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Introduction

Truman shocked the American public with his September 23, 1949 announcement: the
Soviet Union successfully detonated an atomic bomb. A combination of secrecy,
misunderstanding, strained relationships, irreconcilable ideological differences and no
international regulation fired the gun that started the arms race. The arms race made the Cold
War a war unlike any other, where both sides feared the potential disastrous results of direct
confrontation. Instead, the United States and the Soviet Union took to proxy wars to fight their
ideological battle, Nuclear weapons are central to understanding the Cold War in the United
States, and no place felt the brunt of this responsibility more than the Nevada Test Site (NTS).
Located a mere sixty-five miles from Las Vegas, the Nevada Test Site nuclear weapons scarred
the landscape of the Great Basin and the Mojave deserts. Consisting of over 1,375 square miles,
the Nevada Test Site tested nuclear weapons from 1951 to 1992." Testing concentrated in several
areas on the NTS: Frenchman Flat, Pahuta Mesa, Rainier Mesa, and Yucca F lat.2 928 nuclear
tests were conducted over the lifespan of the NTS; 100 of those tests were aboveground from
1951 to 1962.% Nearly 90% of all United States nuclear tests took place at the NTS. Suffice to
say, that state of Nevada lived up to its motto: “All for country.” While the location has been

renamed throughout the years (Nevada Proving Grounds, Nevada Test Site, and Nevada National

! Terrence R. Fehner and F. G. Gosling, Department of Energy, Origins of the Nevada Test Site, DOE/MA-0519,
December 2000, 9.

2 Department of Energy, United States Nuclear Tests July 1945 through September 1992, DOE/NV-209 REV 15,
December 2000, xviii.

3 Ibid. This number may be misleading though, as sometimes multiple detonations occurred during nuclear tests. In
the April 1989 volume 45, no. 3 Bulletin of Atomic Scientists, “Nevada’s Dlrty Little Secret,” Riley R. Geary
discussed that over 114 underground tests have been measured by the seismic equipment at Caltech. Also many
witnesses have heard the unannounced tests over their radios. The amount of these “known but unacknowledged US
tests represented at least 20 percent of the total U.S. testing program since 1963.” According to this article, 114
underground tests are not in the DOE record.
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Security Site), for consistency I will only refer to it as the Nevada Test Site.

Figure 2: Map of the Nevada and the Nevada Test Site. Terrence R. Fehner and F. G. Gosling Department of
Energy. Origins of the Nevada Test Site. DOE/MA-0519. (December 2000), 7.
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Responsible for finding a continental test site, Project Nutmeg concluded that a
continental test site “[needs] proper meteorological conditions, will result in no harm to
population, economy or industry . . . [and] where absence of fall-out on populated areas can be
assured.” Meeting all these requirements, Project Nutmeg approved of the Nellis Air Force
Gunnery and Bombing Range in Nevada. The United States government saw the site as an
inhospitable location, perfect for testing nuclear weapons. The Western Shoshone, Native
Americans who had lived in Nevada for centuries, thought differently. In the 1940s, the United
States government forcibly evacuated Shoshone families living on the intended NTS location.’
Since the evacuation, the high level security of the NTS restricted Western Shoshone from
returning to the land. When atmospheric testing began, Shoshone still lived nearby.

My thesis will discuss the complex relationship with the Western Shoshone and the
Nevada Test Site. Since the start of the NTS, the Western Shoshone have transformed
themselves from Downwinders into an effective protest group. They have suffered physically
and spiritually at the consequences of the Cold War, but have been able to prevent further
damage to their land. Even afier nuclear testing stopped, the Western Shoshone fought against
the NTS.

Western Shoshone called themselves Newe Sogobia. Newe translates into people while
Sogobia means Mother Earth.’ The Western Shoshone were people of Mother Earth. The land

that they lived on stretched from the eastern half of Nevada, up to Idaho, and southwest to Death

4 Caroll L. Tyler to Dr. Lestor Hachta, August 20, 1953, in United States Atomic Energy Commission

SAlbuquerque,. New Mexico),1.
John Wells, interviewed by author, Las Vegas, NV, December 16, 2010. Interestingly, while I could not find any

written documents on the existence of a Western Shoshone community living on the Nevada Test Site, the Atomic
Testing Museum and numerous interviews further validated this statement.

¢ Corbin Hamney, The Way It Is: One Water . . . One Air . . . One Mother Earth, (Nevada: Blue Dolphin Publishing,
1995), 198.
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Valley in California.” They maintained a symbiotic and spiritual relationship with nature. White
fur trappers in the 1820s were the first Americans on their land, soon followed by migrants
moving west and miners looking for gold. When the Civil War broke out, the United States

government signed the Treaty of Ruby Valley in 1863 to protect transportation routes to
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Figure 3 The Western Shoshone lands outlined in the Treaty of Ruby Valley 1863. Image courtesy of
http://www.h-0-m-e.org/Shoshone/.
7 Ibid.
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The treaty does not cede land. Instead it is a “Treaty of Peace and Friendship.”® Signed to end the
Shoshone hostilities towards “emigrant trains, the mail and telegraph lines, and upon the citizens
of the United States,” the treaty permitted mines, military outposts, railroads, telegraph lines, and
the protection of American citizens.” There was no transfer of lands from the Western Shoshone
to the United States. The United States promised to compensate the Shoshone for any damage
caused to land by the Americans. The Western Shoshone conflict with the Nevada Test Site was
part of a larger struggle for land rights promised in the Treaty of Ruby Valley."’

Because the time span of this essay covers over six decades, the government agency in
charge of the NTS also changed titles. The Atomic Energy Act of 1946 established the United
States Atomic Energy Commission (AEC), and it transferred nuclear power and weapons control
from the military (Manhattan Project) to the civilian sector.'' The Energy Reorganization Act of
1974 abolished the AEC and split its responsibilities into the Energy Reorganization
Development Administration (ERDA) and the Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC). ERDA
developed nuclear weapons, while the NRC oversaw safety matters. ERDA had a short life, and
in 1977 it became the United States Department of Energy (DOE).

At first, US nuclear testing did not concentrate at NTS. The Pacific Proving Grounds
shared the burden of nuclear testing. But the cost and inconvenience of maintaining a test site so
far from the US took its toll. The AEC, in 1957, emphasized the importance of the NTS, since
“the weapons laboratories’ backyard workshop in Nevada has permitted tests to be set up quickly

and be conducted more frequently than . . . possible in the Pacific. It has resulted in major

% Treaty of Ruby Valley: United States Treaty with the Western Shoshoni, 1863,” October 1, 1863, U.S. Statues at
large.
9

Ibid.
19 The United States government argued that the Western Shoshone lost their land through gradual encroachment of
settlers. In 2004, the controversial Western Shoshone Reclamation Bill passed, and gave Western Shoshone
individuals $20,000 each. Traditional Western Shoshone claimed that the Bill disregarded that many Western

Shoshone did not want to accept money for land they never sold.
" g1omic Energy Act of 1946, Public Law 585, 79" Congress., 2™ sess. (August 1, 1946), 2.
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savings in time . . . utilization of scientific and technical manpower, and in money.”'> When the
United States signed the Partial Atmospheric Test Ban Treaty in 1963, American testing ceased
in the Pacific.

Atmospheric tests, also known as above-ground tests, produced massive floating clouds
of radioactive fallout, which silently fell on unsuspecting nearby populations. Besides
atmospheric tests, the United States conducted underground and underwater tests. Usually,
underground testing did not cause the same danger as atmospheric testing, and underwater
testing was impossible to conduct in the dry Nevada environment. Medical horror stories plagued
populations exposed to fallout.

Fallout clouds, filled with ionizing radiation, hovered over communities. Ionizing
radiation occurs naturally, but nuclear tests greatly increase the amount of it in the environment.
Radiation itself is a general term, describing “any process that transmits energy through space or
material away from a source.”'* Ionizing radiation is a more powerful source of energy, and
when it comes into contact with an atom it can remove electrons. If ionizing radiation comes into
contact with the humans, it “can disrupt the atoms and molecules in the body,” destroying the
basic building blocks of cells that construct the human body."* Molecules, united by chemical
bonds, can be altered, since “a typical ionization releases six to seven times the energy needed to
break the chemical bond between two carbon atoms.”'* Eventually, this ionizing radiation can

damage or kill cells. If cells are damaged, they can mutate, become malignant, and turn

12 Atomic Energy Commission: Nevada Test Organization, Background Information on Nevada Nuclear Tests (July

15, 1957), Las Vegas, Nevada: Office of Test Information, 24.

13 Department of Energy: Advisory Committee on Human Radiation Experiments, “What is Ionizing Radiation?”
of Energy,http://www.hss.energy.gov/HealthSafety/ohre/roadmap/achre/intro_9_1.html (accessed

5 Department of Energy: Advisory Committee on Human Radiation Experiments, “How Does Radiation Affect
Humans?” Department of Energy, http:/www.hss.energy.gov/HealthSafety/ohre/roadmap/achre /intro_9_5.html
(accessed March 2, 2011).

Gaudinier 8



e

VIEIF I IIIIIIIIIOIOIPOIOSIOGOOODPDOIOVDOIOGIOSIOSGSIGSOIOIOGIIIGIIOIOGOOOGOOOLEOALLYLLY

R B R BB

cancerous. Reproductive germ cells disrupted by ionizing radiation can result in damaged DNA
which can produce genetic defects.'® Radiation poisoning, also known as radiation sickness,
occurs when humans are exposed to too much ionizing radiation. Because the fallout clouds did
not fall uniformly, members of the same community received different doses. Resulting health
effects depended on the amount of exposure, ranging from an upset stomach to rare cancers.

Nuclear explosions also created radionuclides, also known as radioisotopes.
Radionuclides are unstable isotopes that emit ionizing radiation. Some radionuclides produced
by nuclear testing are americium-241, cesium-137, iodine-131, plutonium, strontium-90, tritium,
and technetium-99.'” These radionuclides do not occur naturally. Like ionizing radiation, the
health problems caused by radionuclides depend on dose. If ingested, some radionuclides harm
specific areas of the body; strontium-90 damages bones, while iodine-131 targets the thyroid.

Since the discovery of X-rays, scientists grasped the danger of high levels of radiation.
The safety regulations that scientists followed since the late 1800s carried on to the Manhattan
Project. By the time the war was over, the AEC accepted that high levels of radiation caused
cancer. Controversy remained over the health effects that low doses of radiation could cause. In
1953, “there was no easy way to determine the health hazard of . . . fallout.”'® During
atmospheric testing, the AEC established a maximum weekly exposure for the citizens, based off
the standards of the National Committee on Radiation Protection and the International

Commission on Radiological Protection. "

16 .-
Ibid.
'7 Environmental Protection Agency, “Commonly Encountered Radionuclides,” Environmental Protection Agency,

http://www.epa.gov/rpdweb00/radionuclides/index.html (accessed March 3, 2011).

18 Richard G. Hewlett and Jack M. Holl, Atoms for Peace and War 1953 — 1961: Eisenhower and the Atomic Energy
Commission (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989) 153.

" Ibid., 152.
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Safety at the NTS also included off-site safety. The AEC acknowledged the danger of
fallout and “an advisory panel was set up to advise the test manager and test direct on all matters
of public safety. Such a group considered and approved every shot first at the Nevada Proving
Ground. Each panel is made up of specialists in the fields of atomic medicine, radiation health
protection, blast, and meteorology.”° During the 1955 Operation Teapot test series, off-site
radiological safety activities included monitoring populated areas and non-populated areas,
distributing and studying film badges, focusing on fallout near schools, and testing the
concentration of radioactivity in water and milk.?' Despite these safety features, Americans
living near and working at the NTS started to show signs of radiation poisoning. Exposed
Americans argued the AEC did not tell them about the true danger of ionizing radiation.

The discussion of Downwinders and other Americans unknowingly exposed to ionizing
radiation by the NTS peaked in the 1980s. Scientific studies and lawsuits sided with the victims.
Those included in the discussion of exposed Americans were the rural Latter Day Saints living in
Utah; sheepherders, who lost both their flocks and their health; atomic veterans who conducted
maneuvers underneath the mushroom clouds; and test site workers who worked daily in the
contamination. The Western Shoshone, despite their multifaceted relationship with the NTS, is
missing from the dialogue.

In chapter one, I describe the experience of the well-documented exposed Americans. In
chapter two, I will argue that the Western Shoshone are Downwinders. Many Western Shoshone
lived near the NTS, practicing their traditional hunting and gathering. When the fallout clouds

drifted over their homes, Western Shoshone suffered from radiation poisoning. Chapter two will

2 Howard L. Andrews, “Radioactive Fallout From Bomb Clouds.” Science, 122, no. 3167. (September 9, 1955):

453.

21 Atomic Energy Commission, Report of Off-Site Radiological Safety Activities: Operation Teapot Nevada Test Site
Spring 1955, prepared by J.B. Sanders, O.R. Placak and M.W. Carter, Santa Fe Operations Office: The Test
Division, 1955, 19.
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