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      Nothing Atoll 
  No longer can I stay; it’s true. 

No longer can I live in peace and harmony.
The thought is overwhelming, 

Rendering me helpless and in great despair. 
National anthem of Bikini Atoll (1946) 

A DMIRAL BEN WYATT STRUCK AN 
imposing figure as he spoke to the 167 men, 
women and children gathered in front of 
their humble white clapboard church on 
Bikini atoll—part of the Pacific Ocean’s 
remote Marshall Islands—in February 1946.
   The news he brought to the villagers was 
not auspicious: they were being politely told 
to temporarily evacuate their homeland so 
that it could be used as the site of a series of 
nuclear explosions, the first since the Trinity 
test and the bombing of Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki. Wyatt gravely assured them that 
their sacrifice would be “for the good of 
mankind, and to end all world wars.”                                              

         First underwater nuclear test, Bikini Atoll, July 1946

   “Everything is in the hands of God,” the 
Bikinian king reportedly replied, although 
in reality they were now in the hands of the 
U.S. military and the Department of Energy. 
Little did the islanders know that what they 
thought was just an unwelcome trip abroad 
would be the the start of an epic, seemingly 
never-ending migration that would spell the 
end of their simple, contented way of life.      
   At first the islanders were moved to the 
tiny atoll of Rongerik—about 125 miles to 
the east of Bikini and only about a sixth of 
the size—where they were provided with 
only a few weeks of food and water. There 
they would witness first the June Able test, 
in which a Nagasaki-sized nuclear bomb 
was dropped from an airplane, and then in 
late July, the similarly powerful Baker test, 
which was detonated underwater in order to 
gauge the effect of a nuclear explosion on 
warships scattered throughout the atoll.  



   Meanwhile, the Bikinians removed to 
Rongerik were starving, forced to eat 
radioactive fruit and fish. In 1948, two years 
after the first test, they were moved to a 
U.S. base on Kwajalein Island and housed 
in tents beside a runway, and later that year, 
to tiny Kili Island. Kili had no lagoon for 
fishing, and once again, starvation ensued, 
despite occasional airdrops of food.  
   During the 1950s, some Bikinians tried 
their luck moving to other nearby atolls, 
scattering their close-knit community among 
far-flung, barren specks of coral, dreaming 
of the day they could return to their homes 
on lush Bikini. Unbeknownst to them, 
however, there were no homes—in fact, 
almost no atoll—left for them to return to.
   During the years 1954-1958, an additional 
21 nuclear tests were conducted on Bikini, 
as well as 43 on nearby Enewetak, consisting 
of a staggering total of 64 megatons in yield, 
an explosive force equivalent to more than a 
Hiroshima bomb every day for 12 years. 
Six of the islands completely disappeared, 
vaporized by blasts as large as 15 megatons 
in the massive 1954 Castle Bravo test.
   The fourth largest nuclear explosion in 
history, the Bravo test buried the islands of 
Rongelap and Utirik (home to 236 people) 
in two inches of fallout and irradiated a 
Japanese fishing boat, the ironically named 
Lucky Dragon. (The incident—which 
inspired the fictional monster, Godzilla—
resulted in 16 of the boat’s 23 crewmen 
dying from radiation-induced cancer.)   
   The unlucky residents of Rongelap 
weren’t evacuated until three days after the 
explosion, and years later it was revealed 
that the islanders were deliberately used as 
involuntary ‘guinea pigs’ in a top secret test 
to gauge the effects of fallout on humans. 
(Not surprisingly, the ‘effects’ were tragic: 
A staggering 90% of the children exposed 
later developed thyroid tumors.)

   Testing in the islands ended in 1958, and 
in the 1970s about 150 Bikinians returned to 
the island under the false assurance that it 
was safe, only to once again be evacuated in 
1978 amid renewed concerns about radio-
active contamination of the food supply. 
   By the 1980s, many of the remaining 
islanders had emigrated to the U.S. in 
search of a better life. Millions of dollars in 
compensation have been awarded in trust to 
survivors and their descendants, but it hasn’t 
been nearly enough to clean up their home-
lands, and the trust fund long ago ran out. 
   Apart from hotspots like the aptly named 
Runit Island (where plutonium is leaking 
from a massive $250 million concrete dome 
built to ‘temporarily’ contain radioactive 
waste from the tests) the worst radioactivity 
has dissipated, and the atolls are gradually 
returning to their former abundance and 
beauty. After being lied to and misled so 
appallingly, however, few islanders still 
trust government safety assurances.     
   Despite sporadic efforts to promote tourism 
(the sunken warships of the Baker test have 
since become a world class dive site), most 
of the several thousand descendants of the 
original exiled Bikinians will never be 
returning home, having long ago replaced 
their diet of fresh fish and coconut with 
fried chicken and Coca-Cola in Los Angeles, 
Las Vegas, and other faraway enclaves.   
(Ironically, diabetes, alcoholism, heart 
disease, and other ‘lifestyle’ disorders 
probably pose a greater threat to islanders 
now than does any lingering fallout.) 
   Still, some elderly exiles, homesick and 
weary of struggling on the mainland, are 
determined to someday return to their tropi-
cal paradise. But tragically, just as that begins 
to look like more than just a distant dream, a 
new man-made danger—rising sea levels 
caused by climate change—threatens to 
drown their fading hopes once and for all. ◾


