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Jesse Gatlin

A-Bomb
A recollection

n the early 1950’s as an Air Force captain, I was a ra-

diological monitor and decontamination officer at three
series of atomic bomb tests at Camp Mercury, Nevada.
On one occasion I had to retrieve an instrument very near
ground zero after a tower burst. In a jeep with a fellow
officer, we bogged down in powdery sand near the cra-
ter. Our radiac instruments were off-scale on the high
side, but I managed to push the jeep while my compan-
ion drove and we got the vehicle moving out of the expo-
sure. Covered with radioactive dust, we drove quickly
back to the decontamination center where several show-
ers were needed to wash away the radioactive particles,
especially in our hair, ears, and nostrils.

On another occasion I flew in the nose of an aerial
monitor aircraft, directing the pilot into and out of the
edges of the radioactive cloud as we tracked its move-
ment with portable detection instruments. Our task was
to follow and report the direction of potential radioactive
fallout on the ground below, which was very difficult to
do with any degree of precision.

But the most memorable event was crouching in a
trench within two miles of ground zero, protected only
by the open trench itself, GI coveralls, cotton gloves
taped at the wrist where the sleeves joined, and a stan-
dard-issue gas mask. The device to be exploded was
several times more powerful than the bomb dropped on
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