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FIRST FRENCH AERIAL NUCLEAR EXPERIMENT: FEBRUARY 1960

In February 1960, I was assigned as a student to EMAS in LYON. As the training was coming to an end, 
we were recalled for a few days to the STAT / ANC where we were taught how to use the detection 
equipment, as we were to take part in the first French aerial experimentation in the SAHARA. To this 
end, our mission was to monitor a detection station on the ground to signal any potential areas of 
radioactive fallout after the explosion. 

Sent to BORDJ ARAK, some 700 km from the site of explosion, I found myself in the path of the 
radioactive cloud, and my detection device registered a level of radioactivity in the airborne dust of a few 
micro roentgen. After reporting this to the REGGAN base, specialized teams flew in to take samples from
the ground, vegetation, and water, as there was a pond at BORDJ ARAK. 

As the levels recorded were below the maximum admissible ones, no special measures were required.

SECURITY MEASURES

a) MAXIMUM ADMISSIBLE LEVELS

0.3 ROETGEN per week
not to exceed: 3 ROETGEN in 13 weeks

• 5 ROETGEN in 1 year 

b) DECONTAMINATION THRESHOLD FOR NON-CLOTHED STAFF

10 MICRO ROETGEN / HOUR: Measurement performed by the appropriate detection device placed at a 
distance of 1 m from the skin for contamination spread over more than 500 m2

100 MICRO ROETGEN / HOUR: Measurement performed by the appropriate detection device placed at 
a distance of 10 cm from the skin for contamination spread over more than 500 cm2.

"BERYL" EXPERIMENTATION: MAY 1, 1962

1st UNDERGROUND FRENCH NUCLEAR BLAST

I / ORGANIZATION

The blast chamber had been excavated inside a 200-meter-high granite hill located some 50 km NORTH 
of the village of IN-ECKER. This spherical chamber had been created using jackhammers, starting from 
an open gallery on the hill's EASTERN flank and extending right into the heart of the hill. All the debris 
thrown up outside the gallery formed a genuine mine floor on which various electronic transmission and 
measurement devices were installed, as well as diesel-powered generators to supply the energy needed to 
ignite the bomb and operate the various measuring devices:

• ► television relays to film the progress of the bomb's priming operations, 
• ► recordings and measurements of the mechanical effects: shock wave, peak pressure in 



the ground, seismograph, 
• ► recording of electromagnetic measurements, 
• ► gamma radiation measurements. 

At the end of the excavation work, and in order to form the entrance to the gallery, double armored doors 
were installed and sealed into the granite. A large number of sandbags were prepared to reinforce the 
sealing of the armored doors after the bomb had been placed before the launch. The GOEN (Nuclear 
Experimentation Operations Group) Operational Command Center was set up on a small outcrop facing 
the "mine floor" 2.5 km EAST. It comprised three shelters, one of which was equipped with indicator 
lights to control the various operations before firing, and the ignition key to trigger the explosion. A 
second shelter contained all the necessary means of transmission, while the third, reserved for 
experimenters and observers, was equipped with a television set.

A festive atmosphere prevailed in the Operational Command Center, where everyone was in good spirits 
and optimistic.
Near the Operational Command Center, and on a 180° area with a 2.5 km radius with the explosion 
chamber at its center, five observation posts of the cloud equipped with TS and cinetheodolites were set 
up at regular intervals, manned by personnel from the contingent of the 620th Groupement des Armes 
Spéciales (Special Weapons Group) belonging to the Batterie Mobile de Détection / Décontamination or 
BMDD (Detection/Decontamination Battery) which I had the honor of commanding.

The BMDD's mobile decontamination unit was ready to intervene from a standby position located 5 km 
SOUTHEAST of the explosion chamber alongside the asphalt road leading to the IN-AMGUEL base 
camp.

II / TIMELINE

With the surveys and meteorological forecasts looking favorable for the night of MAY 1 to 2, 1962, 
orders were given to carry out the final preparations before daybreak, the 'H' hour being set in principle at 
7:00 am UT. 
The last teams of experimenters joined the GOEN at around 6:45 am, and then we entered the active 
phase, which lasted almost half an hour. 
The explosion, triggered by the GOEN commander, General THIRY, took place at 7:20 am.

DESCRIPTION OF THE EXPLOSION

Under the impact of the shockwave, the sides of the mountain began to undulate following different 
characteristic levels. This was due to the propagation of the shockwave, which loosened dust from the 
hillside.

At the same time, the ground began to shake in the Operational Command Center, as if it were unfurling 
beneath our feet for a few seconds. 
As everyone kept busy and observed, a violet-white cloud suddenly appeared at the entrance of the 
gallery. Its beautiful initial color, due to the presence of short-lived iodine-based radioactive elements, 
quickly darkened because of the dust it carried. Soon, the cloud became blackish with the addition of 
smoke from the combustion of diesel from the generators provoked by the thermal stream. 
The armored doors closing off the entrance of the gallery had failed. The appearance of this unexpected 
cloud was due to an underestimation of the bomb's power: instead of 20 KT, it was close to 50 KT. 

This incident materialized all the dynamic, thermal, and radioactive effects, and everyone stood in awe of 



such a feat! 
In open air, the cloud expanded rapidly, and, driven by the wind, advanced towards the OC/GOEN. 

Everyone thought the cloud would avoid the Operational Command Center, so no preventive protective 
measures were taken. 
But after ten minutes of waiting, it became clear that the cloud of radioactive dust was maintaining its 
direction and coming dangerously close to the OC/GOEN.

The order for all personnel to withdraw was given at the last minute, and a frenzy ensued: everyone 
rushed to their vehicles to leave as quickly as possible, such that the transmission center was evacuated 
before any orders could be shared with the teams scattered across the field. It should be pointed out that 
all OC/operational personnel, apart from those of the 620th GAS BMDD, had no means of protection 
against radioactivity.
Access to the Operational Command Center was only possible via a single runway, so the rush of 
personnel to leave the site created a huge traffic jam, while the radioactive cloud, which stretched over a 
frontage of around 800 m, moving in the same direction, covered, and obscured both the OC and the 
access runway. We were in complete darkness, and the vehicles' headlights had to be switched on. 
Although the opacity intensified with the dust raised by the moving vehicles, by some miracle there were 
no accidents. 

Meanwhile, the BMDD's mobile decontamination unit, which had been observing the developing cloud, 
left its position before being reached by the fringe of the radioactive cloud. As the personnel, trained and 
shielded by their protective suits, were not receiving orders by radio, they took the initiative of retreating 
to the safe zone in order to set up a radiological control post at the edge of the runway, and intercept all 
vehicles coming from the fallout zone. With their DON 410 radiometers, they measured the intensity of 
radioactivity on faces, hair, hands and clothing of vehicle drivers and passengers.

Instead of reassuring the personnel involved, this initial summary check only heightened their anxiety, as 
they suddenly realized the danger to which they were exposed. 

On the twenty-kilometer asphalt road leading to the base, a virtual car race was underway: everyone was 
in a hurry to reach the base. With the heat in full swing, it wasn't long before the battered vehicles broke 
down due to vapor lock. Some crews abandoned their vehicles: they ran out onto the road despite the 
heat, but then changed their minds and started hitchhiking. Others, who had hastily put on their gas masks
without adjusting them, experienced unbearable respiratory discomfort, and headaches, so much so that 
they threw their masks anywhere.
This complete debacle meant that the first elements of the Operational Command Center didn't reach the 
entrance of the base until an hour after the order to withdraw had been given. 

Despite its meagre resources, the Base had nevertheless managed to set up a control post at its entrance. 
All personnel arriving from the field were subjected to a radiological check and then directed to the 
decontamination showers. However, the health service of the Base’s clinic hospital had only three shower
heads to decontaminate around 250 people (!) carrying radioactive dust of the order of 10 to 20 roentgen. 

The BMDD's mobile decontamination unit was finally able to set up 1 km from the entrance of the Base 
and was up and running almost two hours after the 'H' hour of firing, as it had to deal with water supply 
problems and stock up on spare clothing.
 
Still, the contamination [sic] of all personnel was completed by 1pm. All personnel, whatever their 



function or rank, willingly submitted to all these operations, and we saw a Minister, Generals and Officers
dressed as 2nd classes for some time. 
(All they had to wear was a blouse and a pair of canvas pants!)


