NSWU 802 Travel Order #58, Sandia Base 24 March 1950

NNWA friend and correspondent, Paul Roales, has again provided historically significant
documentation for our interest. During his ongoing research into the life of Lt. Donald S.
Lindberg USN, Mr. Roales turned up a group order (two views below) directing men of Special
Weapons Unit 802, with support from Naval Administrative Unit, Albuquerque, SWU 471 and
SWU 1233, to proceed from Albuquerque, NM to Norfolk, VA on or about 30 March 1950 for
approximately 12 days in connection with Armed Forces Special Weapons Project activity. The
order then lists the names of 63 members of Special Weapons Unit 802, 2 of NAU, 2 of SWU
471 and 2 of SWU 1233; a total of 69 officers and men. | hope the NNWA membership and
particularly our more senior "Keepers of the Dragon”, enjoy going through this list of names as
much as | have.

Though the order provides no clue as to the specific "AFSWP activity" the Eight Oh Two will
pursue, | easily envision an Essex Class aircraft carrier lying at anchor in Hampton Roads with a
floating crane and covered barges alongside conducting an on-load originating at Naval
Weapons Station Yorktown, Skiffes Creek Annex.

Most significant to me is the fact that this is the first set of SWU orders | have ever seen, despite
years of communicating with SWU members and many hours paging through the NNWA
historical archives and memorabilia. Until now the composition of a SWU depended upon the
recollections of sailors older than | am currently, and that, in my case at least, is a questionable
proposition. Many and varied were the numbers | heard including "Oh, there were a lot of us”,
"We filled three or four C-47's", "There must have been at least fifty", "I can recall about six or
eight" and other similar exactitudes. At last we have something that reveals the composition of
an actual deploying team.

I've performed a quantity and quality analysis of this order. | think it is quite revealing.

Travel Order Sandia Base No. 58 was directed by Colonel Hertford, US Army and signed by
Major Fulton, US Army. It was issued on 24 March 1950 and directs sixty-nine Navy officers
and enlisted to proceed from Albuquerque, NM to Norfolk VA on temporary duty for
approximately twelve days, then return to base. Enlisted men were authorized per diem while
travelling by air. Some of the acronyms and coding in the order text are indecipherable to me,
probably because they are of Army origin. If anyone can contribute an interpretation, please do.

The 69 members of the party break down as follows:

16 Line or LDO officers

Commander
Lieutenant Commander
Lieutenant

Lieutenant (jg)
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12 Warrant Officers

Gunner

Clerk

Postal Clerk
Machinist

Radar Electrician
Electrician
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17 Chief Petty Officers

Electrician's Mate

Electronic Technician

Store Keeper

Gunner's Mate

Aviation Ordnanceman

Fire Controlman

Hospitalman

Boatswain's Mate

Interior Communications Electrician (3 ICC, 2 ICCA [acting])
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10 Petty Officers First Class

Gunner's Mate

Electrician's Mate

Interior Communications Electrician
Metalsmith

Store Keeper

Electronic Technician
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7 Petty Officers Second Class
Gunner's Mate
Electrician's Mate
Construction Mechanic
Machinery Repairman
Boatswain's Mate
Yeoman
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5 Petty Officers Third Class

2 Yeoman
2 Constructionman Driver
1 Opticalman
2 Strikers
2 Constructionman Driver (E3)

The total number of men in the unit is surprising. Before seeing this order and based on
conversations with older NNWA members | had mentally settled on forty or so. The deploying
SWU's were autonomous answering only to the CO of their ship. They had little interaction with
the crew. The berthing spaces were separate from ship' company and I've been told that a
separate wardroom area was set aside for SWU officers. The team carried all the
documentation, test and handling equipment required for the assembly, test, storage and
maintenance of the weapons they would have aboard. They also brought their "type IlI" training
weapons with them from Albuquerque.

Can you imagine the logistics?! Sixty to seventy men, who might have received orders to
deploy less than 24 hours earlier, assemble within a ring of heavily armed soldiers. They are on
the flight line of what is now Kirtland Air Force Base with their personal baggage, pallet after
pallet of equipment, one or two or three shrouded training weapons resting in their roadable
containers while a half dozen cargo planes stand silent on the taxiway ready to receive them for
flights to NAS Norfolk, NAS North Island, Quonset Point, RI, NAS Jacksonville, Gander,
Newfoundland, Port Lyautey, Morocco or any of the many air bases throughout the United
States. What an amazing task for this dedicated group of service men!



I have frequently asked where the men come from; how were they selected for the Navy Special
Weapons Program. Not one person has provided an informed answer. The men listed in
Sandia Base Travel Order # 58 and all the others like them were on the receiving end of a
process that identified them for their intelligence, strength of character, professional capabilities
and proven reliability. These men were not graduates of the Manhattan Project, but rather, the
national response to its' dissolution following World War Il. They received orders to
Albuquerque to an undefined position requiring the ultimate level of security and integrity our
government could impose. Our archives have a written account of a petty officer being
awakened from sleep aboard his San Diego destroyer by FBI agents and handed rail tickets to
some place in New Mexico. Departing with little more than the clothes he wore, his personal
belongings were in Albuguerque upon arrival. In another instance a Warrant Officer was given
Top Secret orders to join AFSWP but they failed to tell him what or where it was. He drove into
White Sands Missile Range from the south, asked around, and it was suggested he proceed to
Albuguerque where he found Sandia Base.

Travel Order #58 was issued only four and a half years after the conclusion of World War 1l. All
but the very youngest of these sixty-nine men had served in and survived the war as fleet
sailors. Their families had suffered through the deprivation of rationing and blackouts, and the
uncertainty of if and when their man would come home. Now these SWU men lived with bags
permanently packed and standing in the corner, ready to go with an hours notice. They did
work they couldn't talk about in places that didn't exist. It's only in the past few years that the
stories are being told outside our closed circle. And what wonderful, remarkable, dramatic
stories they are. They always begin with the humorous. It's not until later that the hard parts
and ragged edges are exposed: 11 month and longer deployments, endless nights on flight
decks, meager pay, explosions and fires that took their shipmates, Broken Arrow recoveries,
participation in detonations, endless training to perfect a task thy hoped would never come, and
more.

When | look at Travel Order #58 it's much more than a bunch of guys getting ready for a quick
trip to the east coast. | am confronted with their history and the environment in which they lived
and worked. For the most part, | think it was an elite but difficult life. | have an enduring respect
for every one of them.

Thank you, Paul, for this revealing look sixty years into our secretive past.
LCDR Mike Snyder, USN (ret)

Historian Navy Nuclear Weapons Association
October, 2010
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