
 

Nuclear Incident on USS Ozbourn, DD 846 

By Mike Krause, LT, Weapons Officer 

Ozbourn spent most of its time in late 1966 and 1967 in the 

Tonkin Gulf off the Coast of North Vietnam on naval gunfire 

support of troops ashore.  During this time, we were fired on by 

shore batteries several times.  In one incident, an amor piercing 

shell exploded in OC compartment berthing area and killed two of 

the men handling ammo in the upper handling room below Mount 

52.  There were also three other casualties, one of whom was very 

serious.  Actually, we were lucky as the after magazine was just 

below that area. 

 We had four Mark 44 nuclear warheads aboard, two of which 

were in the ASROC magazine along with a number of torpedoes for 

the ASROC mount.  This magazine was located just forward of the 

flight deck and aft of the ASROC box launcher.  The other two 

warheads were in the launcher. 

We arrived at midnight on March 24th off the DMZ and 

steamed paralleling the beach until the next morning.  The Captain 

had scheduled a department head meeting for 0800 and The Chief 

Engineer, Supply Officer, Operations Officer, the XO, and the 

Captain were all crammed in the Captain’s sea cabin.   

We were just starting our meeting when we heard a loud 

“clattering” sound, not really an explosion.  We tested the .50 Cal 

machine guns each day at 0800.  Someone said that must be the 

.50’s.  I recall saying “That is not the .50’s.”  It turned out to be 

shrapnel hitting the ship from a shell exploding just to port. 



The second round hit the exterior bulkhead portside on the 01 

level and destroyed the MK 37 Radar which provided gunfire 

control to our 5”/38 main batteries.  There were several seamen 

drawing supplies from the paint locker just below. Fortunately, no 

one was hurt as they were protected from shrapnel by the 

overhang. 

The ASROC sentry on the 01 level amidships where the ASROC 

launcher was located toward the port side ladder to see what had 

happened.  About that time, a third round passed between the 

lifelines and in front of the sentry. 

The next round hit the ASROC magazine’s port side bulkhead.  

The detonation ignited the rocket motor and destroyed the MK 44 

nuclear warhead in the uppermost rack. 

We were now at General Quarters and the OOD had the ship 

in a turn to starboard.  The fire rooms were bringing on more 

boilers as our speed and maneuvering capabilities were limited 

with only one boiler on-line. 

As the MK 37 system and effectively the entire Gunfire 

Control System had been destroyed, the director and guns were 

being operated manually.  This meant that the Gunners Mates had 

to elevate and train both gun mounts and the director manually, a 

very slow process.  This meant our counter battery fire was 

ineffective. 

As Weapons Officer, I had possession of the magazine keys 

which were kept in the safe in my stateroom directly below the 

ASROC magazine.  I ran to my stateroom to get the keys so the 



Damage Control Party could enter the magazine to fight the fire.  I 

was unaware of the damage but suspected the worst. 

As I was trying to open my safe using my flashlight in a dark 

and smoke-filled stateroom with water dripping from the 01 level 

above, I thought to myself, “I could be vaporized any second.” 

By the time I arrived at the magazine, the DC party had 

broken through the door and was fighting the fire.  Firehoses were 

also coming through the blowout hatch which blew out as 

designed, but the hinge sheared.  The heavy hatch ended up on the 

03 level near the signal bags.  If it had hit someone, it probably 

would have killed them. 

When I entered the magazine, the fire was out.  I am not sure 

if the warhead’s high explosive exploded or was simply ruptured 

and experienced a low grade detonation.  I saw the weapons core 

with its stainless steel tritium gas bottle attached by a short piece 

of tubing lying on the deck. 

Later than day, we had some EOD guys from the carrier 

aboard who dismantled the damaged weapons. 

We proceeded to Subic Bay where the weapons were off-

loaded and the Ships Repair Facility repaired some of the battle 

damage.  I believe shortly after that, all nuclear warheads were 

removed from ASROC capable ships in the combat zone.   

All the events described here occurred in a relatively short 

period of time.  It is hard to imagine the unintended consequences, 

political and otherwise, had the weapon detonated.  The safety 

features built into the warhead obviously worked.  It is a credit to 



the training and professionalism of the crew that the ship was not 

lost, and I thank them that I am here today to relate my 

experience. 

Mike Krause 

 

 

 

 


