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Pennsylvania Sailor an Eyewitness to Operation Crossroads 

(Pennsylvania Military Museum, J. Gleim, Museum Curator) 

 

 

Francis Michael Bedner of Erie, PA served in the Navy from 1943 until 1948 as an Opticalman (OM). A highly 

specialized rating, the OM was responsible for maintaining and repairing the sensitive optical equipment used in 

the US naval fleet.  This equipment included periscopes, telescopes, range finders, and binoculars. From March 

1943 until the middle of 1946, Bedner was stationed at the Philadelphia Navy Yard.  

In the summer of 1946 Bedner sailed aboard the USS Ajax, a Vulcan-class repair ship, from Pearl Harbor, 

Hawaii to Bikini Atoll in the Marshall Islands where he participated in Operation Crossroads. Operation 

Crossroads was a series of nuclear tests conducted to explore the effect of nuclear weapons on navy warships. 

The operation included two nuclear detonations: "Able" and "Baker". The "Able" test shot occurred on July 1, 

1946 when a B-29 Superfortress dropped an implosion-type atomic bomb with a 23-kiloton yield on a target 

fleet of 90 naval vessels including the USS Pennsylvania (BB-38), which had been damaged during the Battle 

of Okinawa in 1945.  

 



 
 

On the day of the “Able” test, Bedner carefully recorded an hour-by-hour account of the event, seen here. He 

also composed letters describing what he saw that day to his wife, Marie, and to his infant daughter 

Marifrances, whom he had not yet met. These letters as well as his daily correspondence with his wife and other 

family members from 1942 until 1951 are now a part of the Pennsylvania Military Museum’s permanent 

collection. The collection also includes an assortment of 35 various lenses Bedner used in his optical work as 

well as uniforms and photographs documenting his service. 


