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‘I think the only word to describe it is beautiful.’

Professor Ernest Titterton, on seeing the biggest atom bomb ever exploded in Australia

‘No conceivable injury to life, limb or property could emerge from the test.’

Prime Minister Robert Menzies, 1953

‘Soldiers everywhere. Guns. We all cry, cry, cryin’. Men, women, children, all afraid.’

Alice Cox, Aboriginal elder, describing being forced off their land for the atomic tests

‘What did the bastards do to us?’

Nuclear veteran Jeff Liddiat

‘A pity, but we can’t help it.’

British Prime Minister Anthony Eden’s reaction when warned in 1955 of health risks to soldiers and sailors in nuclear tests


PROLOGUE

Bring me the bones of Australian babies, the more the better1

Harwell, England, 24 May 1957

The nuclear scientist who fired the world’s first atomic bomb, Ernest Titterton, peered around at the scientists and officials seated in the boardroom of the UK Atomic Energy Research Establishment.

It was a bright spring morning in 1957 and they were all there to hear Titterton deliver an edict on where they should go next. They had already exploded nine atomic bombs in Australia and taken thousands of measurements at the blast sites at the Monte Bello Islands off Western Australia, as well as Emu Field and Maralinga in central Australia.

The next stage in the British atomic experiment was to determine the long-term effects of the bomb on the whole of Australia and its people.

Official records of the meeting, stored deep in the British National Archives, reveal the extent to which the scientists and officials were prepared to go.2

File number DEFE 16/808 exposes in chilling scientific language that the agenda of the British on that bright sunny spring day was to turn the whole of Australia into one giant nuclear laboratory. They wanted to use the Australian population as human guinea pigs for decades to come.

First, the scientists agreed that in order to find out the amount of fallout the nine atomic bombs had already caused on Australia they needed to collect samples of soil from pasture regions near the five mainland cities – Perth, Sydney, Brisbane, Melbourne and Adelaide.

Second, they would test vegetation and thirdly, they wanted samples of dairy cows’ milk. The reason was simple – radioactivity spread through the air from atomic tests falls on soil, grass grows in soil, cows eat grass, cows produce milk and, finally, humans – particularly children – drink the milk.

After some technical discussion of sample sizes, the scientists determined they needed two samples of milk every year. The aim was to see how much Strontium-90 was getting into milk. Strontium-90 is a radioactive isotope produced by nuclear fission with a half-life of 29 years. It is ingested and absorbed into bones and is the best marker for radioactive fallout from nuclear tests. It can cause cancer and is the most dangerous component of fallout.

‘Animal samples,’ said Titterton. ‘We have to have bones from animals to see if Strontium-90 is getting into domestic animals.’3

After some discussion of the mechanics of the sampling, the scientists decided to take samples from twelve sheep stations 200 to 300 miles (482 to 804 kilometres) along the path the radioactive clouds would be expected to drift in the prevailing winds.

Not satisfied with that, they decided to increase the sampling all the way to the east coast to see what happened when radioactive clouds reached the most populated areas of Australia.

Titterton looked around at his fellow scientists. So far so good. No objections to where this was going. No questions about the morality of what they were doing to the people of Australia. Never one to be squeamish or subtle, he spelled out the next step. ‘We have to find out if Strontium-90 is entering the food chain and getting into humans.’

The biggest consumers of milk are babies, infants and young children. Milk was handed out free at Australian schools. If the scientists got bones from babies and Aussie kids, they’d quickly and efficiently know how much fallout was getting into the food chain. Babies and kids would be best for the test as their bones were still growing and Strontium-90 collects in the bones.

None of the scientists questioned what they were about to embark on. The group nodded to each other. This was science. They were all professionals. The group agreed they needed to take the bones of dead Australian babies to test for Strontium-90. How many bones wasn’t up for discussion. It was simple. The more bones from dead babies the better. There were no questions. It was all written down.

‘As many samples as possible are to be obtained,’ the official minutes of the meeting recorded.4 The minutes noted, as though this might be a problem, that the number of dead babies would probably be small.

The scientists didn’t discuss the morality of taking baby bones from grieving Australian families. They didn’t think it necessary to ask Australians whether they could rob graves for bones.

But they did determine exactly what sort of bones they wanted. It was coldly clinical.

‘The bones should be femurs. The required weight is 20–50 grams wet bone, subsequently ashed to provide samples of weight not less than two grams. The date of birth, age at death and locality of origin are to be reported.’5

The bones would be crushed into a powder and sent to the UK for analysis along with the soil, animal samples and vegetation.

Professor Titterton said he would make arrangements for the Australian Safety Committee to collect all the samples and dispatch them to the UK. Titterton would make it happen. He was supposed to be representing the interests of Australians on the Atomic Safety Committee. In reality he was running the experiments and the atomic tests solely for Britain.

The scientists’ concern that the number of dead baby bones they could get would be low proved to be unfounded. They underestimated the enthusiasm of pathologists, morticians and autopsy attendants for a quick buck.

Workers were more than happy to extract thigh bones from baby corpses in a cash-in-hand deal with the collectors for the atomic scientists. Distraught parents were not to be asked for permission. They weren’t to be told what was happening to their lost loved ones. It was to be done in a clandestine operation that would last for decades.

Over the next twenty-one years a staggering 22,000 corpses of babies, infants, children, teenagers and younger adults were pilfered for bones and tested for Strontium-90. It was the longest experiment of its kind in the world. The data gleaned by the body snatchers went not to Australia, but to nuclear authorities in the UK and the US. It was used to further both the nuclear industry and the development of nuclear weapons.

This is the story of how the people of Australia were unknowingly used as guinea pigs in bizarre nuclear tests. It is the story of the betrayal of a nation and its people by its political leaders. It is the continuing disgrace of thousands of servicemen being lied to and treated like dirt by successive governments. It began with the worst act of betrayal against Australians by their Prime Minister, Robert Menzies.


1

OF COURSE YOU CAN EXPLODE YOUR ATOM BOMBS IN AUSTRALIA

Robert Menzies couldn’t say yes quickly enough when Britain asked if they could explode their atom bombs in Australia. The Australian prime minister received the polite and rather casual request on a Saturday. He said yes on Monday.

Menzies enthusiastically offered his young nation to be used in any manner the mother country might desire.

He didn’t waste time asking his own cabinet colleagues before he agreed to the request.

He didn’t ask the British if there was any possibility of harm to Australians or the Australian environment.

He didn’t ask Australian scientists whether there was any possible health risk to the population from exploding atom bombs on Australian soil.

He even offered up Australian servicemen to help the British scientists in their atomic bomb experiments – no questions asked about the dangers they might face.

Menzies hoped Britain might let a few atomic crumbs fall from their table, perhaps so that Australia might be able to develop its own atomic industry.

But when the British said no to that, and cut Australia out of any scientific know-how that would come from atom bombs exploded in Australia, Menzies rolled over and said that was fine too. Sorry for asking.

This lap-dog behaviour was true to form. Despite his iconic hero status among conservatives, Menzies was never a fighter for Australia’s interests.

When the First World War broke out, Menzies was a twenty-year-old law student at Melbourne University. He was a lieutenant in the university army reserve regiment and an enthusiastic supporter of the war. He strongly supported conscription. Naturally, being destined for greatness, he felt this didn’t apply to him.

He spent the entire war safely studying in Melbourne, winning university prizes while his student comrades volunteered and left to fight and die in the war. He passed his masters degree and became a barrister in 1918, aged twenty-four, when there were many vacancies in chambers due to the heavy war toll.

Menzies moved into politics and became a fawning and obsequious Anglophile, spending his life tugging his forelock to the British. He described himself as ‘British to the bootstraps’ and is said to have even entertained the notion, while he was in London in 1941, of serving in the British war cabinet, maybe even succeeding Churchill as British prime minister.1

Menzies never explained why he didn’t join up in the First World War. Two of his brothers did. Maybe his family thought two were enough. Staying home during the war later came to dog him. But, of course, he was alive when many weren’t.

Young Menzies had a rapid rise in politics. He entered the Victorian parliament in 1928 and federal parliament in 1934, quickly being given the post of attorney-general. Many in politics openly despised the rising conservative star.

A conservative rival, Prime Minister Earle Page, had served as an army medical officer in the First World War. Page made a vitriolic attack on Menzies in parliament for not serving in the war, virtually accusing him of cowardice.2

Labor stalwart MP Eddie Ward quipped Menzies ‘had a brilliant military career cut short by the outbreak of war’.3

Menzies, however, was no shirker when it came to sending others off to war. During his sixteen-year prime ministership after the Second World War, he sent Australian soldiers to the Malayan Emergency, the Korean War and the Vietnam War.

But it was in his first term as prime minister in 1939 that Menzies was most unflinchingly loyal to the mother country.

Within an hour of Britain’s Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain declaring war on Germany on 3 September 1939, Prime Minister Menzies went on radio to announce solemnly, ‘Great Britain has declared war upon her [Germany] and that, as a result, Australia is also at war.’4

It was automatic. There was no question. No hesitation.

In reality Australia was always going to follow Britain into declaring war. Opposition Labor leader John Curtin supported the declaration. But in Menzies’ choice of words he made it clear Australia was cemented to Britain, and that made it automatic Australia would willingly follow Britain wherever it went.

In January 1941 Menzies made the perilous wartime journey to London and stayed for four months. Ostensibly his purpose was to persuade Churchill to commit more forces to the defence of Singapore, and therefore Australia.

It was a critical period in the war. Japan was advancing through China and an attack on Singapore seemed inevitable. Australians were battling in Tobruk. British cities were bombed daily. Germans were advancing towards Greece.

Menzies’ time in London, however, was a disaster. Churchill steamrolled him. Instead of obtaining more British military support in the Far East to stop the Japanese advance, Menzies ended up agreeing to commit Australian forces to join Churchill’s plan to defend Greece against the advancing Germans. Churchill patronisingly assured Menzies that Australia was the ‘Number One Dominion’ and Menzies lapped it up.5 He was in thrall to Churchill and he disregarded concerns by his political colleagues back home that Australian forces were being committed to a European war when they were needed back home to face Japan.

When the Germans hit Greece they vastly outnumbered the Australian, New Zealand and British forces, and simply rolled over them. In a brief, savage campaign, the Allies retreated to Crete. Hundreds of Australians were killed and thousands taken prisoner.

Parallels with the failed attack on Gallipoli in the First World War were obvious. Churchill was the mastermind behind that disaster too. Menzies’ long stay in London, wining, dining and preening under Churchill’s flattery, had resulted in total failure for Australia’s interests. Not to mention dead diggers left in Greece and Crete.

Menzies seemed oblivious to the reality. He’d even sent a message to his ministers back in Australia that he should stay on in London. Aghast, they quickly knocked back that idea. He’d done enough damage. Australia’s High Commissioner in London, Stanley Bruce, a Gallipoli veteran and former prime minister, wrote to a friend that Menzies had left the impression ‘he would not mind coming back here and leading the Conservative Party himself’.6

On the way home, Menzies stopped to talk with Canada’s Prime Minister Mackenzie King, who wrote: ‘I sensed the feeling that he would rather be on the War Cabinet in London than Prime Minister of Australia.’7

On arrival in Canberra, Menzies was shocked how much support he’d lost. He gave public speeches praising Churchill even though it was clear the British Bulldog’s war strategy had once again needlessly sacrificed Australian troops. Three months later, when Menzies proposed he go back to London, his colleagues revolted. Menzies was forced to resign as prime minister and in October 1941 Labor’s John Curtin won the election. Six weeks later, Japan attacked Pearl Harbor. Menzies spent the war years in Opposition, founding the Liberal Party in 1944.

When the Second World War was over, tension ratcheted up to face another menace. The Reds were on the march. The Soviets installed puppet communist governments in Poland, the Baltic States, Romania, Bulgaria and Czechoslovakia. The US backed anti-communist regimes around the world and started erecting a string of atomic missiles pointed at the Soviet Union.

The Cold War got even hotter. In 1948 the Soviets blocked overland access to West Berlin, leading to an eleven-month airlift of food and fuel. Menzies was once again in London, and he was impressed by the anti-communist mood that gripped Britain.

In 1949 the Soviet Union declared its occupied eastern part of Germany to be an independent communist nation. Mao Tse Tung won the communist war against the US-backed nationalists, and China went Red. Finally, on 29 August of that tumultuous year, the Soviet Union exploded its first atomic bomb. The Red Bomb exploded in Kazakhstan with the force of twenty-four kilotons – far bigger than the sixteen-kiloton bomb the Americans had dropped on Hiroshima and bigger than the 21-kiloton bomb dropped on Nagasaki.

News that the Soviets had the bomb stunned the US. Experts had calculated the Soviets wouldn’t be able to build their own atomic bomb until 1953 at the earliest.

The Cold War was reaching fever pitch. Menzies, a staunch anti-communist, won the December 1949 election promising to ban the Communist Party, a referendum he later lost.

The British government was alarmed that even though British scientists had been key in helping the US develop the wartime bomb, there was still no atom bomb with a Union Jack on it. Britain was part of the newly formed NATO European mutual defence pact with the US, but Britain had been frozen out of access to American nuclear technology. The US didn’t trust the British to keep American atomic secrets. They had good reason.

Klaus Fuchs was a German-born scientist who fled to England before the war and later worked on the Manhattan Project. After the war, Fuchs was exposed as a Soviet spy who had passed atomic secrets to the Kremlin. On top of that, several senior British intelligence officers had been revealed as double agents for the Soviets. In 1946 the US passed the McMahon Act, barring non-Americans from working on US atomic programs. Britain was frozen out of the ongoing US nuclear weapons testing program and could not use the testing ground in Nevada for its own testing.

Britain searched for somewhere else to blow up its own atomic bombs. They looked at Canada and remote islands in the Pacific and Indian Oceans. But they liked Australia best. It was remote, friendly and extremely compliant.

They were well aware of Menzies’ long history of tugging the forelock to the Queen and kowtowing to the mother country. The British government never doubted Menzies would agree to a request to explode British atomic bombs on Australian soil.

The paperwork behind the momentous deal is surprisingly sparse. Britain had already picked out the Monte Bello Islands off the coast of Western Australia as a suitable site to explode its first atomic bomb. It was 160 kilometres from the nearest town, a one-pub coastal settlement called Onslow. Nobody lived on the islands, and they were easy to control.

On Saturday 16 September 1950 the British High Commission in Canberra passed a ‘top secret and personal message’ from British Prime Minister Clement Attlee to Menzies. For such a monumental issue it was remarkable for being so casual.



During recent months we have been considering the arrangements which will be necessary for testing our own atomic weapon when it is ready. Among the most important of the various decisions which must be taken is the choice of a suitable testing range.

We asked the United States authorities earlier in the year whether they would let us use their own testing site at Eniwetok but so far we have had no firm reply and it is not clear when one may be expected.

Meanwhile it is clearly advisable if only as a precaution to consider possible alternative sites in British Commonwealth territory and to carry out a reconnaissance in the selected area. This would not of course necessarily involve a firm decision to hold the test there.

One possible site which has been suggested by our experts is the Monte Bello Islands off the north-west coast of Australia.

I am telegraphing to you now to ask first whether the Australian government would be prepared in principle to agree that the first United Kingdom atomic weapon should be tested in Australian territory and secondly, if so, whether they would agree to our experts making a detailed reconnaissance of the Monte Bello Islands so that a firm decision can be taken on their suitability.

It will clearly take some little time for the survey to be organized and for its results to be studied and if reconnaissance is to be really useful and effective we should like it to be put in hand at once.

If you agree that the survey may be made we can then work out with your authorities the detailed arrangements for it; these would include special arrangements for safeguarding secrecy.

Royal Commission Report8





It’s not known whether Menzies was handed the cable straight away or if it sat on his desk over the weekend. We do know Attlee got a positive reply on the Monday. There is no evidence Menzies even bothered to consult his political colleagues, scientists or military leaders before he embraced the British proposal to use Australia as a nuclear testing ground.

Three days later, on 20 September 1950, Menzies gave a national radio broadcast declaring only the atom bomb was keeping the world from a global war. ‘The atom bomb, horrible as it was, was not an instrument of war but of peace,’ Menzies thundered. ‘Do you think this communist enemy would hesitate to overrun western civilization if the United States did not have the atomic bomb? Don’t let’s pretend about the bomb. It’s real.’9

Menzies knew just how real the atom bomb was about to become for Australia. He was softening up Australians to accept the atom bomb when the British would inevitably explode it on its former colony.

Seven months later, Attlee sent another top secret personal message to Menzies.

He said British experts had studied Monte Bello with the help of Australian authorities and found it would be possible to conduct an atomic weapons trial on the remote islands. Attlee said, for climate reasons, October was the only suitable month for an atomic test at the islands. Winds would take the radioactive cloud out to sea.

Attlee said the US had once again rejected their approach to test weapons at a US testing range.



If therefore your government would agree, we should like to go ahead now with preparations for a test in the Monte Bello Islands in October 1952, which is the earliest date by which a prototype of our weapon will be ready.10





Attlee said there was one last aspect of the test he should mention.



The effect of exploding an atomic weapon in the Monte Bello Islands will be to contaminate with radioactivity the north-east group and this contamination may spread to others of the islands. The area is not likely to be entirely free from contamination for about three years and we would hope for continuing Australian help in investigating the decay of contamination. During this time the area will be unsafe for human occupation or even visits by e.g. pearl fishermen who, we understand, at present go there from time to time and suitable measures will need to be taken to keep them away.11





How the British came to pick three years as the period the test site would be contaminated is a mystery. Scientists at the time already knew radioactive contamination could last for decades, even centuries.

Menzies replied he couldn’t give a final decision until after the Australian election in May 1951. This delay had nothing to do with wanting to make sure he had a mandate from the people for such an agreement. It was because he didn’t want news of an imminent British atomic test on Australian soil getting to the public before the election. It stayed secret. There was a swing to Labor, but Menzies scraped back in.

As soon as he was re-elected Menzies gave the green light to Britain. The British made it clear they would be in charge of the operation. Britain would control the conditions and explosion of the bomb. The UK military hoped to learn the effects of various types of atomic explosions on ‘equipment, stores and men with and without various types of protection’.12 They would be in charge of safety and deciding the amount of radiation servicemen would be exposed to.

Not that they had worked out how much was safe. That was what the tests were all about. Australian troops and the whole of the Australian population were about to become the experiment’s guinea pigs.

It wasn’t until almost a year later that the Australian and British government jointly announced to the public there would be an atomic test held in Australia.

On 18 February 1952 Menzies released this brief statement:



In the course of this year the United Kingdom government intends to test an atomic weapon produced in the United Kingdom. In close co-operation with the government of the Commonwealth of Australia, the test will take place at a site in Australia. It will be conducted in conditions which will ensure that there will be no danger whatever from radioactivity to the health of the people or animals in the Commonwealth.13





There was no shock, no questioning, no debate. If anything, the reaction was one of excitement. The press speculated the test would be held at Woomera rocket-testing range in the north of South Australia. Monte Bello was still a tightly kept secret. Menzies set up the legislative framework for the tests in the Defence (Special Undertakings) Bill introduced to parliament in June 1952. It barred Australian citizens from entry to huge zones of their country for the atomic tests. The law sailed through parliament with little opposition. It was a valuable bit of legislation for government secrecy and is still used today to bar public entry to US satellite-signalling stations at Pine Gap near Alice Springs.

Menzies never really bothered to explain to the Australian people why he gave such enthusiastic support to the British atomic tests and how the bomb blasts would be good for the country. He assumed all Australians would be behind the mother country testing its atom bombs on Australian soil.

It wasn’t until May 1955, after the British had already exploded one bomb at Monte Bello and two at Emu Field in central South Australia, that the pompous Minister of Supply, Howard Beale, the minister handling the nuclear test deal, publicly explained why Australia should welcome the tests:



It is a challenge to Australian men to show that the pioneering spirit of their forefathers who developed our country is still the driving force of achievement. The whole project is a striking example of the inter-commonwealth cooperation on the grand scale. England has the bomb and the know-how; we have the open spaces, much technical skill and great willingness to help the motherland. Between us we shall help to build the defences of the free world and make historic advances in harnessing the forces of nature.14





The picture painted by Menzies and Beale that Australia was in an equal partnership with Britain in the tests was totally misleading. Britain controlled everything – from the scientific knowledge to having overall military authority of the tests and the testing ground. Australians were there simply to provide the labour, the bodies needed to get the tests done, the land to explode atom bombs on, and, as it was later revealed in secret documents, to function as lab rats for the British scientists.

[image: image]

If you were looking for the face of evil you wouldn’t give British scientist William Penney a second glance. He came across to the public as a humble, gentlemanly boffin who’d rather be pottering around in his garden than building atom bombs. Penney insisted to all he met that he be called Bill rather than Professor, Doctor or Sir William – or even Lord Penney as he became after his work was done. He was much respected and liked by those who encountered him. He certainly wasn’t part of the English upper class who were usually the ones given senior government posts.

Penney was born in Gibraltar, son of an army warrant officer. At school he was recognised as a maths genius and won scholarships to Cambridge University. By age twenty-seven, he was an assistant professor of mathematics. During the Second World War Penney made his name as an expert on the shockwave effect of explosives, invaluable in the use of mines for protecting harbours. He was a key figure in the top secret Manhattan Project.

Two days after the bomb exploded over Hiroshima, Penney was invited to be the British scientific observer on board the US bomber as it dropped the second, more powerful, atom bomb over Nagasaki. Penney later went in on foot to both Hiroshima and Nagasaki to see the bombs’ effects first hand. While walking through the destruction, and as other scientists were diligently taking measurements and photographs, Penney noticed petrol tins in the rubble around the city were crushed and dented to different extents depending on how far they were from the centre of the blast. He filled bags with the battered tins and took them back to his lab in England.

The Americans asked Penney to be part of their first post-war atomic test at Bikini Atoll in the Pacific in 1946. Penney endeared himself to the American military men by joining in, filling hundreds of army petrol tins with water and placing them at set distances from the blast point. To the troops Penney looked like the original nutty professor. But when the Americans’ complicated instruments recording the shock wave failed to work properly, it was Penney’s damaged tins that showed how far the shock wave reached, revealing the power of the bomb.

Penney believed dropping the atom bomb not only ended the war with Japan and avoided thousands more being killed if the Allies had to continue the fight, but also that Allied possession of the atom bomb would keep the peace with the growing power of the Soviet Union. After the Soviets stunned the West with their first atomic explosion in 1949, the British military forecast the West would need 600 atomic bombs by 1957 to effectively target the Soviet Union – 400 of these bombs would come from the US, 200 would have to come from Britain.15

There was no rationale behind these figures. Some key British generals said the target of building 600 atom bombs within eight years was little more than a ‘Dutch auction’.16 Although these projections were top secret, there was no public opposition in the early 1950s to developing more and more atom bombs. On the contrary, most public discussion hailed the coming of the atomic age as one filled with scientific and economic promise. Atom bombs were seen as providing security against the new communist evil.

Australia’s leading nuclear expert at this time was Mark Oliphant. Adelaide-born Oliphant was one of the first physicists in the world to show that an atom bomb was feasible, and he was part of the team working on the Manhattan Project. But Oliphant was disturbed by the direction the research was going. While he agreed the Allies had to develop the bomb before the Nazis, he feared the use of nuclear power against humans. He preferred to distance himself from the core scientific team working on the bomb. Oliphant worked on enriching uranium with a team at Berkeley in California. When the bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Oliphant said he was proud as a scientist that the bombs had worked – but added he was ‘absolutely appalled at what it had done to human beings’.17

After the war Oliphant was appointed Director of the Research School of Physical Sciences and Engineering at the new Australian National University in Canberra. When secret moves began for the British to use Australia as a nuclear testing ground, Oliphant was clearly the best placed Australian to be in charge of protecting Australia’s scientific interests, particularly ensuring Australia’s safety.

But Oliphant was on the outer for what he had said about the bombs dropped on Japan. The Americans didn’t trust him. He wasn’t in the pro-bomb club. In 1951 the US blocked his visa to attend a nuclear physics conference in Chicago. He supported developing nuclear power, but only for peaceful purposes. He wasn’t a security risk, but he was too outspoken for the pro-bomb governments in the US, Britain and Australia. He spoke openly of the fear that if there were another major war, nuclear weapons would be used and they would obliterate the human race.

So when it came time to pick the men for the key posts of running the British nuclear tests in Australia, Oliphant was deliberately excluded. Penney was to be the scientist in charge of the whole project. Menzies certainly wasn’t pressing to have an Australian at the top of the command structure. His interest in the running of the atomic bomb projects was minimal. Cabinet papers show he devoted more time to organising the young Queen Elizabeth’s first visit to Australia than he spent on the atomic tests.

But the British – or at least Penney – knew they needed to have the right scientist to head Australia’s side of things. Someone had to be in charge of health and safety measures. They needed a scientist who would tick off the explosions and say everything was OK, a scientist who believed in atom bombs, a scientist who wouldn’t raise difficult questions, a scientist who could keep his mouth shut.

Why pick an Australian when a perfectly good British-born scientist could do the job? Britain already had their man in mind: Ernest Titterton.

Titterton was a British physicist who had been a crucial part of the wartime Manhattan Project in the US to build the first atomic bomb. It was his finger that pressed the button on 16 July 1945 for the world’s first atomic test at Alamogordo in New Mexico. He was a senior and valued member of the atom bomb team and his work on the triggering mechanism allowed the bombs to be exploded at a height causing the most destruction on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.

Titterton was so crucial to developing the American atomic weapon program that he was one of only two non-Americans permitted to work on post-war US atomic tests. The other was William Penney, who had determined the height at which the bomb should detonate to have the most destructive result. Both scientists would be essential to the British atomic tests in Australia.

Titterton was a successful early salesman for nuclear power. He became a popular English boffin among the Americans, giving lectures on nuclear physics in layman’s language to the ships’ crews as they waited for good weather to explode atom bombs at Bikini Atoll in the Pacific. He even repaired a ship’s movie projector when it broke down mid-movie. Titterton was given the honour of calling the countdown to the Bikini bomb and it was his British accent Americans heard before the blast. He was utterly convinced of the need for nuclear weapons, and spoke whenever he could of the benefits nuclear power would provide for humanity.

In 1947 Titterton took up a senior research post at the newly formed Atomic Energy Research Establishment (AERE) at Harwell, a former RAF base about twenty-one kilometres south of Oxford. He continued working on the top secret government project to develop Britain’s own atomic weapons. The project was led by William Penney.

In 1950 Oliphant offered Titterton the inaugural chair of nuclear physics at the Australian National University. Titterton accepted, but he had some work to finish first. Before Titterton left for Australia, the British approached Menzies, who was once again visiting London. They asked whether Titterton could be made available for the British atomic test program. Menzies immediately agreed without even asking Oliphant.

The extent to which Titterton was Britain’s man at the tests rather than Australia’s was to be a hot point of contention at the Royal Commission into British Nuclear Tests in Australia that began, after much pressure from nuclear veterans, and the public, in 1984. Had he been planted by the British from the start? Had his safety role with the test program already been stitched up before he moved to Canberra?

Royal Commission researchers found a letter Titterton had written in 1953 in which he wrote that before he left for Australia in 1951, Penney had already asked him to act as technical director for the Monte Bello tests. This clashed with Titterton’s insistence to the Royal Commission that the first he knew of the Monte Bello tests was in early 1952, when Menzies’ office asked him to work with the British at the test. When Royal Commission lawyers asked about the discrepancy, Titterton sniffingly replied he couldn’t be expected to remember every detail.18

Titterton’s official task at Monte Bello was to help with telemetry, the science of remote measuring. But Titterton and the two other scientists representing Australia at the Monte Bello test were denied access to core data from the nuclear tests. One of these scientists, Alan Butement, was born in New Zealand and grew up in England. His work in radio waves was crucial in developing radar and wartime defences. He moved to Australia in 1947 and became the government’s chief scientist. The other scientific representative for Australia was Leslie Martin, physics professor at Melbourne University, the only born-and-bred Australian. All three were denied access to the bomb itself. They were allowed to be present only as observers. Titterton, however, was given more access as he was there at the personal invitation of Penney. The British had plans for more tests in Australia, and Titterton was crucial for those plans to go ahead.

The wellbeing of Australians in the British nuclear tests was in the hands of a British scientist who had moved to Australia only a year before the first test at Monte Bello, a man who was an ardent believer in the need for nuclear weapons and whose biggest concern was that something might happen to stop them.
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