
An Anniversary that many around  
the world will not know about 

March 7 1946 - March 7 2006 & 1st July 1946 – 1st July 2006 
60 Years of Exodus from Bikini Atoll & Atomic Bomb Tests 

 

Operation Crossroads on Stamps 
 

 
The Marshall Islands in 1996 issued a set of semi-postals intended to assist the Bikini refugees on the 50th 

anniversary of their displacement. Two of these stamps (shown above) are based on actual photos of the first  
two US nuclear tests in 1946. This test series was called ‘Operation Crossroads’ and the tests were named Able,  

an airdrop, and Baker, an underwater shot. The awesome size of the Baker test can be appreciated by noting  
the naval vessels in the foreground, dwarfed by the ascending fireball.  

Stanley Gibbons: Marshall Islands 1996 50th Anniv of Operation Crossroads (Stanley Gibbons 721–726) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Bob Hope was right! He said: 
“As soon as the war ended, 
we located the one spot on 

earth that hadn’t been  
touched by the war  
and blew it to hell.” 

 
 

On 7th March 1946 the total inhabitants of a 
tiny atoll in the Pacific began an epic journey 
– into evacuation.  
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
(fig *1) 

 

   It began with President Truman’s directive 
of December 1945, which stated: (Nuclear 
Weapons Tests will take place) “to determine 
the effect of atomic bombs on American 
warships.” So began a joint Army and Navy 
joint task force. Because of its isolated 
location away from all major air and shipping 
routes (Two thousand miles southwest of Hawaii and 250 

miles north of Kwajalein island), Bikini Atoll was 
chosen although it was lightly inhabited. 
 

     The Marshall Island group had had an 
unsettled history. A German trading company 
had an outpost in 1885, and Japan conquered 
and occupied in WWI and the United States 
invaded in 1944 and administered the group 
as a Trust Territory and finally a Republic 
was established in 1979 with a ‘Compact of 
Free Association’ with USA signed in 1986. 
 

     And so it was a Sunday in February 1946 
that Commodore Ben Wyatt (Military 
Governor) went to Bikini to meet with the 
assembled inhabitants, after a church service. 
He asked them to abandon their homes and 
land and way of life ‘temporarily’ so that 
USA could test atomic bombs “For the good 
of mankind.” King Juda and the people were 
confused and distressed as they discussed this 
proposal. After a full discussion the King told 
Wyatt, “We will go believing that everything 
is in the hands of God.” 
 

     In March 1946 all 167 inhabitants of 
Bikini were (fig *1) transported on a Navy LST 
to Rongerik Atoll, which is 125 miles east. 
There is a long story about Rongerik which 
cannot be told here. They were given food for 
just a few weeks and they soon found out that 
coconut trees and local crops yielded little 
fruit. It was too late to go home as over 
42,000 military and civilian personnel had 
swamped Bikini to prepare for Operation 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
(fig *2) 

 
** Photographic evidence available 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Crossroads. In the years to come the Bikini 
people were relocated several times. 
 

     Vice Admiral William P Blandy was 
appointed Commander of Operation 
Crossroads. He tried to pacify the concerns of 
many: 
 

  “The bomb will not   
start a chain reaction in 
the water, converting it 
all to gas and letting all 
the ships on all the 
oceans drop down to 
the bottom. It will not 
blow out the bottom of 
the sea and let all the 

water run down the hole. It will not destroy 
gravity. I am not an atomic playboy.” 
[picture: Admiral W.H.P. “Spike” Blandy, Mrs. Blandy and Rear Admiral 
F.J. Lowry celebrate the end of Operation Crossroads in November of 
1946 in Washington, D.C. This photograph, entitled “Atomic Age Angel 
Food,” drew heavy criticism from throughout the nation and from around 
the world.] 
 

     The atoll was prepared with various 
measurement devices including 70 feet high 
towers (fig *2) together with an assembled fleet 
of old war ships, which included an aircraft 
carrier, captured Japanese warship and some 
concrete barges. **Animals were secured in 
various places to further test the effects of the 
atomic explosion. 
 

     A B-29 called ‘Dave’s Dream’ adorned 
with a Rita Haworth picture from 509 
Wingand piloted by Gen (Ret) Woodrow P. 
Swancutt, Pilot (then a Major) [But this is 
now disputed and Roswell Deputy Base 
Commander Lt. Col. Payne Jennings is 
claimed to be Pilot]. 
 

 
 

The plane dropped a ‘Fat Man’ bomb on 1st 
July 1946. The bomb run was made at 28,000 



 
(fig *3) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
(fig *4) 

 

 
(fig *5) 

feet and was detonated forty-eight seconds 
later 518 feet over the lagoon’s surface. It had 
the explosive energy of 23,000 tons of TNT. 
(fig *3) The surface temperature of the fireball 
was over 1,000,000 degrees Fahrenheit, 
hotter than the surface of the sun. The 
operation went smoothly except that the 
bomb missed the target area by 2000 ft. 
Instead of exploding over the battleship 
Nevada, the bomb went off almost directly 
over the aircraft carrier Independence. 
 

 
 

Of the 95 vessels assembled to be tested for 
fallout, most were too badly contaminated or 
had damage that sunk them. (fig *4)  There is 
now a thriving diving business to view the 
wrecks at Bikini Atoll. 
 
 

 
© www.whereisevan.com  Quad 21 inch torpedoes from  

USS Lamson at the bottom of Bikini Atoll 
 

     The first bomb was named ‘Able’ and the 
second was an underground test named 
‘Baker’ and (fig *5) detonated on 25th July. This 
caused considerable damage to the test 
moored ships. 
 

     The atomic testing involving 23 tests on 
Bikini has left a sombre legacy of human 
suffering and extensive ecological damage. 



 
(fig *6) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

There is a claim that the US authorities 
deliberately exposed some native islanders to 
radiation. (fig *6) Subsequent illnesses of 
islanders include cancers, leukaemia, thyroid 
problems and miscarriages. Grandchildren 
have been born with horrendous 
abnormalities. 
 

 
 

Development of the infrastructure to support 
the clean up and resettlement programs on 
Bikini Atoll started early in calendar year 
1991. The program was concentrated at Eneu 
Island, which had been declared safe for 
habitation, and is the main support base for 
the clean-up activities. In 1998, cleanup 
activities began on Bikini island with a 300 
acre land clearing project. In 1999, however, 
because of the adoption by the Nuclear 
Claims Tribunal of the 15 millirem EPA 
radiological cleanup standard in December of 
1998, the cleanup of Bikini was put on hold 
pending further funding from the U.S. 
government. The reason for this is that the 
new standards caused a dramatic rise in the 
overall cost for the radiological cleanup, 
money which the Bikinians just do not have.  
     The Bikinians began a class action and a 
USA Tribunal was convened and after many 
years a settlement was reached. On March 5, 
2001, the Nuclear Claims Tribunal handed 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

down a decision on a seven year lawsuit the 
Bikinians had brought against the United 
States for damages done to their islands and 
their people during the nuclear testing on 
Bikini. The Tribunal gave them a total award 
of $563,315,500.00 [loss of value 
$278,000,000.00, restoration costs 
$251,500,000.00, suffering and hardship 
$33,814,500.00], which is the final amount 
after deducting the past compensation 
awarded by the U.S. government. The 
problem is that the Nuclear Claims Tribunal, 
which was created by the Compact of Free 
Association of 1986, was under funded and 
does not have the money to pay for this 
claim. It is now up to the people of Bikini to 
petition the U.S. Congress for the money to 
fulfil this award. This is expected to take 
many years and it is uncertain if the United 
States will honour their claim. 
     At this time the people of Bikini remain 
scattered throughout the Marshall Islands 
and the world as they wait for the cleanup 
of Bikini to begin in earnest, mostly due to 
the fact that the money they have received 
from the U.S. government is not adequate 
to fund a full radiological cleanup of the 
entire atoll. 
 

[Reverend John Walden is a British nuclear veteran 
from Maralinga in 1957 and is Editor of Campaign 
magazine, the organ of The British Nuclear Tests 
Veterans Association and lives in Norwich England. 
John is a retired Church of England minister. One 
interest is philately and he almost has a complete 
collection of stamps depicting atom bombs. 
Acknowledgements for this article are due to the 
5,640,000 pages under ‘Operation Crossroads’ on the 
web, Truman Presidential Library and especially the 
very helpful Debbie Gitner of Henry Gitner Philatelists 
Inc, New York, as well as the still displaced Bikini Atoll 
people in the Marshall Islands. 
  Photographs – Copyright of author acknowledged.]  

 


