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Review of Jonathan M. Weisgall, Operation Crossroads: The Atomic Tests at
Bikini Atoll
Abstract

The island of Bikini is at the cener of this meticulous reconstruction of the weapons tests conducted there.
Jonathan Weisgall has been legal counsel to the Bikini islanders since 1975, and his narrative is most
compelling when it stays close to the islanders. There is barely an analytical sentence in the book, and the
author is prone to harsh adjectives for those who promulgated the tests. But the storytelling is first rate, and
Weisgall has done more than his share of combining archives and dissecting oral history interviews.
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Sailors scrubbing the deck of the Prinz Eugen to reduce radiation levels after Operation Cr

The ship had been part of the "target fleet" in the 1946 atomic bomb test at Bikini Atoll (reprin

Weisgall, Operation Crossroads).

his narrative is most compelling when it stays
port ships, and the planned destruction of ninety
five target ships valued at either $4 million o
close to the islanders. There is barely an analyt-

ical sentence in the book, and the author is prone
$400 million, depending on whose testimon

can be believed.
to harsh adjectives for those who promulgated
Drawing on extensive government archives
the tests. But the storytelling is first rate, and
Weisgall has done more than his share of comband on the personal papers of scientists and po
litical leaders involved in these events, Weisgal
ing archives and dissecting oral history interviews.
documents the decision-making process throug
Weisgall's account focuses on a fifteen-month
which this phenomenon came to be. He show
period, from August 1945 to November 1946,
that the Crossroads tests were a consequence o

rivalries between the army air force and th
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ceived, defended, carried out, and then assessed
navy, that they had very little scientific value

as proving that if an atomic bomb came close
that they were a public relations disaster, and tha
enough to a ship, the ship would sink. Lewis
they threatened the fragile negotiations then under way for the control of atomic energy. He also
Strauss, later chairman of the Atomic Energy
examines the events at Bikini from many differ
Commission, dreamed up the idea in August

1945 that atomic bombs should be tested on the
ent perspectives, considering the experiences no
navy's fleet, in order to prove the continuing imonly of the islanders, but also of military crew

portance of a sea power in modem war. From
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raphers on the scene. Weisgall has also tracke

military exercise (an extravaganza, as the author
down wonderful material on popular culture an
Bikini, and he uses these sources to good effect
puts it) that involved more than forty thousand
throughout the text.
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Apart from brief flashbacks to the earlier history
In the absence of air resistance, all objects-reof radiation, the book begins with the Manhattan

gardless of their composition-fall with the
Project and continues up to the breakup of the
same uniform acceleration. This principle, disSoviet Union. The chapters, while organized
covered by Galileo, became a cornerstone of
topically, for the most part also follow a chroNewtonian mechanics. Near the beginning of the
nological order. This provides both a conceptual
twentieth century, Baron Roland von E6tv6s and
clarity to each chapter and an overall unity to the
collaborators tested Galileo's principle with a
entire book. Topics include the formation and
sensitive torsion balance and reported that it was
operation of the Manhattan Project, the postwar
debate over the creation of the Atomic Energy
obeyed to high precision, and subsequent experiments agreed: different particles placed in the
Commission, the postwar debate over interasame gravitational field acquire the same acceltional control of atomic energy, the dual develeration. These results demonstrate the equality
opment of nuclear weapons and the strategic theories of their use, the debate over fallout, the
of inertial and gravitational mass, and on this
rests Einstein's equivalence principle, the founcivil defense program, the Atoms for Peace prodation of general relativity and all other "metric"
gram and the development of nuclear power, at(curved-spacetime) theories of gravity.
tempts to control the arms race by treaty, and the
debate over Reagan's Star Wars proposal. TheEotv6s's important experimental data went
until January 1986, when Ephraim
impressive accomplishment of the book is unchallenged
to
Fischbach and Carrick Talmadge (Purdue Unipresent a history that covers so many topics

versity), Sam Aronson (Brookhaven National
without losing readers in a sea of detail or boring

Laboratory), and two junior collaborators pubthem with generalities. Throughout, the book

lished an eye-catching paper in Physical Review
provides narrative detail to bring the story to life,
Letters that argued for the possible existence of
while retaining a sense of direction in both chro-

a new fundamental force in nature, to add to the
nology and basic theme.
four forces (gravitational, electromagnetic,
The book has two aspects that some might reweak, and strong) already known. This "fifth
gard as weaknesses, others as blessings. First,
force" would have an effective range of a few
while the underlying theme is the relationship
hundred meters; it would be a repulsive force;
between public protest and official policy, the
its strength would be about 1 percent that of
book does not propose a distinct sociological

gravity and would be, for a given substance, promodel of this process. Some social scientists

to baryon number (or hypercharge)
may thus find it weak analytically. Second,portional
it

