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THE LAST  
FLIGHT OF HOBO 28
IN ONE OF AMERICA’S WORST “BROKEN ARROW” INCIDENTS,  
A B-52 CARRYING FOUR HYDROGEN BOMBS CRASHED  
ON THE ICE OFF GREENLAND  BY TIMOTHY KARPIN & JAMES MARONCELLI



COLD WARRIOR On January 21, 
1968, the crew of a Boeing B-52G 
like this ejected over Greenland after 
a fire broke out in their bomber.
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Hangar Flying

MAJOR ALFRED D’AMARIO 
THOUGHT THE WORST WAS OVER 
AFTER HIS VIOLENT EJECTION 
FROM THE DARK AND SMOKY 
COCKPIT OF HIS BOEING B-52G 
STRATOFORTRESS. 

ARCTIC AIR BASE A B-52 
delivers personnel to Thule 
Air Force Base on January 23 
to participate in the “Broken 
Arrow” cleanup operation.
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As the Cold War evolved, SAC developed technologies to 
detect and counter a Soviet surprise nuclear attack. When SAC 

J

endurance throttle settings, 
the heating and air condi

enough heat to keep the cock

air also drove the electrical 

A SUPERSONIC 
BLAST WAVE TORE 
OUTWARD IN ALL 
DIRECTIONS INTO 
THE SUBFREEZING 
ARCTIC AIR.

APOCALYPTIC PAYLOAD  
Crewmen load a “clip” of 
four B28 thermonuclear 
bombs aboard a B-52 prior 
to a Cold War mission.
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THE H-BOMBS 
ON BOARD HAD 
YIELDS OF UP TO 
1.45 MEGATONS, 
ENOUGH TO  
OBLITERATE A CITY 
AND ITS SUBURBS.

resting against a heating vent. Another account described the 
stink of burned dust in vent pipes after a bomber had sat idle in 
a maintenance depot. In other cases, superheated air released 
from damaged air bleed pipes had destroyed onboard equip-

model that SAC bombers carried in 1968. The FI, or “Full 

 

up to 1.45 megatons, enough to obliterate a city and its suburbs. 

relatively uneventful. Prior to entering its 100-mile-long butter 

Svitenko a break for a snack and a nap on the bunk.

A -

feet. The minus-55-degree outside air penetrated the 

brought in hot air from the air bleed manifolds. Several minutes 

subsequent emergency.
The B-52 heating distribution system consisted of a series of  

-

-

smolder, generating charac-

combustible gases, before 

600 degrees.
The pilots on the upper 

to respond to the emergency. 
Some report Criss as search-
ing for and finding the fire, 
but this interpretation may 
be a result of his staying in his 
seat initially and updating the 

most likely stayed focused on 
the instruments monitoring 

At 4:22 p.m. local time, 90 
miles south of Thule AFB, 

Spotting smoke coming from 

retrieved the second and last 

the EWO and gunner posi-
tions on the upper deck, and 
emptied it onto the rear bulk-
head. As the polyurethane 
smoldered, burned and dis-
integrated, pieces of it most 

-

burning polyurethane is best 
-

As the smoke continued 
to pour, Svitenko pulled the 

called into the pilot that they 

-

EXTENDED RANGE A B-52G 
refuels from a KC-135 tanker, 
allowing it to fly missions in 
excess of 24 hours. Above:  
The manual temperature 
control on a B-52 couldn’t 
compensate for arctic air.



51AHN O V E M B E R  2 0 1 7

TECH NOTES

HOBO 28 EJECTION SEQUENCE

-

 

-

The fire started under the fold-away 
jump seat on the B-52’s lower deck, 
where Major D’Amario had stowed 
four polyurethane cushions. The crew 
then ejected in sequence (1-3), after 
which Captain Svitenko bailed out (4).

PILOT: CAPTAIN 
JOHN HAUG

COPILOT:  
MAJOR ALFRED 

D’AMARIO

RADAR-
NAVIGATOR/

BOMBARDIER:
MAJOR
FRANK 

HOPKINS

NAVIGATOR:
CAPTAIN
CURTIS R.

CRISS

ELECTRONIC 
WEAPONS 
OFFICER: 
CAPTAIN 

RICHARD MARX

AERIAL GUNNER: 
STAFF SGT. 

CALVIN WALDREP 
SNAPP

MANUAL BAILOUT

EJECTION SEAT EGRESS

COPILOT: 
CAPTAIN 
LEONARD 
SVITENKO

4

23

Superheated engine air flowing 
through a perforated pipe in the vent 
box under the jump seat—intended 
to help warm the crew cabin—caused 
the cushions to smolder and ignite.
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DANGER ZONE The U.S. Air 
Force wasted little time in 
setting up Camp Hunziker 
(top) to clean up the crash 
debris and radioactive bomb 
components. The burning 
bomber left a half-mile-long 
black scar on the sea ice 
(above). Hobo 28’s pilot  
Captain John Haug meets 
with the press (top right).
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SAC immediately activated the Broken Arrow Control 
Group, and assigned Major General Richard O. 
Hunziker to Project Crested Ice. Construction of  
“Camp Hunziker” on the ice began the next day. To 

prevent breaking through the ice, cleanup crews dispersed 
their temporary buildings, storage piles and heavy earthmov-
ers. Stormy weather on the 24th and 28th blew plutonium and 
uranium dust at least four miles northwest to Saunders Island. 
Within days, the Air Force, Atomic Energy Commission and two 
national laboratories were assisting with the crash site cleanup.

On any given day, between storms, from one to three dozen 
U.S. personnel and up to a dozen Inuits worked on the ice, while 
another 25 to 250 personnel at the base transported, moni-

-
nated snow and ice. Project Crested Ice ultimately drew in about 
565 Americans and 85 Danish citizens, who searched some 30 
square miles of sea ice for debris and radioactivity. By April 10, 
Danish and Air Force crews had completed the cleanup oper-
ations on the sea ice. Afterward, Thule AFB personnel spread 
“carbonized sand” over 6.2 acres of slightly contaminated sea 
ice to accelerate springtime melting and to bind the remaining 
fuel and radionuclides so they would sink rather than wash onto 
the beach. 

Denmark required the U.S. government to remove all of  
the radioactive debris and contaminated snow and ice from 
Greenland. Thule AFB ultimately amassed an incredible col-

cleanup debris and contaminated snow and ice. Alongside were 
14 large “engine containers,” 192 drums of aircraft debris and 

largest piece of aircraft recovered was only desk-sized, though 
larger forged pieces, such as landing gear struts, remained at 

hydrogen bomb fragments to three facilities in the U.S. Spring 
ice melt allowed U.S. Navy cargo ships to remove the melted ice 
and snow to the Savannah River Plant in South Carolina.

In August the research submersible STAR III arrived at 
Bylot Sound, ostensibly to document the debris that had fallen 
through the sea ice, but more important to search for and, if pos-

While the three Air Force submariners did identify during their 
11 dives several small pieces that had been parts of one or more 
of the H-bombs, along with thousands of plane fragments, they 

settled into an 800-foot-deep unsurveyed portion of the sound.
Of the four H-bombs, cleanup crews recovered most of the 

uranium from three secondaries, but none from the fourth. 
Crews could not recover any of the plutonium, uranium and tri-

-
erable amount of radioactive material that either sank or refroze 

percent of the total plutonium (4.8 of 13 pounds) and at least 
one-third of the total uranium (roughly 19 of 53 pounds) was 
lost, mostly from the weapon in the lower left of the bomb bay, 

As a consequence of this Broken Arrow event, SAC discon-
tinued Chrome Dome and instead kept its bombers on high 
alert, with engines cold on the pad. The Air Force continued to 
send B-52s up to Thule on Hard Head missions, but with empty 
bomb bays. D’Amario rejoined those crews on at least one mis-

sion, though presumably with 
no extra seat cushions. Boeing 
provided alerts to crews to 
warn of the high heat from the 
air bleed system. The national 
laboratories also began to 
design nuclear weapons with 
insensitive high explosives to 
prevent reoccurrence of this 

kind of catastrophe. To this 
day deep in Bylot Sound, clas-

-
able fragments of hydrogen 
bombs remain buried in the 
soft sediment. 

Timothy Karpin and James 
Maroncelli are the authors of  
The Traveler’s Guide to 
Nuclear Weapons: A Journey 
Through America’s Cold 

, available 
at atomictraveler.com. Further 
reading: Hangar Flying, by 
Alfred J. D’Amario; and Thule: 
Nuclear Weapon Accident 
Near Thule Greenland, by 
John Taschner and James Oskins.

TO THIS DAY DEEP 
IN BYLOT SOUND, 
FRAGMENTS OF 
HYDROGEN BOMBS 
REMAIN BURIED IN 
THE SOFT SEDIMENT.

CLEANUP Top: Inuit dogsled 
teams transported personnel 
to the crash site (top left in 
the distance). Above: A crane 
removes contaminated ice.


