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Gregg Sees Value ! Atom Bomb Drop Baited 
Of A-Bomb Planes Far-Reaching !\ews. Stories
By MAL SCHECHTER

FLORENCE, P. C. (#   Ask 
welter Gregg what he thinks a 
>ear after an unarmed atomic 
bomb exploded on his land, injur 
ing his wife and three children. 
and he'll tell you:

"It's more valuable for those 
planes to be up there with nuclear 
weapons than not to."

Says Mrs. John Bultman. whose 
P-y car-old granddaughter Ella suf- 
: red scalp lacerations from fly- 
jng debris:

"A terrible accident, yet we
realize how important our Air 
Force is. The world's what's 
wrong   with all this war."

It was an accident, the Air 
Force conceded, that could have 
hapeped anywhere Strategic Air 
Command bombers fly.

What has the Air Force told the 
public since the bomb lurched 
Irom a B47's belly on March 11, 
1958?

Not too much.
Only the TXT section of the 

bomb exploded 100 \ards from 
Gregg's seven - room frame house 

"jar nearby Mars Bluff. 
1 There were no deaths, no radio- 1 

»} active holocaust.
The bomb's triggering mechan 

ism, including the TNT. was not 
^ primed to develop a nuclear ex- 
;j plosion.

The lives of Gregg   a 37-year- 
old railroad conductor   his wife, 

3 twins Walter, Jr. and Helen. 6. 
r nd daughter Frances, 11, were
*; vi red.

Mrs. Gregg, who had been sew- 
i-ig in the living room while Gregfi 
worked at his carpentry in the
 v^rage, suffered a head cut over 
hrr ear as the house burst apart. 
'i hf» children, playing with cousin 
Klla in the backyard, escaped vir 
tually unharmed physically.

The blast dug a crater 50 feet 
across and 20 feet deep in thr 
family garden. Thr exlposion 
damaged five houses besides
Greggs1 place and a Baptist 
church.

The Greggs now live in a sub 
urban Florence house while press 
ing their court claims for J99.000 
in damages. They rejected a $43, 
000 offer.

The suit has yet to rcrrive a 
trial date in Federal District 
Court.

Detnilrn report'-, nn the afini. 
(classified in Defense Department 
! files.

It in not publicly known why 
the unarmed A-bomb plunged 
from the B47 beyond a cryptic 
year - old phrase that it was "due 
to a mechanical malfunction of 
thr plane's bomb lock mechan 
ism."

It is not publicly known why 
if! the jet bomber's bomb hay doorr

overcast over thinly copulated 
Mars Bluff, five miles east of 
Florence, a city of 30.000.

It is not publicly known on 
what kind of mission the B47 war 
on.

As Gregg looked around and 
saw his shattered housr, Flor 
ence saw geysers of black smoke 
and felt the concession.

Florence learned first some sort 
of bomb had fallen. Then came 
the frightening news it was an 
A-bomb and hours of tension un 
til the Air Force was able to as 
sure there was no radiation dan 
ger.

The possibility of such an acci 
dent apparently had been antici 
pated a month earlier in the for 
mation of special military radia 
tion - decontamination squads. 
and these personnel sped to Mars 
Bluff.

There were repercussions 
around the world. In London the 
Conservative government fought 
off Laborite objections to English- 
based US atomic weapons by de 
claring the Mars Bluff accident 
showed there would be no danger
tl accidental atomic explosion.

Radio Moscow, plumping for an 
East-West summit meeting, fore 
saw a third World War resulting 
from such an accident.

In Washington. Defense Secrc- 
lary McF.lroy ordered an inves 
tigation into "the wider implica 
tions of this unfortunate occur, 
rencp."

The wider implications include 
I he possibility of another such ac 
cident. And the Air Force ordered 
a tightening of its already strin 
gent handling of airborne atomic 
bombs.

"It could just as easily have 
dropped over a heavily populated 
area   but we try like hell to 
stay away from them," said Maj. 
Gen. John P. McConnell, Second 
Air Force commander.

Indications piled up of previous 
accidents involving airborne A- 
bombs. Several y*ars ago an A- 
bomb accidentally dropped in a 
.Southwest desert from a B36. 
Thrre was no nuclear detonation. 
There were at least two incidents 
of electrical fires en bombers 
bearing the bomb.

A B47 that collided with a fight 
er plane over South Carolina in 
February 1958 had to jettison an 
A-bomb in the Atlantic before 
limping into Hunter Air Force 
Base, Savannah, Ga.

The chances of accidents with 
airborne A-bombs appeared more 
and more to be part of the odds 
in living with the cold war

Now under Congressional dis 
cussion is the feasibility of keep 
ing more SAC bombers aloft and 
keeping them equipped to carry 
out a bomb strike on a moment's 
notire.

Thr A ' '

Energy Commission Kave given" 
firm assurances on one point: 
The chance of accidental nuclear; 
detonations are virtually nil. i 

The Mars Bluff explosion was 
only TNT igniting from impact. 
It drama ti/eH th^ cmrmmrnf's
contention that only after a series 
of positive actions to "arm" the 
A-bomb will a nuclear explosion 
result.

True, the blast scattered frag 
ments of the A-bomb in a quarter 
mile area. The SAC said these 
fragments were harmless even tf 
handled, the only danger arising 
if nuclear material were inhaled 
or absorbed through the skin in 
pulverized form. Thi s was not the 
case at Mars Bluff.

Gregg, his wife and three chil 
dren were treated for injuries and 
possible radiation and released 
vithin a day of the blast. Little 
Ella was hospitalized for a time.

Later, the city of Florence and 
'icinity received official apologies 
rom the Air Force, and Mayor 

David McLeod responded:
"We all realize that we live in 

perilous times, and our nation 
must be prepared to defend itself 
at a moment's notice. There are 
dangers in sufh defense, and this 
accident is onr of those dangers."

Tfie'acV
cidcntcntal dropping of an un 
armed atom bomb in Florence 
County at Mars Blult Com 
munity was recently chosen 
by Associated Press members 
in South Carolina as the num 
ber one story of the year, 1958. 
A resume ol this story ap 
pears below, written by tho 
first newspaperman to arrive 
at tho bombing scene.)

By BKV BALLLAKD
Staff Writer for The State 

More than a few buildings in 
the Mars Bluff Community of 
Florence County were shaken by 
the accidental dropping las 
March 11 of an unarmed nuclear 
devise near the Walter Gregg 
home.

I: produced a shaking effee 
thai was felt ;trbund the world 
Thf South Carolina eommunit; 
suffered damages totaling more 
th;m $100,000 and six persons wcr 
superficially wounded by tho bias 
»f an atom bomb triggering dc 
vise.

This, however, was the begin 
ning of a story that shook 
some rif lh-' i«',i off if'his of tlv

entagon, the Air Force at the"! which" released the bomb bay 
Hunter Air Force Base near Sa-j doors. 
annah, Ga., home base of thc| On March 11, an Air Force
lane which dropped the bomb,
nd stirred up an already faith-
haken British Parliament over
permitting American planes to
 arry nuclear weapons over the 
Jnited Kingdom.

PROPAGANDA IMPLEMENT
In addition, the bomb-dropping 

ncident was a handy implement 
n the h'mds of the Communist 
propagandists.

While on the ground in the FJor-
 nce area, newsmen rushed in to 

the area to discover it question 
able as to fallout activity from 
the explosion.

The Air Force locked an arm 
of security around the Gregg 
home and surrounding section a 
few hours after the blast.

Meanwhile, an anxious crew in 
a B-47, which had been destined 
to fly to Greenland with its loud 
returned to Hunter Base.

Tho bomb dropped into the gar
den plot about a hundred yards
back of Gregg's shortly after 4
p.m. on Tuesday, March 11. First

! reports had it that several per

team set up headquarters in Flor 
ence for handling claims from 
persons suffering damages in the 
Mars Bluff area.

A picture of the crew of Ihr 
plane was released from Hunter i 
Base on March 115. Tho piclun 
was moved by the Associated; 
Press and appeared in newspapers 
throughout the nation. .

An editorial was published on' 
the following weekend in The
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Washington Daily News acclaim 
ing the incident as one that "pro 
duces some goose flesh on John 
Q. Public" and went on to say 
the bomb dropping "serves to 
point up the grim fact that Amer 
ican bombers arc perforce con 
stantly in the air hauling around 
those nuclear things, and whether! 
they're cocked or not, they're apt 
to fall easy . . . and tho radia-i 
tion danger is ever present."

AIK FOICCK COMMKNDICD
On March 19. the Air Force 1 

examined members of the Gregg 1 
family and found them without 
radioactivity.sons were critically wounded.

However, all who were hurt and ! , ,
taken to a Florence hospital, were >*»* Air torce drew commenda-j

Work in the Florence nrea by

released shortly.
NO CONTAMINATION

Later contamination tests proved
negative on the victims. No radio

t activity was found by the deto-
' nation crew sent to the scene later

in the same day of the explosion.
. Kyc- wit nesses told first n<">\vs-
men to nrrive at the that

' I ho blast sent off n mushroom
1 shape of smoke seen several
miles. Tho percussion was felt
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The State;

as much as 30 miles away. Frag 
ments of the bomb showered into 

: yards and through the side of a 
nearby church.

It was not ascertained what the 
  bomb actually was until an hour 

and' a h;i!f later a Strategic Air 
Command statement from the 
public information officer at Oma 
ha, Nebr., was radioed saying the 
bomb was an unarmed nuclear dc- 

I vice.
Shortly afterward, a story from 

Washington said the bomb blast 
would cause little, if; any, radia-i 
tion.

On Wednesday, the day after 
the incident, a news story from 
Savannah noted that there were 
three veteran Air Force captains, 
aboard the bomber that accident-i 
ally let the bj>mb escape through, 
its bomb bay.

CREW WAS ON EDGE
A story of drama in the sky 

was revealed by the plane's crew 
at an interview a few days later. 
The bomb had jumped out of its' 
place when a pinion snapped oni 
the halter. A crewman had at 
tempted to put the bomb back 
into place, but failed before it 
tripped an automatic switch

tion of Congressman John L. Mc- 
Millan, a Florentine, in Wash 
ington on March 19.

The job of deciding on claims 
filed by bomb victims was pass 
ed on to the Senate Judiciary 
Committee on March 26. Early 
settlement had previously been 
promised.

The Walter Gregg family re 
fused an otfcrcd sottlement of 
S43.344.73 for damages to their 
property at a meeting with Air 
Force? officials and announced pos 

sible legal action on May 28. 
Gregg had asked on May 1 a 
total of 570,000 to cover damages 
to his property. The list includ 
ed $20,000 for personal injuries, 
$24.000 for real estate damages 
and tho remaining $26.000 for 
household items and clothing.
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