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Foreword



In the popular imagination, the world’s first nuclear weapon was designed and assembled on a mountaintop laboratory shrouded in secrecy, tested in a remote desert too far away from human habitation to affect anyone, and located in an isolated, vaguely foreign region known as the state of New Mexico. From the beginning, the nuclear enterprise was portrayed as a heroic undertaking. In this saga, the protagonists were larger-than-life figures such as J. Robert Oppenheimer, a brilliant physicist and leader of the scientific team, whose testimonial at the first atomic blast was an allusion to the Bhagavad Gita: “Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.”


The New Mexicans most affected by these developments were not likely to have quoted Hindu scripture. In their daily practice, some would have turned to the nearby sacred peaks, Tschicoma or Redondo, and invoked Indian deities for rain and for healing. Others would have prayed following the traditions of folk Catholicism. The Los Alamos laboratory was located on the eastern slope of an immense volcanic rim, and to the outside observer the region may have seemed sparsely populated. But as the eagle flies, Los Alamos is only a moderate distance to several pueblos (Jémez, Cochití, San Ildefonso, Santa Clara, and Ohkay Owingeh), to a like number of Spanish or Mexican land grants (Cañón de San Diego, Ojo de San José, Baca Location No.1, Ramón Vigil, Juan José Lobato, Cañada de Santa Clara, and Abibuiú), and to the many small villages that radiate from the town of Española in all directions. These sacred mountains and communities would have been adversely affected by a nuclear accident at Los Alamos, and some did face serious hazards because of the dumping of radioactive and chemical wastes along the watershed.


This book focuses on how New Mexicans, specifically Native peoples, nuevomexicanos, the ranchers of the Tularosa Basin, and the uranium miners of Grants experienced the establishment and expansion of the nuclear weapons industry in the state. These New Mexicans found their lives upended and transformed, even when they were not employed by the labs or directly involved in the nuclear enterprise.


Without articulating a formal theory of settler colonialism for New Mexico, Lucie Genay notes the parallels between these events and the region’s colonial history: the subordination of Native peoples by the Spanish; the conquest of the territory by the US Army in 1846; the postponement of New Mexico statehood for more than sixty years; and the loss of land and folk traditions associated with the imposition of neocolonial status. The expropriation of private land by the federal government in the 1940s differed from these previous experiences in significant ways, but nevertheless represented a new form of conquest.


With the Manhattan Project, scientists, engineers, and federal dollars poured into New Mexico and created—directly and indirectly—thousands of blue-collar jobs in a region dedicated to agriculture and burdened by rural poverty. Economic opportunity, however, came at a substantial cost. Oral histories recount searing experiences of ethnic and gender discrimination. The enterprise was launched in haste and the subsequent lack of oversight resulted in the indiscriminate release of toxic wastes, threatening land and contaminating water critically important in an arid environment. The radioactive fallout from the Trinity test adversely affected the health of residents downwind. Homesteaders and ranchers abruptly displaced by the federal takeover of the Pajarito Plateau and White Sands lost a source of livelihood during the war that they believed was temporary. They subsequently discovered that the federal occupation was permanent. This is a complex story that requires sound judgment and careful attention to detail.


Genay tells this story with the sensitivity of someone attuned to the significance of cultural and class difference and to the weight of historical tradition and a people’s attachment to land. Based on a large collection of oral histories and a wide range of documentary sources, this book narrates with verve the history of the “scientific conquest” of New Mexico. Indeed, that conquest, broadly based and far-reaching in its consequences, is the singular watershed event of New Mexico since statehood.


If to the rest of the world the Pajarito Plateau, White Sands, and the state of New Mexico seem less remote today, it is largely because of the Manhattan Project and the role of this region in the launching of the nuclear age. Reading this volume gives us an excellent opportunity to evaluate both history and contemporary meaning.


L. M. García y Griego
CAÑÓN DE CARNUÉ, NEW MEXICO
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One






Introduction: Ground Zero



At 5:30 a.m. on July 16, 1945, a futuristic weapon, dubbed the “Gadget,” lit the sky in the Jornada del Muerto desert. On that day, New Mexico witnessed the birth of a new age and added to the yucca, the roadrunner, the piñon, the turquoise gem, and to the chili pepper, another state symbol: the mushroom cloud. The explosion climaxed a $2 billion military and scientific venture, the Manhattan Project, undertaken during the Second World War. Less than a month later, this new weapon practically annihilated the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.


In the United States, the Manhattan Project is remembered as the enterprise that ended the war and saved the free world from fascism. The scientists who invented the bomb were celebrated as heroes. They had fought “the battle of the laboratories” in the shadow of secrecy, on the frontier of science.1 The Project was history’s most ambitious scientific undertaking—or “gamble,” in President Truman’s words, a mammoth enterprise that mobilized 130,000 workers across the nation.2 Although the test on July 16 may not be remembered vividly today, its significance extends far beyond its wartime impact. The first atomic explosion ushered in an era in which human beings acquired an unprecedented ability to destroy, in which they dreamed of harnessing a seemingly inexhaustible energy source, and in which they transformed regions of the world into dominions of the nuclear industry.


In 1942, Manhattan Project sites were mushrooming in the four corners of the country. In the West, these sites increased the militarization of the region. They served as a vehicle for the federal government to weave a tight web of control over some long-discarded areas and formed the skeleton of what was to become a huge military, industrial, scientific, and academic complex. This complex was to be the future spearhead of America’s nuclear strategy during the Cold War. I have chosen to term this conglomerate of installations the “nuclear weapons complex” to encompass all sites that are historically, financially, and politically connected to the manufacturing of nuclear weapons. New Mexico’s fate within this complex was sealed on November 16, 1942. As it had been decided that the development, final processing, assembly, and testing of the bomb would be conducted in one place, J. Robert Oppenheimer, the scientific director of the so-called Project Y, suggested to his military counterpart, General Leslie Groves, that the world’s first secret atomic laboratory be established on the location of the secluded Los Alamos Ranch School (LARS) on a mesa in the northern part of the state.


On February 7, 1943, the Manhattan Engineering District took official possession of the Ranch School in “the interests of the United States in the prosecution of the War,” and waves of scientists and soldiers started to flood in.3 Physicist John H. Manley called the arrival of the scientists “a new civilization colonizing” the Pajarito Plateau, “some 800 years after the first-known permanent inhabitants of this particular region, the Keres people.”4 At first, Project leaders estimated that three hundred people would be sufficient, but the population soon doubled, tripled, and quad­rupled. By the summer of 1945, the community had reached six thousand people.5


At the war’s end, Los Alamos experienced a mass exodus, as scientists were eager to put the barbed wire of the Army post behind them and return to their academic careers. The question the heads of the Manhattan Engineering District (MED) now had to answer was what would become of the laboratory on “the Hill”? New Mexico would be radically different had the Pajarito Plateau been restored to its initial isolation. Instead, Manley’s “new civilization” continued its colonization. In the decades following the creation of site Y, the budding scientific community in the Jémez Mountains did not just grow to become the Los Alamos National Laboratories (LANL) and a ten-thousand-inhabitant town, it also spread, affecting the surrounding region.


The legacy of the Manhattan Project is both multifaceted and an ongoing process. Today, the tributaries of the current nuclear weapons industry can be mapped throughout New Mexico: two national laboratories, three test sites, three Air Force bases, waste disposal sites, nuclear reactors, nuclear weapon storage sites, the remains of uranium mining and milling, and White Sands Missile Range (WSMR), the country’s largest military installation. The Laboratories were catalysts for the influx of scientific colonization, as they produced extensions and partner institutions throughout the state and impacted populations on both sides of the Rio Grande. This development flooded the region with new occupational opportunities and unprecedented demographic, socioeconomic, and environmental pressures.


The story I want to tell, therefore, is not based on a linear pattern like other histories of the Manhattan Project that begin with the genesis of atomic science and end with a successful scientific and military conclusion. It begins instead with a pattern of concentric circles emphasizing those closest to the epicenter. What impact did events of planetary magnitude, such as the Trinity test, have on the land selected for the experiment? How do the military project and its outcome fit into local history? New Mexico had experienced two major upheavals before: the Spanish conquest of the sixteenth century and the American conquest after the war with Mexico in 1846–1848. After World War II, the state underwent a phenomenal transformation with the arrival of what locals saw as an alien population of scientists and engineers—a third, scientific conquest. The previous colonization movements associated with the conquest of the Americas, it should be noted, were associated with scientific advances in transportation and warfare. In New Mexico during the Manhattan Project, however, the conquest was operated in the name of science and progress. This was in keeping with the American pioneering tradition of viewing progress as the greater good that justifies sacrifices, such as the environment, preexisting lifestyles, and cultural heritage. The scientific conquest led the young state on the path to becoming the nation’s nuclear Eldorado, dragging along local populations who both benefited and suffered immediate and long-term consequences from this embrace with nuclear science. New Mexico, as the cradle of the nuclear age, acquired a new identity with far-reaching implications for its residents.


In the first decades of the nuclear era, the ready acceptance of a heavy, sometimes morally condemnable, price to pay for the advancement of civilization was abetted by tight secrecy. Theresa Connoughton, a Hispana resident of Santa Fe employed by LANL for twenty-one years before being laid off in November 1996, alluded to this condemnable price about which she had been “in total denial”:




You know, once this veil of denial is lifted, you have no choice but to fight it…. I tell you it is really an incredible picture to get when one finally realizes that one has been asleep for most of one’s life. I think the science at the Laboratory is commendable, but, unfortunately, it has come at the sacrifice of people. And I think that, if people are sacrificed, then the product is useless.6





With the expression “sacrifice of the people,” Connoughton refers to the stark inequalities between Los Alamos and the rest of the state as well as both ethnic and gender discrimination at the labs. The emotional aspect of her discourse conveys a sense of betrayal and guilt. My point is to look at the socioeconomic and cultural mechanisms that may have led to changes in perspectives such as Connoughton’s and can account for such emotional responses. In other terms, this book seeks to explain process as much as it describes outcomes. A first approach to the Manhattan Project narrative in New Mexico is to say that the nuclear industry generated an immense economic boom that benefited everyone. A second approach qualifies this all-positive analysis by emphasizing the plight of those affected negatively by the nuclear weapons complex. Mrs. Connoughton’s testimony is a mixture of both these perspectives: “commendable” science versus “the sacrifice of people.” Both narratives provide valuable elements of truth that will not be ignored here, but what this book offers is an examination of the process that allowed for the transition from a positive, even miraculous, perception of atomic science and its economic effect, toward a less favorable assessment of that history and a more sharply honed criticism of the complex’s environmental consequences, ethnic and class discrimination, and sociocultural impacts. This will be done by examining the context of oral testimonies and other evidence of the socioeconomic transformation of New Mexico.


I attempt here to reexamine a history that has usually been addressed from an external angle. The Manhattan Project has been a fascinating subject for many writers as evidenced by the abundance of publications since the so-called Smyth Report, the first official account of the scientific and technical development of the bomb, released on August 12, 1945.7 The 1980s, in particular, were a prolific decade.8 It produced Richard Rhode’s celebrated book, The Making of the Atomic Bomb, and numerous publications that centered on the decision to drop the bomb on Japan.9 The global consequences of the bomb monopolized the attention of historians and kept other aspects of its legacy in the dark, such as the effects on populations and the environment at the Project’s sites. The first publications on the history of Los Alamos were, for the most part, narratives of scientific and logistical developments by participants who wrote their personal memoirs. General Groves, the military director, was the first to do so in 1962. In 1980, scientists remarked that Groves’s book was the only published firsthand account of the Project, and Lawrence Badash, Joseph O. Hirschfelder, and Herbert Broida proceeded to publish a compilation of lectures that had been organized at the University of California in 1975.10 Other scientific testimonies followed.11 At the end of the decade, scientists’ wives collected the memories of women who had followed their spouses to Los Alamos and some of them wrote their own memoirs. This represented a departure from military and scientific accounts to a social history of the community. Historian Cynthia Kelly and the Atomic Heritage Foundation also put together the accounts of scientists, military men, witnesses, politicians, and historians in several publications.12 Those drew a lively picture of the atmosphere during the war, but they did not include testimonies of New Mexican participants.


After perusing the extant literature on one of the state’s most impor­tant historical developments, this absence strikes one as conspicuous.13 My approach centers on the experience of those individuals, whose participation was practically lost in history, and on their experiences of the postwar evolution, rather than on the historical developments and figures that were involved in the major events of that era.14 Local residents have contributed to the success of the Labs, to the profits made by the uranium industry, to the construction and maintenance of storage sites, to America’s military supremacy, and to the advancement of science. Therein lies the historical value of their stories.


Following a revisionist trend of social history, new studies began to appear in the early 1990s regarding how the bomb affected local histories and memories. In Trinity’s Children: Living Along America’s Nuclear Highway (1992), Tad Bartimus and Scott McCartney introduce their book as a product of “hundreds of interviews conducted” along Interstate 25 between Las Cruces, New Mexico, and Wyoming. They call it “a journey,” “part love story, part oral history” that “feeds off the emotion and excitement of its people.”15 This study builds on that tradition and emphasizes the perspective of common people—workers, farmers, and ranchers—who also played necessary roles in the nuclearization of New Mexico, but whose voices were stifled by national defense policies and by the weight of worldwide historical debates.


Beginning in 1991, the University of New Mexico oral history project “Impact Los Alamos: Traditional New Mexico in a High Tech World” conducted interviews in the Española Valley among residents who had worked or still worked at LANL. At the core of the project was the fundamental question of whether science had benefited the area or damaged ancestral cultures and eroded local traditions.16 “Crucial as Los Alamos’ global impact has been, its influence on local people and communities has often been neglected,” wrote the managing editor of the New Mexico Historical Review, in a special issue, “Impact Los Alamos.”17 Carlos Vásquez, director of the project, partly accounted for this gap by identifying some of the obstacles the project encountered. He notes that “many locals saw the study as controversial and potentially compromising. Since LANL is the largest employer in the area and pays salaries often three to five times what other local employers pay, there is a premium in getting and keeping a job at the Lab.”18 I personally observed the same reluctance. Sociopolitical pressures still make it delicate to ask people about the nuclear industry in New Mexico.


Using these testimonies, this book traces the history of the scientific colonization, taking into account experiences of those who have often been cast to the margins of past historical writings: longtime residents of the region—specifically the Hispanos, members of Native American communities, and Anglos whose ancestors had arrived later in the nineteenth century. This work seeks to give voice to the Hispanos and Native Americans of the Jémez Plateau, blue-collar workers of Los Alamos, the miners and residents of the Grants Uranium Belt, and the ranchers and farmers adversely affected by the federal taking of land in White Sands Missile Range and whose lives were upended by the Trinity test and the US government’s reluctance to address the “collateral damage” of the work at the Range. In the 1940s, many local Pueblo Indians, Hispano farmers, Mexican immigrants, and Anglo ranchers extensively relied on agro-pastoral activities for sustenance and lived on the fringe of industrialized America. The lives of some of these long-term residents were drastically altered by the development of the nuclear economy and ensuing social changes.


A brief historical overview is essential to understand the magnitude of the state’s metamorphosis. When New Mexico acquired statehood in 1912, it had been a territory for sixty-two years. However, Americanization of the region had been sluggish. Most of the population still lived in a secluded world organized in self-sustaining villages, a few mining towns, and the larger cities of Albuquerque and Santa Fe. The completion of the Atchison Topeka and Santa Fe (AT&SF) railroad in 1879 was perhaps the last transformative event in New Mexico before the Manhattan Project. The railroad had accelerated Anglo colonization, connecting the oldest (non-Anglo) civilization in the country to the vibrant, cosmopolitan cultures of the East, along with their markets and sources of capital. In 1850, 1,500 Anglos lived in the territory. By 1900, their number had reached 100,000, about half of the population. Historian Pablo Mitchell calls this upheaval “the ultimate agent of American modernity and imperialism.”19 It was the ultimate agent—until the arrival of the Manhattan Project.


The railroad boom greatly transformed towns, gave jobs to thousands of people, and had a tremendous impact on the social fabric. Yet, for many New Mexicans, land remained the prime measure of wealth. It still was the chief—sometimes only—source of livelihood. In 1930, nearly 60 percent of the state’s labor force was employed in agriculture.20 When owning land was insufficient to escape poverty, people turned to unskilled and manual wage labor. Family members often had to travel far to supplement their meager farm incomes. A tiny minority had access to more qualified professions. The Anglo and Hispano elites held managerial positions, possessed large land holdings, and could engage in trade and politics. The extractive industries were the second most important economic sector.


At the brink of World War II, New Mexico was one of the poorest and most secluded places in the Union, where small communities strongly clung to their ancient ways to survive, and where economic strains were at their worst. When Project Y was established at Los Alamos, the exceptional circumstances of war deprived Hispano and Anglo homesteading families of the livelihood provided by the land they owned on the Pajarito Plateau, land they had to give up to the government on short notice. With the loss of land, however, came the gain of employment opportunities right next door; a blessing for a selected few in surrounding villages. Families no longer had to separate for months while some left to find work in other states. The Project, through the Zia Company, the principal subcontractor to the Lab, hired profusely from the Valley to do maintenance work at the secret laboratory.


As early as 1944, Manhattan Project officials targeted other places in New Mexico to carry on their atomic enterprise. More remote, extensive, and “uninhabited” portions of land were needed to test “the Gadget.” The Alamogordo Bombing and Gunnery Range proved most useful for that purpose. The area and its military installations, now known as WSMR, is the largest overland military test range in the United States totaling 3,200 square miles and still works in close collaboration with the Labs. In March 1945, Project Alberta was initiated to assure that the bomb would be a practical airborne military weapon. New locations were again needed to pursue atomic experiments. Four months later, the Z division was created and moved to the military-owned Oxnard Field in Albuquerque, near Kirtland Air Force Base. Today, this locale is the site of the Sandia National Laboratories (SNL), which is the second largest employer in the state after the public school system.21


The propagation of science-related installations translated into a huge economic boom, higher employment numbers, increased income, and massive demographical growth. Albuquerque’s population of about seventy thousand in 1940 exceeded two hundred thousand by 1960.22 In turn, the multiplication of jobs and the influx of money and people fueled the creation and prosperity of other businesses and institutions of higher education that serviced the nuclear economy. Then, in 1950, a Navajo Indian, Paddy Martínez, found yellow coating on Todilto limestone he picked up on the lands of the Santa Fe Railroad at Haystack Mesa. It contained uranium, the mineral most precious to America’s nuclear weapons complex.23 As a result of this discovery, Grants became the uranium capital of the world and a magnet for prospectors and mining companies. Locals were employed to mine the radioactive ore and turn it into yellowcake through milling. With the addition of uranium extraction, New Mexico’s nuclear industry became a cradle-to-grave industry, extending from raw material to the storage of old weapons. Then, in 1999, the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP) near Carlsbad received its first nuclear waste shipment after a twenty-year political battle that divided antinuclear activists, concerned citizens, and Carlsbad’s enthusiastic promoters who were eager to welcome a project worth eight hundred jobs close to their town.


The conclusion to this accelerated historical summary is indisputable: World War II and the Cold War utterly revolutionized New Mexico’s economic, demographic, and environmental landscape. There is also no denying that the nuclear weapons industry shaped a new social order and had repercussions on cultural patterns, but the principal omission that needs to be rectified concerns the repercussions of these changes on New Mexico residents. What did their home state’s transformation signify for them and how did they respond to it? How can one evaluate the durability and distribution of the benefits entailed by the new booming industry—jobs, federal funding, attractiveness of the state, inflow of tourists, and so forth—and most important, to what extent did these populations gain from the high-technology revolution? What price did they pay? Aggregate statistics indicate a formidable rise in wealth and living standards, but in 2008 New Mexico still ranked fifth in the nation for the number of persons below the poverty line with its poverty concentrated in the state’s Hispano and Native populations. This suggests they were not the principal beneficiaries of the scientific revolution.24 Who was granted access to the high-paying jobs? Only by exploring these questions can one understand the wide range of opinions in New Mexico toward the nuclear industry.


Forty years after the Los Alamos Laboratory was declared to be a permanent installation, almost 70 percent of Los Alamos County’s population was from out of state, a jarring number next to that of other northern New Mexican counties, such as San Miguel’s 0.66 percent out-of-state population. Likewise, 3.5 percent of Los Alamos’s population was under the poverty level, with a median family income of $30,307, compared to nearly 27 percent in San Miguel with a median family income three times lower ($10,841). At the same time, New Mexico ranked second in doctoral scientists and engineers per ten thousand in the nation, but twenty-ninth in number of high school graduates, and thirty-eighth in average annual income in the 1988 State Policy Data Book.25 These figures suggest that the benefits of the nuclear industry were indeed distributed unequally among local and transplant populations and that, as a result, Los Alamos and the other nuclear complex–related areas had become privileged enclaves disconnected from the anxieties of surrounding communities.


To explain the stark inequalities in these statistics, this book looks at the history of the state’s nuclearization and the ways that local communities were integrated into it. Early generations of Valley workers generally perceived employment at the Labs to be immensely advantageous. The salaries that locals earned enabled them to participate more actively in the growing consumer society. In this context of rapid industrialization and modernization, many agricultural workers were able to desert the rough and demanding labor on the farm for easier and more reliable work in the cities. Agricultural activities that had been the fragile pillars of the economy declined, accelerating the demographic shift from a rural, agrarian culture to an urban, industrial one.


Improvements in households were evident as people’s purchasing power rose. Yet, many never caught up with the national standards of income. Somewhere on the course upward, something prevented them from going further. Priorities for New Mexicans shifted from survival to employment and education. Reliance on wage work built up a harsh competition among job seekers, and, in most cases, New Mexican workers and graduates from local higher-learning institutions were unable to compete with outsiders. Being granted access to the Labs or to other facilities of the high-technology corridor generated jealousies and tensions in the poorer parts of the state. Culturally, the nuclear economy opened a channel for dominant ways and ideas, some of which replaced the ancestral lifestyles based on the sacrosanct land. As in other instances of new industries entering traditional societies, cultural changes fractured the New Mexican identity, splitting it between pro- and antinuclear groups.


For those who succeeded in getting a job at the nuclear facilities, it meant entering a new culture, nuclearism. Psychiatrist Robert Lifton and Professor of International Law Richard Falk defined the term in 1982, stressing the irony behind the ideology, as a “psychological, political, and military dependence on nuclear weapons, [and] the embrace of the weapons as a solution to a wide variety of human dilemmas, most ironically that of ‘security.’”26 President of the Nuclear Age Peace Foundation David Krieger refers to nuclearism as “the belief that nuclear weapons and nuclear power are essential forms of progress that in the right hands will protect the peace and further the human condition”—the “right hands” being “one’s own country” and “to further the human condition” meaning a “benefit to oneself, one’s country, or one’s corporation.” Krieger identifies as key elements in the ideology that nuclear weapons are a necessary evil to keep the peace and that “the nuclear power industry is an absolute good.”27 These beliefs served the ambitions of the young Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) and supported the conviction that the country was under the threat of impending nuclear war. As a result, the testimonies of those who worked for nuclear facilities reflected these beliefs. Not all employees adapted the same way to the ideology, though. While some fully embraced it, others began to reject it.


Public awareness grew after the Three Mile Island accident of March 1979 and even more so after the collapse of the Soviet Union; both events dealt massive blows to nuclearism. In 1980, environmental reporter Phil Niklaus and writer Dede Feldman published a series of articles on the environmental impact of Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory28 with the Southwest Research and Information Center, a leading actor in the rise of antinuclear activism in Santa Fe. “Solid waste materials, ranging in size from test tubes and rubber gloves to massive ‘glove-boxes’ and other laboratory equipment rendered useless by radioactive contamination, continue to be placed in huge trenches and shafts cut in the volcanic tuff at Los Alamos,” they noted.29 The dangerous dumping practices and unreasonable risk-taking in use since the war, which were the result of informed decisions based on the unsuitable safety standards of the time, had been maintained under the cover of secrecy. In the 1980s, revelations of the nuclear industry’s most harmful environmental consequences greatly influenced local perceptions of the industry and further divided opinions. No longer protected by automatic government classification of their work, government-owned and privately contracted weapons labs came under attack by local activists who accused them of dealing irresponsibly with the dangerous by-products of their nuclear activities.


Supporters of nuclearism who argue that the rewards are worth the risk despite the evidence of the dangers of radioactivity continue to be a large group in New Mexico today. The state of New Mexico now has some of the most extensive weapons research, management, training, and testing infrastructures in the world. The downside to the sprawling industry is living in close proximity to nuclear weapons, toxic chemicals, radioactive materials and wastes, tests and experiments. With the half-life of radioactive materials being counted in thousands of years (twenty-four thousand years for plutonium), this legacy is an issue that will necessarily be passed on to future generations. Journalist Vincent B. Price published an alarming study of New Mexico’s environment in 2011. In it, he sheds light on environmental catastrophes that, incredibly, went almost unnoticed, such as the Chuck Rock accident of July 16, 1979, when a dam on a huge evaporative tailings pond at a uranium mine burst, sending millions of gallons of radioactive liquid and tons of radioactive waste in the Rio Puerco.


Not only does Price’s environmental study address one of the most concerning legacies of nuclear weapons production but it also emphasizes, once again, the unequal distribution of risk among populations. Price uses the term “nuclear colonization,”30 which is another version of the term “nuclear colonialism” broadly used by indigenous peoples who denounce the use of their lands as nuclear dumping grounds. Longtime activist and Executive Director of Healing Ourselves and Mother Earth (HOME) Jennifer Viereck defined nuclear colonialism in 1992 as “the taking (or destruction) of other people’s natural resources, lands, and wellbeing for one’s own, in the furtherance of nuclear development.”31 Political authors and activists Ward Churchill and Winona LaDuke also refer to “radioactive colonialism.”32


Why is it relevant to use a concept such as colonialism when addressing New Mexico’s nuclearization? Historian of the American West Gerald Nash describes the West before World War II as “America’s third world,” an “underdeveloped area,” “characterized by a colonial economy” where “agriculture, livestock, and mining were the major industries.”33 The description of prewar New Mexico above certainly fits this definition. Nash’s use of the terms “colonial economy” and “America’s ‘third world’” helps underscore the idea that New Mexico had a subordinate relationship with the rest of the United States. It was dependent on the industrialized East, the prime market for its raw material production. The question is how New Mexico’s postwar situation compares to this status and whether the state managed to free itself from outside economic forces thanks to the nuclear boon. Nash argues that the West broke free of its colonial bonds with the East thanks to the development of new industries; I will demonstrate that the case of New Mexico does not fit his conclusion.


In the process of changing its economic base, New Mexico’s dependence on land and on eastern markets transferred to a dependence on government investments motivated by nuclearism. The exceptional circumstances of World War II and the Cold War developed a federally sponsored economy. New Mexico’s colonial relationship with the rest of the Union did not end but was extended and modified according to the nation’s atomic objectives. People in the West had traditionally been wary of federal intervention, even though it had been substantial owing to the fact that western states were first territories under government and military control. One example was the building of public roads and highways. It was a win-win situation: “In aiding New Mexico residents, the government would likewise provide for its own needs. The opening of such roads would speed military operations in the area as well as decrease the high cost of shipping military supplies over inadequate routes.”34 The win-win concept was the same with the Manhattan Project, which was presented as serving the state’s and the national government’s interests simultaneously.


Historian Richard White defines the West as “a creation not so much of individual or local efforts, but of federal efforts” and as a region that “has been historically a dependency of the Federal Government.” Citing the Bureau of Indian Affairs, the US Geological Survey, and the Forest Service, White argues that federal agents “were often more powerful than local political interests” and federal power could expand rapidly “because rival sources of political power in the states, local communities, and political parties were so weak.” They were “conquered peoples.”35 His analysis establishes that colonialism was not only at the core of economic relations between New Mexico and eastern states, but it was also rooted in its political relations with the federal government. Sharing part of White’s point of view, William DeBuys argues that the United States conquered New Mexico twice: first with “traders, miners, ranchers, and speculators—­‘rugged individualists’ who served only themselves” and second with “soldiers, scientists, and other professionals who represented the United States as a collectivity.”36 The scientific conquest therefore fits into Debuys’s second conquest (the collective representation of the United States) and into White’s federal colonialism in politics.


As evidenced by these observations and activists’ discourses, various types of colonialisms are blended in the scientific conquest. That is why I will use the term “neocolonialism” throughout this book. In the case of the uranium industry, for instance, corporate and government interests are both represented, so the extractive industry combines economic and government colonialisms. Economic colonialism differs from territorial colonialism in that the main actors are not nation-states but economic entities such as big corporations. The situation of economic dependence they create between themselves and the local population can be described in neocolonial terms. Neocolonialism thus is the most adequate concept as it refers to the economic and political policies by which a great power indirectly maintains or extends its influence over other areas or people.


Numerous elements in the state’s relation with science can be spontaneously described using a neocolonial framework and lexical field. The concept of internal colonialism, specific to the United States, applies to New Mexico’s association with science if one considers it as a story of encounter and exploitation between radically diverging populations who had had no previous contact and competed for the same resources. An external entity, in this case the federal government, imposed outcomes according to the logics of military priorities, acquired land, peopled it with settlers, exploited it economically, and extracted value from a local population for the benefit of its defense policies. Another element is the stigma of subordination of one people to another in a relation of political and economic domination that is often associated with ethnicity and that was also maintained despite economic growth.


These neocolonial relations have fueled profound, largely overlooked struggles among the inhabitants of New Mexico, between those who had been in the state for several generations before World War II and those who migrated to the state to take part in the nuclear boom. Even the creation of well-paying opportunities for workers from local villages is consistent with classical patterns of colonial enterprises, but the responses of the beneficiaries faced with the limits of this system will be discussed. Furthermore, the attitudes and mindset of both the colonized and the colonizers will be included in the analysis, as they were influenced by the state’s sixty-two-year territorial history of external rule and wealth extraction. The varied consequences of the impact of the nuclear weapons complex are a unique opportunity to explore the different meanings and effects of neocolonialism.


For many New Mexicans, the longed-for proximity between home and work, the rise in incomes, and the hope of prosperity that came with nuclear science were seen as a windfall. But these shrouded pernicious, harmful repercussions. When the benefits of their entrance into a lucrative economy started to dwindle, locals gradually became aware of how much the new economy was costing them and would cost in the future, making them realize that perhaps they had struck a devil’s bargain of sorts.37 This book exposes the darker sides of an industry, much in the same way as does Hal Rothman’s analysis of corporate tourism in Devil’s Bargains: Tourism in the Twentieth-Century American West.38 Rothman offers “a view of tourism from the perspective of the visited” and argues that the arrival of a tourist industry in areas or towns on the brink of extinction often results in a redistribution of wealth and power to outsiders, whom he contrasts with “neonatives.” Very similar observations can be made regarding the nuclear industry, New Mexican “neonatives,” and newcomers of the nuclear age.


As members of different ethnic groups have been affected in similar ways by the spread of the scientific conquest, it would seem illogical to focus solely on the ancestral Hispano and Native American peoples of the region. The prewar Anglo residents of the Tularosa Basin were also affected and they have been included in this analysis. By Anglo, I mean white US citizens who are not of Spanish or Mexican descent. By Hispano, I mean New Mexicans with Spanish surnames who share a common, principally religious and linguistic cultural heritage from their Spanish and Mexican ancestry. Being aware of the considerable differences among these groups, as well as among Native Americans, I attempt, when possible, to be more specific. I am, however, more interested in what these different groups of New Mexicans have in common or what could create tensions among them than I am in how to categorize them.


This narrative of the nuclear weapons industry is chronologically, but also thematically, divided into chapters that cover the main steps in the scientific conquest, its mechanisms, significance, and impacts. Chapters 1 and 2 provide a more thorough look at New Mexico prior to World War II, focusing on the preeminence of land and agricultural activities in its economy, culture, and history. Chapter 2 particularly addresses the steps leading to the arrival of science on the isolated Pajarito Plateau.


The following chapters revolve around the scientific conquest per se. After examining the land condemnation proceedings at Los Alamos and in the Tularosa Basin, chapter 3 focuses on the arrival of the first atomic scientists at site Y. A reexamination of these unusual pioneers’ accounts shows how iconic images of the mythical West, the Frontier, and Manifest Destiny influenced their experiences and relations to locals. These images are contrasted with the memories of local workers, who saw the Laboratory first and foremost as unprecedented economic fortuity. Local witness accounts of the Trinity test follow, and the section ends with the pivotal decision to maintain, rather than dismantle, the laboratory at the end of the war.


Chapters 5, 6, and 7, the core of this narrative, detail the mechanisms behind the creation of New Mexico’s nuclear weapons complex. First, the profits of big science in the state were exceptional and they generated hope that New Mexico might access its desired prosperity. The economic boom produced unwavering local support for the nuclear weapons complex. Second, the cooperation between big science and big government caused New Mexico to increasingly depend on federal funding to sustain economic growth. As a result, the local economy became tied to global events, particularly those impacting the national budget for nuclear weaponry during the Cold War. Third, secrecy was the mechanism that bound the other two together and affected New Mexicans the most: they were not aware of the dangers to which they were exposed.


The last chapters of this book deal with the expanding fallout—after the war and into the present—from scientific conquest. I address the environmental impact first, with an emphasis on notions of environmental justice and then dwell on socioeconomic and cultural implications. Last, chapter 10 is about the junction between New Mexico’s atomic past and its complex future, a future that involves new parameters and includes new controversial questions on gender and race discrimination, on land compensation, on reorienting research away from nuclear weapons, on cleanup of contaminated sites, and on the opening of the Waste Isolation Pilot Plant. These topical issues are part of the inheritance of New Mexico’s scientific conquest and prove that dependence on the federal government and on its nuclear weapons–related installations continues to be problematic in the state to this day.












Two






Land of Cultural and Economic Survival


“Official stories of the Manhattan Project tend to begin with scientific discovery and military necessity. The land and its people, their histories together, rarely appear, except perhaps as necessary sacrifices.”1 To reverse this, one ought to start with the land. Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz affirms, “Everything in U.S. history is about the land.”2 New Mexico’s history demonstrates the truth in that statement.




It All Starts with the Land


At the turn of the twentieth century, New Mexico’s population formed a complex sociocultural collection of twenty-two Native American nations, descendants of Spanish conquerors and their mixed-race offspring, American frontiersmen and settlers, Mexican immigrants, and various other newcomers.3 The status of New Mexico thus differs from other states where precolonial inhabitants were forced out or exterminated. Each period in the state’s history melds together sequences of violent encounters with intricate cultural layering. The details of New Mexico’s transitions from one sovereign to another are not relevant to this discussion. Rather, it is the way each transition contributed to the construction of a unique kaleidoscope of specific cultures that can provide the cornerstone for understanding the environment in which the scientific conquest materialized. Each new wave of conquerors that came looking for something they desired or needed (be it land, gold, or souls) altered the cultural dynamics of society. The scientific influx that began in the 1940s was no different.


Despite the successive waves of colonization and settlements, the diverse cultural groups of New Mexico consistently faced the same struggles as their ancestors: competing for limited resources of water, game, wood, and grazing lands. Environmental historian William DeBuys considers the competition “virtually as intense today as it was two thousand years ago, particularly if one adds ‘employment’ to the list of resources at stake.”4 Wage work as a livelihood came rather late in New Mexico compared to the industrialized East. Even after 1900, most kitchen staples were locally produced because villagers grew their food and bartered. Money was seldom used in transactions outside Albuquerque and Santa Fe where employment was easier to come by. The memories of interviewee Genaro Martínez from life in Chimayó before 1942 confirm that “there was no money,” so each family “had to plant every corner that they had.”5 In fact, the absence of money was just as much the result of the reverse equation: there was no money because these families maintained self-sufficient lifestyles inherited from previous generations and based on mutual exchange and solidarity (people helped each other build their houses, Genaro said).


Likewise, Lebeo Martínez of Dixon explained that even though money was scarce and there were few signs of a consumer society (no cars, no pavement, no electricity, and no phones), there was “plenty of food because everybody had a big garden.”6 Armanda López Jackson (born in 1924), whose family had been in New Mexico for six generations, also spoke of a childhood setting of poverty but remarked that her mother would make do with a few milk cows and the food she grew on their farm (e.g., pumpkins, beans, potatoes) while the older siblings, who went away to work, would send money to buy items such as shoes for the younger ones. Armanda also recalled that there were no signs of “modern” development (cars or restaurants) in Rodarte when she was attending school with the nuns.7 Poverty, endurance, and autonomy resulting from isolation are recurrent themes in their testimonies, but the lack of modernity is also an essential undertone, for it is a label that has stuck to the region and its people for centuries.


Despite cultural tensions throughout the territorial and statehood periods revolving mostly around land issues, which resurfaced during the Manhattan Project’s tentacular expansion, New Mexico has consistently been “held up as a shining example of successful cultural pluralism.”8 Emphasizing cultural differences did not blur hierarchies, to the contrary. It had more “subtle” but “not less significant” colonial effects according to anthropologist Thomas H. Guthrie who argues that in New Mexico, the Native American and Hispano cultures “stand out, especially in comparison to Anglo-Americans, who often appear cultureless” and are therefore allowed “to occupy a normative position” as the “unmarked category,” which “remains the standard or norm.” Native Americans and Hispanos are thus “associated with ‘tradition’ and the past, leaving Anglo-Americans to claim ‘modernity’ and New Mexico’s future for themselves.”9


A striking illustration of this can be found in the West Wing of the Zimmerman Library on the campus of the University of New Mexico. The Three Peoples Murals completed in 1939 by Kenneth Adams depict each group’s “contributions to civilization” as well as their union in the last panel:




In the first panel the Native American cultural contribution is indicated by the arts, featuring basketry, jewelry, pottery, and weaving. The Hispanics in the second panel are engaged in agriculture and architecture. Anglo progress through science is the theme of the third panel. The final panel, The Union of the Three Peoples, looks to the future with Native, Anglo, and Hispanic united through a symbolic handshake.10





These paintings have been the subject of controversies and criticism because of their racist connotation. The last panel, especially, centers on an Anglo man who faces the viewer and looks ahead with blue eyes while the two other characters are painted from the side, their heads turned to the Anglo man. Their faces have no eyes as if they are blind and need guidance. Such paternalistic illustrations, which correspond to the thinking of the 1930s, conditioned and shaped the postwar development in many ways. The construction of the nuclear weapons complex markedly reinforced the perception of Anglo scientists as a “cultureless” group leading other New Mexican groups on the way to prosperity.


“Successful cultural pluralism” can be interpreted through the New Mexicans’ shared attachment to their land.11 For many New Mexican families prior to World War II, land meant life. Work was defined as working off the land in order to survive. Thus, the study of the preeminent significance of the land and the politics of land ownership in the region helps us understand how changes of the postwar period affected New Mexicans.


For Pueblo Indians, the people who came out of the earth, the land has a spiritual quality.12 Pilgrimages to ancestral, sacred sites are a pillar of Indian culture, even after centuries of Catholicism imposed by Spanish conquerors. Paying homage to the land is a way of acknowledging connection to previous generations who do not, contrary to Christian beliefs, leave the earth to access another world (heaven or hell) but remain to reinforce the interconnection between people and their environment. The Pueblo people’s sense of place and belonging is central to understanding how violent changes in the environment can influence their sociocultural structures. Anthropologist Edward H. Spicer depicts the Pueblo communities as “cultural islands” who managed to avoid extermination and acculturation.13 It is indeed the cultural resilience and isolation of New Mexico Indians that has enabled them to retain their languages and their spiritual, artistic, and lifestyle traditions, and to endure historic upheavals over the centuries of invasion. At the beginning of the twentieth century, this population lived virtually the same way as their ancestors had.


Seminomadic nations—the Jicarilla Apache, Mescalero Apache, and the Navajo—also display their attachment to the earth in rituals such as the traditional burial of the newborns’ placentas and umbilical cords in the earth as a symbol of a cyclic connection to the soil. Some nations are also known to have practiced geophagy, the eating of the earth. The permanence of the Navajo matriarchal system, which provides that property of land and livestock goes from the mother to the youngest daughter, despite being surrounded by a patriarchal Spanish-Mexican and then Anglo society, is proof of the capacity of the Navajo to use confinement and oral transmission as ways to preserve their cultural inheritance.


Hispanos are also considered to be the ancestral peoples of New Mexico. Their complex position between modern and traditional worlds is a key component in this narrative. While Hispanos do not consider land as central to their religion, there often is an attachment to it as something sacred, as the source of all life or the “mother and protector of their traditional subsistence pastoralism.”14 The Spanish colonists in the north “were true paisanos.” One Penitente Alabado, a song from the Penitente Brotherhood, reflects a deep religious and cultural connection to the land: “De la tierra fuí formado, La tierra me da de comer; La tierra me ha sostenido, Y al fin yo tierra he de ser.” (From the earth I was made, and the earth provides for me, the earth has sustained me, and at last earth I shall be also.)15 Although represented differently than in Native spirituality, land is again at the center of life, as part of a cycle in accordance with Catholic funerary practices and New Mexican folk Catholicism.


Far from the centers of New Spain, the Mexican mainland, and the emerging United States, the Spanish enclaves of population “became bastions of cultural preservation, for they were at once so self-sufficient that they had little need for the outside world and yet so poor that the outside world had little need of them.”16 The Spanish settlements thus were similar to the “cultural islands” Spicer used to refer to Indian pueblos. Jacobo Romero from El Valle, a Hispano village in the Sangre de Cristo Mountains, emphasized the people’s exceptional durability: “The people who wrung a living from Diamante’s chilly meadows lived in many ways like the indios who gave the banco del Apache its name…. They depended for all they had or hoped for on the strength in their arms, their capacity to work, and la voluntad de Dios.”17 This is something to which many New Mexico Hispanos still pay tribute. Journalist Juan Estevan Arellano considers Hispanos (he uses the term nuevomexicanos) to be in “communion with the landscape.” Once “an alien presence” because of their Spanish forefathers, they “have now become as natural in this landscape as the piñón tree.”18


The cultural ecology of northern New Mexico reveals that both Hispano villagers and Pueblo Indians relied on the land for virtually every aspect of daily life, be it food, houses, or art. Dry, floodwater, and irrigation farming techniques demanded labor and time, which was cadenced by seasons. Jacobo Romero recalled, “The net value of things was calculated not in dollars, possessions, or leisure, but in terms of food…. Meat was security, sustenance, the foundation of the household.”19 Those without land, on the other hand, would always be on the bottom rung of the social ladder and were the first to work as wage laborers (farm helpers, cattle herders, shepherds, and household servants).20


While farming had a religious significance in Native American cultures and while Hispanos considered crops and rain as the expression of God’s generosity, Anglo settlers viewed agriculture differently. Anglo ranchers and farmers often aimed to participate in the market economy and expand their activities. Before the Mexican-American War, no more than a thousand Anglos were present in the region. After the war, New Mexico was traversed by all kinds of people who went through, came and left, but rarely stayed. One reason why New Mexico remained a territory from 1850 until 1912 even though it had reached the sixty thousand settlers threshold established by the Northwest Ordinance of 1787, was “the fact that the population was neither Protestant nor English-speaking.”21 The most aggressive critics of the territory did not hesitate to describe it as a burden on the United States. In July 1853, the military governor of the territory, General Edwin Vose Sumner (1851–1853), gladly left the region, concluding “that New Mexico was worthless for Anglo agriculture and industry” and “that New Mexicans were ignorant, indolent, and slothful.”22


The Anglo conquest imported values centered on individualism, mercantilism, the cash economy, and private property, which often collided with the local self-sufficient Native American and Hispano cultures that generally relied on collective efforts to survive.23 For the Anglo settlers, land was a commodity that could be exploited in capitalistic ways through ranching, mining, and cash-crop farming. Nonetheless, frontiersmen still owed their successes or failures to the land they had acquired through more-or-less honest tactics. Their entrepreneurial views partially explain why it took a while for a substantial, permanent Anglo community to establish residence in New Mexico. Simply put, workable resources were scarce and unprofitable. Ultimately, one characteristic of the land that transcended cultural schisms was the sense of autonomy that land ownership conveyed in a region cut off from the larger centers of “civilization.” However, this stability was repeatedly challenged by changes in the legal definition of property that accompanied each conquest of the territory.


One key to understanding past and present struggles is the land grant system. These struggles are wholly part of the Manhattan Project’s legacy because unresolved territorial issues reappeared years after the federal government took possession in Los Alamos of what used to be land grants from the Spanish crown to loyal citizens (there were 292 in 1848). Robert J. Tórrez, former New Mexico State Historian, comments on the manner in which the original grants were made: “You had to physically step on the land, run your fingers through the soil, and make a public commitment to live on it, cultivate it, and, if necessary, defend it with your life.”24 The ceremony, based on Spanish medieval traditions, suggests bonding with the land and the grants became important symbols of New Mexico’s agro-pastoral past. The Spanish villages’ social organization was centered on a collective exploitation of land and water combining both private and community grants. The arrangement enabled a relatively equal distribution of resources and preserved an indispensable natural balance for a sustainable exploitation of scant cultivable areas. Communal labor was used to maintain and regulate irrigation systems known as acequias (ditches).25


The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848 states that “property of every kind now belonging to Mexicans … shall be inviolably respected.”26 Yet, the numerous violations brought about by the transition to the Anglo legal system stripped many original New Mexico citizens of their land and, consequently, of their livelihood.27 Sociologist Clark S. Knowlton argues that New Mexicans “were left defenseless before the invading, dynamic, legalistic, lawless, and competitive Anglo-American civilization that did nothing to prepare them for adequate citizenship; stripped them of most of their land; reduced them to the situation of a conquered people without enforceable rights, and left them in extreme poverty.”28 The implementation of a colonial system between the territory and the Union was made possible through a system of land adjudication that favored the US government and American settlers over the local populations who, once deprived of the means of production, were left in a more easily exploitable position “as a surplus, cheap labor force, dependent on capital for their existence.”29 In addition, the land grab put an increasing strain on New Mexico’s established cultural ecology, which was unfit for a market-­oriented capitalist economy.30 The practices of that period ushered a pattern for land appropriation repeatedly used thereafter by individuals, companies, and governments.







Industrialization is Late


The influx of Anglos had a far more visible impact on urban areas. Anglo merchants, lawyers, bankers, and politicians established their headquarters in Santa Fe. Even so, the town retained the atmosphere of a small community until the war. Rubén Montoya, who was born in Santa Fe in 1923 in a house on Jefferson Street built by his grandfather’s ancestor about 350 years earlier, told the story of his grandfather who taught English and Spanish at the pueblos and of his grandmother who rented rooms near the famous Chili railroad line nicknamed after the ristras hanging on the front porches along the route. He described “a tightly-knit community” where people left doors unlocked and belongings outside and professed he “knew everyone in town.”31 That feeling waned after the war.


Further south, the emerging town of Albuquerque also grew with the flow of incoming Anglos. It became such a bastion of the Anglo influx that it changed its name from the difficult-to-pronounce “Alburquerque” with two r’s to the less challenging “Albuquerque.”32 While urban Hispanos owned small businesses and were discreet in politics, “hard-driving Anglos” made fortunes and invaded the political landscape.33 Albuquerque split into two parts after the arrival of the Atchison, Topeka and Sante Fe (AT&SF) railroad in 1880. New Town undertook a more radical Americanization “through the replication of commercial and public architecture” found in the East and new big cities in the West.34 The railroad became the largest employer in town boasting 2,500 workers and Albuquerque overtook Santa Fe as the territory’s economic center.35 Owing to terrain difficulties, the AT&SF line had bypassed the old capital.36


The railroad, a symbol of industrialization, changed aspects of New Mexican life elsewhere as it brought manufactured goods as yet unknown. Goods such as sewing machines, iron stoves, rice, raisins, and canned sardines appeared on the plazas of small communities like Chimayó, Córdova, or Truchas. In addition to gaining a right-of-way through the Native American reservations, the Santa Fe railroad employed thousands of Pueblo Indians, and job seekers followed the tracks to Arizona and all the way to California.


By 1910, the 1880 population of 120,000 in the territory had almost tripled. Nonetheless, more than half of the employed labor force was still engaged in farming activities. Agriculture remained the first sector until World War II despite a decrease in the 1930 census to approximately 41 percent of the employed labor force in the farm sector.37 Ten years later, the majority of the New Mexican population still lived outside urban centers (355,417 out of 531,818). Albuquerque claimed thirty-five thousand people and Santa Fe twenty thousand.38 While small communities mushroomed along the train tracks, others sprang up where coal, silver, gold, zinc, copper, potash, or oil was discovered. Not all mining communities survived the ups and downs of the extracting cycle. Some completely disappeared. Others managed to convert to other industries. The fluctuating nature of New Mexico’s main markets calls attention to its precarious economic situation in the early statehood period.


Historian Hal Rothman explains how the region lagged behind the rest of the country in terms of industrialization as it relied on land to provide the industrialized East with raw materials that were then transformed and consumed there. Rothman writes, “No longer did mere ownership connote wealth and freedom. The value of land was predicated on the kind of products it could deliver to the markets of the East.”39 New Mexico’s lateness in adopting the ways of the industrial age was in accord with its history of reclusiveness and its cultural distinctiveness. Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz points again to the region’s extended territorial period, which “allowed a continuance of colonial-like [emphasis added] conditions and uncontrolled economic exploitation of resources and labor.”40 That is why a dual, or even contradictory, picture can be painted of early twentieth-century New Mexico: massive changes were brought about by the growing Anglo presence but, at the same time, most of the state remained isolated from these changes and extremely poor by modern and contemporary standards.


The weight of agriculture, livestock, and mining in the local economy is the reason that Gerald Nash describes the West as an “underdeveloped” area, attributing New Mexico’s poverty to the 40 percent of its population “of Hispanic origins” “clustered in small, rural communities,” most of them “poor, engaged as they were in marginal farming” or “largely unskilled or semi-skilled workers” in towns.41 Likewise, in 1955 Richard A. Bittman, in his thesis “Dependency and the Economy of New Mexico,” observed, “Dependency is the very highest in the depressed agricultural regions where the activity is followed along cultural rather than commercial lines.”42 All living indexes computed by the Bureau of Agricultural Economics of the Department of Agriculture in the state since 1930 (e.g., farms with electricity, cars, and phones, and value of marketed products), for all but a few counties, were lower than the national and regional averages.43 The correlation between ethnic background and poverty is correct. Correlation is not causal, but it encouraged attitudes that justified poverty as the result of ethnic origin.


Nevertheless, enduring seclusion and underdevelopment meant that poverty-stricken populations sought refuge in their cultural traditions. Ramón Frésquez, born in San Pedro in 1920, talked about his grandfather who homesteaded and his parents who raised cattle. As an altar boy, Ramón would go up to Valle Grande (great valley) with the priest, José Cubell of the Holy Cross parish in Santa Cruz, who went to say Mass for the boys Ranch School, which would later play a pivotal role in the history of the Manhattan Project. The family had a credit account at the [Boneno] grocery store in Española and would pay their bills with the chili peppers they produced and dried. He would also accompany his uncle to Taos to sell the apples and melons they grew. “There were no restrictions on the plaza or at the pueblos for selling things” at that time, he pointed out.44 Nick Salazar, who was born in Chamita but grew up in San Juan (now called Ohkay Owingeh Pueblo), recounted how his family, who was in the sheep and cattle business, would also take the herd to pasture in the national forest (Valle Grande). Nick worked with them while studying at a Catholic school. He mentioned that one of the most notable traditional events for the community was the yearly fiesta.45


A solid network among families and communities was maintained through trade and barter. Florida Martínez (born in 1944) recalled these exchanges. When Florida was young, the people from Chimayó would come to Truchas to sell fruit that her mother would purchase and can. Meanwhile, her father made enough money to raise the children by cutting wood and other similar activities. About half of the Truchas population was able to stay in the village. Florida mentioned that she grew up speaking Spanish with her parents, but the authorities in mission school wanted students to speak English.46 Language would be a major indicator of change throughout the twentieth century in New Mexican families. Joe Montoya (born in 1928) learned English at school but his father had become familiar with the language at his store thanks to the Anglos coming in. After working on the train in Denver, “not on the tracks, although many people did,” Joe’s father had found employment in Española as a clerk at the Bond Dweller store. Joe described Española as a beautiful place, which he never “had to” leave because his family’s finances enabled him to stay. Interestingly, his uncle, Adolfo Montoya, lived in Los Alamos long before the Manhattan Project started there. He was a gardener for the Ranch School and Joe used to visit him as a boy when he was growing up in San Pedro, a place with few homes but many fields and orchards.47


Most interviewees considered automobile ownership as an important indicator of wealth. Nick Salazar recounted how he and his friends had to “pile” into a car or walk when they wanted to watch a movie in Española. Going to see a movie in itself was already a “big thing” for the youth in his community. Clothes were another marker of socioeconomic status: Nick owned a single shirt that he would wash every day. In Chamita, he said, there were neither rich nor poor families and only about four who had a few more material possessions than the rest (wagons, horses, and clothes).48 Much in the same way, José Benito Montoya described Nambé, the community where he was born in 1929, as a poor village where children would walk to school and people used horses. His grandparents had come to the region about a 150 years before, his grandmother from Spain and his grandfather from Mexico. José Benito’s father bought his first car for $25 after the war; it was an accomplishment. The vehicle could only take three passengers, and his father was not a good driver, but there was not much traffic in Nambé since he was one of only six people who owned cars. On the other hand, his parents never got a television set. In his memory, “a lot of people had to go out of state [for work] because there was nothing there.”49 Even though the influence of the dominant culture remained limited, increased communication led to more awareness that people had fewer possessions and led harsher lives in these communities compared to those living beyond the Valley. Class consciousness started to germinate.


By the 1920s, land exhaustion resulting from overpopulation, overgrazing, and overexploitation had become a serious problem. Money increasingly became indispensable for many New Mexicans, and the shift from the barter system to a cash economy confronted all villagers, not just the landless, with the need to find employment. Estimates before the Depression show that “some seven to ten thousand workers from villages in the Middle Rio Grande Valley left each year to work in sheep camps or to harvest crops in Colorado, Utah, Wyoming, Montana, and other western states.”50 Bernadette V. Córdova’s family, for instance, led a migratory life. Bernadette is descended from the Vigils and the Montoyas, who had been in New Mexico for three generations. Every summer, her father, Gusmán Vigil from Sombrío, went to work alone on ranches and in potato fields in Colorado or in the mines of Arizona. His ten children went to pick tomatoes, prunes, and grapes in San José, California. Bernadette and her sister both started to work in the fields with Chinese and Filipino workers at age thirteen. They missed September and October at school. While they were at home, they would produce cereals (e.g., wheat, corn) and raise goats, cows, and chickens.51


Josefita Velarde’s family also survived by living a migratory life. Josefita started school in Chimayó in 1917 before they moved to Colorado a year later to clear debts. The family moved to Albuquerque in 1919 and back to Chimayó the following year. Steady work was impossible, so they returned to the coal mines in Colorado until 1944 when she and her husband returned to New Mexico. Life was easier in Colorado, she stated, because they had electricity, stores, and good schools, whereas in northern New Mexico, people ate what they grew, they kept cows in the house for heat, and electricity came after the war. After this difficult childhood on the move, she was proud of her first job as a doctor’s assistant at age nineteen. In her case, settling down was no longer the result of owning a parcel of land but of finding stable employment, a shift that many other families would eventually experience.52


One notes that the memories of local people who lived in northern New Mexico in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s are sometimes tinged with nostalgia for a time when life was simpler and closer to nature. But most expressed relief that these days are over, and children learned from the hardships their parents and grandparents had experienced to be grateful for the life-changing circumstances brought by the Manhattan Project. Nelson Kevin Vigil was born in Santa Fe after the war, in 1957. Like many others of his generation, his father had started working as a sheep herder in Wyoming at age eleven before working on the railroad at fifteen. He then became a barber and eventually found a job in Los Alamos. Nelson commented on his family’s traditions, expressing his amazement at the old-­timers’ ability to make the most of the tools they had, such as a ten-mile ditch for irrigation. He stated, ironically,




Now mobile homes are the only things that grow on fertile land, but at the time there was nothing to waste. They would terrace their land to grow food and they would build their house on the hill sides…. You had to show utmost respect to everyone, especially the older people. We would use usted. You had to be hard-working. There were rites of passage into maturity. For men it was when you would go work on the ditches alone for the first time with your shovel. For young women it was the first time they made a good tortilla.





Nelson’s discourse tends to idealize the lives that his parents led because their sense of place and belonging was stronger. Their identity was based on their relation to the land as farmers, and their status within the community depended on their experience rather than on material possessions or what jobs they had. After the lab began employing members of these communities, the signifiers of status and authority gradually transferred to one’s ability to get a good-paying job at the lab. The interviewee also talked of his experience in the eastern states when he joined the service and how the mindset he had formed through his Hispano education clashed with Anglo views:




It’s very infuriating to go back East and be looked down upon. They thought we were still part of Mexico, couldn’t pronounce my name right. Called us Mexicans … Not that we are ashamed of our ancestors but we are Americans. The Hispanic mindset is “live and let live.” It’s not “go out and conquer,” “grab anything you can.” We take care of the land. I think the mindset has changed; people don’t help each other as much.53





According to Nelson, previous generations seemed to have a clearer sense of identity because they defined themselves through their way of life, which they contrasted with the ways of conquering Anglos. At the same time as he puts forward his heritage and regrets its disappearance, Vigil expresses the desire to be considered an American, the equal of his fellow servicemen. This reaction reflects the struggles of many Hispanos and Native Americans within New Mexico’s multicultural society, who have come to feel the downsides of belonging to “marked” cultures when the “unmarked” Anglo culture is considered the norm.54


Another factor, which relied on cultural exoticism, contributed to the decline of self-sustaining activities in favor of cash-producing pursuits in New Mexico in the first half of the twentieth century: the success of a burgeoning tourist market. Considering the region’s economic difficulties and its historic reputation as a dangerous borderland on the edge of civilization, one may wonder who the first tourists were. Rather ironically, a substantial number of travelers came to New Mexico as a last resort. They were called “health seekers,” “lungers,” or “chasers” because they came to “chase the cure” thanks to the effect of the elevated, dry climate on respiratory diseases such as tuberculosis, then the leading cause of death in the United States. Both in Santa Fe and Albuquerque, sanatoria and hospitals offering climatological cures and hot spring treatments proliferated. Two of the most significant health migrants were J. Robert Oppenheimer and Dorothy McKibbin. The former discovered New Mexico for the first time in 1921 when he came to recover from dysentery and the latter sought treatment at Sunmount Sanitarium in Santa Fe after she was diagnosed with tuberculosis in the winter of 1925. She said, “I fell in love with the place because of its beauty and the cultural and intellectual atmosphere.”55 This atmosphere was due to the many artists and writers who migrated to New Mexico for treatment. Nancy Steeper, McKibbin’s biographer, called it “an arts colony.”


The Sanatoria movement and artistic magnetism launched New Mexico’s potential as a tourist destination. Artists saw the Hispano and Native American communal way of life as a poetic ideal that contrasted glaringly with the suffocating industrial world of the eastern cities, ignoring the dire economic difficulties that New Mexican farmers faced.56 “Picturesque” and “pristine” became the words most often used to describe the region. English writer D. H. Lawrence, who visited the ranch that Mabel Dodge Luhan had offered him northwest of Taos between 1922 and 1925, called the state “the picturesque reservation and playground of the Eastern States, very romantic, old Spanish, Red Indian, desert-mesas, pueblos, cow-boys, penitentes, all that film stuff.”57 The same vocabulary would later be chosen again by the first inhabitants of the Los Alamos scientific community to describe their surroundings.


Meanwhile, the development of tourism was accompanied by the creation of national parks, proof of the growing presence of the federal government in the West.58 This presence was the second “seed” that paved the way for the postwar economic revolution (second to the development of wage work and a cash economy). Several New Mexican interviewees referred to the New Deal Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) camps as one of the limited job options they or other family members had in the 1930s. Along with national forests, parks, monuments—seven of them by 1933—military bases, and homesteads, these camps were the physical manifestation of the increasingly conspicuous federal involvement in the state, an involvement New Mexico became more accustomed to relying.


Some of the first “agents of the Federal Government” were not directly employed by the government but were farmers. They were homesteaders who increased “the value of raw land through construction of homes and … cultivation of the land.”59 A few Hispanos also took advantage of the Homestead Acts to recover lost lands. In their case, however, homesteading was an activity of subsistence as opposed to “recreational homesteaders,” idealists who wanted to get away from eastern cities and live a peaceful rural life and business farmers who saw homesteading as a path to economic gain.60 Next to them, local New Mexican farmers appeared indolent and unable to profit from their resources. The reputation of New Mexicans as people devoid of the spirit of entrepreneurship enticed US officials to take a paternalistic position toward them and entrust maximum land to the safe care of the government.


That the resources of the West should be used for the greater good of the collective is a crucial precept to understand the postwar transformation of New Mexico. In the wake of the U.S. v. Sandoval case of 1897, an enormous swath of land—1.4 million acres—had been lost to the community, and the federal government had subsequently created the Carson and Santa Fe National Forests in the north.61 To preserve what it saw as an eroding landscape, the Forest Service put restrictions on grazing seasons and herd numbers. While protecting the land, restrictions further jeopardized traditional lifestyles. Several interviewees indirectly alluded to these events when they talked about their families formerly taking cattle to the public domain of Valle Grande, the largest grass valley in the volcanic caldera in the Jémez Mountains. Ramón Frésquez mentioned his parents using the valley during the summers between 1925 and 1930, but by the time of the interview, in 1995, it had become private so “people needed a special permission or permit to go there.”62 Nelson Kevin Vigil also expressed regrets regarding permits people have to get from “the Game and Fish agency to hunt and fish. This is all subsidies for the government; it doesn’t go back to the people of New Mexico. It doesn’t make sense to me.”63


When westerners, who traditionally distrusted the federal government, simultaneously experienced the Great Depression and a terrible drought in the 1930s, government action imposed itself as their best solution. The combination of these two factors immensely damaged New Mexico’s fragile economy, intensified its vulnerability, and plunged the population further into poverty. Dependence on outside markets was emphasized when “in 1931, the state’s most important crops were worth only about half of their 1929 value.”64 The value of minerals also dropped dramatically, affecting the lives of thousands of miners.65 Plains dried out and ranches could no longer feed cattle. In 1934, the Taylor Grazing Act aimed to control the degradation of public land and thus stabilize the livestock industry dependent on those lands. All the ranches in the Tularosa Basin area fell under the category of degraded lands. According to former rancher David McDonald, the drought “was of such magnitude that the government paid ranchers a dollar a head for the privilege of putting their cattle to death.”66 Interestingly, the Civilian Conservation Corps worked on Tom McDonald’s ranch where the Trinity “Gadget” was to be assembled a few years later.


Hipólita Fernández of Truchas points out that many people lived from ranching before the war because the land seemed to produce much more, and fields, livestock, and pasturage were much healthier. Her husband, Delfido Fernández, was employed on a ranch, but like many others, he had to work multiple jobs and was among those who found employment in the CCC camps that had mushroomed throughout the state between 1933 and 1942.67 Joe Montoya believed the CCC camps had been a positive experience for his brothers who had left either for the camps or for the war-related industries in California. He saw it all the more positively that he minimized the impact of the Depression in the Española Valley. “It had already been depressed before that,” he said. The strained economic situation made no difference to them: “they didn’t know any better.”68 Still, New Mexico was among the last states in per capita income ($209 in 1932, 52 percent of the national average), and ranked first in both public illiteracy (one-third of all schoolchildren did not attend class in 1933), and child and infant mortality.69 Unemployed New Mexicans were forced to survive on government relief programs (60 to 70 percent of northern New Mexicans by the mid-1930s).70 That may have been the first time when a significant portion of the New Mexican population relied on governmental help for their livelihood. It was a harbinger of what was to come.


The New Deal policies would later work as precedent for the building of federal institutions on New Mexican soil. Hal Rothman calls the New Deal a “godsend” for the West because it offered “a backbone for tenuous local economies and many opportunities for employment.”71 In many ways, one could make the same argument for the arrival of the Los Alamos Laboratory. It was a godsend for the first generation of workers who had just lived through the economic crisis and difficult climatic conditions. They had come to see the federal government as a savior of economies suffering from circumstances beyond their control.








The “Outdoor School” and Its Neighbors


With the onset of World War II, New Mexico finally had something the government urgently needed: isolation. One of the most isolated locations in the state was a place called the Pajarito Plateau. Nothing in the description of the 25-mile-long plateau at an elevation of 7,300 feet, 35 miles northwest of Santa Fe suggested suitability for the establishment of a high-tech company town that would eventually become the richest county in the state. Its remoteness was precisely what made it so attractive to Manhattan Project officials.


The history of the Plateau itself occurred in successive waves from the first Native American inhabitants to the Los Alamos Ranch School (LARS) and mirrors the state’s stratified colonial history. The pueblo cliff dwellers, ancestors of the Keres people, were its first inhabitants in the twelfth century.72 Under Spanish rule, Governor Gaspar Domingo de Mendoza (1737–1743) granted the land to a former soldier, Pedro Sánchez, from Santa Cruz de la Cañada in the Española Valley. José Ramón Vigil bought the grant in 1851, and the US Congress confirmed it in 1860. At the same time, Baca Location #1 was approved as a land grant in the Jémez valle area to the west where many local herders used to go with their sheep and cattle.73 According to Stephen E. McElroy and Daniel Sawyer, who surveyed the Vigil Grant for the General Land Office of the Department of the Interior in 1877, the land was “valuable for its excellent grazing capacity and its large timber supply.”74 Subsequently, the grant was purchased by a lumberman from Oregon, Henry S. Buckman, who started exploitation of timber on the southern part of the plateau in 1898. His departure was followed by a five-year-long lawsuit (Sánchez v. Fletcher). Meanwhile, the US Forest Service acquired all the unclaimed land on the plateau, except the Vigil Grant, which was “set apart as a Public Reservation, for the use and benefit of the people.” On October 12, 1905, Theodore Roosevelt, by presidential proclamation, named the area the Jémez Forest Reserve.75 Ten years later, the US Forest Service established the Santa Fe National Forest by merging the Jémez and the Pecos National Forests. In the way it was handed from one owner to the next, both private and public, the plateau epitomizes the complexity of land quarrels in the Southwest.


Homesteading began on the Pajarito Plateau in 1887 when Juan Luis García of Guachupangue applied for a homestead and received his patent in 1892. In the end, there were about thirty-six homesteaders on the plateau, a majority of them Hispano farmers and ranchers.76 The 1912 Homestead Act reduced the number of years required before requesting a patent from five to three years, thus increasing the number of applications between 1913 and 1917. While elsewhere in the country the homesteading movement declined, with the industrialist replacing the yeoman farmer as the epitome of America, on the plateau the homestead era lasted until World War II.77 The 1912 Act allowed homesteaders to be absent from their homesteads for a period up to five months. The provision was especially convenient for Hispanos who instituted a system of seasonal migration on the narrow wagon road between the valley and the plateau twice a year. Sixteen out of the thirty-six homesteaders were the same people (or a relative) who would eventually have to sell their properties to the government after twenty-one to fifty-five years. The houses, cabins, cisterns, and other physical traces of these homesteaders’ lives on the plateau were either integrated into the Technical Area of the new laboratory or were wiped out to make way for residential and recreational areas, such as a golf course, parks, roads, a library, or a cemetery.


In 1986, eighty-three-year-old Don Marcos Gómez shared his memories of homesteading on the plateau in a newspaper article titled “Los Alamos: He Lived on the Hill Before It Meant ‘The Bomb.’” Nostalgically, Don Marcos said they led happier lives back then, though he acknowledged that his existence as a rancher, laborer, sheepherder, and cowboy had been an arduous one. He remembered that “the land was very fertile … and there was never a shortage of rain or ojitos, natural springs for watering livestock.” They herded sheep and cows in Valle Grande, planted corn, beans, peas, potatoes, peaches, and apricots on the farm and then would go down the thirteen difficult miles to the valley with mules to sell some of their produce. “We’d buy the only things we couldn’t harvest ourselves…—kerosene, matches, coffee, sugar.” Wolves, bears, and mountain lions roamed the area. Gómez even talked of keeping rattlesnakes as pets. But what the old man emphasized was the solidarity and conviviality among families and the respect for elders.78


A few homesteaders were Anglo. Harold H. Brook had come seeking to recover from tuberculosis, but his ambition was to succeed as an agriculturalist. Therefore, “he brought with him an innovative, entrepreneurial spirit … and technical expertise far beyond that of his neighbors.” He believed “that the region held the potential for more than subsistence.”79 He soon started acquiring other lands around him such as the Hopper and Benigno Quintana Homesteads and his mother, Mattie, applied for 150 acres upon his advice. Brook married Katherine Cross Brown of Santa Fe who is credited with choosing the name “Los Alamos” (the cotton woods) for her husband’s ranch. Her son from her previous marriage, Frank Brown, would later be employed by the Zia Company, which, in 1946, was responsible for maintaining and operating the community of Los Alamos and the Laboratory facilities. In spite of his efforts, Brook could not make a viable business of his farm and became deeply indebted. He subsequently formed a partnership with Ashley Pond to manage the Pajarito Club. When their partnership failed, Brook sold his ranch to Pond and his mother’s land to Edward Fuller, for whom Fuller Lodge is named. In 1917, Brook left the plateau and died of tuberculosis in Las Cruces, New Mexico.


Anglos generally had more difficulties than Hispanos who enjoyed the support of their community and could always stay with a brother, a sister, or a cousin in the valley in difficult times. To them, the plateau was not “a desolate and isolated place,” but a “loose extension of their valley village life.”80 The Anglo ranchers, however, led a harsher, lonelier existence in the mountains. In contrast to the seasonal Hispano homesteaders, they occupied their properties year-round because they used the latest farming methods and had the technological means to irrigate, farm, and ranch throughout the year. This is probably the reason why Anglo owners succeeded each other rapidly. For all that, some of their names would become reminders in the atomic age of life on the plateau before the laboratory, while the names of Hispano homesteaders and other plateau families fell into oblivion for more than fifty years.


Apart from a few homesteads, the two main pre-LANL Anglo properties on the plateau were the Anchor Ranch and the Ranch School (LARS). Anchor Ranch originally was the 322 acres patented by Severo Gonzales and James Loomis. The land went from one owner to the next until Alexander C. Ross, who came from a wealthy New York family, bought it. Ross was mentally impaired and declared incompetent in 1915, so, although he was a permanent resident of the ranch, he did not personally oversee its operations, which were in the care of the Smithwick family.


In 1914 a group of industrialists from Detroit bought the Ramón Vigil Grant and founded the Pajarito Club. Harold Brook helped manage the estate until 1916 when he and Ashley Pond formed their partnership to build Pond’s dreamed boarding school for boys after acquiring the other businessmen’s share of the grant. The school opened its doors in the spring of 1917 and started to flourish under the directorship of Albert J. Connell, a former Forest Service ranger and scoutmaster in the Jémez Forest Reserve. The so-called outdoor school was designated under the category of “fresh air schools.”81 Most students were eastern urban boys with fragile constitutions who were sent by their wealthy families to discover the joys of nature and to toughen up thanks to the rough conditions of high altitude and outdoor activities built into the curriculum. Both Pond and Connell had been compelled to go to New Mexico because of their poor health and their personal experience with the unpolluted air of the plateau led them to believe it would have a fortifying effect on the boys’ immune systems. Here is the description one could find in an advertising booklet Connell published in 1937:




Los Alamos Ranch School is a six-form college preparatory school for forty-four boys 12 to 18 years of age…. Families from all parts of the country have sent their sons to the school. Graduates have prepared for and successfully carried on their college courses at Harvard, Yale, Princeton, Cornell, Williams, Amherst, Dartmouth, etc. A well-planned curriculum, an unusual diversity of valuable recreational interests, in a well equipped plant amid healthful and beautiful surroundings make Los Alamos particularly fitted to give a comprehensive education.82





It is interesting to note that the last page of the booklet features two pictures of Native Americans: one showing young Apache children ready for a fiesta and the other of Pueblo Indians ready for the Children’s Dance at Cochití. The school thus drew a parallel between the education it provided and that of local natives, possibly capitalizing on the novel attractiveness of colorful, close-to-nature native peoples also advertised in tourist brochures. The school’s concept relied on a form of nostalgia for a simpler, rural way of life inspired by New Mexico’s environment and populations, but the time students spent there remained a parenthesis. They were not destined to lead such lives after graduation; a majority attended Ivy League universities and became prominent industrialists, businessmen, bankers, and lawyers.83


Providing healthy foodstuffs for students was an additional selling point. Due to its isolated location, the school relied mainly on its own ranch for food, following the example of Hispano self-sufficiency, and it touted this autonomous, efficient organization and attendant farm diet to anxious city-dwelling parents. The subsistence farming that for New Mexicans was meant for survival and to perpetuate ancestral traditions was, for the school boys, a way to reinforce their physical and mental abilities.


Only one Hispano and one Native American student ever attended LARS in its twenty-six-year history, but the school was useful to surrounding populations for other reasons. The Hispano homesteaders could sell their crops there and sometimes find employment. The school hired people to look after the livestock and gardens and to maintain the water supply, sewer, and power plant. They also employed a night watchman, an electrician, a plumber, an auto mechanic, cooks, landscapers, dairymen, bookkeepers, several general laborers, and, as buildings were added, carpenters and stonemasons.84 It became a partnership between the school and the local families from the Hispano villages, the homesteaders, and the few workers who came from nearby pueblos. Interviewee Rubén Montoya, son of Adolfo Montoya, homesteaded on the plateau, supplied meat to the school, and worked as a gardener. He was also the first Hispano student to attend LARS on scholarship.


The Gonzales family worked for the school, too. The wives helped with delivering babies and their children “were assigned various chores at home and for the Ranch School.”85 One of them, Raymond Bences Gonzales, wrote A Boy on the Hill to commemorate his childhood on the plateau in the 1930s. This little book is a collection of childhood anecdotes, pranks, games, and mischief that give a humorous, joyful account of life on the mesa before it became a secret atomic laboratory. Gonzales’s father was the manager of the trading post and the post office for the school. Raymond Bences recollects, “We all knew each other and lived like one big, happy family, many of us related.”86 He describes the type of work they, as children, were asked to do on the ranch: milking cows, taking care of horses, raising and selling poultry, hunting, and fishing.


In several instances, Gonzales mentions the ties and cohesion among the different communities. His cousin Amador, who was an assistant at the school for employees, and his brother, who taught at the San Ildefonso Pueblo School, organized softball and basketball teams to play games at Los Alamos and at the Pueblo. His reminiscences portray a cheerful and carefree atmosphere in a microcosm of close families who relied on mutual help:




I have wonderful memories of the good times I had growing up in Los Alamos. The people that worked for the ranch school were all local people and the families were all very close, helping each other out and sharing goods with each other. It was a quiet and peaceful community, and everyone who lived here was very important to the school because they helped to make it a success.87





Gonzales’s tale of an idyllic, secluded world up in the mountains counterbalances the asperities of life on the plateau as described previously. Behind Pond’s and Brook’s romantic vision of living close to nature, there remained the realities of a difficult climate and degrading economic circumstances. The school was under financial pressure, the Anglo homesteaders struggled despite their access to technology, and the Hispano population was affected by the general impoverishment in the valley. Their survival was the fruit of constant hard work and community cohesion, which enabled the “boy on the Hill” to fondly remember this period. Raymond Gonzales’s father, Bences Gonzales, joined the Manhattan Project in the war years, working at the post commissary. The family stayed in Los Alamos and Raymond was one of the early graduates of the Los Alamos High School in 1945 before also being hired at the Lab to do technical jobs.


Another person is remembered in Gonzales’s book and has come to be identified as a major figure of Los Alamos’s history. Edith Warner had settled at the boxcar railroad station of the Denver & Rio Grande “Chili Line” next to Otowi Bridge and in 1928 Connell gave her the job of looking after freight. She later transformed the little house into a tearoom. In her manuscript, she called Otowi “a bridge between two worlds,” between the Hill and the San Ildefonso Pueblo.88 Warner befriended Peggy Pond Church, the daughter of the founder of LARS, who referred to her friend’s house as standing “in the shadow of Los Alamos, the mushrooming shadow of violent change in which all of us now must go on living.”89


The time Warner spent at Otowi and with her friends from the Pueblo (María and Julián Martínez, the famous painters and potters, and Atilano Montoya, who would later live with her) made her aware of that environment’s fragility. She wrote in her journal in 1933, “What we do anywhere matters but especially here…. Mesas and mountains, rivers and trees, winds and rains are as sensitive to the actions and thought of humans as we are to their forces.”90 Church similarly pointed out the irony behind the selection of Los Alamos as a site to build a weapon of unprecedented destruction; she writes, “How strange it seemed that the bomb which had created such waste and such suffering had been made on the plateau where the ancient people for so long invoked their gods in beauty.”91 Edith Warner died of leukemia at age fifty-seven in 1951 in her new house at the San Ildefonso Pueblo, where she was buried. Although some have wondered whether Warner’s disease was radiation induced and if she was “an early downwind victim of Los Alamos testing,” there is no information available on the cause of her disease.92


Harold H. Brook, Edward Fuller, Alexander C. Ross, Ashley Pond, Albert J. Connell, and Edith Warner, who came to be permanently associated with the Manhattan Project, were all representatives of the Anglo spirit of entrepreneurship, pioneering, and endurance in the West. They were expatriates who would provide a romanticized outlook upon these events. Meanwhile, the Hispano homesteaders and the other local people who were part of the microcosm on the plateau were lost in the meanders of history, barely mentioned in the official narratives of the gigantic undertaking. If their existence came up, it was as a group of anonymous people, not as individuals. When their names did appear in the registers of the Manhattan Engineering District (MED), some of them were misspelled. All were integrated in an immense military and scientific machine that prioritized the success of the mission and relied on the patriotism and sacrifices of locals to support the war effort. The magnitude of the enterprise at Los Alamos—winning the war—at first, seemed to justify the crushing of local histories. But the intricacy of interplay between those local histories and world history lends a complexity to analyzing New Mexico’s nuclear story. The plateau connected one of the remotest places in America to world events, but local populations were kept in the dark about the consequences of what happened there.
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