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I grew up in Arvada, Colorado, near the Rocky Flats nuclear weaponry facility, which secretly 

produced more than seventy thousand plutonium triggers for nuclear bombs and, unbeknownst to 

residents, contaminated the environment with toxic and radioactive materials. Arvada is near Boulder, 

Colorado, not far from Denver. Our house was next to a lake, with a backdrop of the Rocky Mountains. 

My siblings and I played in the backyard, swam in the lake, and rode our horses in the fields around the 

plant. No one knew the land was contaminated, and none of us understood what was happening just down 

the road. Cold War secrecy was the rule. 

Rocky Flats was the great monolith of my childhood. Everyone in my neighborhood knew of 

Rocky Flats and was fearful of it—and fascinated by it—but no one knew what really went on there. 

Some thought it manufactured cleaning supplies. For decades, Rocky Flats had been releasing toxic and 

radioactive elements into the air, water, and soil, but it had all been covered up. The government, Dow 

Chemical, and later Rockwell International, one of the nation’s largest industrial corporations, assured us 

that Rocky Flats was safe, despite constant and ongoing leaks and fires. There was a lot of cancer and 

illness in my neighborhood, and we all wondered if it was related to Rocky Flats. But no one talked 

openly about Rocky Flats.  

 I moved away after college and was living in Germany when the accident at Chernobyl occurred. (I 

thought I had escaped having to worry about radioactive contamination!) I returned to the States to go to 

graduate school. In 1995, when I was a single parent with two young sons, working my way through 

graduate school, I went to work at Rocky Flats. Many of the kids I grew up with had ended up working at 

Rocky Flats because the pay and benefits were so good. I needed the job, and I was keen to learn what 

actually happened at the plant.  

The weekly reports that I typed as part of my job described problems with toxic and radioactive 

waste storage, leaking drums and containers, spray ―irrigation‖ of radioactive waste, fires, and other 

environmental problems. I learned strange acronyms like MUF, meaning ―material unaccounted for,‖ a 

bland way of saying that pounds of plutonium had been lost. I began to learn the history and problems of 

the plant, including some of the details of the 1989 FBI raid after which Plutonium operations ceased, and I 

felt stunned by what I had not known all those years—and what the public did not know. The day I 

learned that I was literally working next to 14.2 metric tons of plutonium—much of it unsafely stored—

was the day I knew I had to quit, and that someday I would write a book about Rocky Flats 

 I had a number of interesting experiences when I was working at Rocky Flats. On my lunch hour, 

along with some of the other female employees, I would put my high heels under my desk, don a pair of 

tennis shoes, and walk around the plant site for exercise. Each day we walked past a flat area marked off 

with yellow police tape that said ―Do not cross this line.‖ A secretary explained to me that this was the 

―903 Pad.‖ I later learned that this was a deeply contaminated area due to thousands of leaking drums 

filled with plutonium-laced materials that had been stored there for more than a decade, in the open air. 

She explained that the yellow ribbon was to keep us from walking on ground contaminated with 

plutonium.  

―How does the plutonium know not to cross over to this side?‖ I asked.  

 ―It knows. Plutonium doesn’t travel,‖ she answered. This, of course, turned out to be false. Particles 

of plutonium can attach to dust and soil particles, and are easily picked up by the wind. One millionth of a 

gram of plutonium can cause cancer. 

 On another day, I was having lunch with an administrative assistant named Patricia. She brought 

along a friend who was a technical writer. He started talking about what Rocky Flats produced— 

plutonium ―triggers‖ for nuclear bombs, and how deadly they were. 

―It’s not actually a bomb,‖ Patricia said. 



―Right,‖ I agreed. Like all the other workers, we used euphemisms like ―trigger‖ or ―pit‖ or 

―button.‖ It was easy to think about someone else pulling the trigger. We weren’t really responsible, or 

even fully aware of the plant’s history and operations. 

―Well, what is it then?‖ he asked.  

―A pit,‖ I said. 

―That’s a bomb,‖ he replied. 

―No, it’s not,‖ I said. I should know. I’d been typing pages and pages about pits. 

―A pit is only a critical component of a nuclear bomb,‖ said Patricia with authority. She’d been 

typing pages and pages, too. ―It’s not the bomb itself.‖ 

He laughed. ―Are you girls kidding me? That’s like saying that water is only a critical component 

of the ocean. Or that the planets are merely critical components of the solar system.‖ He paused. ―There’s 

no bomb without the pit,‖ he said somberly. ―The pit is it.‖  

That was the day that I realized the magnitude, on a national and international level, of Rocky 

Flats, and began to come to terms with my own feelings about being involved in the nuclear weapons 

business. 

More than ten years of research went into the writing of Full Body Burden. I read hundreds of 

pages of documentation, conducted extensive interviews (as well as relying upon many conducted by the 

Maria Rogers Oral History Program and the Rocky Flats Cold War Museum), and pored over newspaper 

articles, photographs, and previously classified information. Also, through the research and writing of this 

book, I was able to reconnect with many of the people I grew up with. Randy Sullivan, for example, was a 

childhood friend (and crush), and we had lost touch. It turned out that not only had he also worked at 

Rocky Flats, but he was the last firefighter to fight a plutonium fire at the facility.  

 The story of attorney Peter Nordberg is especially poignant for me. Peter was one of the prosecuting 

attorneys for Cook  v. Rockwell Int’l Corp,  the class-action lawsuit by local residents against Rocky Flats. 

He devoted more than twenty years of his life to pursuing justice in this case, and he spent many hours in 

interviews with me. Sadly, he died unexpectedly of a heart condition just weeks after our last interview, 

and only days before his winning verdict was overturned on appeal. Several of the people I interviewed 

for this book have died within the last year or two. And yet, with a half-life of 24,000 years, plutonium on 

and near the Rocky Flats site will persist long after we—and our children, our grandchildren, our great-

grandchildren, and the many generations beyond—are gone.  
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