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CONVRRSATIONS WITH HARLOW RUSS "5‘
: . . DC Q/
TA-33, December 14, 1990 Esiy”
Dorothy Hoard, Keith Dowler 55. "“"‘»/mm

Harlow Russ accompanied Kelith Dowler and Dorothy Hoard to TA-33 on the
aftarnoon of December 14, 1990..- The tour included Area 6, South Site,
and East site:. The focus of the tour centered on waste management
practices. However, Russ covered a broad range of topics of interest,
Russ joined the lab in 1944, He jolned W-3 and served as Deputy Group
Leader under Don MacMillan and John Dougherty from 1949 until the group
disbanded in 1973, W-3 had flring sites at military installations
throughout the United States. Russ participated in activities at all
these sites, including the four at TA-33. In addition, he was lnvolved
in related work at Sandia, the Nevada Test Site and in the South Pacific.

- N=3 inVolVement at Trinity Site ended befo:e Russ Joined the group.

Group M=-3 was the precu:sor to W-3. Marshall Holloway was group leader
following the reorganization of the lab after WW-11. M-3 conducted gun-
type shots in Sandia Canyon at about the location of the present firing
range, Francis Burch was in charge of both S-Site and the Sandia Canyen
operations., The Sandia Canyon shots ended in 1948 when the present truck
route was bullt, 2-Division became Sandia Lubs. B Division conducted
operations Crossroads:!  Russ was group Leader of B-6.

GENERAL COHHBN&S:, Roads were not paQed to TA=-33 wheanuss joihéd W-3

in 1949, Pavement ended at the Back Gate near S-Site and at White Rock
on State Road 4. The AEC paved this entire loop of State Road 4 past TA-

33 and Bandelier. '

W-3 could not always establish a good electrical ground in Bandeller
Tuff, the underlying rock at TA-33., Stray ground currents would
occasionally datonate an experiment. Once, a lightning strike in the
Jemez Mountains set off a charge. To alleviate the problem, the group
dug a 1000~foot well in Ancho Canyon below the entrance to TA-33. A
conducting post was put in the well, and the well filled with salt water
to establish a gvod ground for experiments at the alte.
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'HP-16 in addition to one on the west.

" plate,

ﬁsectioninq projectllea‘
Part of HP-21 was reinforced concrete; part was wood, for easy diaspossl

. if it became contaminated, .

. it was supposed to.
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Teat shots ended in 1973 at TA-33, The group was disbanded and
reorganized into GMX at S-Site and WX. Russ is still consultant to these
groups, W-3 left TA-33 in the summer of 197), though the group still
retained some reaponsibilitieu thare, WX operates the tritium facility,

AREA 6: An ai:qun in MP-16 had screw bolts behind the projectile; these

bolts failed at a certain pressure, The projectile was propelled by the
Projectiles woere fired intc a

sudden exposure to the built-up pressure.

catcher box south of the bullding. There was 8 gun mounted to the east of
Only gun~-type shots were fired at

Area 6. The initiators contained Be and Po~-210; projectiles were of
u:anium.' Some'material may still be in the catcher boxes.

The guns were free recoil nype that, on recoll, slid aleng a glrder and
into a berm behind the gun. The gun barrel was equipped with a cabie

" which could be hooked to a tractor. After the recoil the tractor

extracted the gun barrel from the berm, These quns were muzzle lcaded,

"Such a gun provides a quick and easy method for short range firing tests.

The firing pad to the west of HP-16 held a turret-type gun with the
barrel on a 'mount. An iron plate approximately one foot: thick was bolted
to the pad. The plate had overlapping grooves extending the width of the
The gun mount slid sideways onto the plate, then was bolted in
There were once several more catcher boxes near the remsining two

place.
The boxes were filled with sawdust and

boxes south of HP-16.

" vermiculite. Lumber facing on the boxes was replaced often after
;préjectires shattered holes Lt.

In the cinde: cone area was a large valiber gun of four~ to five-inch
bore. Projectiles were shct into the cinder bank o¢f the cone. The bank
has since been dug back abcut 75 feet more than at the time of use, The
guns were routinely contaminated with Po=-210. . They were quickly sprayed-

' painted to be readied for the next shot, Eventually the guns were sent

back to the Army or the Navy. They had to be cleaned and decontaminated

prior to'being shippod"

_There is a drain outlet northwest of HP-16 that served trailers patked on
the pad to the north of the building.

One was an assembly traller,

another had a darkroom. In addition to being used on site, these
trailers were taken to Trinity Site at times. In the 1960s some solid
state physics experiments were conducted'in Hp=1 and HP-2, Barium,
titanium, lead, and zirconium were used in the fabrication of ceramics
and single crystals. Thare are discarded polished minerals on the south

"side of HP-2, Russ warned that rattlesnakes typically sought shelter

under the building Ln the summer. The work was later mecved to the main

shops at TA-33.

HP-21:. The cucotf saw in HP~21 was used onlv for experiments, not for
‘That work was done in the cutoff shack HP=40,

The structufe was not intended for plutonium

 The Pu spill involved a pressurized can of Pu that blew up before
Russ was talking on the phone in the conctete

work,
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.section of the building, A colleague dashed in and pulled him from the
building, leaving the phone dangling off the hook., They rushed to the
shower at HP-19, Russ' suit was contaminated, 3o had to be destroyed,.
The Health Protection monitors could track his rzadiocactive footprints
between the two buildings. .

HP-22 MAGAZINE AND HP-23 TRIM BUILDING: The magazine held a few

charges of bulk gun propellant. The charges were handled in the Trim
Bullding, which has a marble floor to minimize static. After the
operation, the floor was washed with a water spray that discharged to the

sump.,

These propellants were so-called double based, and were procured from
military installations, Some charges came fromn the Navy powder factory
at Indian Head, Maryland, which had the capabllity of making custom
experimental formulations. The propellant came in long strings (like
spaghetti). The buyer could specify the diameter, Each rod had holes
drilled lengthwise down the tube, Thls increased the surface for
burning. Very narrow propellant rods were solid,

The charge was cut to size and put in a silk bag to be carried to the
firing site, Raw silk was used because it does not hold a spark. Charges
could be set off rapldly one after the other without danger of early
detaonation due to a spark on some material remaining In the barrel., Any .
metal tools used were made of beryllium-copper alloy,

which doesn't spark.

Black powder, packaged as a “Red Patch" cap, was sewn on the back of the
silk bag as an ‘igniter. Gome red patches were sewn on with a sewing
mschine; some had lace holes and were threaded on like shcelaces.
Mostly they bought the silk bags with the red patch already attached.
After the propellant was put in the bag and the red patch attached, two
men carried the charge to the firing site. RDuring moving operatlions,
all personnel were cleared from the area, ({Propellants are not
explosive! they generate gas to propel the projectile.)

SOUTH SITE:  There was a 6.5-inch gun in the HP-25 Gun Bullding, It was
controlled from the HP-24 Control Bullding. The gun fired into the HP~63
berm, At the edge of the road was another gun that flred into a catcher
box near the east door of HP-25, | _ . ,
Timbers from this box are still in place. About two years ago, Russ
found a projectile south of the road near HP-25. Though he reported it, .
~ the projectile may still be there. Northeast of HP-25 was the so-called

blivit area. Tritlum reservoirs were filled to high pressures with
teitium gas at Omega Site in Los Alamos Canyon., Since they were capable
" of blowing up, leaking reservolirs were brought here to discharge their .
gas contents., . A fence and warning sign were put up for the protection
of personnel. A "blivit" is defined as a contalner leaking radioactive

contqnts.'
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Several dozen smsll implosion shots were Ustonsted at the MP-26 X-Unit ’

Vault firing pad. The device was often contained in a steel assembly,
which was then contained in a copper can to prevent stray ground currents
from igniting the shota. A wooden shack was built around the entire
assembly. The shots contained uranium with tungsten, tungsten carbide,
"nickel and copper parts. Beryllium, beryliium oxide, and beryllium
nitride were also present. Beryllium and tungsten were strategic
material,.so were reclaimed and sent away for recovery. The shcts were
surrounded with scintillation fluld in carbon tetrachloride. The fluid
. burned, The shrapnel scattered about the area is mostly copper and
aluminium from these shots,  (Joe Roybal, now stationed in
CMR, was a laborer at TA-23 during clearing of an ares noar this shot

He said the tree trunks were 80 full of shrapnel that the crew

pad.
They finally brought in

" ruined three chainsaws trying to cut them down.
* bulldozer and chained the trees.}

The :ailgun HP-144 was used only for a short pe:iod. It pointed downhill

“and shot into a sand pit. It was fired electrically.

. huss_wai in charge of the Tower shots, These were gun-type shots for s
"super." The two top floors of the tower were used 1n the Pacific.

Exploaiona des :oyed the tower.

Chamber LK) H? -29 ‘at MDA-E was desiqned for a 30-poand explosive cha:qe.
‘The device was placed in the center of the chamber. Chambers contained
ME, ‘P0o-210, and Be, but no uranium, The elevator shaft was filled with
sand prior to detonation. The bottom of the chamber was 50 feet below

. grade, There was no dirt covering over the top of the chamber. Alsc at
. MDA~E was @ tr-nch where they threw tungsten material until enough
accumulated to be sent awsy for recovery. Russ thinks there may still be

pxojectilcs buried Ac MDA-E.

The:e were th:cc guns in the berm area at SOUTH SITE. The gun at the
entrance ‘shot across the road into the berm. There was a catcher box at
‘the berm. : A-slide mount gun within the hcrseshoe a:ea fired at the
rockcut bank. ' They were testing penetrsting davices. W-3 also fired at
bomogeneous iren plates frem 10" to two fest thick., The projectiles went
'right through the plate. They made nice round holes.
Old lumber from the catcher boxes was burned at the Burning Pit., They
~stacked up the lumber until a good pile accumulated. The fire department
" supervised the actual burning and hosed down the area when the job was

' done.‘ Very littlcfdebris was left.

. EAST SITE‘ Tho ‘firing sites at Oid Hot Point were built for implosion

" studies, but none were fired thers, They used the HP-89 X-Unit vault for
‘other things.” There {s a tunnel leading from the Control Building HP-87

. to the Instrumentation Room HP-88, located betwean the two berms. The

_ tunnel is big enough for a person to walk through. It is accessed

. through manhcles along the firing site between Shot Pad HP-135 and X-
Ray Shack KP-151."" They can cables tor the bevatron housed in Hp-151,
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The iron berm box west of HP-151 functioned to catch stray bullets,

At the easternmost point overlooking White Rock Canyon, W~3 bullt a shack
which they reinforced with sand bags and steel plates, During shots they
stationed a man in the shack to watch for projectiles that Jjumped catcher
boxes HP-118 and HP-136 and flew Into the canyon, There were quite a
fevw. Some contained plutonium or U-233, The Safety Group searched the
canyons on foot with detectors, Russ feels they recovered

all the wayward projectiles,

"Breasxup" shots were fired on Shot Pads HP-97 and -98. They were
designed to fragment in the air. Shrapnel was scattered over the berms.
W-3 recovered the large pieces to cut open and analyze, The “Breakup"
projectiles had test instrumentation incorporated within the body. Parts
contained depleted uranivm, Po-210, beryllium, iron, steel,

coppex; and brass, Fragments may still be buried in the berms.

One time at East Site a plug got stuck in one of the guns, The gun
weighed about 1.5 tons; the plug weigh about 500 pounds. When personnel
could not extract the plug; they put a charge of explosives in the gun
and blew the plug out., All vehicles were shielded behind a berm, except
the rear fender of one truck., That truck was demolished by the shot,

There were several other firing sites at EAST SITE. Three were to the
south of Control Building HP-B7: the catcher boxes were on the ridge
west of the present trailer tower HP-166., There was a firing site for a
155-mm gun north of the road near the elevator storage site HP-3,
Projectiles were fired three-eights of a mile across a low draw into a
shack filled with sawdust and vermiculite., They entered through a
three-foot hole. This site was uvsed for light projectiles., Firing
cables went from the KP-87 Control Building to the firing pad. Heutron
detectors were the same photomultipiier-oscilloscope type as used at
SOUTH SITE. Film was developed in the darkroom at KP-87, Hughes
Alrcraft built the system for five million dollars.

During the Vietnam War, TA~33 was used to test sonic devices designed to
detect approaching mortar shells. Test mortars were fired at SOUTH Site
toward EAST Site.

Often shells want into Ancho Canyon, Most were recovered. The sonic
devices worked well at TA-33, but not in Vietnam. Under wartime
conditions, projectiles came from all directions and the instruments

bacame confused.

POSTSCRIPT! 1t was cold at TA-33 and the wind blew fearfully, 5till, it
was a GREAT tour!
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