
Laura J. Martin

Proving Grounds: Ecological
Fieldwork in the Pacific and

the Materialization of
Ecosystems

Abstract
This article investigates the emergence of ecosystems as

objects of study and concern. It contends that the history of
ecosystem science cannot be separated from the history of
nuclear colonialism and environmental devastation in the
Pacific Proving Grounds. From the close of World War II
until 1970, the US Atomic Energy Commission was the main
sponsor of ecological research in the United States and its
territories. During this period, the United States detonated
105 nuclear weapons in the Pacific Proving Grounds. The
Cold War science that destroyed nature simultaneously
made it available for study. Building on recent work at the
intersection of environmental history and history of science,
this article emphasizes the role of nonhumans, including
nuclear weapons and marine organisms, in the creation of
scientific knowledge.
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ENVIRONMENT AS ECOSYSTEM
Today it is difficult to imagine the environment without imagining

an ecosystem. Ecosystems appear in textbooks and car advertisements;
they are metaphors for economies, historical processes, and the human
body; they justify more than one hundred sections of US federal envi-
ronmental law; and environmental organizations aim to implement
“ecosystem-based management” to confront phenomena ranging from
overfishing to the global refugee crisis. But where we might look outside
and see “the interacting system made up of all the living and nonliving
objects in a specified volume of space,” as one recent textbook defines
ecosystem, a denizen of seventeenth-century England might have seen
something different—a “great chain of being,” for example, the top link
of which was God, followed by angels, humans, animals, plants, and
minerals.1 As late as 1972, ecologist Orie Loucks, after reviewing the re-
cent DDT hearings in Wisconsin, wondered whether scientists would
ever be able to convince juries that ecosystems existed.2 How is it, then,
that people came to see environments as ecosystems?

Historians of science have grappled with this question for decades.
Early histories of ecosystem science focused on ideational change: they
tracked the development of the ecosystem concept in published scien-
tific literature, and they credited individuals, among them Arthur
Tansley and Howard T. Odum, with inventing or discovering ecosys-
tems.3 Subsequent histories challenged this “internalist” approach by
focusing instead on the political and social forces that influenced eco-
logical knowledge. Specifically, they analyzed how funding sources
shaped ecology’s intellectual content, arguing that postwar ecologists
abandoned their naturalist roots for cybernetic theory in order to
transform ecology from a “soft science” into a “hard science” and
thereby increase ecologists’ influence with government officials.4

In a third and distinct approach, this article considers the role of
material change in the emergence of ecosystems. Analyzing ecologi-
cal fieldwork conducted at the Pacific Proving Grounds between 1946
and 1970, I contend that ecosystems cannot be understood apart
from the history of Cold War nuclear violence. Here I build on the
work of scholars who have shown that, in the words of Elizabeth
DeLoughrey, “American environmentalism and militarism are para-
doxically and mutually imbricated.”5 My approach also engages re-
cent scholarship at the intersection of environmental history and
history of science concerning the roles of place and of nonhumans in
scientific practice.6 Scholars working at this intersection have ex-
plored how field sciences opened up new spaces (like the deep ocean)
for exploration and exploitation; how field scientists distinguished
themselves from laboratory scientists; and how space and place shape
scientific practice.7 Meanwhile, work under the banners of actor-
network theory, posthumanism, multispecies ethnography, and
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new materialism strives to expand the range of actors involved in his-
tory-making, a project that has been central to the discipline of
environmental history since its inception.8

This is a history of ecosystem science concerned with nuclear vio-
lence in the Marshall Islands, where the United States detonated 105
nuclear weapons.9 After World War II, the US federal government
invested heavily in the sciences, establishing the Atomic Energy
Commission (AEC) and the Office of Naval Research in 1946 and the
National Science Foundation in 1950. These and other programs dra-
matically reconfigured the relationships among federal, academic, and
corporate spheres.10 They also provided scientists with new materials.
Between 1946 and 1955, for example, the AEC produced and distrib-
uted approximately 64,000 shipments of radioisotopes to American
scientists.11 As Angela Creager has detailed, laboratory-produced radio-
isotopes played an important role in the history of ecology; ecologists
used them to visualize how elements like phosphorus moved through
both the living and the nonliving components of lakes and fields.12

Ecologists also took advantage of events in which radioisotopes were
released into the environment, whether accidentally (at AEC produc-
tion sites like Oak Ridge and Savannah River) or quite intentionally, at
weapons test sites. It is the latter case that this article considers.13

Between 1945 and 1963, the AEC—the main funder of ecological re-
search in the United States from World War II until the NSF eclipsed it
in the 1970s—funded ecologists to conduct fieldwork at the Pacific
Proving Grounds and occasionally the Nevada Test Site.14 It was only
with the signing of the Partial Test Ban Treaty that ecologists lost ac-
cess to aboveground detonations and, as I explore briefly in the con-
clusion, turned instead to simulations of World War III.

The episodes I examine include “bioaccumulation” studies conducted
by University of Washington ecologists at the Pacific Proving Grounds
(1946–48) and the use of fallout to visualize ecological symbiosis by
Eugene and Tom Odum during their famous 1954 visit to Enewetak
Atoll. Considered together, these episodes demonstrate how ecosystems
emerged from interactions among specific constellations of places, spe-
cies, technologies, people, and institutions. Counterintuitive though it
may seem, ecosystems are not the preexisting casualties of environmen-
tal degradation, but came into being simultaneously with the large-scale
destruction of environments. Violence made ecosystems manifest. And
yet, as part of the work of naturalizing ecosystems, ecologists repeatedly
deemphasized their fieldwork and its attendant contingencies.

RADIATION REVEALED
On August 18, 1943, Lauren Donaldson, a fisheries biologist at the

University of Washington, received an urgent telegram from the
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Office of Scientific Research and Development (OSRD) requesting his
presence in Washington, D.C., to discuss a sensitive matter. It gave
no further explanation. Unbeknownst to Donaldson, it was actually
the Manhattan Engineering District (MED) contacting him.15 The fe-
deral government had recently acquired land in eastern Washington
State on which to produce plutonium. Designs for “Hanford Works”
called for pumps to channel 30,000 gallons of water per minute
through each of three reactors. This water would come from the
Columbia River, and it would be returned to the river warm and ra-
dioactive. Eager to ensure that this effluent would not damage the
Columbia River’s valuable fisheries, the MED requested that
Donaldson study the physiological impacts of radiation on fish.16 In
D.C., the supposed OSRD officials asked Donaldson to lead a grant
and to rename his laboratory the “Applied Fisheries Laboratory”
(AFL). The title concealed the project’s true objective: to study
whether reactor effluent killed salmon. Donaldson agreed to lead the
grant, and that fall the AFL began exposing salmon eggs and finger-
lings to X-rays in their Seattle laboratory.17

In 1946 the AFL received the first of what would be many opportu-
nities to study radiation outside of the walls of the laboratory. In the
weeks after the United States bombed Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the
US Senate and Joint Chiefs of Staff entertained proposals to test
atomic weapons against naval warships, a set of plans they code-
named “Operation Crossroads.” Crossroads was a theater in which
the United States flaunted its atomic arsenal, but its stated purpose
was simpler: it would test whether atomic weaponry made the navy
obsolete.18 Widespread radiation poisoning in Japan had made offi-
cials wary about conducting weapons tests in the United States (al-
though they would, beginning in 1951), and the Joint Chiefs of Staff
decided that Crossroads would be conducted “overseas.” From a short
list of Pacific islands that included the Caroline Islands and the
Galapagos Islands, they selected Bikini Atoll, a coral “C” surrounding
a deep central lagoon, 2,500 miles southwest of Honolulu. To justify
the forced resettlement of 167 Bikini Islanders, the navy argued that
Bikini was unsuitable for permanent inhabitation because it produced
little food.19 Nevertheless, American lobbyists soon voiced their con-
cern that weapons testing might damage valuable Pacific fisheries.
Although the US Fish and Wildlife Service testified that the fisheries
resources at Bikini were “negligible,” the MED hastily convened a
conference to discuss biological monitoring at the test site.20 There it
was decided that Lauren Donaldson would lead the “Bikini
Radiobiological Survey.”21

Donaldson and fellow AFL members reached Bikini eighteen days
before the first scheduled detonation, along with approximately
42,000 other people, 250 naval vessels, and 150 aircraft, as well as 200
pigs, 204 goats, 60 guinea pigs, 5,000 rats, and 200 mice that were
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slated to be bombed. Donaldson led a team tasked with determining
the impact of the detonations on resident marine fauna. (Other biolo-
gists in the operation would inspect the pigs, goats, guinea pigs, rats,
and mice.) Their first assignment was to collect “control material” to
compare with any organisms collected after Test Able. Over an area of
almost 250 square miles, they hurriedly gathered as many specimens
as they could. They killed smaller fish by poisoning tide pools with
derris root and caught larger fish by hook and line. By hand they
picked algae, coral, clams, and sea cucumbers from reefs at low tide.
As of two days before Able, the AFL had collected 1,926 “control”
specimens.22

On July 1, 1946, at approximately 9 a.m. Bikini time, the B-29 air-
craft Dave’s Dream dropped an atomic bomb on a battleship stationed
in Bikini lagoon. As it turned out, Able was an anticlimax; the bomb
burst approximately 1,500 feet west of its target. By 2:30 p.m. the
next day, the lagoon was declared safe for reentry, and Donaldson
and his crew were unable to find any dead or injured fish. Unlike
Able, however, Test Baker was spectacular. On July 25, the Joint Task
Force detonated an atomic bomb 90 feet below the surface of Bikini
lagoon. Within seconds, a hollow column containing some 10 mil-
lion tons of water rose to a height of more than a mile (figure 1). In
his notes Donaldson wrote, “The one July 1 was awe-inspiring and in
many ways beautiful, but the one today just frightened the very day-
lights out of one.”23

After Baker, Donaldson’s crew had no problem finding dead fish.
They visited collection points from one of the USS Haven’s whaleboats,
and when beach landings were necessary, they used rubber rafts.
Naval support vessels used Geiger counters to estimate radioactivity in

Figure 1. Test Baker as seen from Bikini Atoll, July 25, 1946. Credit: University of Washington Libraries,
Special Collections, DON0032.
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the water, and Donaldson used these records to decide where to col-
lect. From July 25 to August 13, AFL members collected a variety of
organisms, recording the date and place of each capture. To determine
whether the specimens were radioactive, they placed small fish whole
into Geiger counters, first reducing larger fish to ash in laboratory
ovens. By the end of the summer, the AFL had processed 1,021 speci-
mens in the field and had sent thousands more ahead of them to
Seattle for analysis.24

The MED did not anticipate a return trip to Bikini because most sci-
entists expected the expansive Pacific Ocean to quickly dilute and dis-
perse any fission products from Able and Baker. A few months later,
the Joint Chiefs of Staff announced the “Bikini Scientific Resurvey” as
the concluding phase of Operation Crossroads. Naval officials hoped
to inspect the target vessels a year after they were sunk in Baker, and
the newly formed AEC asked physicists, geologists, and biologists to
participate.25 Unlike Crossroads, the Resurvey would bring only seven
hundred people to Bikini including some twenty biologists.

Like other Resurvey scientists, Donaldson did not expect to find re-
sidual radioactivity at Bikini. Over six weeks, Donaldson’s team col-
lected 5,883 specimens from the lagoon, dividing the 250-square-
mile expanse into 55 sampling stations. Their field notes speak to the
difficulty of gathering representatives of hundreds of species, each
with its own behaviors, across a vast area. By eye, the specimens
appeared normal: “the usual patterns of life seemed unaltered, and
there were no specimens of freaks or cancers or evidence of mutations
in Bikini’s living system,” one AFL associate reflected. Meanwhile,
Resurvey physicists recorded high levels of radioactivity in a layer of
mud at the lagoon bottom. The radioactivity seemed to be confined
to a five-foot-deep layer, however, and on July 25 the navy informa-
tion office reported, “Sun-tanned sailors and scientists observed the
anniversary of the world’s first underwater atomic bomb explosion
today by going swimming in the clear blue-green 84 degree warm wa-
ters of Bikini lagoon.”26

This might have been the end of the story, if not for the actions of
hydroids, a life stage of the hydrozoans, a class of small aquatic preda-
tors related to jellyfish that attach themselves to rocks and other sub-
strates. While at anchor, sailors on the Resurvey’s transport vessel,
the USS Chilton, used large wooden crates to support smaller picket
boats that were floated in the water. Over the month of July, hydroids
and other fouling organisms grew on the crates, and when they were
pulled up, an AFL member decided on a whim to run a Geiger counter
over them. To everyone’s astonishment, the radioactivity of the
hydroids was about a thousand times that of the lagoon water.27 The
AFL team speculated that perhaps radioisotopes were still circulating
in the lagoon and that the hydroids, somehow, were concentrating
them.28
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The AFL’s ability to consider this phenomenon further was itself
contingent on unfolding geopolitical events. When the AFL returned
to Seattle that summer, they were uncertain that they would ever visit
Bikini again. Donaldson wrote to AEC officials, arguing that their
fieldwork could help determine when the Bikini Islanders could re-
turn home. As it happened, Donaldson would return but with no pre-
tense of aiding the dispossessed.29 On July 22, 1947, the AEC
announced that it would be establishing a permanent proving
grounds “for routine experiments and tests of atomic weapons” at
the newly established Trust Territory of the Pacific Islands, encom-
passing two thousand islands spread over 3 million square miles.30

Then, in April and May 1948, the United States detonated three
atomic weapons at Enewetak Atoll, 190 miles west of Bikini. That
July, the AFL took twelve people to Bikini and Enewetak (figure 2). At
Bikini the AFL attempted to repeat the hydroid incident by anchoring
twelve pieces of scrap lumber in the lagoon. Once again, hydroids at-
tached themselves to the wood, and once again they were highly ra-
dioactive. That summer the AFL also recorded radioactivity in coral
samples collected upwind of the target area. With these findings, AFL
ecologists began to speculate that perhaps species, not water currents,

Figure 2. University of Washington scientists wading in reef around Namu Island to net poisoned fish,
1947. Credit: University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, DON0365.
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were responsible for transporting radioisotopes. Water current pat-
terns made it unlikely that the radioactive silt from the lagoon bot-
tom had reached the coral.

Until this point, the AFL had quantified radioactivity through the
use of Geiger counters. At this juncture, they began experimenting
with radioautography, another method of measuring radioactivity. In
1943 AEC-funded physiologists at Berkeley and Chicago had concluded
that radioactive iodine, like stable iodine, concentrated in the thyroids
of rats, and that, like stable calcium, Ca-45 concentrated in bones.31 To
produce a radioautograph, a researcher would take a slice of an organ
and place it on a photographic plate. Emissions from a radioactive sam-
ple would produce a brighter or darker image, depending on how
much radiation reacted with the plate’s substrate.32 Through regular
meetings with AEC officials and through bibliographies of classified

Figure 3. Radioautograph of wrasse collected from Test Baker. Scientists involved in the Bikini Scientific
Resurvey believed the expansive Pacific Ocean would quickly dilute and disperse radioactive products
from Baker. Radioautographs like this one showed otherwise. Credit: University of Washington
Libraries, Special Collections, UW35914.
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documents, Donaldson would have been aware of these laboratory
experiments. When AFL members began to place fish organs and small
whole fish on photographic plates, they were astonished at what they
saw. In dazzling white, the film revealed the previously invisible phe-
nomenon of internal tissue contamination (figure 3).

In a high-security talk delivered at the University of California, Los
Angeles (UCLA), in 1948, Donaldson announced that the AFL team
had found evidence of “selective absorption” and “concentration” of
radioactive materials by all kinds of living forms, from algae to crabs
to fish.33 Rather than being distributed evenly across an organism’s
body, radioactivity seemed to be concentrated in the digestive sys-
tem. Feeding in the lagoon, Bikini’s biota had ingested products of
the explosions, radioisotopes of elements necessary to life, such as
phosphorus and calcium; and some species, feeding on others, had
concentrated these radioisotopes in their bodies. Atomic weapons
had thus made connections among species visible. It was a develop-
ment that, like nuclear proliferation, would profoundly shape the fu-
ture of the global environment.

“HAPPY MEETING GROUND ON THE
CORAL REEF”

On the evening of June 24, 1954, Eugene and Tom Odum deplaned
onto Enewetak Atoll with 155 pounds of scientific equipment and a
desire to advance ecological theory.34 Their opportunity to visit the
Pacific Proving Grounds arose from Eugene’s work surveying plants
and animals at the AEC Savannah River Site.35 In 1953 Eugene re-
ceived a letter explaining that the Office of Naval Research and the
Pacific Science Board were appraising the feasibility of establishing a
permanent biological station on Enewetak Atoll (what would become
the Eniwetok Marine Biological Station). The site was ideal for ecolog-
ical studies, the letter explained, but the committee first wanted to
gauge scientific interest in a permanent field station.36 Eugene
pitched two projects: an extension of his previous work on fat deposi-
tion in migratory birds, and an extension of the “community metab-
olism” studies that his brother, Howard T. (“Tom”) Odum, was
developing at Silver Springs, Florida.37 Tom viewed the hot springs, a
popular vacation spot, as “a ready-made natural laboratory” because
they maintained a constant temperature. Unlike physiologists, Tom
wrote, who could place individual organisms into laboratory equip-
ment, ecologists were unable to “lift up a whole community, place it
in a respirometer, measure the whole metabolism, and yet not disturb
the normal influx and outflow of raw materials, energy, and waste
products.”38 In his proposal to the AEC, Eugene echoed Tom’s lan-
guage, highlighting the “unique opportunity” that atomic testing

Proving Grounds 575

Downloaded from https://academic.oup.com/envhis/article-abstract/23/3/567/4972838
by guest
on 14 June 2018



created to study “entire ecological systems in the field.”39 While the
AEC had no interest in bird fat, it was enthusiastic about Tom’s meth-
ods, and they offered the Odums a grant to visit Enewetak for six
weeks.40 “It sure will be fun,” Tom wrote to Eugene as they prepared
for the trip, “I think we can talk up some new theories too.”41

Scientists often describe theory as emerging from and responding
to experimental data and, in the case of ecology, field observations.
But as the quote by Tom Odum illustrates, the relationship between
observation and theory is rarely straightforward. The Odums did not
“discover” evidence of ecosystems at Enewetak; rather, they theorized
Enewetak’s coral reefs as ecosystems years before they arrived.
Beginning with his dissertation work in 1936, Eugene had advocated
studying organisms in the field remotely, without “disturbing”
them.42 As the Odums planned their trip to Enewetak, Eugene was
completing a textbook that reviewed recent work on species–environ-
ment relationships. Such work included Arthur Tansley’s 1935 article,
“The Use and Abuse of Vegetational Concepts and Terms,” which
coined the term “ecosystem” to refer to plants, animals, and the abi-
otic environment of a given area, and Raymond Lindeman’s work on
how materials and energy moved through “trophic levels.”43 Pitching
the textbook to a publisher in 1944, Eugene wrote, “After the war
there will be a great revival of interest in ecology [ . . . ]. With all the
distruction [sic] now going on, it will be practically essential for us to
give more thought to our shrinking environment in more ways than
one!”44

That year Eugene secured a publishing contract, and in 1949 he
asked his younger brother, Tom, to join him as a coauthor.45 After
serving in the Air Force, Tom had joined Yale University’s graduate
program in zoology, intending to study bird physiology like Eugene,
but he soon decided to work instead with the charismatic limnologist
G. Evelyn Hutchinson.46 Tom wrote to Eugene frequently, sharing
lecture notes and laboratory gossip, as he worked on his dissertation.
Although Tom declined coauthorship on the textbook, he wrote
chapters on two topics that the Hutchinson laboratory had trained
him in: population biology and biogeochemistry.47 Fundamentals of
Ecology was published in 1953, to positive reviews. Soon thereafter,
the Odums set off for Enewetak, arriving mere months after the AEC
had detonated its second thermonuclear weapon, a device that
yielded 15 megatons.

While the AFL struggled to represent vast areas in their collections,
the Odums sought to catalog one site exhaustively. The Odums’ pri-
mary goal was to represent the “trophic structure” of a coral reef as a
“pyramid of mass.” Toward this end, they demarcated six 20 � 20-
foot squares (“quadrats”) across a coral reef in a line parallel to the
current. They then estimated the total mass of each species in each
quadrat. But as AFL members had known for years, the atolls were
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difficult terrain to work in. They mapped one of the quadrats only by
“brief glimpses from a helicopter” because they could not cross the
breakers. Another they could sample only during a half-hour window
of low tide. The other four quadrats they observed by snorkeling with
acetate paper and pencils. In taking notes on what they saw, they
were constrained by their lack of knowledge of local species and of
marine species more generally. Their field notes included many ques-
tion marks. On field maps they represented unknown species with
letters, hatch marks, and descriptions like “greenish yellow coral.”
Later, they would attempt to match their notes with identifications
of samples they had sent to experts at Cornell University and the
Smithsonian Institution.48

Once the Odums began their fieldwork, they struggled to match
the species and situations they encountered to their preconceived
frameworks. To convert counts (in the case of large species) or area
(in the case of small ones) into mass, the Odums dried and weighed
one or a few samples of each species. By using mean values they ig-
nored the substantial variation among samples. They also lost sam-
ples to overheating; they wrote in their field notes, “These values not
good; specimens dried in oven too long.”49 Once they had estimated
total mass per species, they sorted species (often guessing) into
“producers,” “herbivores,” and “carnivores.” The Odums also omitted
information, intentionally or not, when producing published figures
from their hand-drawn maps. In the final version of quadrat B (fig-
ure 4), the edges of coral boundaries are smoothed and a number of
smaller colonies are missing.

Figure 4. A map of “quadrat B” sketched in the field by the Odums (left) and the version of “quadrat B”
published in Odum and Odum (1955). Note the differences in spacing and coral species identification
(as indicated by shading). Credit: UGA 06-032, Box 1, Folder 9. Courtesy of Hargrett Rare Book and
Manuscript Library / University of Georgia Libraries.
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Before the trip, the Odums had also supported the contentious hy-
pothesis that coral existed in a mutualistic relationship with photo-
synthetic algae.50 Seeking evidence for their position, they developed
radioautographs of algae collected from coral heads. They recorded
that algae from dead coral heads produced bright radioautographs,
suggesting they were “intensely radioactive,” whereas those from live
coral did not. The Odums speculated that the algae inside live coral
were not receiving nutrients from the surrounding water, but only
from the coral polyp. They concluded that this mutualism allowed
for “cyclic use and reuse of food and nutrients” in a harsh, unproduc-
tive environment. Through this fieldwork, the fission products of the
ten nuclear weapons that had been detonated at Enewetak became
evidence of symbiosis.

Upon their return, the Odums quickly drafted a manuscript sum-
marizing their trophic pyramid and coral symbiosis results. They
employed the trophic pyramids as evidence that ecological commu-
nities shared an underlying structure, regardless of location. As Tom
wrote to Eugene, “The pyramids are very gratifying and not too differ-
ent from Silver Springs, Savannah River [ . . . ] etc. Thus it really looks
like there is an underlying constancy in these things.”51 The coral
radioautographs they used as an explanation for why communities in
“nutrient-poor” tropical waters were nevertheless pyramid shaped.
The article was published in Ecological Monographs in 1955 and won
that year’s Ecological Society of America award for best publication.
Receiving the award, Eugene stated, “It was in connection with an
AEC grant that my brother, with his interest in flowing water ecosys-
tems, and I with my interest in sessile terrestrial and salt marsh sys-
tems, found a happy meeting ground on the coral reef.” Tom,
meanwhile, attributed his path to “the dream of abstract conceptuali-
zation from G. Evelyn Hutchinson” and “the fascination with the
ecological from an older brother’s early enthusiasm.”52 In describing
the Enewetak paper as having arisen from the nebulous influence of
mentors, Eugene and Tom omitted many other factors that influ-
enced their work: the overwhelming number of species they encoun-
tered, the difficulty of working on the reef, and the multiple nuclear
detonations that occasioned their fieldwork.

A “PERFECT AQUATIC LABORATORY”
In their manuscript, the Odums described Enewetak as an “isolated

system,” a “rather constant environment” that “as yet has been little
affected by nuclear explosions.”53 Their language echoed that of
other AEC-sponsored scientists and officials. In the AEC’s promo-
tional film Operation Greenhouse (1951), the narrator described
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Enewetak as “secluded” and “primitive” while also likening it to a
university campus:

One of the proving grounds is an outdoor laboratory:
Enewetak Atoll in the Pacific. This Trust Territory of the
United States has been used before as a testing ground for
Operation Sandstone. But three years have passed, three
years to bring new and improved atomic weapons to this se-
cluded equatorial land. . . . Since Enewetak is a distant and
primitive area, men have to leave their stateside laboratories
and homes for a period of months. [Image of an American
man with suitcase entering his car and waving goodbye to son and
dog.] Now the proving grounds come alive like a university
campus when students return from a summer holiday . . . [ae-
rial view of islands from military plane] these are the dormito-
ries of “Enewetak university” . . . individual test islands,
seemingly like so many science buildings on college
grounds.54

In another film, Bikini Radiobiological Laboratory (1950), the AFL de-
scribed the Proving Grounds as unchanging and secluded, a “perfect
aquatic laboratory.”55 Elsewhere Donaldson extolled the
“unparalleled scientific experiments” at the Pacific Proving
Grounds—the atomic detonations that had enabled ecologists to vi-
sualize relationships among species in a “natural environment” and
to make ecology “a more exact science.”56 As Elizabeth DeLoughrey
has argued, through such rhetorical work, AEC scientists fashioned
the atolls as laboratories uninhabited by humans and available for
any conceivable experiment.57

In fact, the atolls were neither isolated nor pristine. Rather, they
were globally connected, geopolitically central, and radically trans-
formed. In the decade before the Odums’ arrival, the landscape at
Enewetak had been shaped and reshaped by military and scientific ac-
tivity. The beaches were littered with barges, steel cable, scrap metal,
beer and sake bottles, and abandoned furniture.58 Beginning in 1950,
the AEC constructed “semipermanent facilities” at Enewetak includ-
ing medical offices, barbershops, chapels, and the marine laboratory
(figure 5). At night, in the Back N’ Atom Bar, the Odums mingled
with AEC officers and other scientists from across the United States
including AFL members. Although the Odums did not meet
Donaldson during their 1954 visit, they met other AFL members who
complained to Donaldson about their messiness and tendency to
“borrow too freely.”59 Members of the AFL would return to the Pacific
Proving Grounds regularly through the 1960s (figure 6). Scientific
and military presence at Enewetak and Bikini during this period was
sustained. For Operation Ivy (1952) alone, the United States
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transported 75 million gallons of fresh water, 1 million meals, 89,968
square feet of tent, and 3 million board feet of lumber.60 As one
AFL member later reflected, “The statistics cannot give a picture of

Figure 5. Eniwetok Marine Biological Laboratory, 1964. E. M. B. L. Jackson dissects a rat in the
foreground; Lauren Donaldson stands second from the left in the far background. Credit: University of
Washington Libraries, Special Collections, DON0352.

Figure 6. Applied Fisheries Laboratory member Ralph Palumbo collecting specimens with an onion sack
in Bikini Lagoon, 1964. Credit: University of Washington Libraries, Special Collections, DON0041.
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the work performed—of the massive bunkers constructed, of the cau-
seways thrown between islands, of air-strips built, roads graded,
heavy equipment carried by marine craft from island to island, struc-
tures aligned precisely for test instrumentation purposes, plus the
normal community and housekeeping chores incidental to keeping a
large group of men reasonably happy, healthy and satisfied.”61

The atolls were not isolated and pristine; nor were they uninhab-
ited. As the rest of the world worried about the possibility of atomic
violence, Marshall Islanders lived it. Between 1946 and 1962, the AEC
conducted 105 atmospheric and underwater nuclear weapons tests at
the Pacific Proving Grounds, releasing the equivalent power of more
than seven thousand Hiroshima bombs.62 Marshall Islanders suffered
forced relocations, destruction of ancestral lands, and radiation sick-
ness.63 In a tone less triumphant than that of many ecologists, E. B.
White wrote in a review of AEC scientist David Bradley’s 1948 book,
No Place to Hide, “His laboratory was a paradise, and the experiment
in which he was involved was an experiment in befouling the labora-
tory itself. [ . . . ] Bikini is the world in miniature; radioactivity is the
disease that can knock it out.”64 Bikini did, indeed, become a model
in miniature for the world, insofar as it is an originating landscape for
ecosystem science.

“THE FIELD STATION AS PROVING GROUND”
It is easy to forget about ecology’s Atomic Age because a number of

ecologists and environmental scientists were involved in the antinu-
clear protests of the 1960s. Indeed, Frank Golley has reflected that by
the 1970s, ecologists “seemed oblivious to the connection between
ecosystem research and the military activity of the U.S.”65 But it was
not until the 1960s that many ecologists began to frame nuclear tech-
nologies, and nuclear weapons in particular, as environmental
threats. On the contrary, during the 1950s, ecologists emphasized the
immense potential of nuclear technologies to enhance scientific un-
derstanding of the structure of the natural world, and, therefore, hu-
man ability to manage and restore the natural world. For their parts,
Donaldson and Eugene Odum both downplayed the threat of nuclear
weapons until late in their careers. Commenting on a panel at the
1963 American Institute of Biological Sciences meeting, Eugene Odum
contended that nuclear detonations were no different from storms,
forest fires, pest irruptions, “and other natural, accidental, or experi-
mental stresses that mimic, in one way or another, nuclear war.”66

During ecology’s Atomic Age, the AEC provided ecologists with
funding and with access to production sites and proving grounds,
where ecologists were largely able to pursue their own research agen-
das. In their report to AEC headquarters on their work at Enewetak,
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the Odums admitted that they “were not primarily concerned with
the effects of radiation,” but rather with showing that the “basal
metabolism” of a community could be “measured in certain very defi-
nite and precise ways, just as one can measure oxygen consumption,
heart rate, etc., of an individual.”67 This does not mean that ecolo-
gists worked independently, however. The AEC vetted all of their sci-
entific publications and often censored words like “fallout.”

It was not until 1954, when the Atomic Energy Act set declassifica-
tion into motion, that the work of the AFL, the Odums, and other
AEC ecologists gained a broad audience. At this point AEC ecologists
began presenting their findings at international meetings.68 Richard
Foster of the AFL first described the phenomenon of
“bioaccumulation” to a public audience at the 1955 “Atoms for
Peace” conference in Geneva, Switzerland, at which Eugene Odum
also presented.69 In his first revision of Fundamentals of Ecology, pub-
lished in 1959, Eugene added a chapter on the new discipline of
“radiation ecology” in which he described studies like those of
Donaldson’s laboratory that explored how ecological communities
mediated the distribution of radioactive substances in the environ-
ment. In writing the chapter, he drew from his experiences at post-
1954 international conferences and from a sabbatical year (1957–58)
at the AFL and UCLA.70 While at UCLA, Eugene regularly joined biol-
ogists for three-hour train trips to Nevada to observe weapons detona-
tions at the Nevada Proving Grounds, which ecologists also studied,
although less intensively. He wrote in a letter to his mother,

On reaching observation ridge cars park in neat rows and ev-
eryone gets out to stand or sit on bleachers erected under
searchlights. At 30 minutes before scheduled explosion a
voice from the loudspeakers begins to count off the minutes
“30 minutes before zero, 29 minutes before zero,” etc. At five
minutes the seconds are counted, and at one minute every-
one is instructed to put on dark goggles or turn and face
away from the site (the light for first few seconds is so bright
that one could be blinded.) Then the count down 10-9-8-7-6-
5-4-3-2-1-0.71

Also in that letter, Eugene noted that he was impressed by the
“beautifully organized sampling systems” in the desert. The desert
struck him as a “good system for our type of studies because it is [ . . . ]
relatively uniform and simplified biologically.”72 Eugene’s experien-
ces at the Pacific and Nevada Proving Grounds would shape his later
experiments with radiotracers at field sites across the southern United
States. After the passage of the Atomic Energy Act, the AEC began
mass-producing radioisotopes and distributing them to American
researchers. As they did, ecologists were no longer constrained to sites
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where radioisotopes had been released accidentally or through deto-
nations. By the early 1960s, ecologists were applying radioisotopes in-
tentionally to their field sites in measured doses. Stanley Auerbach
injected Cesium-137 into tulip poplar trees in Tennessee. Eugene
Odum applied radioisotopes to abandoned agricultural fields in
Georgia.73

As the United States and the Soviet Union increased the power and
the range of their nuclear weaponry, it became possible to conceive
of a catastrophic global-scale war. In 1946 the United States had nine
weapons in its stockpile. By 1955, it had 2,422. And by 1961, it had
22,229.74 Due in part to AEC ecologists’ fieldwork, scientists and the
public began to conceptualize radioactive fallout as a regional, even a
global, health risk.75 A comparison of the text of Eugene’s second and
third editions of Fundamentals of Ecology is telling. In the second edi-
tion (1959), Eugene wrote, “Man’s opportunity to learn more about
environmental processes through the use of radioactive tracers balan-
ces the possible troubles he may have with environmental contami-
nation.” In the third edition, published in 1971, Eugene revised the
sentence to read, “Man’s opportunity to learn more about environ-
mental processes through the use of radioactive tracers balances to
some extent the troubles he is having with environmental
contamination.”76

The period of the proving ground as ecological laboratory ended in
1963 when the United States, the Soviet Union, and Great Britain
signed the Partial Test Ban Treaty, prohibiting all non-wartime deto-
nations of nuclear weapons except for those conducted underground.
At the same time, however, the RAND Corporation recommended to
the Pentagon that they investigate the ecological dimensions of post–
World War III recuperation.77 Thus began a period in which ecolo-
gists purposefully destroyed “ecosystems,” rather than warships or
imported animals, to study if and how they recovered. By 1970 ecolo-
gists had purposefully irradiated deciduous forests in New York, tropi-
cal rain forests in Puerto Rico (a project led by Tom Odum), and
agricultural fields in Georgia and Tennessee.78

Although always conducted someplace in particular, this research
was oriented toward developing generalized transposable strategies
for the survival of American citizens. Through this fieldwork, ecolo-
gists framed particular ecosystems as objects less or more vulnerable
to attack, a development that contributed to the emergence of the
“diversity-stability hypothesis,” the idea that the greater the number
of species in an ecosystem, the better that system will be at “adjusting
to stress.”79 World War III simulations also contributed importantly
to the idea that there is a threshold of damage beyond which an eco-
system can no longer repair itself. Destruction thus became a
standard method of studying ecosystems, and ecologists began clear-
cutting, burning, and applying biocides to their field sites.80 As
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Eugene Odum put it in an article in the Southern Biologists Bulletin,
“ecologists need not feel bashful about attacking ecosystems so long
as they observe the rules of good science.”81

The boundaries of ecosystems were quite different from the bound-
aries that had in the past delimited ecological study sites. Instead of
delimiting field sites by visual observation (“The oaks end here!”) or
by the demarcation of quadrats or property lines, ecologists increas-
ingly relied on radioisotopes to mark out a study’s limits. In a reveal-
ingly titled talk, “The Field Station as Proving Ground,” Eugene
Odum argued that “[e]cosystems, such as lakes, forests, or cities where
the real world problems lie cannot be put into a test tube, dissected
into small pieces or enclosed within laboratory walls; they must be
studied in situ.”82 And yet it is important to note that these bound-
aries, seemingly external to the experimentalist, were determined as
much by experimental design—and the human production of radioi-
sotopes—as by intrinsic properties of species and their interactions.
Ecosystems may seem natural and universal, but their delineation
depended on the tools of a particular time and place. Destruction was
the enabling condition for understanding life as interconnected.

MATTER, AND WHY ECOSYSTEMS MATTER
By 1970 ecosystems had materialized. That year the poet William

Stafford reflected, “Thoreau’s concept of Concord was what we now
call a ‘model ecosystem,’ though he formulated and studied it in ad-
vance of all the technology we believe to be necessary in such stud-
ies.”83 Ecosystems were not discovered; nor were they constructed
entirely by scientists. Rather, along with ecologists, the activities of
nonhumans at different scales (atomic bombs, radioisotopes, hydro-
ids, corals, and wrasse, to name a few) enabled ecosystems to materi-
alize. With ecosystem studies, ecologists claimed that fieldwork
conducted in one place could be used to understand other distant
and different places. The Pacific Proving Grounds became a model for
lakes in Wisconsin, rain forests in Panama, deserts in China—and, ul-
timately, even for corporate relations and gut microbes.

Ecosystems’ materialization altered not only ideas about the order
of nature, but also material environments themselves across the
world. Beginning in the 1970s, many types of environmental man-
agement were reorganized as ecosystem management, including wil-
derness protection.84 Between 1970 and 2016, the amount of global
protected area increased from 4 million km2 to more than 26 million
km2.85 Today myriad restoration projects attempt to restore ecosys-
tem functions or ecosystem composition.

As Paul Sutter has observed, environmental history’s “troubled
categories of analysis” include “not only the freighted and now
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thoroughly problematized ‘nature,’ but also the encompassing and
surprisingly undertheorized ‘environment.’”86 We can and should
add “ecosystem” to the list. Ecosystems are frequently employed as
metaphors for well-balanced and well-functioning societies, as when
James Scott contrasts the “homogenization, uniformity, grids, and
heroic simplification” of states with the “resilience and durability of
diversity.”87 But the making of ecosystems entailed injustice, and even
horror: the disposession of Marshall Islanders; the radiation sickness
of thousands of soldiers and civilians; simulations of World War III;
and the creation of the massive US nuclear complex, which by the
end of the Cold War occupied more than 8,500 km2 and whose radio-
active legacy will persist for at least ten thousand years.88

Environmental historians are well situated to recover such unset-
tling histories that are sometimes embedded within what seems most
natural. The Pacific Proving Grounds were a place of destruction and
exclusion—“the latitude of doom,” as Newsweek called it—where
ecologists wondered if the world could survive hydrogen bombs. But
through the work of Donaldson and other ecologists, the Proving
Grounds also became an originating landscape of conservation and
restoration.89 Starting in the 1960s, Pacific Islanders mobilized the
ecosystem concept and many of the ideas that underpin restoration
ecology when developing their own narratives of anticolonial strug-
gle.90 Ecosystem theory facilitated grassroots environmentalism,
holistic ecology, conservation biology, and restoration ecology,
movements of the “Age of Ecology” that are typically contrasted with
the “Atomic Age.” The rise of ecology, however, was not a response to
the perception of environmental decline but one of its preconditions,
with roots in powerfully destructive technologies.
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