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Forty-two thousand military personnel including some 

women, many government officials, foreign and 

domestic, and numerous members of the media witnessed 

the first post-World War II series of atomic bomb tests 

known as Operation Crossroads. As of this year [1996], 

according to the Institute of Medicine of the National 

Academy of Science, 22,000 of the 42,000 military 

participants have died. According to our sources, many of 

them died of causes that can only be attributed to 

radiation poisoning while many of the survivors are still 

suffering from a variety of radiogenic diseases. We don't 

know causes of death of the non-military observers, but it 

would be very useful to have that information. 

Somewhere in the top secret archives of the Manhattan 

Project of the Atomic Energy Commission, the names of 

the invited non-military observers must exist. What a 

story that would make. 

The Veterans Administration acknowledges that many of 

the diseases to which participants in all the atomic bomb 

tests 1945–1963 and the occupation of Hiroshima and 

Nagasaki succumbed are radiogenic, but makes it 

fiendishly difficult for these veterans to receive 

compensation and adequate medical care. We believe that 

the Defense Special Weapons Agency (DSWA), formerly 

the Defense Nuclear Agency (DNA), Science 

Applications International Corp. (SAIC) which does 

dose reconstructions for the VA and DSWA, the VA, 

other government agencies, and the National Academy of 

Science do all that they can to keep the Atomic Veterans 



and their families at bay. At the rate we are dying off, we 

will all be fossils by the 21st century. Gulf War veterans 

who may have participated in an atomic bomb test can 

only say déjà vu. 

One of the most disturbing aspects of Operation 

Crossroads is that when Manhattan Project Director 

Oppenheimer learned that the military wanted to conduct 

nuclear bomb tests using live military personnel as 

participants, he argued that the tests could be simulated in 

the laboratory, but he was overruled. Countless lives 

could have been saved had his advice been taken. Instead 

he was eventually stripped of his clearances and nearly 

sent to prison because of his concerns about the testing 

and development of more destructive weapons such as 

the hydrogen bomb. This earned him the implacable 

enmity of Edward Teller, the “father” of the hydrogen 

bomb. Oppenheimer was later accused of being a 

communist sympathizer, stripped of his clearances and 

cast into limbo. At one time veterans organizations such 

as NAAV were designated as terrorist organizations and 

therefore subject to infiltration by the CIA. 

Another very disturbing aspect of Operation Crossroads 

concerns the fear expressed by the chief radiological 

officer, Dr. Stafford Warren, that many veterans would 

file lawsuits as a result of their exposure to radiation 

during Crossroads. He even succeeded in persuading 

President Truman to cancel the scheduled third test, Test 

Charlie, because the Bikini test area was already so badly 

contaminated by the first two tests. Nevertheless, 

thousands of military personnel were kept at Bikini for a 

month or more after the testing was terminated. 

More than 90 target ships and over 150 support ships 

were assigned to Operation Crossroads. The majority of 

both groups had seen service in World War Il including 



the aircraft carriers Saratoga and Independence, various 

submarines, destroyers, battleships and auxiliary vessels. 

After the testing, when high death rates were being 

reported for the crews of some of the target ships, 

survivors were calling ships such as the Ingraham and 

Orca “death ships.” Some target ships such as the 

Niagara were remanned when they were declared 

“Geiger sweet” following a period of so-called 

“decontamination.” Details of the health problems and 

causes of death of the Niagara crew would be very 

useful. 

In the Foreword to the official history of Operation 

Crossroads published in 1946, Task Force Commander 

Admiral William Blandy wrote, “The Atomic Age is 

here. It is no myth. Nor is the atomic bomb ‘just another 

weapon.’ It is the most lethal destructive agent yet 

devised by man. Its energy release is staggering: its 

radioactivity is slow-killing poison.” [See Operation 

Crossroads—The Official Pictorial Record, The Office of 

the Historian, Joint Task Force One, Wm. H. Wise & 

Co., Inc., New York 1946.] 

The only atomic bombs of which Admiral Blandy had 

any knowledge were the 21 kiloton Trinity, 15 kiloton 

Hiroshima, and 21 kiloton Nagasaki bombs whose yields 

were 21, 15 and 21 kilotons respectively. As an informed, 

well-educated individual, he must have known the story 

of the Curies and how exposure to minute amounts of 

radium caused their deaths, about the fate of many of the 

young women known as radium dial watch painters. We 

already know about the enormous amounts of 

radioactivity the aforementioned bombs released. We 

also know about the effects of fallout from the Nevada 

tests upon the Downwinders, 



Admiral Blandy also complained that the Crossroads 

personnel were not provided with adequate protective 

equipment. 

When inquiries began to be made into the dangers of 

radioactive fallout from the Crossroads bombs, 

authorized government spokesmen announced that all the 

fallout from the first detonation, Test Able, was blown 

away by prevailing winds. It is curious, therefore, that 

personnel were not allowed to go aboard the carrier 

Independence until the fifth day after Able because of 

contamination. What is even more curious is that much of 

the contamination was caused by transuranic elements 

with half lives of thousands of years such as Plutonium 

239. Was five days long enough to wait to avoid 

exposure to the radiation that Admiral Blandy called [a] 

“slow-killing poison?” 

This writer served on the floating drydock ARD-29 

during Operation Crossroads. On the morning of June 30, 

1946, a seagoing tug towed us to a safe distance from 

Bikini Atoll where Test Able was to be detonated the 

next morning. The bomb was to be dropped from a B-29 

and was to explode in the air over the array of target 

ships. The bomb detonated in the air above the target 

ships, but at a considerable distance from their center. 

While standing on the deck of the ARD-29 on the 

morning of July 1, 1946, an announcement was made 

over the PA system that if anyone wanted to see the 

bomb go off, to look toward Bikini while listening to the 

countdown. The same announcement was probably made 

on all the support ships some of which were much closer 

than we. When the countdown reached zero, an enormous 

bright white flash appeared above the horizon. We were 

not told to shield our eyes or to wear special glasses. 



As a child, I remember being warned to avoid looking at 

the sun during an eclipse. Years later, I read in an official 

government publication that all personnel serving aboard 

ships during tests such as Operation Crossroads were to 

be issued special goggles. This directive apparently didn't 

apply to us. Maybe Admiral Blandy knew what he was 

talking about when he wrote that better protective 

equipment was needed for the test participants. 

In the years following the tests, many of the participants 

reported cataracts, which the government was forced to 

declare were radiogenic. But the VA and certain 

members of Congress fought us tooth and nail to prevent 

us being acknowledged as disabled from exposure to 

radiation during the tests and other “radiation risk” 

activities. 

This year, the Institute of Medicine of the National 

Academy of Science issued its report on Operation 

Crossroads that took 13 years to complete. The report 

contains numerous demonstrable flaws, but no member 

of congress is willing to challenge it.  

Why? Who is telling the truth? Who knows the truth? 

 

(Excerpted from the book Operation Crossroads – Lest 

We Forget! by William L. McGee, BMC Publications, 

2016.) 

 


