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PROLOGUE

WHAT I KNOW, FROM EYEWITNESS ACCOUNTS OF THE FINAL TWENTY-four hours, is this: on the afternoon of July 15, 1945, Robert Oppenheimer drives to the steel shot tower that rises one hundred feet from the desert.

He steps out of the jeep. The wind is blowing harder now, as Oppenheimer walks to the tower. He climbs one rung at a time, the warm metal pressing his palms. When he reaches the top, he pulls himself up to the platform and stands in the shack the technicians built: a roof and three corrugated metal walls, one open side facing west.

There, he inspects the device. In its cradle, it stands as tall as his head: a ten-thousand-pound metal capsule, looped and plugged with detonators. The first nuclear bomb. The work of the last three years of his life.

It’s Oppenheimer who managed to persuade General Groves to run a full-scale test of the weapon. Groves would have delivered the bombs without testing, on the basis of the theoretical group’s calculations. A test, Groves felt, was a waste of millions of dollars of plutonium that had taken the army years to extract.

But Oppenheimer refused. He wouldn’t deliver the bombs until they’d run a full test, on the grounds that though the calculations were in all likelihood correct, without an actual experiment, our knowledge of the weapon wasn’t complete yet.

Groves finally consented. The test site was chosen, the shot tower erected, and the test bomb, which Oppenheimer now inspects, assembled and hoisted up to the platform.

HOW LONG DOES OPPENHEIMER REMAIN THERE, ONE HUNDRED FEET over the desert, standing beside the assembled device? I can’t find any record. I know, however, from photographs, that he’s wearing his porkpie hat.

It’s the same hat he’s worn since he lived in Berkeley, in the small house on Shasta Road, where he later will say he was happy. It’s made of brown felt, broad brimmed and battered by use. And if he stands, and faces out the open side of the shack, he looks away from the Oscura mountains toward the Jornada del Muerto basin.

That’s what he must see: a vast expanse of cracked, reddish earth spreading toward the mountains on the horizon. Dry shrubs, rocky outcrops, the blades of an occasional yucca, and scattered bones bleached by decades of sunlight.

The wind, according to every account, has only continued to quicken. Now the clouds have grown dark. They pour over the mountains like smoke, and as they cross the sky, they drag their shadows over the snakeweed.
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