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Pacific Life Community’s work of protest focuses on the human impact of 
Vandenburg Air Force Base (VAFB).  I wish to locate this conversation in specific 
time and space, in order to call attention to 
the fact that the primal victims of the work 
done at Vandenburg have always been 
indigenous peoples.   
 
Human beings have dwelled on the central 
coast of California anywhere between 12,000 
and 25,000 years.  In fact, the oldest human 
remains that have been found in North 
America were from Santa Rosa Island, just off 
the coast of Ventura (top of picture at right).  A 
small carving of a toad made of local stone found in Ojai is considered to be the 
earliest work of art found on our continent.  

 
The Chumash had a highly developed and 
sustainable bioregional culture and 
economy, which centered around a 
symbiotic relationship with the sea, the 
mountains, and the oak chaparral.  
Organized warfare appears to have been 
unknown to the Chumash prior to the 
arrival of the Spanish in the late 18th 
Century.  (Left: Chumash pictograph in a 
remote area of the Carrizo plain.)   
 

The Chumash were also the only people in North America to craft sea faring 
vessels out of sewn-planks rather than dug-outs.  They called themselves “people 
of the tomol,” and their canoe a “house of the sea.”  Archaeologists acknowledge 
that the Chumash could have gotten their tomol building skills from Pacific island 
navigators long before European contact, since similar designs are found among 
indigenous peoples throughout the Pacific.  A century and a half after the 
Chumash Brotherhood of the Canoe disbanded because of the genocide 
perpetrated during the Spanish and Mexican period, a tomol was again built in 
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1976, its design based on ethnographic 
and archeological data.  The canoe was 
paddled by a Chumash crew to the 
Channel Islands in a historic journey. 
Another tomol was built by the Chumash 
community in 1996-97, and in 2001 
made its first crossing to Santa Rosa 
island, the traditional place of origins of 
the Chumash.  Another passage was 
made in 2004 (pictured at right); both 
voyages culminated in cultural 
celebrations with Chumash families and friends, and discussion of issues 
affecting Sacred Sites.  

 
The U.S. conquest of California intensified and completed the 
dispossession of the Chumash begun by Spanish colonization 
(left: 19th century photograph of a Chumash man from the 
Kroeber Library collection).  Yet they survived slavery, murder 
and disease, and today are involved in many different 
struggles for cultural renewal and recognition.   

 

Point Conception (right) is the dividing point for 
marine species north and south in California, and a 
prominent geologic feature of our area.  The 
Chumash call it Humqaq, and consider it one of 
their most sacred places.  It was understood as a 
gateway, where the souls of the dead jumped off to 
begin their journey to paradise.  Many 
contemporary Chumash call Humqaq the "Western 
Gate" and believe that it deserves to be kept from 
development.  Over the years Chumash and environmental activists have 
struggled against different development schemes that have been proposed for 
Point Conception.  A massive liquefied natural gas facility proposal sparked a 
major protest from traditional Chumash, who occupied Humqaq in 1978 in 
protest.  Though the LNG scheme was eventually defeated, various oil and real 
estate interests still threaten the area. Fortunately today there are initiatives to 
try to create either a National Seashore and/or a Chumash Religious Sanctuary 
at Point Conception. 
 
But Humqaq has been most impacted by Vandenberg Air Force Base, which 
occupies much of the northern Point.  This massive base, which dominates the 
central coast, has as its main mission to test launch ICBMs (we who live here 
often see the contrails streaking the sky after such tests).  These missiles are fired 
toward the Pacific Missile Test Range, 1/3 of the way around the world, in the 
Marshall Islands in the mid-Pacific.   
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The Marshalls are already infamous for having 
been the place where the U.S. tested its atomic 
and hydrogen bombs between 1946 and 1958.  
Many Marshallese were contaminated by the 
fallout from these tests, and subsequently died of 
cancer.  Many more were displaced, and their 
homes poisoned.  In commemoration of a 
particularly destructive H-Bomb blast at Bikini 
Atoll in 1954 (pictured at right), March 1st was 
designated by activists as Nuclear Free and 
Independent Pacific Day.  
 

Beneath a concrete dome on Runit Island (part of 
Enewetak Atoll; pictured at left), completed in 1980 
at a cost of about $239 million, lie 111,000 cubic 
yards of radioactive soil and debris from testing 
done at Bikini and Rongelap atolls.  The dome 
covers the 30-foot deep, 350-foot wide bomb 
crater.  This waste has a radioactive half-life of 
50,000 years.  How long does concrete last?   
 
Atmospheric testing was eventually banned 
through the Partial Test Ban Treaty, and 
underground testing moved to Nevada.  There 
another chapter of the expropriation and 
contamination of native homes was written, this 
time on Shoshone land (right: Behind the Western 
Shoshone flag, protesters move down the road 

towards the Nevada Test Site gate, May 28, 2006).  
That is a another story; but for more information I 
recommend the upcoming “Earth, Wind, Fire and 
Water: An Environmental Justice Teach-In” in Las 
Vegas, NV, March 14-15 (go to: 
www.nevadadesertexperience.org).  
  
Meanwhile, however, the bombing of the Marshall 
Islands continues.  Today missiles from Vandenburg—known to have carried 
payloads of depleted uranium —are fired into the massive lagoon of the world’s 

largest atoll: Kwajalein.  Prior to the early 1950s 
Marshallese lived on small islands throughout 
Kwajalein (left: LandSat image of Kwajalein Atoll).  
However, Kwajalein was used as a support base 
for U.S. nuclear tests, so Marshallese residents 
were relocated by U.S. authorities to tiny Ebeye 
island.  With the advent of the U.S. 
intercontinental ballistic missile testing program 
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in the 1960s, the U.S. military created a "Mid-Atoll Corridor" in Kwajalein for 
targeting, and more Marshallese were relocated to Ebeye Promises of housing and 
work at the U.S. military base were not upheld, nor were the relocated families 
adequately compensated.  Instead they were stuck on an overcrowded island, 
having had their way of life completely destroyed. 
 
Ebeye island is just 80 acres with a population of more than 12,000.  With 
crowded living conditions, an inadequate 
school and health system, and scarce clean 
water, Ebeye has been known as the "Slum of 
the Pacific" (pictured at right, a home on 
Ebeye).  In stark contrast is the luxuriously 
subsidized lifestyle of nearby Kwajalein 
island, home to a major United States Army 
installation—with golf courses and shopping 
malls.  It is military apartheid, and an issue 
dear to my heart.  In the early 1980s, I 
worked closely with Marshallese activists to raise concerns about justice and land 
rights.  Visiting Ebeye in 1984, I was deeply moved by the poverty and despair I 
saw there.  
 
Vandenburg AFB is not only a classic symbol of American imperial militarism, 
therefore.  Its work also has managed to dispossess two sets of indigenous 
peoples at once.  Indeed, about the same time 30 years ago that Chumash 
activists were occupying Point Conception to protest the proposed LNG plant, 
Marshallese traditional landowners were mounting a “sail in” to occupy their 
home islands in the Missile corridor to protest their dispossession.  It is 
important to call attention to the continuing arms race which threatens all of us, 
but we must be ever mindful of the fact that without a missile ever being 
launched, indigenous people are being victimized right now. 
 
In the early 1980s I was deeply involved in the Nuclear 
Free and Independent Pacific (NFIP) movement, which 
was an international collaboration between indigenous 
peoples and their allies in order to organize for a 
Nuclear Free Zone in the Pacific, for land rights and for 
indigenous sovereignty.  This movement has had a 
strong disarmament and anti-militarist thrust, which 
has included sailing into test sites, blockading nuclear 
warships (right) and protesting military bases and their impact on local 
communities.  But the heart of the NFIP movement has been solidarity with and 
between native peoples of the Pacific.  It is understood that since the dawn of the 
nuclear age, indigenous peoples have been the first victims of nuclear 
colonization, from the front end of the nuclear cycle (Native Americans mining 
uranium in the Southwest, for example) to the back end (nuclear waste dumping 
in the Pacific).   
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My work with Pacific islanders has profoundly changed my view 
of disarmament activism.  I want to conclude by mentioning two 
women who impacted my life deeply.  One was Darlene Keju (left), 
who, as a small child on Rongelap atoll, was exposed to fallout 
from U.S. bomb tests.  She became a leading activist for justice 
for Marshallese victims, and a dear friend, before dying from 
cancer in 1996.  Darlene’s legacy continues to inspire social 
activism in the Marshalls.   

 
The other powerful woman is Hilda Lini from Vanuatu 
(right), an island nation just east of Australia that won 
its independence in 1980, and wrote a nuclear free zone 
into its Constitution.  Hilda is now one of her home 
island’s chiefs, and an advocate for recognition of 
traditional economic and political structures.  She is 
also Director of the Pacific Concerns Resource Center, 
which is the hub of the NFIP movement (for more information: www.pcrc.org.fj).  
 
It is my hope that the Pacific Life Community will grasp what too many white 
peace activists in North America and Europe have ignored: namely, that before 
disarmament is a concern about what might happen in some future holocaust, it 
is a matter of solidarity with historic and present victims of nuclear militarism—
almost all of whom have been indigenous people.  (Below: The PLC weekend 
culminated in a protest and civil disobedience at VAFB, March 2, 2008.) 
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