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Was the world's first fatal nuclear accident — the 1961 explosion of a SL-1 military test reactor in Idaho —
the result of a crime of passion? Was the disaster promptly covered up to protect the burgeoning nuclear
industry? Idaho Falls documents one of America's best-kept secrets and investigates the question of
conspiracy.
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Editorial Review

Review
"McKeown does succeed…in exposing how it was possible for the wealth of rumors and speculation to gain
so much momentum." -- Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, Chicago, Illinois
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It’s hard to say when it all went to hell.

The mug shots of Jack Byrnes and Dick Legg taken at the beginning of their last military assignments betray
no hint of the elemental forces that would soon engulf them. Missing from the muddy black–and–white
photographs is evidence of the reckless passions and base instincts of two saboteurs—or, conversely, the
bewildered innocence of a couple of patsies— that would make them the main players in one of the most
mysterious human dramas in industrial history. Sure, if you search their faces for telltale signs of character,
you might glimpse something intense and smoldering in the deep–set eyes of Jack Byrnes; you might detect
a slight, smug smile on the squarish face of Dick Legg. But that’s just mental rubbernecking. It’s been more
than four decades since the photographs were snapped, and they don’t offer up much besides a musty smell
and a record of bad haircuts. There’s no indication the two weren’t destined for long lives and ordinary
deaths.

The passage of years and the death and silence of friends and family have left but the bleached bones of the
two men’s histories. They left no diaries, no record of notable achievements, and few anecdotes to hint at the
mix of characteristics that made up their personalities. When they arrived in 1959 in Idaho’s fertile Snake
River Valley to take up what would be their final posts, Byrnes and Legg were still unformed, still
works–in–progress, their individual potentials and futures as fuzzy as their service photographs. They were
typical American boys on the cusp of manhood, at that age when character, talent, and limitations are just
beginning to emerge. Born in the late 1930s in quiet American towns, the two played soldiers while real ones
marched across Europe in World War II. As teens, they saw a great explosion in American power as those
soldiers came home and rebuilt their country on the GI Bill, a package of government benefits that allowed
soldiers to buy houses and attend college. Byrnes and Legg were young men of their time, schooled in the
buoyant hopes of prosperity and order, confident that progress would give them better lives than their
fathers, agitated by the sense of change and possibility that was sweeping America at the cusp of the 1960s.

The new god that emerged after World War II—the tripartite deity of industry, science, and
technology—promised to make all these things possible, even for those of modest means and education. It
was the atomic age, when Americans decided they had the knowledge, right, and wisdom to harness for other
uses the terrible power released upon Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The atom had ended the war, smote the
enemy. But surely its power could be tamed, used to power boats and planes, deliver unlimited electricity,
revolutionize medicine. Atomic energy, America’s leaders promised, would checkmate America’s enemies



while it bestowed on all others the gift of limitless energy. It was a seductive idea—using nondescript
uranium ore to transform the world.

By the time Jack Byrnes and Dick Legg peered at the lens of a military camera, they had bought into this
atomic–powered version of the American Dream. They were determined young men in a hurry, hungry for
the good things in life, cocksure about their abilities and opportunities. For them and thousands of others,
there was no better place to find the new America than at the National Reactor Testing Station, located on
the vast expanse of sagebrush in Idaho’s Lost River Desert. Established in 1949, the classified site lay just
west of the Snake River Valley and was a monument to the golden age of nuclear science. It was a place
where American men fearlessly played with the atom. When Byrnes and Legg arrived, almost two dozen
nuclear reactors dotted the desert floor, prototypes of machines that would revolutionize propulsion and
energy—and life. Government–issued films of the time celebrated the “new hope of the atomic era” and
hinted at the blessings it would afford. Standing before models of prosperous and gleaming cities, film
narrators—invariably white men in crew cuts and black suits—championed the glorious changes nuclear
power would introduce to the arts, humanities, and sciences. An article in a 1958 issue of National
Geographic concludes that “abundant energy released from the hearts of atoms promises a vastly different
and better tomorrow for all mankind.”

There were a few people who had doubts about the message. Ranchers and sheepherders in the American
West were starting to voice concern about radioactive fallout from the nuclear weapons testing then being
conducted in the Nevada desert, fallout that had made its way north to the Lost River Desert. Some experts
and interest groups were raising questions about storing radioactive materials and locating nuclear plants
near large cities. There were even some who scoffed at the rosy nuclear future portrayed in publications and
documentaries at the time. But generally, the American people— and the folks in Idaho—believed the
benefits of atomic energy outweighed the dangers it posed. For Byrnes and Legg, the lure of the atom had
little to do with the promises and peril it posed to mankind. For them, it meant a paycheck and it meant a
brighter personal future. They joined a select group of young engineers, construction workers, soldiers, and
scientists flooding the wilds of Idaho to turn nuclear dreams into reality.

Then carne January 3, 1961, a day that foreshadowed the dimming of the atomic dream, even if it remains a
curiously obscure date to all but a few nuclear insiders. That afternoon, Byrnes arrived at a small
experimental army nuclear reactor for his shift with Legg and a trainee, Richard McKinley. The three were
scheduled to perform routine maintenance work. Nothing suggested that it would be anything other than an
ordinary night.

But just a few short hours later, the ordinary became extraordinary. The events that unfolded in the crude silo
of Stationary Low–Power Unit 1 on that January night would spawn more than four decades of scandalous
rumors and speculation in the closed world of the nuclear industry. That one cataclysmic night would
underscore the fragile line between the fallibility of man and the complexity of an intricate science. It would
also reveal, but only much later, how a government shaped by a pervasive Cold War mentality would protect
the then–fledging nuclear industry from public scrutiny.

While there were markers on the road leading to the chaos and calamity of that night—men with increasingly
tumultuous personal affairs and a reactor with malfunctioning equipment—it was impossible to predict how
these elements would collide in such a mysterious, unprecedented manner. Despite a nuclear testing facility
that housed highly sensitive, top–secret equipment and some of the brightest minds of that generation, there
was no way to measure, test, or imagine what would happen in the frigid southeastern Idaho desert on that
January night. There was no way to predict the disaster.



Users Review

From reader reviews:

Jaime Leflore:

As people who live in the particular modest era should be revise about what going on or data even
knowledge to make these people keep up with the era and that is always change and make progress. Some of
you maybe will probably update themselves by looking at books. It is a good choice for yourself but the
problems coming to you actually is you don't know which you should start with. This Idaho Falls: The
Untold Story of America's First Nuclear Accident is our recommendation to cause you to keep up with the
world. Why, because this book serves what you want and want in this era.

Elaine Moore:

Hey guys, do you desires to finds a new book you just read? May be the book with the concept Idaho Falls:
The Untold Story of America's First Nuclear Accident suitable to you? The book was written by well known
writer in this era. Often the book untitled Idaho Falls: The Untold Story of America's First Nuclear
Accidentis one of several books this everyone read now. This specific book was inspired lots of people in the
world. When you read this publication you will enter the new age that you ever know ahead of. The author
explained their concept in the simple way, thus all of people can easily to know the core of this book. This
book will give you a wide range of information about this world now. In order to see the represented of the
world with this book.

Andrea Winburn:

Reading a publication tends to be new life style with this era globalization. With reading you can get a lot of
information that could give you benefit in your life. With book everyone in this world can easily share their
idea. Publications can also inspire a lot of people. A lot of author can inspire their very own reader with their
story as well as their experience. Not only the storyplot that share in the publications. But also they write
about advantage about something that you need illustration. How to get the good score toefl, or how to teach
your sons or daughters, there are many kinds of book that exist now. The authors in this world always try to
improve their talent in writing, they also doing some study before they write on their book. One of them is
this Idaho Falls: The Untold Story of America's First Nuclear Accident.

Sheri Williams:

Playing with family in the park, coming to see the water world or hanging out with pals is thing that usually
you may have done when you have spare time, in that case why you don't try point that really opposite from
that. One particular activity that make you not experience tired but still relaxing, trilling like on roller coaster
you already been ride on and with addition info. Even you love Idaho Falls: The Untold Story of America's
First Nuclear Accident, you can enjoy both. It is great combination right, you still want to miss it? What kind
of hangout type is it? Oh seriously its mind hangout men. What? Still don't obtain it, oh come on its
identified as reading friends.
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