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SHORT SYNOPSIS
A chilling nightmare plays out at a Titan II missile complex in Arkansas in
September, 1980. A worker accidentally drops a socket, puncturing the fuel tank of
an intercontinental ballistic missile carrying the most powerful nuclear warhead in our
arsenal, an incident which ignites a series of feverish efforts to avoid a deadly
disaster. Directed by Robert Kenner (FOOD, INC.) and based on the critically acclaimed
book by Eric Schlosser (FAST FOOD NATION), COMMAND AND CONTROL is a
minute-by-minute account of this long-hidden story. Putting a camera where there was
no camera that night, Kenner brings this nonfiction thriller to life with stunning original
footage shot in a decommissioned Titan II missile silo. Eyewitness accounts — from the
man who dropped the socket, to the man who designed the warhead, to the Secretary
of Defense— chronicle nine hours of terror that prevented an explosion 600 times
more powerful than Hiroshima.

LONG SYNOPSIS
From Robert Kenner, director of the groundbreaking film FOOD. INC., and Mark
Samels, executive producer of the Oscar-nominated film LAST DAYS IN VIETNAM,
comes COMMAND AND CONTROL, the long-hidden story of a deadly accident at a
Titan II missile complex in Damascus, Arkansas in 1980. Based on the criticallyacclaimed book of the same name by Eric Schlosser (FAST FOOD NATION), the
chilling new documentary exposes the terrifying truth about the management of
America’s nuclear arsenal and shows what can happen when the weapons built to
protect us threaten to destroy us. The film features the minute-by-minute accounts of Air
Force personnel, weapon designers, and first responders who were on the scene that
night. COMMAND AND CONTROL reveals the unlikely chain of events that caused the
accident and the feverish efforts to prevent the explosion of a ballistic missile carrying
the most powerful nuclear warhead ever built by the United States – a warhead 600
times more powerful than the bomb that destroyed Hiroshima.
On the evening of September 18, 1980, Airmen David F. Powell and Jeffrey L. Plumb
were performing routine maintenance at the Titan II silo in Damascus, Arkansas. At the
age of 21, Powell was considered a highly experienced missile technician; Plumb, who
had just turned 19, was still in training. As the two stood on a platform near the top of
the Titan II, a socket fell from Powell’s wrench, plummeted 70 feet and, shockingly,
punctured the missile. A stream of highly explosive rocket fuel began pouring into the
silo.
Nothing like this had ever happened to a Titan II before, and the Air Force didn’t know
what to do. For the next eight hours, the leadership of the Strategic Air Command (SAC)
frantically struggled to figure out how to prevent a massive explosion and retain control
of the thermonuclear warhead – a weapon so powerful that it could destroy much of
Arkansas and deposit lethal radioactive fallout across the east coast
A cautionary tale of freak accidents, near misses, human fallibility and extraordinary
heroism, COMMAND AND CONTROL forces viewers to confront the great dilemma that
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the U.S. has faced since the dawn of the nuclear age: how do you manage weapons of
mass destruction without being destroyed by them?

FILMMAKERS
Directed By ROBERT KENNER
Produced By ROBERT KENNER
MELISSA ROBLEDO
MARK SAMELS
ERIC SCHLOSSER
Screenplay By ROBERT KENNER
ERIC SCHLOSSER
Story By BRIAN PEARLE
KIM ROBERTS
Directors of Photography PAUL GOLDSMITH
JAY REDMOND
Edited By KIM ROBERTS, A.C.E.
Music By MARK ADLER

BASED ON COMMAND AND CONTROL
BY ERIC SCHLOSSER
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ABOUT THE PARTICIPANTS, IN ORDER OF APPEARANCE
Staff Sergeant Rodney L. Holder was the ballistic missile systems analyst technician
responsible for keeping the Titan II at Damascus ready to launch.
Lieutenant Allan D. Childers was the deputy commander of the Titan II Missile
Combat Crew in Damascus.
Eric Schlosser is the author of Command and Control.
Bob Peurifoy is an engineer who joined the nuclear weapons-building Sandia
Laboratory in 1952 and subsequently became its leading advocate for nuclear weapon
safety.
Senior Airman David Powell was a 21-year-old Titan II repairman on Propellant
Transfer System Team A in Damascus.
Airman Jeffrey L. Plumb was a 19-year-old on Propellant Transfer System Team A at
the Titan II Missile complex in Damascus.
Bill Stevens is an engineer who became the first head of Sandia’s nuclear safety
department.
Harold Brown was U.S. Secretary of Defense from 1977 to 1981.
Col. John T. Moser was commander of the 308th Strategic Missile Wing at Little Rock
Air Force Base.
Col. Ben G. Scallorn was a Titan II expert at the Eighth Air Force at Barksdale Air
Force Base in Louisiana.
James L. “Skip” Rutherford III was a staff member in the Little Rock office of
Arkansas Senator David H. Pryor.
David H. Pryor was a U.S. Senator from Arkansas from 1979 to 1997.
Sid King was the 27-year old manager of a local radio station in nearby Clinton.
Sam Hutto is a dairy farmer whose land was across the road from the Damascus
missile site.
Senior Airman James R. Sandaker was a young missile technician on Propellant
Transfer System Team B.
Senior Airman Greg Devlin was on Propellant Transfer System Team B.
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Q&A WITH DIRECTOR ROBERT KENNER
Why did you want to make a film of "Command and Control?"
Eric had written this incredibly powerful book and it’s a gripping story, but it wasn’t until I
saw a photo the missile silo that I knew I could make the film. The idea of creating a
documentary thriller set in a nuclear missile silo really excited me. We were fortunate to
film in a decommissioned complex that is essentially a replica of the accident site, so we
were able to take this incredible story and really bring it to life. On a larger note, this was
an opportunity to make a young generation aware of the dangers that our nuclear
arsenal presents not only to our enemies, but to ourselves as well.
This is the second film you made with Eric – what is your collaboration process like?
Eric writes such intelligent, important and meticulously researched books, it really is an
honor to collaborate with him. Fast Food Nation was the starting point for FOOD, INC. –
it was a present-day story that continued to evolve from the book and we steered that
process together. With Command and Control, the task was to take a comprehensive
history and turn it into a movie. Eric had already done all the heavy-lifting, so making the
film was more a process of elimination as opposed to one of discovery.
Was it difficult getting the participants to agree to be interviewed on camera?
there anyone you wanted to interview who refused?

Was

All of the participants were moved by and impressed with Eric’s book, so that really
paved the way for their participation in the film. The one exception was a former Vice
Commander of the Strategic Air Command, General Lloyd Leavitt – I had hoped to
interview him, but he didn’t respond to our requests.
What was the most surprising thing you learned during the course of the interviews?
Harold Brown was Secretary of Defense when the Damascus accident occurred, so I
wanted to know what his reaction was at the time. He said that after he learned there
had neither been an explosion nor any scattering of nuclear material, his “level of
attention went way down.” He continued, “accidents were not unusual in the defense
department… there must have been several every day.” That was shocking and also
very troubling. In fact, just days before the accident in Damascus, a B-52 in Grand
Forks, North Dakota carrying twelve thermonuclear weapons caught fire and threatened
to spread radioactive fallout throughout the northern Plains. These accidents were in the
news, but because the Air Force maintained there was never great danger, the impact
wasn’t felt at the time.
The segments filmed in the silo look like something from a Hollywood blockbuster.
Where did you film?
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We were very fortunate to film at the Titan Missile Museum in Green Valley, Arizona –
it’s an incredible landmark. It's one of 54 TITAN II missile complexes that were spread
across Arizona, Kansas and Arkansas. The museum is the only remaining Titan II site,
and it's open to the public. You walk into the place and it’s as though everything has
been frozen in time. The historic artifacts and details have been painstakingly restored
by staff members who were a tremendous help to us. It truly was a dream location.
When Americans are polled about important problems facing the nation, the threat of
nuclear war or a nuclear accident doesn't come up. Why do you think that is?
I vividly remember duck and cover drills during the Cuban Missile Crisis – we were all
acutely aware of the incredible threat of nuclear weapons. Somehow with the fall of the
Soviet Empire, the danger posed by these powerful machines seems to have been
forgotten. Maybe it’s that we don’t want to think about it. It is troubling that most
Americans don’t know the immensely destructive power they represent.
What do you hope people will take away from the film?
Opinions range widely on whether we should have nuclear weapons, but while we have
them we can all agree that safety should be paramount. Given how devastating the
consequences of an accident could be, we must strive for the lowest possible
probability. After an accident, everyone will be asking why we didn’t do something. We
need to be asking these questions before it’s too late.
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Q&A WITH AUTHOR AND PRODUCER ERIC SCHLOSSER
What prompted you to write Command and Control?
Years ago, I became interested in the future of warfare in outer space--an issue of great
concern at the Pentagon. I spent time with members of the United States Space
Command and the Air Force Space Command, learning about the threat, about the
possibility of laser weapons and particle beam weapons. Many of the officers in the
space command had begun their careers as launch officers at ballistic missile sites. It
was a natural career path, from missiles to killer satellites. These officers started telling
me stories about nuclear weapons during the Cold War--about accidents, mistakes,
technical glitches. One of them told me the story of the Titan II missile accident at
Damascus. I was amazed that I’d never heard about it. I became much less interested
in the future of warfare in space--and far more concerned about the risk of something
going wrong with a nuclear weapon.
Can you explain the title?
It’s a military phrase. It describes the process by which an officer ensures that orders
are faithfully carried out. It’s about the proper exercise of authority. Effective Command
and Control is essential with nuclear weapons. They’re the most dangerous weapons
ever invented. You don’t want them to be used without permission. You don’t want
them to be stolen or sabotaged or detonated by mistake. And our nuclear Command
and Control has never been perfect. For the past seventy years, these weapons have
always been on the verge of slipping out of control.
How is it that the story of the Damascus accident is so little known?
The story received a good deal of attention at the time. It was covered by the nightly
news, made headlines in our major newspapers. But the Pentagon was adamant that
there was absolutely no way the warhead on the Titan II missile could have detonated.
The press didn’t challenge that assertion. The story was soon forgotten. And we now
know that the Pentagon’s reassuring words were a lie.
Have there been other dangerous nuclear weapon accidents since the one at
Damascus?
Accidents and mistakes continue to occur, but it’s hard to know how dangerous they’ve
actually been. In 2007, the Air Force lost control of half a dozen nuclear weapons for a
day-and-a-half. That’s never a good thing. The weapons were mistakenly loaded onto
a plane and flown across the United States, and then the plane was unguarded on a
runway for hours. In 2008, a fire broke out at a Minuteman missile site--and the fire
alarm there didn’t work. Luckily, the fire burned itself out. Those sites are unmanned;
the fire could have consumed the missile and its nuclear warhead. In 2014, workers
performing routine maintenance on a Minuteman missile did something wrong and
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damaged the missile. The Air Force refuses to discuss what happened during that
accident, which suggests it was pretty serious. During the past few years, American
missile launch officers have been caught cheating on their exams and using illegal
drugs. Airmen responsible for nuclear weapon security have allegedly been caught
using cocaine. The Air Force denies that the safety of our weapons was ever at risk.
But it’s hard to argue that using illegal drugs while working with nuclear weapons is a
good idea.
Is there a common thread among the near-miss accidents?
There are a couple. The first is that the accidents come as a surprise. Nobody
expected that bringing four rubber seat cushions onto a B-52 bomber could start a fire,
cause the plane to crash, and threaten to detonate four hydrogen bombs at a top-secret
military base in Greenland. Nobody expected that dropping a small tool in a Titan II silo
could cause a fuel leak and threaten to detonate the most powerful nuclear warhead the
United States ever built. But those things happened. That sort of accident is almost
impossible to predict. The other common thread is that human beings were involved.
Once people become part of the equation, nothing will be perfect, and despite the best
of intentions, things will inevitably go wrong.
How many of these aging warheads are still scattered around the country?
The United States has about 4,700 nuclear weapons in its current arsenal and a few
thousand retired weapons awaiting dismantlement. The safety mechanisms on today’s
weapons are much better than the ones on the Titan II’s warhead decades ago. But
once a nuclear weapon is fully assembled, its safety is never absolute. Every one of
those weapons is an accident waiting to happen.
What is being done currently to make sure these weapons are secure? Is hacking a
concern?
In 2010, fifty Minuteman missiles suddenly went offline; for almost an hour, their launch
crews couldn’t communicate with them. The problem was later attributed to a computer
glitch. At the time, the Air Force publicly denied that anyone could hack into our nuclear
command-and-control system. But ever since then, it’s been a matter of great concern.
General James Cartwright--who used to head the US Strategic Command, in charge of
all our nuclear weapons--recently warned that the threat of cyberattack on our nuclear
command system is real. A hacker launching a missile with a nuclear warhead sounds
like a plot element from a bad Hollywood movie. But the Pentagon is genuinely worried
about the possibility---not only with our weapons but also with Russia’s and China’s.
What was the most shocking thing you discovered during your research?
The difference between nuclear safety and nuclear catastrophe may rest on the working
of a single switch, a computer chip, a piece of rubber-coated wire. It’s incredible that
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millions of people could die if a single little switch fails.

NUCLEAR WEAPONS: SOME FACTS AND KEY DATES
The designers of the first atomic bomb were concerned that a nuclear detonation might
ignite the earth’s atmosphere and kill every living thing on earth. They went ahead and
tested the nuclear device anyway.
A single hydrogen bomb, detonated at the Capitol Building, could release enough
radioactive fallout to kill everyone in Washington, D.C., everyone in Baltimore, everyone
in Philadelphia, and half the population of New York City, with fatalities as far north as
Boston.
At the height of the Cold War, the United States had 31,255 nuclear weapons. The
Soviet Union had more than 35,000.
The two presidents responsible for the largest reductions in America’s nuclear arsenal
were George H.W. Bush and George W. Bush. Both cut the number of nuclear
weapons in half.
There are currently more than 15,000 nuclear weapons in the world. The United States
and Russia possess more than 90 percent of them.
Many of the nuclear warheads in the American arsenal are about twenty times more
powerful than the atomic bomb that destroyed Hiroshima.
A single American ballistic missile submarine has the capacity to destroy more than one
hundred cities. The United States has fourteen of those submarines.
A relatively small nuclear war between India and Pakistan, involving about one hundred
weapons, could kill more than a billion people.
Although the Pentagon claims that the United States had only thirty-two nuclear weapon
accidents during the Cold War, the actual number is more than one thousand.
On January 24, 1961, a B-52 bomber developed a fuel leak and broke apart over
Goldsboro, North Carolina, while carrying two hydrogen bombs. When one of the
hydrogen bombs hit the ground, a firing signal was sent. A single safety switch inside
the weapon prevented a thermonuclear explosion that would have destroyed much of
North Carolina and spread lethal radioactive fallout up the east coast. That type of
safety switch was later found to be defective in other weapons.
Titan II missiles were first deployed in 1963. There were 54 missiles, equally divided
between bases in Arkansas, Arizona, and Kansas. The last Titan II was
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decommissioned in 1987, representing the end of liquid-fueled intercontinental ballistic
missiles.
On September 15, 1980, just a few days before the Titan II accident at Damascus, an
engine beneath the wing of a B-52 bomber caught on fire. The B-52 was parked near a
runway at Grand Forks Air Force Base in North Dakota. The plane was carrying four
hydrogen bombs and eight missiles with nuclear warheads. The engine fire burned for
more than three hours, but strong winds blew the flames away from the plane’s bomb
bay. Had the plane been assigned a different parking space that night, with its nose
pointed in the opposite direction, the weapons would have caught on fire, potentially
destroying the city of Grand Forks or blanketing it with lethal plutonium. The engine fire
started because someone forgot to screw a nut onto a fuel strainer. The missing nut
was smaller than a penny.
On August 30, 2007, a maintenance crew at Barksdale Air Force Base in Louisiana was
surprised to find that a B-52 bomber parked on the runway was carrying six cruise
missiles with nuclear warheads. The weapons had been mistakenly removed from a
bunker at an air base in North Dakota and loaded onto the plane. They had been
unguarded overnight, flown across the United States, and left unattended for another six
hours in Louisiana. For a day-and-a-half, nobody in the Air Force had realized that half
a dozen nuclear weapons were missing.
On May 28, 2008, a maintenance team discovered there had been a fire at a
Minuteman missile silo near F.E. Warren Air Force Base in Wyoming. The fire alarm
hadn’t worked--and luckily, the fire had burned itself out. Flames had short-circuited
wires and singed the cables linking the missile to the silo. The missile was carrying a
nuclear warhead.
In January, 2014, ninety-two Minuteman launch officers at Malmstrom Air Force Base in
Montana--almost half of the launch officers at the base--were suspended from duty and
decertified from nuclear missions amid a cheating scandal. The answers on proficiency
exams were routinely being shared in text messages.
On May 17, 2014, during maintenance on a Minuteman missile at a silo near Peetz,
Colorado, a work crew damaged the missile. Almost two years later, the Air Force still
will not disclose what happened during the accident or how badly the missile was
damaged.
In March, 2016, fourteen airmen responsible for the security of the nuclear warheads
and Minuteman missiles at F.E. Warren Air Force Base were suspended from duty.
They are being investigated for using illegal drugs, including cocaine.
There are currently about a million pounds of plutonium and almost 3 million pounds of
weapons-grade uranium in the world, stored at hundreds of facilities in two dozen
countries.
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FILMMAKER BIOGRAPHIES
ROBERT KENNER -- Producer/Director/Co-Writer
Robert Kenner has won an array of awards and garnered rave reviews for his
documentary work exposing some of today’s least talked of, but most impactful, social
and environmental issues. His film FOOD, INC. was nominated for an Academy Award
and won two Emmys. His most recent documentary, MERCHANTS OF DOUBT,
inspired by the acclaimed book by Naomi Oreskes and Erik Conway, lifted the curtain
on a secretive group of silver-tongued pundits-for-hire who present themselves in the
media as scientific authorities – yet have the contrary aim of spreading maximum
confusion about well-studied public threats ranging from toxic chemicals to
pharmaceuticals to climate change. Kenner received Peabody, Emmy, and Grierson
Awards for his AMERICAN EXPERIENCE film, TWO DAYS IN OCTOBER, an insightful
examination of two key events during the Vietnam Conflict and how they shaped
Americans’ views of the war. Other films for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE include
INFLUENZA 1918, JOHN BROWN’S HOLY WAR, and WAR LETTERS. Kenner was
also co-filmmaker with Richard Pearce on THE ROAD TO MEMPHIS for Martin
Scorsese’s series, THE BLUES. In addition, Kenner has directed a number of specials
for HBO and National Geographic, including the award-winning and inspirational DON’T
SAY GOODBYE. Kenner has also directed a number of award-winning commercials
and corporate videos for eBay, Hewlett Packard, Hallmark, and others.
ERIC SCHLOSSER -- Producer/Co-Writer
As an investigative journalist, Eric Schlosser tries to explore subjects ignored by the
mainstream media and give a voice to people at the margins of society. Schlosser’s first
book, Fast Food Nation (2001), helped start a revolution in how Americans think about
what they eat. It has been translated into more than twenty languages and remained on
The New York Times bestseller list for two years. His second book, Reefer Madness
(2003), looked at America’s thriving underground economy and was also a New York
Times bestseller. Command and Control (2013) revealed the details of America’s effort,
for the past seventy years, to prevent nuclear weapons from being stolen, sabotaged, or
detonated by accident. Command and Control was a finalist for the 2014 Pulitzer Prize
(History), a New York Times Notable Book and bestseller, a Time Magazine Top 10
Nonfiction Book, and won the Gold Medal Award (Nonfiction) from the 2013 California
Book Awards. An expanded version of Schlosser’s New Yorker article, “Break-In at Y12” was recently published as Gods of Metal (2015) in the United Kingdom, New
Zealand, and Australia. Gods of Metal explores the risk of nuclear terrorism by telling
the story of three Catholic pacifists who broke into one of the most heavily guarded
nuclear weapon facilities in the world. His next book is about the American prison
system.
Two of Schlosser’s plays, Americans (2003) and We the People (2007), have been
produced in London. He served as an executive producer of the films FAST FOOD
NATION (2006), THERE WILL BE BLOOD (2008), FOOD CHAINS (2014), and HANNA
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RANCH (2014), and as a co-producer of the Oscar-nominated documentary, FOOD,
INC.
MARK SAMELS -- Producer/Executive Producer of American Experience
As executive producer of AMERICAN EXPERIENCE, PBS’s flagship history series,
Mark Samels conceives, commissions and oversees all American Experience films.
Produced by WGBH Boston, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is television’s most-watched
and longest-running history series, and has been honored with nearly every industry
award, including the Peabody, Primetime Emmys, the duPont-Columbia Journalism
Award, Writers Guild Awards, and Sundance Film Festival Audience and Grand Jury
Awards. In 2015, the series received its ninth Academy Award nomination for the
critically acclaimed LAST DAYS IN VIETNAM.
Samels has overseen more than 120 films, expanding both the breadth of subjects and
the filmmaking style embraced by the series, allowing for more contemporary topics and
more witness-driven storytelling. Beginning his career as an independent documentary
filmmaker, he held production executive positions at public television stations in West
Virginia and Pennsylvania before joining WGBH. Samels is a founding member of the
International Documentary Association and has served as a governor of the Academy of
Television Arts & Sciences. A graduate of the University of Wisconsin, Samels holds
honorary Doctor of Humane Letters degrees from Emerson College and Elizabethtown
College.
KIM ROBERTS -- Editor
Kim Roberts is an Emmy-winning editor of feature documentaries. Her recent work
includes THE HUNTING GROUND, MERCHANTS OF DOUBT, WAITING FOR
SUPERMAN, FOOD, INC., and INEQUALITY FOR ALL. Kim won an Emmy for AUTISM
THE MUSICAL, her third nomination. She was also nominated for an Eddie award for
FOOD, INC and WAITING FOR SUPERMAN from the American Cinema Editors. Her
other films include: Oscar Nominees and Sundance Grand Jury Prize Winners
DAUGHTER FROM DANANG and LONG NIGHT’S JOURNEY INTO DAY; AMERICAN
REVOLUTIONARY: THE EVOLUTION OF GRACE LEE BOGGS; TWO DAYS IN
OCTOBER; LAST CALL AT THE OASIS; MADE IN L.A.; THE FALL OF FUJIMORI;
LOST BOYS OF SUDAN; DADDY & PAPA, and A HARD STRAIGHT. Kim received her
Masters Degree in Documentary Film Production from Stanford University, where she
won a Student Academy Award. She is an active member of the Academy of Cinema
Editors (ACE) and the Academy of Motion Pictures Arts and Sciences.
MELISSA ROBLEDO – Producer
Melissa Robledo is an Emmy-winning documentary producer whose recent work
includes Producers Guild Award nominee MERCHANTS OF DOUBT, Academy
Award®-nominated and Emmy-winning FOOD, INC. and WHEN STRANGERS CLICK
for HBO. Melissa co-produced THE ROAD TO MEMPHIS for Martin Scorsese’s series,
THE BLUES and the American Experience film WAR LETTERS. She has contributed to
a variety of films for Participant Media, National Geographic, Discovery Channel and
PBS. Melissa received her Masters Degree in Documentary Film Production from
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Stanford University.

ABOUT AMERICAN EXPERIENCE
For more than 27 years, AMERICAN EXPERIENCE has been television’s mostwatched history series. The series has been hailed as “peerless” (The Wall Street
Journal), “the most consistently enriching program on television” (Chicago Tribune), and
“a beacon of intelligence and purpose” (Houston Chronicle). On air and online, the
series brings to life the incredible characters and epic stories that have shaped
America’s past and present. Acclaimed by viewers and critics alike, AMERICAN
EXPERIENCE documentaries have been honored with every major broadcast award,
including 30 Emmy Awards, four duPont-Columbia Awards, and 17 George Foster
Peabody Awards; the series received an Academy Award® nomination for Best
Documentary Feature in 2015 for LAST DAYS IN VIETNAM.
Exclusive corporate funding for AMERICAN EXPERIENCE provided by Liberty Mutual
Insurance. Major funding provided by the Alfred P. Sloan Foundation. Additional funding
for COMMAND AND CONTROL provided by the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur
Foundation, the Corporation for Public Broadcasting and public television viewers.
AMERICAN EXPERIENCE is produced for PBS by WGBH Boston.
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