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The American West is riddled with holes 
- craters, mines, pits, dumps, tunnels, 
caverns, caves, sinkholes, certain towns, 
missing places, holes in perception... 

and especially holes in our history. I have 
spent the past four years researching western 
holes and the deeper I get into the cultural 
geology of the subject the more potently the 
scandals reveal themselves. Naturally, the 
scandals all seem to involve white history in 
America, even if the hole in question is an 
ancient one.
 
Most holes in the west are scars left behind 
by westward expansion, the Gold Rush, military 
apocalypse mongering, resource theft, and 
ethnic cleansing. Yet Western history is 
written with pride for it’s pioneers, 
homesteaders, railroaders and city builders 
with little remorse for the rampant devastation 
that so strikingly surrounds us. White presence 
has not only scarred the landscape, but also 
burnt fat cigarette holes through the fabric of 
our future. Over 900 nuclear bombs have been 
detonated in the West. Entire tribes of native 
peoples have been erased from the landscape. 
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WESTERN HISTORY IS WRITTEN 

WITH PRIDE FOR IT’S PIONEERS, 

HOMESTEADERS, RAILROADERS 

AND CITY BUILDERS WITH LITTLE 

REMORSE FOR THE RAMPANT 

DEVASTATION THAT SO 

STRIKINGLY SURROUNDS US



In 1962 the United States Atomic Energy 
Commission (AEC) blasted its most beloved 
crater into the surface of the Earth. 
Using a single nuclear bomb buried under 
the sands of a lonesome desert proving 

ground, the Atomic Energy Commission was on a 
mission to “extend our cratering experience 
into [a] high gear range”. The bomb, named 
Sedan, created the largest crater among several 
hundred at the Nevada Test Site, a toxic and 
radioactive stretch of desert that sits just 
outside America’s cultural capital - Las Vegas. 

ALWAYS: A Radioactive Legacy
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Sedan Crater, 1962
Nye County, Nevada

37.177553, -116.048354

330 ft deep x 1,280 ft wide
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LISTEN: A PLAYLIST OF WESTERN MUSIC ABOUT 
LONESOMENESS, TROUBLES, AND THINGS GONE 
MISSING

The City of Los Angeles steals resources from a 
1,000 mile radius to survive. Seattle freights 
all of its garbage to a tiny town in Oregon 
where it is dumped and spread on open ground. 
The Navy uses wagon ruts on the Oregon Trail 
for target practice. Am I painting a bleak 
picture?

This issue of ALWAYS, NEVER, YESTERDAY is a 
hole in and of itself. Into this hole I have 
thrown anecdotes, music and book lists that 
illuminate the subject matter I have buried 
myself in for four years. If the study of 
western holes sets your mind afire here is a 
comprehensive map of many of the holes I have 
been researching and visiting: tinyurl.com/
notableholes. I have yet to see them all and 
would delight in taking an overnight drive to 
visit a new one with you, dear reader.

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLXbeTcQilNiw22stL_W2pR783gCpnHeGg
http://tinyurl.com/notableholes
http://tinyurl.com/notableholes


Most Americans don’t know about the Nevada 
Test Site or what happens there. A few moments 
of research on the world wide web will reveal 
that almost a thousand nuclear bombs have been 
detonated in its slim desert valleys since 
1951, releasing clouds of radioactive dust 
into the air streams that sweep across the 
continent, and that decades of legal battles 
have forced the US Government to compensate 
over 35,000 Americans downwind from the Test 
Site. Radioactive fallout from “extending our 
cratering experience into this high gear range” 
has been gifting Americans with radiation 
sickness, thyroid diseases, cancers, and birth 
defects for over six decades. 

Some history: In 1951, the AEC sequestered and 
expanded an inland Air Force base in Southern 
Nevada to begin their rehearsal for the end of 
the world. They detonated hundreds of nuclear 
bombs above ground, dropping them from cranes 
and planes (they also shot one from a canon) 
in a theatrical performance fueled by paranoia 
and hubris to frighten Cold War aggressors, 
namely Russia.  Their assault on the desert was 
not met with blanket enthusiasm, however. By 
the time the 1960’s arrived American citizens 
were raising their voices against nuclear 
testing and Congress was threatening to defund 
the Nevada Test Site. To save their jobs, the 
AEC put some lipstick on their operation and 
rebranded as a benevolent excavation service. 
They promised to bury their bombs underground 
and keep Americans safe. Congress liked the 
new look and funded a regime called “Operation 
Plowshare” that allowed the AEC to test 
“peaceful nuclear explosions”. The Sedan bomb 
was built and detonated to prove that nuclear 
power could be used to efficiently move massive 

amounts of earth. At the time, plans were in 
the air to blast a new canal through Nicaragua 
(to rival the Panama) and American nuclear 
excavation was considered the best way to do 
it. 

Indeed, the Atomic Energy Commission proved 
that nuclear bombs can excavate just about 
anything off the face of the Earth. The Sedan 
Test resulted in the largest man-made crater 
in the world. As promised, the bomb was buried 
underground, but the implosion of the sinkhole 
shot a menacing dose of radioactive material 
into the atmosphere anyway. The radioactivity 

spread rapidly through atmospheric winds and 
exposed more Americans to fallout than any 
other nuclear test in history. The crater 
itself remained lethally radioactive for over 
a year and is still “hot” to this day. 

Plans for the Nicaragua Canal were cancelled, 
but the AEC remained operational and was 
given blessings to continue it’s cratering 
experience, albeit in a lower-gear range. They 
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NOTABLE BOOKS ABOUT BOMBS IN AMERICA: 
Savage Dreams by Rebecca Solnit
American Ground Zero by Carole Gallagher
Origins of the Nevada Test Site by TR Fehner & FG Gosling
Desert Cantos by Richard Misrach
Nuclear Enchantment by Patrick Nagatani

rebranded once again as the Department of 
Energy (DOE) and marched onward, pridefully 
detonating atomic weapons for three more 
decades. In the 1990’s international pressure 
forced the United States to downsize its 
apocalypse mongering and a world-wide test ban 
went into effect. Operations at the Nevada 
Test Site shifted to burying radioactive 
waste, developing chemical and biological 
warfare, and offering radioactive tours of its 
most notable hole - the Sedan Crater. Only 
American citizens are allowed to see it and 
they can gain access through the Department of 
Energy Office in Las Vegas, Nevada.

In 1912 a duo of ragtag miners digging 
bat guano out of a cave near Lovelock, 
Nevada stumbled across an incredible 
discovery - ancient skulls and artifacts 
from a long gone race of red-headed 

giants. Local Paiute lore tells stories of 
the fury and cannibalism of the red-headed 
giants known as the Si-Te-Cah. The Paiutes 
fought many battles to destroy their horrific 
nemesis, eventually succeeding, but not 
before devastating losses. The Paiute quilted 
ceremonial garments from the bright red hair of 
the last giants in memory of the struggle. A 
local woman in Lovelock claims to have one of 
these ceremonial garments to this very day. 

NEVER: Legend of the Si-Te-Cah

Image courtesy of Chris Moran

Lovelock Cave, Home of the Si-Te-Cah
Churchill County, Nevada

39.96257, -118.55817

40 ft x 160 ft



The 1912 discovery was hailed as proof that the 
ancient giants existed, but the skeletons were 
quickly hidden away “somewhere” and tragically 
lost. Despite the fact that the evidence no 
longer exists, many locals, including some 
Paiutes, still uphold the legend of the Si-Te-
Cah. Kooky white supremacists have clenched 
onto the theory, hailing it is proof that the 
red headed giants were Vikings and were even 
perhaps the first colonizers of the continent. 
Someone recently wrote erotic fiction about a 
lusty miner girl getting taken away by the 
giants. You can buy it on Amazon for 99 cents. 
It’s really dirty and I don’t recommend it. 
Instead, google search the “Si-Te-Cah” and 
spend some time following conspiracy theory 
blogs down their endlessly delightful rabbit 
holes. 

TWO NEW BOOKS BY EPIC WOMEN ABOUT WEST-
ERN HOLES:
In the Aura of a Hole by A. Laurie Palmer
Undermining by Lucy Lippard

(opposite) Craters of the Moon National Monument - Wikimedia Commons

THE ATOMIC ENERGY 

COMMISSION PROVED THAT 

NUCLEAR BOMBS CAN EXCAVATE 

JUST ABOUT ANYTHING OFF THE 

FACE OF THE EARTH



bound for Mexico in one of the most brazen 
water heists in US history. With loveless 
thanks, and a new rule enacted by a racist 
Congress, thousands of laborers were forced 
off American soil after the job was done. The 
closest sanctuary was a dusty stage stop over 
the Mexican border called Mexicali.

The history of Mexicali thereafter is largely 
a Chinese history and the architectural 
influence can be seen throughout the city 
- even underground. The tunnels that weave 
beneath La Chinesca are legendary amongst the 
city-dwellers though few people can say they 
have been in them and fewer can turn over any 
proof. Perhaps this is in the spirit of keeping 
all types of tunnels in Mexicali safe from 
view. After all, Mexicali is a key border city 
where thousands of Central American refugees 
take their final boundary leap into the United 
States. And the Mexican coyotes that charge 
them large sums for safe passage have a 
business to protect. 

But the tunnels under La Chinesca don’t lead 
to the United States. These tunnels were dug 
over a hundred years ago to connect the Chinese 
community only to itself. Throughout Mexicali’s 
early history the Chinese settlers were treated 
poorly, marginalized, and misunderstood. The 
tunnels became a large part of the Chinese 
mystery and derogatory rumors spread that they 
were used for stockpiling opium and shanghai-
ing Mexicans - the practice of drugging, 
kidnapping and sending slaves back to China. 
During the first world war fear spread amongst 
city dwellers that a Chinese army hiding 
underground was plotting to overthrow the city 
in a communist coup.

La Chinesca, Mexico’s largest chinatown, 
sits on the northern edge of Mexicali, an 
arid desert city that borders the United 
States. An imagined boundary line runs 
through the city dividing it between the 

United States and Mexico and very real and 
spiritless canal adorned in chain link fencing 
dismembers it from its American half, known as 
Calexico. 

In the late 1800’s there was very little to 
be said for Mexicali until Chinese laborers 
arrived in exile. The Chinese had been hired 
by American land developers to irrigate vast 
stretches of desert by redirecting rivers 

YESTERDAY: A Society Goes Underground
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Tunnels Under Mexicali’s Chinatown, 1905-Present
Mexicali, US/Mexico Border Town

32.660677, -115.495953

Tunnel lengths unknown



It’s unlikely anything this thrilling actually 
took place in the tunnels under La Chinesca 
over its century-long history. When thousands 
of Chinese laborers showed up in Mexicali in 
1905, the river water had been stolen by the 
Americans, the desert was hot, and there was 
nowhere to hide. The settlers needed a place 
to beat the searing desert heat and did so 
by digging a network of rooms and tunnels 
underground. What little documentation exists 
suggests the tunnels were used for more mundane 
things - like storing goods, holding meetings, 
playing cards and imbibing together. When 
domestic air conditioning arrived on the scene 
the tunnels became less inviting. They were 
slowly boarded up, walled over, and locked 
forever.

BOOKS TO READ ABOUT RACIST POLICY, WATER 
THEFT, AND CHINESE ENSLAVEMENT:
Imperial by WIlliam T Vollmann 
At America’s Gates by Erika Lee
Cadillac Desert by Marc Reisner
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