Ao 1966. 17 de enero; 10 horas y 22 minutos de la
mafiana. Como todos los dias, en base a la firma de
los acuerdos bilaterales EEUU-Espafia de 1953 y
1963, dos superbombarderos B-52G provistos cada
uno de 4 bombas termonucleares de 1,1 megatones
(aproximadamente 70 veces mas potentes que las
lanzadas sobre Hiroshima), se disponen a reabaste-
cerse de combustible en vuelo, mediante dos aviones
cisterna KC-135 procedentes de Mordn (Sevilla). El
lugar es un punto convenido de la costa del sureste
espariol, la Saddle Rock ( « Roca de la silla de mon-
tar» ) ubicado en la vertical de la desembocadura del
rio Almanzora, junto a Palomares (Almeria ).

Un posible fallo de la estructura del bombardero y/o
error en la delicada maniobra de aproximacion entre
uno de los bombarderos ( Tea-16 ) y su avién nodriza
( Troubadour-14 ) desencadend la colision y el incen-
dio de ambos, provocando un accidente nuclear unico
por sus caracteristicas hasta entonces.

Mas de ciento veinte toneladas de material ardiente
cay6 sobre la poblacion de Palomares y aledafios. De
las cuatro bombas de hidrégeno, dos explosionaron su
carga convencional, liberando aproximadamente 9 kg
de plutonio y americio que se diseminaron con el fuerte
viento reinante; una resulté intacta y la cuarta se perdio
en el mar. Siete de los once tripulantes murieron. Nin-
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guno de los habitantes de Palomares sufrié dafio inmediato alguno. Si hubo cuantiosos dafios materiales, especialmente en
las cosechas.

A los 45 minutos del accidente, el mecanismo de emergencia denominado Broken Arrow («Flecha Rota») estaba en pleno
funcionamiento. Se levanté un campamento base, denominado «Campamento Wilson», encargado fundamentalmente de la
tarea de busqueda terrestre de la bomba perdida, recuperacién de restos y descontaminacion radiactiva, en el que vivieron
més de 1.000 personas, sin contar los trabajadores esparioles.

La pérdida de la cuarta bomba supuso un dispositivo naval impresionante que duré 75 dias; en €l intervinieron 34 barcos,
2.200 marineros, 130 hombres rana y 75 expertos con 4 minisubmarinos y 3 vehiculos no tripulados. La larga busqueda en el
mar de la cuarta bomba distrajo a la opinién publica y a los habitantes de Palomares del principal problema, la contaminacion
radiactiva de las tierras. Por otra parte, la maxima prioridad en los momentos iniciales fue el hallazgo y salvaguardia de las 4
bombas termonucleares de Ultima generacién. Durante los primeros 7 dias esa fue la principal actividad, sin atender la con-
tencién de la contaminacion y la proteccién radioldgica de los vecinos y tropa a pesar de los fuertes vientos reinantes. La
direccién del viento fue decisiva al afectar mayoritariamente los aerosoles de plutonio las zonas deshabitadas. No obstante,
hubo intensas negociaciones por parte de los dos paises en la delimitacion de “la zona 0 ", donde la radiacion se conside-
raba inadmisible.

Se evacuaron 4.810 barriles metalicos de tierras y res-
tos vegetales, con un peso de 1.100 t. Se araron pro-
fundamente, para enterrar la primera capa de tierra,
115 ha y se quemaron un numero indeterminado de
toneladas de cultivos y vegetacion contaminada junto al
rio y la playa. Paralelamente se comenzé a tomar
muestras a la poblacién y al personal militar y civil para
controlar la inhalacién de plutonio, estudios que contin-
Gan de manera casi ininterrumpida durante los 50 afios
transcurridos.
En un lugar donde nunca ocurria nada importante, los
hechos generaron un gran choque psicologico en la
poblacién, nunca evaluado ni reconocido. El temor, de-
rivado de la ignorancia sobre la radiactividad, la desin-
formacion y el oscurantismo oficial de ambos paises,
ha generado durante todo este tiempo una gran ansie-
dad en la poblacion. A pesar de la actitud oficial y los
intentos de minimizar la relevancia de lo sucedido, el
accidente de Palomares sin duda ha sido durante 20
afos, hasta el de Cherndbil (1986 ), el accidente nu-
clear mas importante de la historia.
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January 17, 1966, 10:22 am. As every day, according
to the bilateral agreement between the USA and Spain
signed in 1953 and 1963, two B-52G superbombers,
loaded each one with four 1.1 megatons thermonu-
clear bombs (approximately 70 times more powerful
than Hiroshima ’s ) proceed to refuel in the air with
two KC-135 tanker aircrafts from Morén, Seville. The
arranged spot is Saddle Rock, located over the mouth
of the Almanzora River, next to Palomares, Almeria,
on Spain ’s southeastern coast.

A failure in the bomber and/or a mistake in the delicate
approach manoeuvre between one of the bombers
(Tea-16) and its tanker aircraft led them to collide
and burn, provoking a unique nuclear accident to date.
More than 120 tons of burning debris fell on the area
surrounding the village of Palomares. Two of the four
hydrogen bombs exploded, releasing around 9kg of
plutonium and americium that were spread by a strong
wind. Another one remained intact and the fourth one
was lost in the sea. Five of the eight crew members
died. None of the locals suffered any immediate harm.
However, a large area was contaminated, specifically

© NARA / CAF.

having a serious impact on the local crops. Broken Arrow, the emergency mechanism procedure, was immediately
implemented and was fully operational within 45 minutes. A base camp called Camp Wilson was mainly assigned the land
search of the lost bomb, the recovery of all debris as well as the radioactive decontamination. More than 1,000 people lived
there, plus a large number of local Spanish workers.

The loss of the fourth bomb involved a major naval operation that lasted 75 days and included 34 ships with 2,000 sailors,
130 scuba divers and 75 experts with 4 minisubmarines and 3 non-tripulated vehicles. The long search for the fourth bomb
in the sea diverted locals and public opinion ’s attention from the main problem —the soil ’s radioactive contamination.
Besides, originally top priority was the finding and safekeeping of the four cutting-edge thermonuclear bombs. That was the
main activity during the first seven days and, despite the strong wind blowing, contamination control and both locals and
troops radiological protection was disregarded. The wind direction was crucial, as plutonium aerosols affected mostly
uninhabited areas. Nevertheless, there were intense negotiations between both countries to delimitate “Ground Zero ”,
where radiation was considered to be unacceptable.

4,810 metal barrels with 1,100 tons of soil and vegetable disposal were withdrawn. 115 hectares of soil were dug to bury the

first layer, and some tones of contaminated farmland
and vegetation were burned by the river and the beach.
Also, locals, military staff and civilians were submitted
to tests to check the plutonium inhalation; these tests
have continued almost uninterrupted over the past 50
years.

The great shock caused by these events on the
population of this sleepy place have never been
assessed or acknowledged. Fear derived from lack of
awareness about radioactivity, lack of information and
both countries ’ official obscurantism has caused deep
suspicion and concern in the population ever since.
Despite the official approach and the efforts to
minimize the relevance of the event, the Palomares
incident has definitely been, until Chernobyl’ s
(1986), the most significant and serious nuclear
accident in history.
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