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Figure 4.1 ▸ �Schematic of the W-88 Nuclear Warhead

PRIMARY
With its football shape,

the primary can fit
into the narrow end of

the reentry vehicle.

SECONDARY
A spherical bomb

that is compressed
by X-rays from the

primary, superheating
the outer surface of

the secondary and
inciting both fusion

and fission reactions.

RADIATION CASE
The peanut shape

channels the X-rays
toward the secondary.

CHANNEL FILLER
Plastic foam that is

superheated into a hot
gas or plasma to help

make the implosion
of the secondary

more uniform.

BOOSTER GAS CANISTER
Filled with tritium,

which produces helium
as it decays, reducing

the boosting power
of the gas.

REENTRY VEHICLE
Protects warhead from the heat 
of reentering the atmosphere.  

HIGH EXPLOSIVE LENS
Two types of explosives
that uniformly implode,
bringing the plutonium
"pit" to critical mass.

PLUTONIUM-239 "PIT"
The fuel used for fission.

TRITIUM AND DEUTERIUM
Two gases that are mixed
and injected into the "pit"
prior to detonation to increase
the explosion.

URANIUM-238 CASE 
Less volatile than U-235, 
explodes when spark plug 
neutrons make contact.

LITHIUM-6 DEUTERIDE
A gas used to spark the
neutrons to create isotopes
of hydrogen, causing the gas
to undergo a fusion reaction
and explode.

URANIUM-235 "PUSHER"
Encompasses the secondary
to help compress the fusion fuel
which then undergoes a fission
explosion.

URANIUM-235 "SPARK PLUG"
Filled with uranium-235
and lithium-6 deuteride to
provide a fission and fusion
explosion.

Source: Figure created by Nigah Ajaj, Pherson Associates, LLC. Adapted from Dan Stober and Ian Hoffman, A 
Convenient Spy: Wen Ho Lee and the Politics of Nuclear Espionage (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2007), 43.




