Fifty-Seven Years to Closure

by Bob Rockwell

Mt. Whitney*

May 24, 1952

My first ascent of Mt. Whitney was on May 24, 199%ad climbed a mountain only once
before, a much smaller one near my home, a few sveakier. There were five of us who
started up that day: high school buddies Georga, Bharlie, Jim, and me.

I don’t remember when or why we decided to do thig,it was undoubtedly a spur-of-the-
moment thing. Perhaps a day or two earlier sombadesaid, “Mt. Whitney is up there

by Lone Pine. I've heard it's the highest mountaithe country. Let’s drive up and find
someone in town who can point the way.”

At home in Ridgecrest, it was summer-like, so weenb-shirts, Levis, and street shoes.
We probably each took a light jacket. But no gkwe warm hats. Or canteens, or food
except for a few Hershey’s bars, or packs, sunacreap, compass, or flashlights. Or
bivouac gear. As | think back upon it now, | shedd

We drove to Whitney Portal the night before, thsd@eping bags on the ground, and
started hiking around 7 AM. The trail was obviaumil we got close to Trail Caripbut

it had been a big snow year and by the time welgot, we were somewhat stymied. The
snow was well consolidated so the walking was fing;it covered up the trail. Now it
was early afternoon, and Charlie and Jim had lomgesdecided to stay below and fish.

! Pictures here are from different Mt.Whitney clinibdater years, but all were taken in the montiviady.
2 Of course we didn’t know the names of any of tttires back then.



Seeing no sign of the trail, we looked north arautiht, “That looks like the highest thing
around. Must be Whitney.” So we headed in thedtion of what | now know is Pinnacle
Ridge and the southeast face of Third Needle.

As we climbed higher, we found ourselves on inaregg steeper snow. It was firm
enough and holding us, but at one point Ben puntiedigh. He was stopped by his
outstretched arms, and we helped him out of the.hBeering down, we could only see
darkness, and knew this was not a good place t@Bbsides, above us the snow gave way
to even steeper rock—near vertical, it appeared.

From our vantage point we looked toward the sonthreow saw semblances of
switchbacks ascending the snow above Trail Cana! A
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Switchbacks above Trail Camp, with Trail Cresthe tight of the last one.

At about 3 PM, we turned back and headed overaswitchbacks. Ben had been
complaining of a severe headache and decided thdwan. He was also badly
sunburned. George and | told him we would be lzdkhitney Portal before dark, and
continued up.

As we climbed, the temperatures dropped becauseeneenow in the shade, and we grew
tired. But by 6 PM we had gone over Trail Crestspand were on the west facing slopes,
in the sun again. Soon we could see the sumnttiginlistance, and a building on top. We
kept going, but very slowly, stopping every few otes to rest.

Then we realized we were in trouble. The sun weeldn an hour or so, and there would
be no moon. We were getting very cold, and knevslald have turned around long
ago. But if we turned back now, there wasn’t eeeamote chance of getting down this



day. We had seen no other people, so had the entiuntain to ourselves. This also
meant there was no one around to help us out.

On the west slopes, approaching the summit

Our only hope was to gain the shelter of the sunhionit We finally reached it around

9 PM, well after dark. We had hoped there would ieeplace and wood inside, and
water, and some food. Maybe even beds and blanBetswhat we found instead was an
open doorway leading to a single large, cold, emgotgd dark room. The door had been
blown off by winter storms and was lying outsidetba ground.

Actually, the inside of the hut was not emptywdés full of snow.

Summit hut

We were very cold, and our fingers and toes werelnuAnd we were indeed in trouble!



But we developed a plan. We would use rocks teattuut a flat area in the snow, big
enough to get the door inside and lay it horizontitook a long time because of the
darkness and because the snow was so consoliatedle finally got the job done. It

was well after 11 PM. We put the door inside aachesat on an end, facing each other. 1
remember that when we removed our wet shoes akgd sotay them out, the socks were
frozen solid within a minute. We placed our bagetfin each other’'s armpits to try to
warm them up.

We shivered almost continuously and got hardlysegp. | probably dozed off now and
then, but for no more than a few minutes each time.

A little before 5 AM, through the doorway we cowée the sky in the east showing a tinge
of lightness. We looked forward to soon feeling sun’s rays. Suddenly there was a
bright flash of light—also in the east—and, abaut minutes later, a dull rumbling. We
knew instantly what it was.

This was during the era of atmospheric A-bombneséit Yucca Flat in Nevada. Tests
were being conducted every few months under this aéghe Atomic Energy
Commission, directed by the Los Alamos Scientifabbratory in New Mexico. The
reflection of the flashes off clouds could usulé/seen from quite a distance, and back
home in Ridgecrest, school officials had sometitaess out to view them when they
were expected during class time.

But we were not in Ridgecrest. We were at 14,488 dbove sea level, well situated for a
flash from what turned out to be about 125 milesyiiv

We pounded our frozen socks and shoes into sulonigsiit them on, and headed down.
We got to Whitney Portal a little after noon, and &riends could relax. It’'s likely that
our parents had driven up when we hadn’t returhatl’'m not sure now. Anyway, what |
am sure of now is that quite a few people had emmnied about us!

| don’t remember anything about George’s injurkas, | had some frostbite on my fingers,
toes, ears, and nose. | was sporting scabs akihgaround in slippers for several
weeks: kind of embarrassing for a young high stfamiball jock. It was near the end of
the school year, and my algebra teacher wrote iyaaybook: “Stay off of Whitney!”

Climbing Mt. Whitney was not a particularly poputhing back then, and the local weekly
newspaperThe Rocketeeprinted a short article. The article concludé&dthough proud

of their achievement, the group decided ‘neverragjaWell, we did go again—or at least

| did.

Our attempt at a day climb had consumed 14 houendp/ hours down: not very fast by
current standards. Nevertheless, it was memofabkeveral reasons: my first climb of
Mt. Whitney, my first time sleeping in the summitthmy first encounter with frostbite,
and the witnessing of that atomic blast.

® This flash was actually seen as far away as Laghes, a distance of 300 miles from the test site.



Later

I've told the 1952 story many times over the yehts,the details have dimmed. Early on,
| began to wonder about the reality of that atobtést. Perhaps | had it confused with
others that had been reported in the newspapeaunsétbat time. Or perhaps | had
dreamed it. After all, my mental faculties weré particularly keen that morning!

George and | went our separate ways a few yeastag climb, and he died in 1974. By
the time | became really intrigued about this goestit was too late to ask him what he
remembered.

Later, when going through my mother’s things affee died in 1998, | found a copy of the
newspaper clipping. There was also a picture sketdken of George and me leaving for
the climb, with her notation at the bottom. Shd kaved them for all those years. The
clipping verified that we had reported seeing ttegrac flash, but that still didn’t answer
the “dream” possibility. So | have always beenwras

May 24, 2002

I've summited Mt. Whitney again and again, even agang a half dozen more times while
it was still the nation’s highest mountainviost of my ascents have been by the main trail,
although about 25% were on the more difficult M@iméer’'s Route, and 10% on

technical routes (ropes and hardware required)-diffierent ways in all.

* Alaska, with Mt. McKinley, became a state in 1959.



A particularly memorable trail climb was on May 2002—exactly fifty years after the
first. Coincidentally, it was my hundredth ascehit. Several of my friends had heard
about my plans, and said they would go up the Maineer's Route and meet me on top.
They did, and even brought along some wine, grgetamds, and gifts to help celebrate.
Unfortunately, George had died almost 30 yearsezarlt would have been nice to have
him there.

| had purchased fifty $2 gift certificates for Basknd Robbins ice cream and handed
them out to everyone on the summit that day, wgibn the back what the occasion was
all about. | enjoy mountaineering for several oges but just having fun at it is on top of
the list.

August 7, 2003

It was toward the end of a week’s vacation in S&tahat my wife and | decided to drive
the short distance to Los Alamos to visit the Bragitscience Museum there. This
museum features exhibits interpreting the accorplents of the Los Alamos National
Laboratory, including those during the Manhattan Project #redatomic tests in Nevada,
and on up to the present time. The AAA Tourbodksdha “Gem” attraction, and it
certainly was! Rather than the hour or so we etgueto spend there, it turned out instead
to be most of the day.

The volunteers staffing the museum were very hékofd friendly, asking repeatedly if
they could answer any questions. At one poinbaght popped into my mind and |
quickly responded, “Do you keep good records ofehents that have occurred, even as
long as fifty years ago?” The answer was affiriratil had my doubts, but was at the
same time hoping: “What can you tell me aboutatoenic detonation at Yucca Flat on
May 24, 19527?” Unfazed, the docent said she wol&tk on the computer, and
disappeared into a nearby room.

A few minutes later, the answer: “There is notHikg that in the computer for that date.”
| was crestfallen.

But she said there was another possibility. Sgedime to write to Dr. Roger A. Meade,
the Laboratory’s Archivist and Historian. “Poseauyguestion to him. Under the Freedom
of Information Act, he will have to tell you what known about it.”

We came home and | drafted a letter to Dr. Meadewiith little hope. | knew he would
just go to the same computer records. Neverthdlegete, asking first of all if there was
indeed an atomic test on May 24, 1952. If so,adw please tell me about it: the code
name, the yield, the purpose, height-above-groetwd? | am a physicist as well as a
mountaineer, and explained why | was interested.

5 Current name.



Then, just before | mailed it, | realized | had ttege wrong. We had indeed climbed Mt.
Whitney on May 24, 1952—but we had witnessed thastitthe following morning, on the
25M | retrieved the letter from my mailbox, correte and sent it off.

August 22, 2003

The letter from Dr. Meade arrived. It consistecaingle paragraph:

“At 1200 Zulu time (5:00 Pacific time) on May 23932, TUMBLER-SNAPPER-
Fox was detonated at the Nevada Test site witkld gif 11 kilotons. You are
quite fortunate to have seen the shot, since itosigmally set to be fired on May
20". Fox failed to detonate on the"™2and was rescheduled for thé"23 have
enclosed a Colliers article from 1952 that descrite misfire. | hope this
information is of use.”

Well, the information certainly was of use! AncettBollier's magazine article was
absolutely fascinating. It was titled “When an A+Bb Misfires” and describes the job
that deputy test director Dr. John C. Clark facedviay 20.

So there is a story within this Mt. Whitney story:

They had no way to know what went wrong, just s@hewhere in the
labyrinthine web of tens of thousands of miles aew and connections which led
from the control room to the bomb, 10 miles away 300 feet in the air,
something had happened.

The bomb had to be disarmed, and Clark had to. d&/hile there was no reason
why the bomb should explode now, there was alscentinty that it wouldn't.

An hour and a half later, Clark (a bachelor withlimong kin), accompanied by
bomb circuitry specialists Barney O’Keefe (wife ahdee children) and John
Wieneke (wife and two children), were in a Dodgeaseheading for the test site.

At first they drove with the car’s visors down, lragto prevent blindness if the
bomb decided to go off. A mile from the tower,\tliaised the visors. Being
blinded was the least of their worries now.

At the tower, they climbed hand over hand on th@-f8@t vertical ladder. They
rested often. An elevator had been in place duorgstruction and the preparation
of the bomb, but it had been removed before the tes

The three men had their tools, including a hacksdtached to rope slings over
their shoulders. The door to the bomb’s enclobakbeen wired shut to prevent
access in the interim, and had to be sawed open.



Inside there was a telephone, and they used iatdhe control room. They left
the phone off the hook and talked as they workéthe bomb exploded now, at
least there would be some information upon whictmteo reconstruct events.

To bring this part of the story to a close, theyawef course successful. Fox was
finally detonated five days later—in time for tw6 §ear-old kids to see it from the
top of Mt. Whitney.

The blast, less than 1 millisecond after detonation

An interesting sidelight is that this was not thistftime for Dr. Clark. He had to
similarly disarm an earlier atomic bomb, seven rhemireviously. Collier's
pointed out unnecessarily that no man should hade tthis even once in a
lifetime, let alone twice. He died at age 98 oly 20, 2002, in La Jolla,
California. | learned from his obituary that helhhaceived his PhD in physics
from Stanford University in 1935. (Interestinglyyas born in 1935 and received
my PhD from Stanford in 1970.)

Fox was the sixth test in the Tumbler-Snapper sgtiee others being Able, Baker,
etc. The purpose of Tumbler-Snapper was to helpldp tactical nuclear weapons
for possible use during the Korean War.

The weight of Fox was 2,700 Ib. Its yield was llbtkns, and the mushroom
cloud reached 41,000 feet into the sky. In conspaxithe first atomic bomb, Little
Boy—dropped on Hiroshima seven years earlier—wealdh&00 |b and had a
yield of 20 kilotons. Its cloud reached 55,000 fee



A friend of mine who has developed a “sighting peog” wrote me that we could have
easily seen ground zero from our 14,496-foot vanfagnt. It would have appeared
through the saddle between Keynot Peak and New Botte in the Inyo Mountains.
Furthermore, from Mt. Whitney, the top of the musim cloud would have been two
degrees above the horizon! So we were indeedt@alsiee the flash itself, not its reflection
from clouds in the area.

Fox was the 1B atmospheric nuclear test at the Nevada testasitbthere would
eventually be about 80 more. Using Google, | foarat of other information about the
nuclear testing programs of those days, and itaMascinating look back into that aspect
of our history. | was even able to purchase antbcdeclassified video of the Tumbler-
Snapper series.

One last point. Without Dr. Meade’s letter, thisrg wouldn’t have been worth telling.
But | came close to not receiving it at all. Tiwelope was addressed to a “Sam
Rockwell,” and the address was wrong. The Post©# standard procedure with
misaddressed letters is to return them to the seriglgt this time they figured out for
whom it was intended, and brought it to me.

What prompted them to deliver it? This is yet &aeottwist in a long tale that already
contains several unlikely coincidences. Ours is&resting world.

October 3, 2004

Charlie was one of my friends who had headed up/¥hitney that day in 1952, but he
moved away after graduation the next year. | neger him again. In the 1970s, | learned
that he had settled down in a small town in Oklahom

Through a fascinating and unlikely set of coincitis) also involving Mt. Whitn8y
Charlie chanced to come upon an earlier versidhisfstory. He found my telephone
number and called me—over 50 years since our tagact. After a few minutes of
reminiscing, Charlie told me that we had learnealualbthe upcoming test from the
newspaper and decided to see it directly, fromigts tnp as we could get.

But if that were truly the case, we would haveieargear and provisions to spend the
night. The fact that we carried nothing to bivowath indicates that our plan was to get
back down to Whitney Portal the same day. We wbalkk missed the blast the next
morning.

March 28, 2009

Ben is another friend who went up that day, areellsim every few years. I'd always
known that Ben has a superb memory, and it firadlyurred to me to ask him about it. |
don’t know why | didn’t think of this earlier. eétephoned him, and he had the answer.

® Worthy of its own telling.



Ben said that several of us had recently seen theeq‘The White Towet” filmed in the
Swiss Alps and starring Glenn Ford, Valli, Claud®r®, and Lloyd Bridges. A very
interesting and intricate story with fantastic sgrand some exciting old-style climbing
footage, Ben told me that we decided to climb Mhitivey because of it.

We had noticed that the actors had ice axes, dastoned our own imitations. Our “ice
axes” would be pieces of 1” x 1” oak sticks fronr digh school woodshop class, 15" long
and sharpened on one end. We would stab thenthatslope if we happened to fall.

Finally. After almost 57 years, | am confidenttthl the pieces of this puzzle have fallen
into place. Mountaineering has become a majorgfarty life, and it is interesting to
know how it all started.

Links
The various documents are on the web:

This story:
http://www.ridgenet.net/~rockwell/Climbing/AbombSyardf
Letter from Dr. Meade:
http://www.ridgenet.net/~rockwell/Climbing/AbombMeslcetter.jpg
Collier’s article:
http://www.ridgenet.net/~rockwell/Climbing/AbombCielt pl.jpg
http://www.ridgenet.net/~rockwell/Climbing/AbombCielt p2.jpg
http://www.ridgenet.net/~rockwell/Climbing/AbombCiglt p3.jpg
Picture of the blast, less than a millisecond afetonation:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Template:POTD_protedt2007-03-27
How Charlie and | finally connected:
http://www.ridgenet.net/~rockwell/Climbing/MakingCmactWithCharlie

" Now available on VHS.
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