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THE BININL STO“Y EN BRLEF RB

Yhe natives ard actually and literally dying of starvatloa.” aroid L,

{ckes used these words to describe the conditlica of IGU Marshallese natives,

former residents of Bikini Atoll. ‘The communicy to whica ha referred on

September 29, 1947, in his syndicated colunm "Man to Maa,” had cwo years

earliaor bacn removed fron Bikini to nike way for atom tomb expérunentacion in

the interests of United States national defeuse. The colusmist, u former

Secretary of the Interior, based his statement on a report concerning the velfare

.Bikinianus on Ronperik Atoll where they had been regetrled., Ickes’f
eof displace
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the U. S. Navy's aduinistration of the islandersc
taon

we acharges wore direct if

an interim responsibility which that asency bore for all of the Marshallese

and other island peoples residing in the Trust Territory of the Pacific Tslance.

Regardless of political motivations possibly involved in the charges,

and in the subsequent denials by those charged, Ickes! cfforts did direct

national attention to a people who, on 2 much smaller scale, weve uncerzcing

experiences not unlike those of millions of displaced bersons in the postwar

world. The American public was forccfuily reminded of the decision tekea in

Janusry, 1946, by the Joint Chicfs of Starf in Washington to conduct acuatc

weapons testing on the isolated atoll of Bikini in the northern Murshalis, at

+

the expanse of the human occupants whe had to be resetried on another isiund.

Evacuation of Bixlai Anoil BEST COPY AVAILABLE

“Bikiuiaas first learned of this decision on February 160, i946, when
wae

the Anerican governor of the Marshalic paid a visit to Bikini. Through an

tity Sefaterpreter he told the isianders of the Washington proposal, Ue auskes for

theiy co-operation, Fanily heads sitriny tLucorswally in the local council

discussed the matter at length, and their leader answered the governor favorably.
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In the following month, many dipcussiaons and conferences were

consider possible sites for relocation, Most {slands

Marshalls were already inhabited,

for permanent habitation.

cuief who than Lived on Kwajalein Island and according to tradition held title

to the atoll of Bikini.

products in @ manner reminiscent of

atoll sites were investigated; all lay ia the nort

Bikini but sufficiently distant to escape danger from the

&lternative possibilites were eliminated for varied reasons. The

selection, agreed to by the Bikinians and approved by the admini

Rongertik Atoll,

latitude,

From time to time small parties
eeee

| Rongerik wasuninhabited.

Rongelab Atoii came by canoe to collect coconuts and arrowroot.

smaller than Bikini both in its land and lagoon and while its

kini with an inventorPreparations for resettlement began at Jtikin

| to be sbandoned, i.e. houses, trees, and landholdings.

gathered for thatch, canocs were dismanticd, 
collected, sorted, and packed in boxes -or wrapped in pandanus

evs

Twenty-two oon and some U. S.
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naval personne] labored for days G

frames, iatrines, and concrete cisternsbuilding tent

A navel landing ship came from Kwajalein to move the

On the afterncon of March 7 the governor and his aides azsin ¢c

the assembled Bikinians and reviewed instructicns for passage

hater, at the small cematery where

For generations Rikinians had used the land and

feudal Europe in the Hiddle Ages.

hern Marshelle cloze

atonle experin
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about 1355 miles east of Bikini in approximately th

YeEsourcees

Jess abundant the administration judsed them to be adequa te for the

Pardanus

and personal belongings!
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the villegers had buried their an

held to

and atolls in the

and those not occupied offered few inducements

The administration sought advice frow the paramount
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for senerations a church service nOlemninad the final farcweli. From the

shore of the placid lagoon, @ constant flow of islanders carrying their

possessions went aboard the ship. Outrigger canoes were lashed firmly on the

top deck. The migrants, numbering 159, rolled out their sleeping sats in

assigned places on the deck of the loaded ship. A movie was the only hizh

light of an uneventful voyage. The next morning the Bikinians arrived at.

Rongerik. ~

As they entered Rongerik Lagoon the migrants saw, on the main island,

the tent dwellings which had been sect up for them. These were iuoediately

allocated by Juda and the atoll council. By that evening the islenters had

taken cheir possessions ashore and moved into their new quarters. The inittal

reaction of the people was not enccuraziag. However, conditions improvcu

somewhat as work progressed in layins cut a more permanent settlement. The

Boeroe provided food for several wee

to obtain food locally by their customary techaigues,

On March 23 when construction at Ronserik was completed, all American

personnel returned to Kwajalein and the migvants, es thosa in any otner

Marshallese comaunity, were on their own. At Bikini and Kwajalein the followin

months were filled witn hectic activity as ie
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bomb tests. Rongerik offered welcome reiief from the pressures of military

a . 7
cuties, and visitors frequantly arrivec. News photosraphers, pres Q H ( o

e o ry rt (t Lia oO oy

and even radio broadcasters traveled to Rongerik on the govarner’s tivitarion

t 7and the Bikinians soon received a considerable amount of questionable publicity.

the atollfa
s

© b
+
,Unknowing press men, for example, referred to the local hea

council as "King" Juda, much to the annoyance of the paramount chier at

a a Teeee F oy por A of 1 - a. -Kywajaiein, Feu Auericans really unccestocd waat resettlement macnt ts the

community and most of them expressed only passing interest in “just another
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curiosity" of the postwar Pacific.

br
]he first atom bomb exploded over the ship-studded legoon at Pikint on

July 1, 1946. The second bomb was detonated underwater twenuty~four days later.

Life magazine stated that, “if all the ships at Bikini had been manned, the

Baker Day bomb would ReCeeres 35,000 crewnaen,"” But when Juda was later

invited to view the results he saw coconut palms still prelucing well. The

lagoon still possessed that unruffled screnity he had known before. He. did

not understand this, and he was not able to inform his people about the

radioactivity which head condemned the atoll and its waters for yeurs to com.

Homesickness for Bikini mounted on Rongerik., The months passed. and local

resources began to prove inadequate Lor the community's needs,

Crisis on Roncerik

A full year passed before Bikinians again made headlines in the American

press. Beginning in eariy 1947 the administration had becone eware ofr

ducreasing unrest at Reaserik. The field trips made pericdically throughout

the Marshalls brought back complaints from the Rongerik residences ascut one
\

n i
thing after another. All of these reports caphasized the strong desize of the

migrants to return to Bikini. They cid not realize, nowever, that such a move

{

was now out of the question. The administration considered other possibiliciei S

to relieve the stress but came up with no solution. A field medical, officer

{
reported in July that the Bikinians had declined physically to an eslarning
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édegres. In his opinion the fault lay with the inadequate food resoutces of the
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e © < exrnor appointed a board cousisctians of several naval officers and

0?a civilian agriculturisy cimploycd in the general rehabilicatioa of the postwar
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yy of natural food on Rongeril The board proposcd that the comunity be
SUPP

moved again. Three relocation sites were evaluated, Ujae Atoil, already
~ - i a

snvestigated in 1946, was rejected a second time because of the many Harahallece

who already lived there. Ujelang Atoll, over 300 miles southwest offamilies y B >

Bikini and used by the Japanese before the war as a copra plantation, was

uninhabited. The third possibility was Kili, an uninhabited island in the

t
t
y

southernmost part of the Marshalls, also cxploited formerly by the Japanese or

its coconut plantings. .

The administration was ready to carry out 2a second transfer of the people

w@. After Ujecbt
sbut the problem of selecting a eite aclayea ection for sone t

hed finally been eliminated, the choice remained between Ujeiang and Kili.
al

yThough &ili held an advantage as 4a rich and iuxurient island in the rainy

southern Marshalls, it lacked a lagooa which made landing from the sea a

hazardous operation in any but the calmest weather, The administration

approved Ujelang as the only practical possibility. There was furt

until the Bikinians themselves were convinced of the desirability o
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on Ujelang since they continued to have fond memories of Bikini.
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( Nncaustic cocments caught the administretion at this point or native

4 1In mid-October several Rongerlk council members were taken to Ujelang to

appraise the site firsthand. When they returned to Rongerik and reported their
s

j

. _ , : : .
observations, the commmity agreed to move to Ujelang. The administration

4

A i

immadiately proceeded to carry out the pisns waich had already been jdeveloped.

i
)
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In Novembcr, 2 party of young Bikinians and U. S. naval personne dnded on

Ujelang from 2 ship losded with lumber, building materials, and a caneéent

|
mixer, Their assignment was to prepare accomodations for 4 group migration

i
t

from Rongerik sometime in December, Resettlement of the ex-Bikini D. B.'s

held top priority.
er



  
Then, on December 1, 1947, newspepers throupsoutr the United Scutes

carried an ennouncement that the Atomic Energy Comnission had decided upon

Eniwetok Atoll as a new site for atowle wetpons experimentation. The 145

inhabitants ef Eniwetok in the northern Marshalis were to be moved from their

‘home atell within threa uceks, Their destination: Ujelang. A Vashiagton

news release a short time later quoted the Navy Department ag “having no present

plans for moving the Bbikinians from Ronserik." The problem et Rongerik reverted

to its pre-Ujclang status with one less possibility for relocation,
4

1
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At this point the administration decided to review tha entire situation.

Perhaps there was an outside chence that Bikinians could be persuaded cr oO

remain on Rongerik if some program of repianting or other improvement of theates

atoll's resources could be effected, Tre high commissioner of the Trust

Territory gave the probicuw his personal attention from headcuarters in Uewaii.

Because of my previous experience with the Marshallese and vast employment

with the government on a survey of Marshsllicse economics, I was invited to

conduct an independent investigation on Rongerik, giving special attention to

the human resources of the atoll.

For more than a week, fren Janucry into February, 1948, 1 lived with the

Bikinians on Rongerik and observed them in action, No decter or agriculturist

was necded to conciude that the islandors were living in an extreme state of

impoverighment due to the axhaustion of local food supplies. Tne people head

even organized their economic system on a more communal basis to explots their

dwindling sources of marine and plant food nore O r
h fectively.

that I could suggest to revive interest in contiayed residence on Roncerik.

fhe inhabitants told me they were ready to go enywhere if they could only leaveG9
?

Rongerik., I seconded the recommendations o t
a bo
.the agviculturist who six months

earlier had declared that “departure from Rorgerik has been too long delayed."



 

~

After hearing my prolininary report, the governor of the Mershells

acted imacdiately by providing food and medical supplies for conmmunity relief,

He then met with the couneil at Rougerik and determined the consensus of the

cocmunity to hls own satisfaction. With council agrcemant the governor began

a series of operations wiich included additional emergency supplies and the

removal of the people from Rongerik to Kwajalein. On March 14, the Bikinians

boarded a naval vessel for Kvajslain to complete tho second etage of their

wanderings as a displaced population, There they waited for further

investigation and a higher-level authority decision regarding 2 site for

permanent resettlement.

Indecision at Mvwajalein

On Xwajalein Island the Bikinians meved into the hastily erected tent

camp located betwaen the ocean and the naval facility's air fiele, and adjacent

to a large Marshaliese labor settlement. The Bikialaens were enabled to

preserve thair separate identity as a transient cosmunity, aac raintained their

own ere had a school and a church for their own use. Thosa who
. 5

wished it and met the qualifications, obtained employment at the naval air

facility in dcmestic service, as unskilled laborers oa road work and gerbaze

detail, and in the laundry or the office. ‘ha administration provided, food and

other necessities for everyona without charge, ,

The council worked with the administration to find another site. |

Atoll was for a third tima rejected bacause of its already lerge population.

unpopulated atoll about 150 miles northwest of Kwajalein, and Kili island

earlicr considered a3 an alternative to Ujelang.

-In mid-Anril, the parexzount chief accompanied the governcr and four

council members, including Juda, for an inspection of Wotho where two islands

|



 

hod been offered for catelemant by the chic’, Durlug May, Juda and ten other

; Q44:393"
i. mon of Bikini were transported to Kili whera they lived for two weeks, exploring

/ .

/ the island and evaluating its resources, YPolicwing these two ,Surveys, the
i UM ry
¢
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é merits of each sita were discussed at length dt the Kyvajalein camp, In a

remarkable plebiscite on June 1, Bikint men and vonen cast their ballots fer
Ye ,

aithar Wotho or Kili. The results ware in favor of Kili by a vote of fifty-four

to tha hich comaisstonerto twonty-tvo. The governor reported the dccisis eobs

became restless on Kvajalein as their alien surreundfags lost their novalty.

the ocean surf, Long accustomed to a guict existence near a sheltered lagoon,

tha people talked now constantly about Bikini, recalling its beauties and

virtues ss thess became magnified in their di ming memories. Merale fell,

Although they hed oon for a new hens on Mili tsland, the people began to

doubt the desiveability of suck a move the loneser they pondered

Ia Sevtenber, approval excuse from the high coamzissioner to begin th: Kilt

project. By the end of the month, a work party of Dikinians end U. S. naval
u

parsonnel from Rwajalein head landed on Kili with ecuipment and orders to grepare

anevy villaca sita. ‘Tha mon cleared an crea near shore oa the aorthwest side

of the island end st wtad conatruction on a council house, disronsary, score,

coura waorchouse, cond cisterns.

 


