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If you are looking for a nice quiet isolated small town (population 2000) where you can test your tolerance to various toxic chemical and biological agents in the air, I have just the place for you – Dugway, Utah. Yes, Dugway Proving Grounds is an 800,000 acre military testing area located just west of Dugway. This lovely place is approximately 85 miles southwest from Salt Lake City. The closest cities of Tooele (population 28,000) and Vernon (population 240) are both about 45 miles away.  Dugway is located in Tooele County (see map below) in a desert area populated mostly by rattle snakes and jack rabbits.
	[image: image3.png]





In 1941, after the Pearl Harbor attack, our government determined it needed a remote chemical warfare testing facility. They chose an area in western Utah and built Dugway Proving Grounds.  Testing commenced in the summer of 1942 with toxic agents, nerve gas, biological “germ” weaponry, flamethrowers, chemical spray systems, nuclear warfare weapons, antidotes for chemical agents, protective clothing, and radioactive fallout.
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The government spread radioactive dust via artillery shells, bombs and airplane spraying. Radioactive materials would be burst and scattered in a way designed to contaminate enemy battlefields. In 1959, the Air Force secretly conducted what amounted to eight intentional nuclear reactor meltdowns at Dugway. When radiation clouds left the detector range, they headed toward the old U.S. 40 (now I-80) and the state line community of Wendover.  Radiation wasn't the only problem – Dugway was also host to at least 1,174 open-air tests of chemical agents spreading nearly a half million pounds of nerve gas agents into the winds. In 1968, a release of VX nerve gas killed 6,400 sheep in Utah’s Skull Valley.
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Nerve gas and other toxic chemicals are stored in medal canisters which are inserted into large medal cylinders located in underground bunkers.  There are thousands of these bunkers located at Tooele Army Depot and the close by Deseret Chemical Depot. The United States government has enough nerve gas stored there to kill everybody in the world more than once.
Dugway conducted at least 328 series of open-air tests of biological “germ” weapons during the Cold War. Some tests used agents that cause such diseases as anthrax, botulism, the plague, tularemia and Q fever.  Trust me - you don’t want to catch any of these diseases.
Along with all of the chemical and biological testing being done at Dugway, the Nevada Test Site conducted 930 atomic and nuclear bomb tests (both above and below ground) through 1992. Most of these tests were done when the winds would most likely spread the radiation toward Utah. Hey, the government thought it would be better to kill a few thousand people in Utah instead of killing millions in California. 
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John Wesley Petersen

(1953-1960)
	Make no mistake about it, tens of thousands of people in Utah got sick and thousands died during and after these tests.  It is unknown how many people actually died but it is estimated that over 100,000 cases of cancer were caused by the radiation fallout. Most of the deaths were from leukemia and other cancers. My younger brother John Wesley Petersen died of leukemia on January 17th 1960 at age 6. My family lived in Pleasant Grove, Utah and we (especially my mother) are positive that his death was caused by the radiation fallout from the nuclear bomb testing in Nevada.  


The government denied for decades that all this testing was killing people in Utah.  But finally in 1990, Sen. Orrin Hatch, R-Utah, and Rep. Wayne Owens, D-Utah, passed a law that apologized to downwind cancer victims and offered compensation. But most of the people affected by this were already dead and families had a hard time proving that the fallout exposure caused the serious illness or death. My family never received a cent.
Most open air testing of poisonous chemicals was stopped at Dugway Proving Grounds in the early 1990s after the Melvin Bushnell Materiel Test Facility was built.  This $30 million structure has a test chamber that measures 50 feet by 50 feet by 30 feet, so huge that technicians can place aircraft and tanks inside to check susceptibility to chemical warfare agents. This building uses a special duct work system that carries poison gas to and from the chamber that allows no detectable leakage. This facility is also used for bioterrorism testing and was especially busy after the 9/11 attacks when envelopes containing anthrax were mailed to Congress.
Lately, there has been a big increase in UFO activity in the airspace above Dugway. The government has constructed a new 15,000 feet runway which is being used to test NASA's next generation of space shuttles. Also, UFO sightings and unusual aerial objects emitting mysterious vapor contrails lends support to Dugway being a secret test facility for all sorts of new aircraft.  Security at the installation has been increased dramatically. Warning signs have been established along the perimeter of the base and if someone happens to wander to close to the restricted zones, expect to see unmarked "black" helicopters challenge your presence in the area.
So, is it safe to live in Utah now? Well, it is a lot safer than it used to be, but Dugway Proving Grounds is still in the business of testing toxic chemicals, nerve gas is still being stored at Tooele Army Depot, and toxic chemicals are still being sent (mostly by rail) to Utah to be destroyed in a $1 billion dollar incinerator located at the Deseret Chemical Depot. Hopefully, there will not be any future accidents or terrorist attacks that sends nerve gas and other toxic chemicals into the air.
All this brings me to the best part of this column – the jack rabbits.

	[image: image12.jpg]





I lived in Tooele for 3 years while working at Tooele Army Depot in the late 1960s.  There are a lot of people in Tooele that are worried about the nerve gas leaking out and killing them.  But, they have nothing to worry about – the Army has a very technical sophisticated system for detecting nerve gas leaks.  They have two fences (about 20 feet apart) running around the entire base where the nerve gas is stored in bunkers.  They have captured hundreds of jack rabbits and turned them loose in the area between the fences.  When the rabbits start dropping dead, they know there is a nerve gas leak.  They will then put on their gas masks and go fix the problem. Works great!
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