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The world's first atomic bomb was 
detonated southeast of Socorro 60 
years ago this month. Many people in 
Socorro County witnessed the "flash 
and boom" of the now famous Trinity 
Test, though not aware what it was at 
the time. This article presents some of 
their stories - eyewitnesses to history.

EARLY ONE MORNING
In 1945, Claunch, in eastern 

Socorro County, was a thriving 
agricultural community, famous for 
it's thousands of acres of pinto beans 
for the war effort. On the morning of 
July 16th, Charles, "C.A." Wade woke 
his family about 5 a.m for the all-day 
trip to Albuquerque and back. His 
eight year old son, Dave, remembers 
sitting on the edge of his bed and heard 
his dad go outside to start the car.

As Mr. Wade started the car, a 
bright, brilliant flash of lightning 
caught his eye. He looked out the 
windows, but could see no clouds. The 
last thing he needed was a rain storm 
to make the miles of dirt roads into 
Mountainaire impassable. Getting out 

Alamogordo had exploded and "seen 
as a bright flash and red skies" by 
many. It was not until three weeks later 
that they found out about "the bomb.”

What the Wades, the Edwards, and 
hundreds of others experienced that 
early July morning was, of course, the 
detonation of the world's first atomic 
bomb

THE VAL VERDE HOTEL
In 1945, Marshall Hester was a 

10–year old youngster traveling with 
his father on business for the summer. 
Traveling from Santa Fe to El Paso on 
Route 85, they stopped to spend the 
night in Socorro at the Val Verde 
Hotel.

To this day, Marshall remembers 
vividly the dream he was having that 
night, being chased down the hotel 
halls and into the rooms by some 
unknown villain. Hiding in one room, 
the door locked behind him. In his 
dream, he found a key and slowly 
began to turn the lock, hoping the 
villain wouldn't be on the other side of 
the door. Bang! - the door exploded 
opened with a crashing boom, causing 

The Trinity Test
Socorro’s “Flash and Boom” – July 16, 1945

WORLD’S FIRST
      ATOMIC BOMB

DETONATED
35 MILES FROM SOCORRO

of the car, he now noticed the entire 
southern sky was illuminated with a 
bright green glow. He watched the 
strange distant flickering with interest, 
a l m o s t  m e s m e r i z e d  b y  t h e  
unexplainable phenomenon. He 
returned to the house, calling for his 
wife and children to come outside and 
look. However, only a minute later, the 
green glow was gone. There was 
nothing to see except the normal 
predawn darkness.

Dave Wade remembers only the 
flash, also assuming it was lightning, 
but no thunder ever followed. On the 
trip to Albuquerque, his father tried to 
explain several times what he had 
seen. Asking Dave Wade what his 
father thought he had seen, he said, 
"He just didn't know. It was like 
nothing he had ever seen before." 
Down the road from the Wade's, 
neighbor Frank and Callie Edwards 
were up early and also saw the 
glowing skies.

The official story, published two 
days later in area newspapers, 
including the Socorro Chieftain, was 
an Army ammunition bunker near 

Many Locals Awakened
by the Blast
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David Wade saw the “flash” as a 
young boy in Claunch, NM with his 
father, Charles.
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The Trinity blast ended a bad dream 
for Marshall Hestor, who was at the 
Val Verde Hotel in 1945.



him to jolt awake from his dream turned nightmare – 
terrified. Now awake, he could still hear the crashing 
noise as it continued to rumble through Socorro for many 
long moments. It was 5:30 a.m. on the morning of July 16, 
1945.

A couple of hours later, Marshall and his father walked 
over to the Socorro Cafe for breakfast. In the booth next to 
them, two men asked the waitress, "What happened this 
morning? The sun seemed to come up with a bang." The 
waitress methodically poured their coffee and calmly 
said, "It always comes up that way in New Mexico!”

Later that day, they stopped in Hot Springs (now Truth 
or Consequences) for lunch, where many of the local 
patrons were talking about the boom and oddly colored 

down Reservoir Road to watch the eastern sky shift from a 
white glow to a reddish glimmer. A few minutes later, he 
was again surprised by a loud boom and the ground 
trembling under his feet. His first thought was an 
earthquake, and for good reason. A much younger Mr. 
Pino remembered the Socorro earthquakes in 1906-1908.

Rushing into the house to check on his family, he found 
them shaken out of bed by the loud boom. They were soon 
all standing in the middle of the street, quickly joined by 
many of their likewise roused neighbors. It seemed the 
whole neighborhood was pointing to the reddish sky and 
asking "What is that?”

One of the neighbors, young Eddie Padilla, remembers 
the orangish- reddish glow lasting many minutes before 
the skies again went dark, only to turn red again a bit later 
as the sun began to rise. Mr. Pino's son, Joe, remembers 
how the women were yelling "We're under attack!," and 
the men arguing whether the Japanese had bombed El 
Paso or the Air Base in Alamogordo.

From interviewing many people, the above scenario 
was repeated all over town, while others seemingly slept 
through the early morning spectacle.

During World War II, a good number of people lived in 
Datil, many of them working at the lumber mill owned by 
Joe Wilson on Sugarloaf Mountain. One of the mill 
workers was "E.C." Gutierrez, who always got up early to 
be at work by the crack of dawn. His 11-year old son, Ben, 
was also just getting up and saw the eastern sky flash and 
turn red. Soon, the whole family was looking eastward 
across the Plains of San Augustin at the red glow that 
appeared to be an early sunrise. Many minutes later, a 
rumbling boom rolled through Datil. That's when his 
mother yelled into the house, "Turn on the radio and see 
what's going on." However, nothing was reported. Today, 
Ben Guiterrez lives in Lemitar and remembers that 
morning well.

IN THE PINES OF DATIL

Socorro “El Defensor Chieftain” Archives
The July 19, 1945 Socorro Chieftain with the front page 
article with the original government “ammunition 
explosion” story. The real explanation was given three 
weeks later when President Harry Truman told the 
country.
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As a young boy, Eddie Padilla was a 
witness to the “day the sun rose 
twice” from the Guadalajara ranch.
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Ben Gutierrez and his father heard 
the boom and waTched the red skies 
from their home in Datil.

skies that morning. It was not until 
two days later in El Paso that 
Marshall's father read about the 
exploding ammunition bunker near 
Alamogordo the morning they were 
in Socorro. Years later, Marshall 
Hester moved to Polvadera, where 
he lives today. For years he drove the 
U.S. Mail truck between Socorro 
and Springerville until his recent 
retirement.

EARLY MORNING WAKE-UP
On the west side of Socorro, 

Lucas Pino was already up and about 
when a brilliant flash "as bright as 
day" illuminated the inside of his 
house. Going outside, he looked 



Photo by Paul Harden
Jacobo Vigil’s Guadalajara Ranch, as it appears today, 
is where the barn was reportedly blowin into the bosque 
by the Trinity blast.

Many people in Datil and Pie Town saw the flash, the 
mysterious red skies and the boom, even though over 100 
miles from the Trinity Site. At Coker's Eagle Guest 
Ranch, and at the lumber mill, many people thought it was 
a Japanese or German attack. Like all the other witnesses 
in the region, nobody knew for certain what they had 
witnessed and struggled to explain it.

SNAKE HILL
South of U.S. 60 on the west end of the Plains of San 

Augustin, a 150-foot high hill, called Snake Hill by the 
locals, was likely used as a remote observatory for the 
test. From atop the hill looking southeast, there is a gap 
between the Magdalena and San Mateo Mountains 
leading directly to the Trinity Site about 80 miles distant.

Local ranchers recall how "the Army built a small 
bunker on Snake Hill towards the end of the war." Some of 
these ranchers provided the large amounts of water 
needed for mixing the cement for the structures. A large, 
guyed steel tower was also installed that appeared to hold 
cameras and other instruments near the top. Sometime 
after the war, the local ranchers recall "the Army came and 
bulldozed the structures, covering them with dirt." 

Evidence of the building, a cement foundation that was 
clearly a substantial bunker, anchors for the tower, and 
guy wires remain today. It is similar to another bunker 
built on the West Mesa near Belen – though the Army 
denies a Trinity observation facility was at this location.

The historical records of the Trinity Test does not 
contain information on a structure built on the Plains of 
San Augustin. If you know anything about the Snake Hill 
site, whether related to the Trinity Test or not, please 
inform the author. The purpose of this bunker on Snake 
Hill has been an enigma for many years.

SAN ANTONIO
The boom was so loud around San Antonio and San 

Pedro, windows in many homes and businesses were 
cracked or broken. Many people were either awakened by 
the brilliant flash, or nearly thrown out of bed by the shock 
wave. Such as Rowena Baca, present owner of the Owl 
Bar and Cafe, who was a small child at the time. Her 
grandmother grabbed Rowena and the other children in 
the house and shoved them under the bed, fearing the 
world was coming to an end.

Southeast of San Pedro on the Guadalara Ranch, 
Jacobo Vigil was awakened by a thundering boom that 
rattled his ranch house. Running outside to see what was 
going on, he saw an eerie red glow to the east, as if 
hanging over the Oscura Mountains. A bit later, when the 
real sun had risen, Mr. Vigil went outside to begin his 
daily chores when suddenly realizing his barn was gone. 
He found his old barn, now a pile of collapsed lumber, 
scattered to the west into the bosque.

Later that morning, Mr. Vigil drove into San Antonio, 
stopping at the Allaire Merchantile Store, noticing all the 
east facing windows were broken or completely blown 
out. The store was full of excited people relating their 
stories of the morning boom, broken windows and 
cracked adobe walls. Jacobo Vigil told of his collapsed 
barn. Owner Pierre Allaire kept repeating, in his 
characteristic French accent, "It was the bomb that did all 
of this - the bomb.”

The people of San Antonio were among the first to 
realize what had caused all the excitement and damage 
that morning. The Owl Bar and Cafe, then owned by Jose 
Miera, was a favorite watering hole for the scientists and 
soldiers traveling to and from the Trinity Site. Their very 
presence in San Antonio over several months was a red 
flag some secret government project was happening 
nearby. Though the oath of secrecy was never broken, 
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According to local ranchers, this is the remnant of a 
“Government observation station” built atop a hill a few 
miles east of Datil near US-60. Locals well recall it being 
built, providing the water for mixing the cement, then 
being dismantled shortly after the test. The Trinity Site 
is about 80 miles away – located in the gap between the 
two mountain ranges.



Jose Miera, his workers, and a few others were alerted to 
"keep an eye on the eastern sky Monday morning and 
you'll see something like you've never seen before." 

Several people heeded this advice and were standing 
in the streets of San Antonio when the skies lit up. They 
immediately knew the flash, the boom, and the glowing 
red sky was from this "new kind of bomb." Those who did 
not heed the alert were rattled out of their beds instead.

When store owner Pierre Allaire announced "It was the 
bomb," he was echoing the suspicions of many people 
around San Antonio.

SOCORRO'S "SECRETS”
Many people in Socorro knew the military was 

engaged in some secret project east of San Antonio as 
well.

In February, 1945, the construction of the Trinity Base 
Camp had secretly begun. Carl Rudder, an Army 
Engineering Specialist, arrived at the base camp to 
operate the power plant and wells. In short order, Rudder 
discovered the brackish water from the McDonald and 
base camp wells were insufficient to meet the needs of the 
camp and nearly unfit for drinking. Hiring local people, 
trucks were soon traveling almost daily between Socorro 
and "the secret base" with fuel and water. He even dubbed 
his facility "The East Jesus and Socorro Light and Water 
Company.”

The water trucks were filled at the Socorro Fire 
Station, while the fuel trucks were filled with gasoline and 
diesel at the Standard Bulk Plant. These large water and 
fuel trucks, plus the military caravans traveling through 
Socorro on U.S. 85, did not go unnoticed.

Area ranchers, such as Luke Muncie and Johnny Vigil 
(Jacobo Vigil's son) were hired for their welding skills to 
help build the Trinity tower, though at the time, they only 
knew it was to "test a bomb." 

Socorroan's working for the AT&SF railroad were 
suddenly building a siding out in the middle of nowhere 
south of Black Mesa. It would be this new railroad siding, 

military operation was going on out on the Jornada. The 
only real mystery is why so many failed to make the 
connection to the July 16th flash and boom that covered 
Socorro County. Of course, a bomb that could be seen, 
heard and felt from Carrizozo to Quemado, and Truth or 
Consequences to Claunch, was simply beyond the 
comprehension of most people of that time.

THE TRINITY BLAST
The Manhattan Project was so secret, even the vice 

president of the United States, Harry Truman, did not 
know much about it. That changed on April 12, 1945 
when President Roosevelt died and Truman became 
President. He was briefed a few days later on America's 
most secret war-time project, the building of the atomic 
bomb at the secret labs at Los Alamos and the upcoming 
test “in the desert of New Mexico.”
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The Standard Oil Bulk Plant is still located in Socorro 
along the railroad tracks near U.S. 85.

Courtesy of White Sands
 Missile Range archives
Loca l  ranchers  Luke  
Muncie and Johnny Vigil 
worked as welders on the 
tower that held the atomic 
bomb at the Trinity Site.
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The “secret” base received 
its mail in Socorro at Post 
Office Box 632 – hardly a 
secret .

called the Pope Siding, 
that the atomic bomb 
would be unloaded and 
carried to the Trinity Site 
on a special 16-wheeled 
truck. The road bladed 
from the Pope Siding to 
the Trinity Site still 
e x i s t s ,  c a l l e d  t h e  
"Government Road" on 
most maps. 

The highway from 
Bingham to Alamogordo 
had been closed by the 
military, arousing further 
suspicions.

And, there was plenty 
of talk in Socorro about 
the many ranchers that 
were no longer allowed 
to spend the night on their 
ranches. Many took 
temporary housing in 
Tu l a r o s a ,  s o m e  i n  
Socorro, such as long, 
established ranchers like 
the McDonald's, Foster's, 
B r u t o n ' s ,  a n d  t h e  
Martin's, to name a few.

It even became known 
that every few days, an 
official Army sedan 
retrieved mail at the 
Socorro Post Office from 
Box 632.

To many people in 
S o c o r r o  a n d  S a n  
Antonio, it  was no 
mystery some secret 



Photo: Author’s collection
This now declassified photo shows the atomic bomb 
being hoisted into the tower for the July 16, 1945 Trinity 
Test.

On May 7th, Germany surrendered, leaving President 
Truman anxious to end the war with Japan. Following two 
massive fire bombings of Tokyo, with more than 180,000 
casualties, Hirohito refused to surrender. Truman ordered 
the test of the atomic bomb as soon as possible, 
accelerating the efforts at Trinity Site.

On the morning of July 16, the world's first atomic 
bomb was detonated at 5:29:45 in the morning, just 35 
miles southeast of Socorro. President Truman was 
immediately notified of the successful test.

To show the importance of the Trinity Test, the 
following day, President Truman met with British Prime 
Minister Winston Churchill and Russian leader Joseph 
Stalin in Potsdam. After briefing them on the secret 
Trinity Test, he sought, and received, their permission to 
use the atomic bomb on Japan before ordering the allied 
invasion. First, they would give Hirohito one more 
opportunity to surrender. On July 26, the Potsdam 
Proclamation, calling for Japan's unconditional 
surrender, was issued. Japan rejected the surrender 
document on April 29th.

On August 6, President Truman addressed the nation 
and informed the American people that an atomic bomb 
had been tested "in the deserts of New Mexico," and a 
second atomic bomb had been dropped on Hiroshima 
earlier that day, causing immense destruction and urged 
the surrender of Japan. This was the first public mention 
of the atomic bomb, and the first time the people of 
Socorro knew for certain the cause of the "flash and 
boom" three weeks earlier.

On August 8th, Hirohito informed Truman he refused 
to surrender. The following morning, the atomic bomb 
was dropped on Nagasaki. On August 14th, Japan 
surrendered to the allies. The invasion of Japan was called 
off and hundreds of Navy ships, carrying tens of 

thousands of troops, began returning to the states. World 
War Two was finally over.

The secrecy of the Manhattan Project, well maintained 
throughout the war, was no more. The only secret 
remaining was the United States had no more atomic 
bombs. The three that had been built had all been used - 
the one in New Mexico for the Trinity Test and the two in 
Japan.

Historians still argue what would have happened had 
Japan not surrendered following Nagasaki with no more 
atomic bombs in our arsenal.

THE WHITE COWS
One of the stories often heard is how the cows turned 

grey or white after the test. Many ranchers experienced 
this, such as on the Bursum Ranch near Ozanne, a nearly 
forgotten town near the Malpais lava flows south of U.S. 
380 and east of the Trinity Site.

Young Holm Bursum III was working on his 
grandfather’s ranch that summer and remembers well 
how he, and the other ranch hands, were nearly tossed out 
of their bunks by the blast. 

Unlike other area ranches, the Bursum ranch had not 
been asked to vacate for 
the test. By a couple of 
weeks later, most of their 
cattle had turned white on 
the side facing the blast, 
and in some cases, lost 
their coat altogether.

According to Bursum, 
a few months later, the 
A t o m i c  E n e r g y  
Commission purchased 
some of the Bursum's 
white cattle, removing 
two truck loads of cows, 
bulls and calves. They 
were told the stock was 
being taken to the AEC 
facility at Oak Ridge, 
Tennessee for testing.

Holm Bursum Jr. was 
contacted by the AEC 
about a year later,  
informing him the cattle 
tes ted OK and the  
offspring was normal. 
There was no evidence 
that the white cows were 
unhealthy or produced 
abnormal calves and the 
remaining cows of the 
Bursum herd could 
assumed to be normal 
and healthy.

A 1957 article in the Socorro 
Chieftain confirms that 
some cattle turned grey and 
loss of hair – in spite of 
official government denials 
at the time.



Photo courtesy Florence Martin
While the McDonald Ranch was restored as part of the Trinity National Historic 
Site, the other ranches were not. This is what the Martin Ranch looked like, with 
abandoned Army vehicles, in 1982.

Yet, an article in a 1957 Socorro Chieftain, obviously 
from an official press release, fully confirms the stories of 
the exposed cows by Bursum and other local ranchers. 
The article states, “The cows suffered greying, loss of 
hair, unsightly sores and prominent overgrowth on the 
hides but no evidence of cancer has yet been seen.”

In all fairness to the U.S. Army, Bursum and these local 
ranchers are still around to recall their rememberances of 
the Trinity Test. The Army personnel at the time are not – 
they were transferred to new duty station, discharged, and 
scattered across the country. Their memories of the white 
cows scattered with them.

Regardless, there is little doubt that some of the cows 
indeed turned white – or at least grey. 

THE AFTERMATH
Several weeks after the test, nearby ranchers Dean and 

Evelyn Fite rode the country on horseback looking for the 
bomb site. They easily found it on the McDonald Ranch 
by following the new roads and the cables stretching out 
from the bunkers. The site was a shallow crater several 
hundred yards across covered with a cap of green glass 
and remnants of the tower. Evelyn Fite remembers how 
the entire area was deserted – the buildings and bunkers 
were abandoned, cables, metal and junk strewn about, and 
absolutely nobody around, not even a guard.

Frank and Florence Martin had the same experience 
when they were temporarily allowed to return to their 
ranch. Army vehicles were left abandoned in front of their 
ranch house, bullet holes shot through their cattle tanks, 
and the large base camp on the McDonald Ranch stood 
completely empty as if a ghost town.

The Fites, Martins, and others all state the Trinity Site 
was abandoned and the green glass, now called Trinite, 
remained untouched for years.

In late1945, the Manhattan Project was disbanded and 
became the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC). The 
crater of green glass remained untouched until 1953, 
when the AEC had the site cleaned up and the green glass 
buried several miles south of the site. A piece of the 
"Jumbo" bomb casing was given to Socorro, which was 
unveiled on the Socorro Plaza by the Chamber of 
Commerce as part of the "Free State of Socorro" 
celebrations. Highway signs were erected declaring 
Socorro as "Home of the Trinity Site." This was done 
primarily to counteract Alamogordo's claims to the 
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Several years after the Trinity Test, this piece of the 
bomb casing was found near a cattle tank on the Fite 
Ranch several miles away from ground zero.

East of Bingham was the White 
Store. Owner Mac Smith had a 
black cat that turned white and seen 
by many of the store's patrons 
following the test. He later sold his 
white cat for $5 to a tourist wanting 
a souvenir of the Trinity Test.

There are many similar stories, 
including many area ranchers 
whose beards turned white for 
several months following the blast. 
There are just too many stories of 
cattle (and beards) turning white to 
be discounted.

In researching this article, 
White Sands Missile Range was 
contacted. Their Public Affairs 
Office adamantly denied that any 
cows turned white as a result of the 
Trinity Test, citing, “That is simply 
an urban legend.”



Trinity Site, something they still seemed to be confused 
about yet today!

In the August 13, 1953 Socorro Chieftain, the headline 
read "AEC Declares Trinity Site Safe." The article 
continues "The AEC has completed all work necessary to 
eliminate possible radiological hazards at Trinity Site. 
The green-glass fragments of fused sand, dubbed  
Trinitrite (sic) by the AEC, have been scraped up and 
buried, said Gen. K.E. Fields, Director of Military 
Applications." If nothing else, this old Chieftain article 
reveals the origin of the term "Trinitite," and that the AEC 
can not spell.

KELLY HALL
In 1954, the Army began to dismantle the main base 

camp on the McDonald Ranch, abandoned since 1945. 
Three barracks buildings were offered to the City of 
Socorro, which in turn were given to the Socorro County 
Fair and Rodeo Association by mayor Holm Bursum Jr.. 
These buildings were put together forming a "tee" for an 
exhibit hall and custodian residence, being restored by 
volunteers. This was proudly announced in the September 
20, 1954 Socorro Chieftain: "The Socorro County Fair, 

for the first time, was held ENTIRELY at the fair grounds 
utilizing the `new Kelly Exhibit Hall,' the former Trinity 
barracks building." In previous years, the exhibit portion 
of the fair had been held at the Garcia Opera House, the 
High School Gym, and even the Court House basement. 
The proud heritage of this Trinity building was expressed 
for years, though sadly seems to be lost today.

On the morning of July 16, 1945, in the blink of an eye, 
the Trinity test instantly put Socorro, New Mexico on the 
map. Many of Socorro's senior citizens alive today were 
front row witnesses to the flash and boom that was 
literally "felt around the world."
—————

Some of the references used in this article:
History pages from the White Sands Missile Range and 
Atomic Energy Commission websites; numerous issues of 
the Socorro Chieftain, 1945, 1947, 1953, 1954, 1995; 
Interviews with Joe Pino, Vincent Pino, Evelyn Fite, 
Eddie Padilla, Holm Bursum III, David Wade, Sonny 
Baca, Ben Gutierrez, Marshall Hester, Chuck Muncie, 
Florence Martin, Jack Bruton, Sonny Edwards, and 
Nestor Chavez.
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(Left) This piece of “Jumbo” 
was given to Socorro in 1953. 
Today, the monument is 
located to the south of the 
Socorro Plaza.

(Right) Nestor Chavez, who 
worked for the City for 30 
years, moved the piece of 
“Jumbo” to the Plaza in 1953 
with a backhoe. Chavez 
remembered it was so heavy, 
the tires on the backhoe went 
flat.

Courtesy of White Sands Missile Range
The “secret” Trinity Base Camp, with the numerous 
barracks buildings, on the McDonald Ranch in 1945.
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Three of the barracks buildings today, serving as the 
Kelly Hall complex at the Socorro County Fairgrounds.
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