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The warhead followed the same 
trajectory as the spotting gun round. 

Once the range was determined, 
the crew loaded a round and set the 
yield, which could be 10 or 20 tons of 
explosive power. That was small for a 
nuclear weapon, but powerful when 
viewed from the small-unit level. While 
tests demonstrated the Davy Crockett 
wasn’t especially accurate, its designers 
didn’t consider that to be a � aw given 
each warhead’s area of destruction. 

Assuming they survived any enemy 
return � re or counterattack, the crew 
could break down their gun and tripod, 
return to their jeep, and drive off to 
seek out another target. Of course, 
the survival issue was something on 
which use of the weapon hinged. The 
men of a Davy Crockett crew would 
probably survive the blast, assuming 
they were under cover; however, their 
proximity to the radiation it produced 
would likely lead to their death or 
debilitation a short time after. 

 Prior to � ring, Davy Crockett units 
would’ve been dif� cult for the enemy 
to locate and destroy. Moving quickly 
across the battle� eld, they could hit 
and run. The potential 2,000 or so 
tactical nukes shattering Soviet spear-
heads would certainly have disrupted 
any such attack. It also brought up the 
issue of giving small units unprece-
dented destructive power. In the event 
of a command control breakdown, the 
proverbial second lieutenant would’ve 
had considerable power in his hands. 

a larger charge and hence more 
range. The M29 version of the Davy 
Crockett—which also consisted of a 
gun, tripod and M388 projectile—had 
a maximum range of three miles and 
weighed about 500 lbs. Transport was 
by truck or armored personnel carrier. 

Now that the army had a tactical 
nuclear weapon system, the ques-
tion became how to deploy it most 
effectively. A plan was devised to 
assign the system to the Pentomic 
divisions’ BG while the tactics were 
kept simple: in the event of a Soviet 
offensive, locate their main attack 
route and lob a wall of tactical nuclear 
shells into the advancing units. 

The � rst Davy Crocketts were 
deployed in 1961. The army had 
originally wanted to deploy 150,000 
of the systems, but the � nal number 
was greatly reduced. At their height 
of their deployment, 2,100 Davy 
Crocketts were ready for action. 

The standard crew was three men, 
each with one weapon mounted on 
a jeep that carried two rounds. Once 
a crew was in range of a target, they 
would dismount the Davy Crockett 
and carry it to a concealed � ring 
position. They would then calculate 
the angle and de� ection needed to 
put the round on target, assisted by a 
spotting gun mounted on the launcher. 
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Of course, the Davy Crockett ended 
up never being employed in combat. 

By the early 1970s the balance 
of power was again shifting. NATO 
introduced a new generation of 
improved tanks, such as the US M-60, 
the German Leopard and the British 
Chieftain, which could hold their own 
against large Soviet armored forma-
tions. Other non-nuclear weapons, 
such as helicopter gunships and wire-
guided anti-tank missiles, provided 
more precise means to destroy enemy 
armored vehicles. Those weapons 
also reduced the collateral damage 
and blowback issues connected 
to the use of nuclear weapons. 

In the meantime, the army had 
dropped the Pentomic concept and 
had gone over to a more conventional 

division-brigade-battalion organiza-
tion. With that reorganization the Davy 
Crockett was withdrawn from Europe 
and then from the entire US Army. 
By 1971 they had all been retired. 

The effectiveness of the system, 
as well as the practicability of the 
decision to place nuclear weapons in 
the hands of three-man teams, was 
never tested. For a few years, though, 
Davy Crockett might easily have been 
king of a tactical nuclear frontier. t
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Three views of soldiers training to operate the weapon.

This three-man crew seems skeptical of the whole idea.

A cover shot of the FM23-30 Davy 
Crockett operator's manual.


