcraf t  in  a f l ight -of  four  enroute to  an

ove r i ea i  base .  A f t e r .  l eve l i ng  o f f  a t  15 ,000  i ee t ,  t he  a i r c ra f t  acc i -
dentally jett isoned an unarmed nuclear weapon which inpacted in a

sparsely  populated area 6*  mi les east  o f  F lorenee,  south caro l ina.
fire UcmU'i i ' t ign explos ive mater ial exploded on impact. The detonat ion

eaused proper ly  darnage and severa l  in jur ies on the ground.  The

a i r c ra f t  r i t u rned  t o  base  w i t hou t  f u r t he r  i ne iden t .  No  capsu le  o f
nuelear  mater ia ls  was aboard the F4? or  insta l led in  the weapon.  

+r  
I

November 4, 1958 / B-47 / Wess -.{FB, Texas

A B-4? eaught  f i re  on takeof f .  Three crew menbels  successfu l ly
e j ee ted ;  one  n i . .  k i I l ed  when  t he  a i r c ra f t  c rashed  f r c rn  an  a l t i t ude  o f

1,500 feet .  o" re nuc lear  weapon was aboard when the a i rcraf t  crashed.

The resul tant  detonat ion of  the h igh explos ive made e crater  35 feet

in  d iameter  and s ix  feet  deep.  Nuclear  mater ia ls  were recovered near

the  c rash  s i t e .  - :  I
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Qc fobqr 15, 19s9 I  o. , ' - r? /  r (C- lBs I lard insber Ken t uck

-- -  T! "  B-52 depar ted cor ' . . rmbus Ai r  Foree Base,  Miss iss ipp i  a t  z :30 p.m.
CST ,  Oe tobe r  15 ,  1959 .  Th i s  a i r c ra f t  assLmed  the  #2  po i i t i on  i n  af l ight  o f  tu io .  The l ic - r35 depar ted co lurnbus Ai r  Fore!  Base at  5 :33 p.m.
cs r  as  t he  #2  t anke r  a i r e ra f t  i n  a  f l i gh t  o f  two  sehedu led  t o  r e fue l
t he  B -52s .  Rendezvous ,  f o r  f " l ! " l 1ng  w i s  acconp r i shed  i n  t he  v i c i n i t y
o f  U ,a rd i nsbe rg ,  Ken tucky ,  a t  32 ,000  f ee t .  I t  * as  n i gh t ,  wea the r  was
clear ,  and there was no turbulenee.  shor t ly  a f ter  t i le  B- i2  began
re fue l i ng  f r on  t he  l { c -13s ,  t he  two  a i ce ra f t - eo l l i ded .  The - i ns r ruc to r
p i l o t  and  p i r o t  o f  t he  B -s2  e j ec ted ,  f o l l owed  by  t he  e rec t ron ie  ! r ' r -
f a re  o f f i ee r  and  t he  rada r  nav iga to r .  The  eo -p i l o t ,  nav iga io r ,
i ns t r ue to r  nav iga to r ,  and  t a i l  gunne r  f a i l ed  t o  l eave  t he  B -52 .  A l lfour  erevmernbers in  the I {C- IBS were fa ta l ly  in jured.  The B-52rs twounarmed nuelear  weapons were recovered in tact ,  o , re had been par t ia i ly
bu rned  bu t  t h i s  d i d  no t  r esu l t  i n  t he  d i spe rs i on  o f  any  nuc r , ea r
ma te r i a l  o r  o tne r  con tam ina t i on .  

_ :  I

A  E lA rc  a i r  de fense  m iss i l e  i n  r eady  s to rage  eond i t i on  (pe rm i t t i ng
Iaunch in  two rn inutes)  was dest royed by explos i6n and f i re  af - ter  *  

-
h i gh -p ressu re  he l iwn  t ank  exp loded  and  rup tu red  t he  m iss i l e ' s  f ue l
tsnks.  The warhead was a lso dest royed by- the f i re  a l though the h igh
explos ive d id not  detonate.  Nuclear  safLty  devrces aeted as desig ied.
contaminat ion was rest r ie ted to  an area inmediate ly  ueneatn the weapon
and an adjacent  e longated are& approx i rnate ly  100 f ie t  long,  caused Lyd r a i n o f f  o f  f i r e f i g h t i n g  w a t e r .  

- -  - - - - - - r : ' I

.  Du r i ng  a  *52  a i  r bo rne  a l e r t  m i ss i on  s t r uc tu ra l  f a i l u re  o f  t he
r ight  wing resul ted 

in^ lyo w91p9l !  separat ing f ron t f re  a i rcra i t  dur ing
a i re ra f t  b reakup  a t  2 ,000  -  10 ,000  f e l t  a l t i i r r de .  o re  bc rnb  pa rachu te
deployed and the weapon received ritt le impact damage. The otner rornofe l l  i ree lnd broke aps. r t  upon impact .  No explos io i  oceurred.  p ive
of  the e ight  crew msnbers surv ive i .  A por t ion of  one ** .pon,  conta in-i ng  u ran i r un ,  cou ld  no t  be  recove red  oesp i t e  excava t i on  i n ' i he  wa te r -
logged farmland to a depth of  50 feet .  

-The 
Ai r  Foree suosetuent typurehased an easement  requi r ing permiss ion for  anyone to o i j  there,

There is  no detectable rad iat ion and no hazard in  the 
" . " " . -  _ :  I
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