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Preface 
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“TODAY WE ARE FACED with the preeminent fact that, if civilization is to survive, we must cultivate the science of human relationships—the ability of all peoples, of all kinds, to live together and work together, in the same world, at peace.” 


President Franklin D. Roosevelt 

April 13, 1945 (Final undelivered speech)





“The scientific revolution that led to the splitting of an atom requires a moral revolution as well.”


President Barack Obama

May 27, 2016








There was a bomb shelter in the basement of the house where I grew up in Pontiac, Michigan, a factory town 30 miles north of Detroit. Bomb shelter, tornado shelter, pantry—a small, multipurpose room. Its walls were concrete blocks, its floor covered with gravel. Rows of Mason jars lined the dusty shelves that spanned the back wall. Canned peaches, canned tomatoes, canned green beans . . . Daddy’s garden and Mommy’s hard work helped keep their twelve children well-fed and healthy.

Our family never talked about the ‘Duck and Cover’ exercises we did at school. When the teachers said “Duck,” we ducked—filed into the hallway and crouched in a row, our heads tucked against the wall. Safe, I guess, from something. (I wonder, now, if that was where we got the idea for the game of tag we called “Duck, Duck, Goose.” I could Google it, I know. But I won’t. We have other important things to look into right now.)  

––––––––
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ORDINARY AMERICANS seldom talk about nuclear weapons except when an imminent threat of nuclear war makes headline news. On a routine basis, most of us pay little attention to the ongoing problems millions of others face as a result of nuclear fallout and mismanagement of nuclear wastes. 

Yet those hot topics are everyday concerns, not only for anti-nuke activists, scholars and pundits, but for the millions of ordinary Americans who are members of groups that have been direct victims of radioactive fallout—Native American ‘yellowcake’ miners; the Atomic Veterans and their families; descendants of the various Downwinders groups; residents of St. Louis, Missouri; and other unwitting civilians. 

Studies show that radioactive fallout from the Trinity test may have impacted infant mortality rates among residents within a thousand-mile radius of the blast. According to The Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, 


“The 21 kiloton explosion occurred on a tower 100 feet from the ground and has been likened to a “dirty bomb” that cast large amounts of heavily contaminated soil and debris—containing 80 percent of the bomb’s plutonium—over thousands of square-miles.” 



Even more surprising, the Trinity fallout spread across the country. The “delayed or long-distance fallout” was only detected after it caused defects to appear on film at the Eastman Kodak Company in New York. According to recent estimates, fallout from decades of nuclear testing between 1951 and 1973 may have been responsible for the deaths of up to 690,000 Americans.

And, of course, there is the ever-looming uncertainty that results from the fact that our security—not only of our nation but of the world—depends on the wisdom and sole discretion of powerful and independent leaders of nuclear nations. As we know, some of them have found the “big button” rather irresistible. 
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AND THEN THERE IS THE Port Chicago nuclear explosion theory. 

This book tells what I learned when I looked into the strange allegation concerning the little-known but massive blast that took place on July 17, 1944, one full year before the famous Trinity test. In the following pages, you will learn how an ordinary citizen, Peter Vogel, an information officer working for the State of New Mexico, came up with the outlandish and yet increasingly plausible idea that the devastating explosion that killed 320 Americans at the Port Chicago Naval Ammunition Depot near San Francisco, California may have been the world’s first secret nuclear test. 

At this point, you are probably rolling your eyes, as most people do when they first hear the “ridiculous'' claim. As I did—before I discovered the evidence presented here. 

Believe it or not, the theory won’t just go away. Though deleted from Wikipedia, it still shows up in several sources, including scandalous posts on the internet. 

In recent years, social media has helped promulgate all kinds of wild (and sometimes dangerous) conspiracy theories. Who and what are we to believe? There are so many people (yes, including me) reporting “news” and “information.” Telling the truth is optional. Fact-checking is not a requirement. So how do we discern between valid information and ‘hogwash’?  

Sometimes when stuff sounds ridiculous, the best thing we can do is apply simple logic—that is, figure out what makes sense, using our best judgment, based on what we know. To assess rumors that Sasquatch is stomping around town, such reasoning may suffice.

On the other hand, both the National Archives and the U.S. Navy thought it worthwhile to investigate the story of the Philadelphia Experiment. After due diligence, each agency concluded that there is no scientific basis for believing that a Naval ship disappeared in the fall of 1943. We can safely assume, then, that they have permanently disproved the theory that, while World War II was raging overseas, and unwitting Americans were hard at work secretly building a weapon that would help shift the world order, crafty engineers tested their teleporting skills by secretly sending an invisible ship from the Philadelphia Navy Yard to the Tidewater area and back. (Deeper investigation reveals that the Navy was indeed looking into a process called degaussing as a way to shield warships from detection by radar. And that may be the source of the fire behind that smokescreen.) 

In December 1999, the Army reported the negative results of its 16-month investigation into persistent and growing rumors that 1200 African American soldiers had been massacred at a Mississippi army base in 1943. It is no secret that the war years were hard on Black military personnel, as  historian Matthew F. Delmont substantiates in his 2022 book, Half Americans. Black people in the military were fighting for “double victory”, for freedom at home as well as overseas. According to the Washington Post, the rumors of a massacre at Camp Van Dorn may have grown from exaggerated reports of real incidents. The Army study revealed multiple problems, including 




“. . . inadequate housing, training and recreation facilities and, more seriously, two shootings of soldiers, one by a small-town Mississippi sheriff and the other by military police, that prompted riots by black soldiers.” 




When the Army’s report was released, leaders of the NAACP responded by asking then-Attorney General Janet Reno to investigate the investigation. John White, a spokesman for the NAACP, told the Washington Post, “We just feel that these charges are too serious for us to say, 'Great. The Army's correct. Let's move on.”
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SAILORS AT PORT CHICAGO faced problems similar to those experienced by Black soldiers throughout the country during World War II. That partially explains why the massive disaster—one of the largest man-made explosions in history—became the backdrop of the largest mass court martial in U.S. Naval history. 

In the aftermath of the explosion, fifty Black sailors were found guilty of mutiny after refusing to load ammunition onto ships. Many people who know the story assume they were protesting racial injustice and poor working conditions; however, their defense was based on their expressed fear of another unexplained explosion.

Their case became a public cause, thanks in part to the involvement of the NAACP, and because the Navy made the uncharacteristic decision to publicize the military tribunal. After the war, public outcry over the injustice helped bring about the integration of the Navy. Decades later, Dr. Robert Allen revived the story with his book, The Port Chicago Mutiny, which in turn led to creation of the Port Chicago Naval National Memorial, where an annual service commemorates the sacrifice of those who died in the blast. The renewed attention also spurred ongoing legislation to exonerate “The Port Chicago 50.”

And then there is the PCnet. 
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WHAT IS EASILY OVERLOOKED in the story of Port Chicago is the fact that the mass mutiny trial upstaged the story of the massive explosion. If my updated version of the PCnet is accurate, that diversion may have been by design. (After all, what is a good conspiracy theory without intricate devious scheming? But if there is merit to this suggestion, it must be supported by evidence. Read on.)

The PCnet is not your granddaddy’s conspiracy theory. As quiet as it has been kept, the historical allegation is part of nuclear history. After all, if there was a nuclear test at Port Chicago, it was conducted under the auspices of the top-secret bomb project. Unlike the so-called ‘Philadelphia experiment’, the Port Chicago nuclear explosion theory has never been debunked—because the logistically feasible claim has never been investigated. Which makes sense, especially considering that the astonishing success of the bomb, augmented by an effective public information campaign, helped Manhattan Project leaders avoid an in-depth Congressional review of the secret project after the war. 

The deliberate steps they took to limit transparency (yes, an intentional euphemism for ‘cover-up’) has lasting consequences. It bears repeating throughout this book: we still do now know what we never learned about America’s bomb project. 

––––––––
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A THIN AND CAREFUL veil 

When Manhattan Project leaders decided what the public should “know”, they were concerned not only about the immediate reaction to the bomb but also about how the story would be told in years to come. The slow demise of the Thin Man bomb is one alarming result that would probably go unnoticed but for the persistent story of the PCnet. 

The plutonium gun-assembly weapon “shelved” by Manhattan Project leaders (on the day of the Port Chicago explosion) was the world’s first atomic weapon. Yet there are no museum displays of the prototype, which is increasingly omitted from historical accounts. Why? 

Twenty minutes into the History Channel’s documentary, Hiroshima: 75 Years Later, the Thin Man is obliquely referenced (with misleading graphics) as “the design that was then current.” You only recognize the veiled reference if you already know the paradigm-shifting story. Yet the disappearing Thin Man has unique and profound historical significance. After spending the first year of the three-year project developing the prototype weapon, the decision to shelve it caused a complete reorganization of the Los Alamos Laboratory. 

The problem with the Thin Man was known even before the Lab was established. Most histories do not explain why scientists and engineers continued working on it anyway: they believed the plutonium gun-assembly model would at least provide proof of the uranium gun. The Little Boy was the successor to the Thin Man. 

Without that tidbit of information, we accept the oversimplified “fact” that there was allegedly “no test” of the Little Boy bomb before it was dropped on Hiroshima. Why there was no test of the Little Boy is a question that is repeatedly met with elaborate and unsubstantiated reasoning that defies both logic and precedent. 

But what if the Thin Man did indeed provide proof of the Little Boy? If so, what was the proof of the Thin Man? As we will see, evidence supporting the PCnet raises these previously unasked questions, and more.
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HISTORY, WE MUST REMEMBER, is not the full story of exactly what happened. It is the tale certain people weave from records kept by others. And many untold stories result from the absence of adequate records.

We erect monuments, write books, build museums, and create National Archives to preserve important details of history, the details that shape our national identity. When someone fails to record or wipes out historical facts, they do so with consequence. After all, omission, deletion and misrepresentation of information are some of the most standard and effective ways to keep a secret or to shape a narrative. 

We are all accustomed to nuclear secrecy, which, we assume, was essential to national defense. We accept without judgment the stories of the secret cities with their cult-like isolation and security. Some 600,000 Americans worked directly for the bomb project at some point between 1942 and 1945 without knowing what they were working on. (Imagine that happening today!) 

The President managed to fund the war project without letting Congress in on the scheme. Yet today, it just seems downright un-American to suspect that the classified files at the Los Alamos National Library and the Department of Energy may hold unsavory secrets. Or that, as other evidence reveals, some secrets were too hush-hush to have ever been committed to paper.

––––––––
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OH, REST EASY. THERE are no security breaches in this book. I did most of the research online. I accessed primary documents from public archives and libraries, and studied secondary sources readily available to the general public. No security clearance necessary (or desired.)

The Port Chicago nuclear explosion theory did not surface until the 1980s, when Vogel stumbled upon the document that changed his life—and may yet change history. 

There really is something to be said for hindsight. This book will show how and why we can use an unusual idea like the PCnet to gain profound and surprising insight into unanswered historical questions—including some we didn’t even know enough to ask. And, the revealing theory shows why cherishing and maintaining our curiosity is the civic duty of citizens in a democracy.

Ask we must; because a nation is—at best—the deprived orphan of its unknown history. At worst, we are like the Trinity Downwinders who were told flat-out lies about the radioactivity they were exposed to. (General Groves issued a false press release stating that there had been an explosion at a remote ammunition magazine. Hmm. Wonder where he got the idea that a massive explosion of conventional ammunition would make a good cover story for a nuclear blast.) 

In many ways, we are all victims of the bomb, with its many underreported casualties and its exorbitant costs. Perhaps more importantly, we are victims of the false narrative of the bomb. The only nuclear weapons ever used in a war were those that fell on Japan; at the same time, however, the nuclear age fell on the whole world. 
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AS CITIZENS OF THE democratic nation responsible for creating and using the weapon, Americans are custodians of the hidden history, a false narrative that may be as hazardous for democracy, and for humanity, as the carelessly stored plutonium that devastated the lives of so many unsuspecting residents of St. Louis, Missouri. 

Nuclear history is important to everyone. The widely accepted premises of nuclear history, including false or unproven assumptions, contribute to ongoing nuclear policy. World leaders who rely on this body of ‘knowledge’ make decisions about our lives. This is one of the reasons why we all need to talk more about nuclear weapons, why we need to ask questions and insist on true answers. In addition to the ever-looming threat of nuclear war, there is much more to talk about; much more we need to know. 

For a start, we need to be clear about the fact that we do not know the real history of the bomb. And what we don’t know can kill us. Hopefully, though, there is truly freedom to be gained from knowing the truth. Knowing, not assuming. 
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THE FAMILIAR STORY of the bomb was based on the narrative created by the stakeholders, people like Manhattan Project Director General Leslie R. Grove, Secretary of War Henry Stimson, and others involved in the creation of the weapon. As you will see from clips in this book, they wanted the public to ‘know’ that the war-winning weapon saved lives, in a cost-effective way. Their version of the classified story was the only one available to the journalists who wrote the first draft of nuclear history. 

That slanted narrative was the basis of public information about the bomb until the 1960s, when declassified documents first became available. Historians began reassessing the story based on the new information that emerged in that era, but it changed the story only for those willing to consider the new interpretations. 

Today, the ‘revisionist history’ of the bomb features the idea of “atomic diplomacy”, the claim that the bomb was used against Japan as a means of sending a signal to Russian Premier Joseph Stalin. That assessment is hotly debated by those who cling to the traditional narrative. 

But neither wave of nuclear history has been satisfactory. Although new information allowed for new interpretations, the basic premises were still built upon the original faulty foundation, which was adopted with little scrutiny. 
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TAKE, FOR KEY EXAMPLE, the so-called “Einstein letter”—better known today as the “Szilard-Einstein letter” now that historians recognize physicist Leo Szilard as the real author. Historians still overlook the important role of Alexander Sachs, the Wall Street banker who reportedly delivered the letter to President Roosevelt. 

Nor did the change of acknowledged authors lead to a review of the basic premises. So, historical accounts continue to interpret Einstein’s letter as a warning to FDR about a German bomb. (The letter’s explicit objective was to obtain Government support for increased uranium research.)

Although historians generally agree that the letter was not the catalyst for the U.S. bomb project that evolved three years later, that faulty premise also remains part of the accepted rationale for creation of the bomb. This is not just in the ‘old school’ eye of the public, but in the story told by ‘revisionists’ as well. Ever-revolving and unresolvable debates about the decision to use the weapon rest upon that foregone and faulty conclusion.

Like the original narrative, revisionist accounts have relied on ungrounded assumptions. As a consequence, there are still many unanswered questions. So today, historians are engaged in what some call a “nuclear history renaissance”, once again seeking fresh information to update the story of the bomb. In this third go-round, researchers should leave no stone unturned.
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THE PCNET PROVIDES an unusual tool for examining various un- or under-explored aspects of nuclear history. It gives new insight, for example, into President Franklin Roosevelt’s unilateral and secret decision to create the weapon. Until recently, that was one of the important skirted by historians, who have been thwarted by FDR’s notorious secrecy. Taking advantage of the PCnet will help researchers get a fuller picture. The theory offers a unique point of view that addresses many unanswered questions and indicates new areas of research.  

The takeaways are practical and timely. If there is one thing we can learn by studying the history of the bomb, it is that a small handful of empowered people can change the world in dynamic ways. For better or for worse. With or without the knowledge and participation of citizens. An informed public is essential to democracy. Information is empowering. It can be used to make things worse, or it can be used for better. But for the truth to set us free, we need to know the truth.

I was repeatedly surprised by what I leaned about the bomb through the lens of the Port Chicago nuclear explosion theory. Readers who open their minds will be astonished by the eye-opening evidence. And enlightened. (And, perhaps a bit outraged, but not to worry; righteous citizen indignation can be channeled into positive civic action.)
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AGAIN, DESPITE WHAT some people think they know, the Port Chicago nuclear explosion theory is a plausible claim that has never been debunked. As the evidence clearly shows, it was logistically quite possible to carry out a clandestine test at the remote military base. The powerful and secretive people who could have carried out the experiment had sufficient motive and opportunity to do so. And it is clear that when it came to exposing its own citizens to nuclear hazards, the U.S. Government has exhibited callous conduct in the past. Yet there has been no official investigation of the increasingly important claim. 
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STILL, MOST PEOPLE who have heard of the PCnet dismiss it as a “mere conspiracy theory”, substituting their typical opinionated logic for evidence. 

“Where’s the radioactivity?” they ask—as though the question is its own answer. It is not. For one thing, evidence of radioactivity is a complex topic, and, as is always the case, the apparent lack of evidence is not evidence of lack. Besides, what do we do with the information that radioactivity from nuclear testing has shown up across the U.S., even in our milk and honey?

“We would have known by now”, they declare—as though we could know the facts without having ever pursued them. 

“A highly populated military base would be an illogical choice for a test,” they assert; as if they have studied either the history of Port Chicago—not the Port of Chicago; a distinction that confuses some people—or the criteria for secret nuclear tests. This objection demonstrates how little people know about the early U.S. nuclear tests that did indeed put both military personnel and civilians at risk. 

“There was not enough uranium or plutonium for a nuclear bomb”, they argue—as if an experiment designed to obtain data for use in creating the bomb would have required as much material as a full-scale weapon. 

“We would have built the bomb sooner and used it against Germany,” they insist—clearly unaware of the historic documents that say (and show why) Japan “was always the target”. 

So much for a ‘mere conspiracy theory’. 
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WITHOUT A THOROUGH investigation—without seeking, gathering, examining and analyzing the evidence—all conclusions about the PCnet are mere assumptions. Of the many things to be learned from this story, one important takeaway is that when it comes to evaluating unfamiliar ideas, logic beats opinion and evidence trumps logic. 

In one forum or another, the PCnet continues to surface. Government sources, historians and history buffs prove nothing by dismissing the uninvestigated theory as ‘ridiculous’, ‘hogwash. To prove or disprove an outrageous but logistically possible, research-based claim like the PCnet, sound evidence is a requisite. After all, even the historians who provided the harshest and most in-depth criticism of Vogel’s theory admitted that he asked the right questions and accessed good sources. For the most part, they did not even say his evidence was wrong; they just disagreed with his conclusions.

Whether or not the theory itself withstands close scrutiny, the Port Chicago nuclear explosion theory warrants careful investigation. The clear but underreported link to the Manhattan Project is enough to give the explosion unique historical significance.  

The explosion played a vital role in the creation of the world-changing weapon; that should be the single most defining feature of the Port Chicago story. The disaster—which, again, is best known as the story of the mass mutiny trial—played a notable role in African American history, but the massive explosion was crucial to the development of the bomb. This important detail has been omitted from accounts of both Port Chicago and the Manhattan Project, an omission that lends credence to the nuclear explosion theory. After all, withholding significant information was one of the primary means of keeping the Manhattan Project secret.  

Of course, we only discover this little-known fact by conducting an investigation. Up till now, such investigation has been barred by assumptions. In July 1944, the Navy board that investigated the explosion averted further investigation by ruling that we can never know the cause. Today, many people jump to the logical (and handy) conclusion that it was an accident, unaware that they are basing their opinion on the flawed history, not on the evidence. They will be astonished by the many unknown and important historical facts that are revealed through the lens of the PCnet. 
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How I learned to stop assuming I knew and started wondering about the bomb
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IN THE LATE 1990S, I was conducting research for a novel set in World War II when I read about the massive explosion at the Port Chicago Naval Ammunition Depot near San Francisco, California on July 17, 1944, where 202 of the 320 Americans killed were Negro sailors loading ammunition onto warships bound for the war in the South Pacific. I decided Port Chicago would be a perfect setting for the story of a young African American youth who joined the Navy to prove his mettle. I decided to make him a survivor of the historic blast.
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I WAS COMING RIGHT along with my ‘Great American Novel’, Scrap Mettle, when I stumbled upon the Spring 1982 edition of The Black Scholar. The cover story was Peter Vogel’s surprising article, “The Port Chicago Disaster – Was it a Nuclear Explosion?” The issue was edited by Dr. Robert Allen, author of The Port Chicago Mutiny. 
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ACCORDING TO ALLEN, Vogel eventually dropped the theory for lack of evidence. That may have been a temporary decision on Vogel’s part, but he continued his grueling, thankless research for over 35 years. He updated his findings in an online eBook, The Last Wave from Port Chicago. In December 2018, when he shut down his website and withdrew the book (for personal reasons), the senior independent scholar remained convinced that the Port Chicago explosion was a secret test conducted by the leaders of the Manhattan Project during the research and develop of the atomic bomb.

But it was not until I noticed a peculiar anomaly in the transcript of the Port Chicago mutiny trial that I decided to set aside my work on Scrap Mettle just long enough to learn the basic facts about the PCnet. When I first began investigating the theory, I thought I would quickly find out why it was ridiculous. Surprise, surprise, surprise after surprise!

The Port Chicago nuclear explosion theory has a lot in common with two cautionary tales, The Blind Men and the Elephant and The Emperor’s New Clothes. In the first story, each (male) investigator arrogantly assumes he has the whole picture. In the latter, the politically risky truth about the status of the emperor is revealed by a naive kid who apparently had not been told that “loose lips sink ships”. 

As an African American grandmother, I identify more closely with the loudmouth servant in the Spanish version of the Emperor’s New Clothes, an ‘old negro with nothing to lose’. Unlike him, though, I have a world to gain by speaking up. You see, my 18-year-old granddaughter was recently inducted into the Navy. Tearfully watching the video of her swearing-in ceremony, I renewed my own vow: to do all I can to serve and protect my six grandchildren; to serve my country; to serve humanity and, in doing so, to serve my God. I am doing what we were all instructed to do after 9/11: I see something. That’s why I’m saying something.  

It may be that historians missed the bigger Port Chicago story simply because the ‘conspiracy theory’ did not meet academic standards as a legitimate area for inquiry. Or, shrewd professionals may have seen it wise not to wade deeper into the unsanctioned territory buried far left of the beaten narrative. Further investigation, for example, of the historic quest for an atomic torpedo might have come a little too close to what Dr. Lee Basham calls “toxic truth”. 

The South Texas College philosophy professor (who believes conspiracy is bad for democracy) has studied the Port Chicago nuclear explosion theory as an example of how a major secret could be contained for decades if the small and powerful group controlling that information deemed it necessary. To be clear, I am in no position to reach any conclusions about why historians have not explored the PCnet. I hope they will, though, in the future. As a non-academic, my self-published work has not been subject to peer review. 

Unlike Basham, some scholars I reached out to have been reluctant to engage, at least so far. By contrast, I was encouraged by the historians who looked over my initial research when I attended the 2018 Conference of the Association for the Study of African American Life and History (ASALH). The theme was “African Americans in Times of War.” While few were familiar with the Port Chicago story, they were surprisingly open to the possibility of a nuclear tests, and encouraged me to write the story. I have poured myself into this work, endeavoring to make it accurate, well-reasoned and readable. Because I believe the topic is important, I welcome and encourage all close scrutiny and comments.  

As I said earlier, I was amazed at the historical information I discovered, mostly in primary sources, that does not appear in accounts of either Port Chicago or the Manhattan Project, nor in any other published source. This book only presents information directly related to the PCnet. I am planning two additional books to explore the evidence from other angles. 

I am also developing a proposal for a community research project that will enlist historians, journalists and educators to help interested citizens create a crowd-sourced history of the bomb, a well-documented history told by and for the people, presented in as many ways as creative people can imagine. The “PCW (Port Chicago Witness) Project” will complement similar initiatives already underway, but here the emphasis will be on getting ordinary people from all walks of life involved in doing the research and publicizing the story.

Because nuclear history is our history. The Port Chicago story is best known as African American history. The PCnet shows one reason why we need to recognize African American history as American history. As Americans, it is our right, it is our responsibility, and we have tremendous reasons to know what the Port Chicago explosion had to do with the Manhattan Project and the creation of the atomic bomb. 

We know the disaster was a catalyst for civil rights in the military. And we need to know the rest of the story.
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Person of interest
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ONE OF THE THREE HISTORICAL figures of greatest interest to the Port Chicago Experiment is the obscure but powerful man best known as the Navy captain who armed the Little Boy bomb in midair as the Enola Gay flew its fateful cargo to Hiroshima on the morning of August 6, 1945. 

In fact, William S. Parsons was the head of ordnance for the Manhattan Project, the man responsible for producing, testing and delivering the first atomic bombs. After the war, he went on to become the first “atomic admiral.” The only man to either witness or participate in seven of the first eight nuclear explosions, Parsons had a lasting influence on U.S. nuclear policy. 

After reading his only biography, Target Hiroshima, Deak Parsons and the Creation of the Atomic Bomb by Al Christman, one reviewer concluded that “Parsons’ career reads like an object lesson in the value and importance of engineering knowledge in scientific and technological development.” 

Although it borders on hero worship, Target Hiroshima is a very informative book. Christman had to acknowledge that Parsons’ life “reveals both lessons and cautions concerning the use of science for military purposes.”  

Christman also points out the advantage of reviewing the history of the bomb from a distance in time.


“In particular, the radiation hazards and the moral issues of the atomic bomb are seen in a more discerning light now than when still under the shadow of World War II. These issues, plus revisionist efforts to reshape nuclear history, make it all the more important to examine the circumstances that brought the atomic bomb into being and into combat use.”[i] [emphasis added]


“Revisionist” is a derogatory term used by traditionalists to describe anyone who believes there’s more to the story than what we already know. But what’s the point of historical research if not to update the story? 

As the African proverb says, until the lion tells the story, the glory goes to the hunter. In the case of the bomb, the hawkish lions became the narrative-makers. The stated purpose of their post-war propaganda was to sell the bomb to the public and to prevent people from taking a negative attitude toward the bomb: 

	The weapon produced by “the greatest achievement of organized science in history.” 

	The weapon by which a small group of men harnessed “the basic power of the universe.” 

	The exponential and cost-effective weapon that killed 100,000 people in one blow.
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Truth, lies and consequences
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HISTORY SERVES A PURPOSE. Right or wrong, true or false, history has an effect. (Where is the account that heralds love as the basic power of the universe? Where is the history that portrays the heart and soul of the people as the basic power of democracy?) 

The faulty history of the atomic bomb paved the way to our current nuclear policy. Consider the utter madness of a value system based on a policy of Mutually Assured Destruction, one that prioritizes more or less useless weapons of mass destruction as the best means of national security. This is the psychological fallout that permeates a world where masses of people find it necessary to raise a slogan declaring that “Black Lives Matter” – something that should be a foregone conclusion, and would be if all lives mattered. 

It is not insignificant that the most of the direct victims of the first 70 detonations of nuclear weapons by the United States were people of color. 

	An estimated 200,000 Japanese civilians died in the atomic bomb attacks on Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August 1945. 

	The people of the Marshall Islands were uprooted from their homeland when the U.S. told the people their “temporary” evacuation was “for the good of all mankind”—and went on to conduct 67 nuclear tests there between 1946 and 1968. 

	And, for the last few years, I have been investigating a question featured in the spring 1982 edition of The Black Scholar: “The Port Chicago Disaster - was it a nuclear explosion?”


––––––––
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A VITAL TEST

In July 1942, President Roosevelt wrote a letter to the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) in which he reversed his 1940 decision to maintain a segregated Navy. Rephrasing the slogan of the convention, FDR declared that “Minorities are Vital to Victory.” After all, there was a war on. And a world-changing weapon to be produced. And tested. Somewhere.

A present dilemma

In a 2020 book on nuclear history, The Age of Hiroshima, seventeen contributors examine the story of the nuclear revolution and contemplate the current
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