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“To Sheila”

‘My wife, my love, my life’

‘It started with a kiss’

		
	
		
“Harold Bolter has clearly been busy in his advanced retirement. The Colonel’s Plute, his latest book project, is an enthralling work of historical fiction, set in the dark and sinister world of nuclear power and weaponry. Given his intimate knowledge of Sellafield and international nuclear matters, there can be few writers more qualified to explore and expose such a worrying plot line.”

– Ray Dafter. Author and former Energy 
Editor of the Financial Times.

		
	
		

PREFACE

“I started this book decades ago. When it was half finished I was persuaded to set it aside in favour of two other books I was working on, ‘Inside Sellafield’ and ‘The Tenth Child’. Out of the blue my teenage grandson, Solomon Bolter, told me me he was writing a book. I read the first few chapters of his work and somewhat to my surprise was very impressed. I urged Solly to carry on. and mentioned that I had a half finished book and now regretted I didn’t finish it.

Solly asked if he could read some early chapters and I agreed. He came back and it was his turn to urge me to finish my book. Since then he has checked on progress from time to time, as has my elder daughter Helen Doherty. She has been particularly helpful in this digital age. Finally I benefited from the generous advice and encouragement provided by Jasmine Damaris of Grosvenor House Publishing.

I owe all three of them a debt of gratitude.

		
	
		

INTRODUCTION

HAROLD BOLTER CBE

The Colonel’s Plute is a work of fiction that draws extensively on real events for which I was personally responsible or know to be true. The colonel of the title is Muammar Gaddafi, the unpredictable leader of Libya. He is the man most political commentators believe to have been responsible for the Lockerbie air disaster. This is something he denied until the day he died or, rather, the day he was assassinated by some of his disenchanted people.

Plute is what the Sellafield workforce invariably call plutonium.

I have had two careers, both of which, to some extent, inform the nature and structure of this book. In the first, I was a journalist, ending up as Industrial Editor of The Financial Times, where I learned a great deal about business and industry, and how Whitehall works – or doesn’t. In my second career I was the company secretary and corporate affairs director of British Nuclear Fuels (BNFL) best known for its ownership of Windscale, later renamed Sellafield.

I became BNFL’s longest serving director, responsible for its extensive public information programme, political liaison, community relations, human resources, the legal directorate, and safeguards. The safeguards branch personnel are responsible for ensuring that nuclear weapons material and sensitive information are kept out of the hands of terrorists and proscribed governments, such as that of Gaddafi’s Libya.

In addition to these roles and my formal company secretary responsibilities, I was appointed to the boards of half a dozen of BNFL’s subsidiaries and associates; chairman of a couple of them. It was a valuable learning process.


The Colonel’s Plute is set in the 1970s and 1980s, when plutonium was thought to be vital to the UK’s nuclear energy programme. The book includes short but important appearances by famous people, such as Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, President Ronald Reagan, Tony Benn, and Arthur Scargill, as well as members of the IRA, and Greenpeace, the leading environmentalist group at the time.

The story centres, however, upon ordinary people: a family with working links to Sellafield, where much of the UK’s plutonium is still stored (until some use is found for it). The head of the family is Sergeant Len Stanton, a policeman, who left the West Midlands with his family for a better paid job with the United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority Constabulary; a healthier lifestyle for all of them in the Lake District. Len’s wife, Rita, died of cancer, and Len is becoming an increasingly embittered man.

Len’s son-in-law, Tony Miles, is a process worker working with radioactive materials and married to Jenny. They have a seven-year-old son, Jamie. The boy has leukaemia and is being treated at the world-famous Christie Hospital in Manchester. Jenny is convinced that Jamie’s condition has been caused by her husband’s work. Len begins to think this may be true, persuaded by a local doctor, who has pointed the finger at Sellafield as the cause of a cancer cluster he claims to have identified in a small village close to the sprawling Sellafield site. The doctor’s claims are picked up by the national press, causing panic among those with children, or expecting them.

All of this is of little interest to Gaddafi who is desperate to obtain plutonium, convinced that it will give him more authority at home and the status abroad to help him become a major international, respected figure. He has tried to obtain plutonium from several countries but without success. He turns his attention to Sellafield, which is known to have the biggest stockpile of plutonium in the world. He approaches the IRA for assistance, reminding its leaders that he has provided them with finance and weapons for decades. “Now it is payback time,” he tells the IRA representative attending the colonel’s 25th anniversary celebration of his coup in Libya.  Eventually, after a lot of soul searching, a deal is reached.


Many of the cans of plute held in the Sellafield plutonium store have been there for decades, and potentially explosive nitrogen gas has built up in them. If this happened, plutonium, in powder form, could spread over the countryside, the government deciding that all the cans must be repackaged. It is not going to be easy. It will involve moving the cans around the Sellafield site and in and out of makeshift storage facilities, providing an obvious opportunity for theft.

Len Stanton sees what’s going on but turns a blind eye to it. The IRA succeeds in stealing a small amount of plute for the colonel. It is shipped to Libya and promptly impounded as soon as the ship arrives in Libya. The source of the information about its movements is Michael Quinn, thought by Greenpeace to be one of their most enthusiastic supporters (and by the IRA as one of their own silent members).

He is in fact employed by America’s Central Intelligence Agency, the CIA. His main contact in Libya is Captain Hassan al-Rida, the colonel’s aide-de-camp, the leader of a group of young Libyan officers who want Gaddafi removed, dead or alive. They believe he has dissipated his nation’s oil wealth supporting other countries rather than improving the conditions of his own people.

President Reagan and Prime Minister Thatcher have been kept informed of events by the CIA and it is they who tell my readers how my book ends and what happens to those who made an appearance in it.

		
	
		

THE PROLOGUE

LEN STANTON’S DIFFICULT JOURNEY

“They used to call them coffins,” Jenny says in the listless voice that has become so much a part of her. Her words bring my feelings of guilt flooding back. My decision to take my family away from the Black Country seemed a good idea 10 years ago. Former colleagues said they envied me, Len Stanton, for landing a job in the nuclear industry, a new industry generating electricity too cheap to meter, or so it was said.

A beat policeman with no obvious opportunities for promotion, I had been attracted by the United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority Constabulary’s offer of housing assistance, promotion to the rank of sergeant, and a better life for all of us in the Lake District. There I would help guard Sellafield whose name had just been changed from Windscale as part of a major reorganisation. The family all seemed to agree with the move: Rita, my wife, Jenny, my teenage daughter, and John, my son, who is studying chemical engineering at Manchester University.

We settled in well enough, but within a few years our lives were turned upside down. Rita died from pancreatic cancer which had not been diagnosed until after we’d left the West Midlands. She lived just long enough to celebrate Jenny’s marriage to Tony Miles, a local lad, at the tiny church of St. Bridget’s, Beckermet. The church’s graveyard, where the wedding photographs were taken, had the sprawling 650-acre nuclear site as a backcloth; there was no way of avoiding it. It’s on all the group pictures, a painful reminder for Jenny of where we live.

Jenny and Tony had a child a year or so after the wedding, a boy they called Jamie. It was a difficult birth and they were told that they were unlikely to have any more children. That made Jamie even more precious, to them and to me. Rita held him in her arms shortly before her death, never knowing about her grandson’s life-threatening leukaemia.

That was what had led to our regular car journeys to the Christie Hospital in Manchester, the finest cancer hospital in Europe, possibly the world. We’re going home now – when we can get moving again. A low-loader carrying a coffin, or transport flask as I’m meant to call it, has broken down on its way to Sellafield, causing a lengthy traffic jam. I do my best to stay cheerful as I speak to Jenny, who is sitting at the back of the car with Jamie. “Not to worry. Soon have you home. It can’t be much longer before the breakdown team from the factory turn up.”

As soon as I say it, I realise how inane the remark is. How can my daughter be expected not to worry about the situation with a coffin carrier blocking the road? It’s a reminder of the industry that may provide them with a living, a good living, but it’s one she believes is the cause of her son’s dreadful illness.

Jamie is sobbing quietly, his head on his mother’s lap. The poor little devil must still be sore from the injections he’s been given during the chemotherapy session. He’s probably feeling sick as well, with all the chemicals pumped into his frail body over the previous three days. The car ride won’t have helped either.

I’ve travelled with Jenny and Jamie to Manchester from my home in Beckermet as often as I can, sometimes there and back on the same day, changing shifts to do so. It’s quite a journey. Sometimes my daughter and I stay by the boy’s side for days, taking it in turns to doze in the bedrooms made available by the hospital. The journey home is never easy, but it’s been particularly punishing for all three of us this time. Jenny and I are thoroughly depressed, trying not to show it for Jamie’s sake, angry at what is happening to us as a family.

The hospital staff sense this and have been particularly caring – all the doctors and nurses. Annie Townsend, the attractive redhead who is one of a team manning the reception in the children’s ward, has always made a special fuss of Jamie. She did today when I picked the boy up and carried him to the car. Now it’s 3:00p.m. and the breakdown vehicle is trying to make up time. The driver, Martin Geary, is aware of Jamie’s condition and understands the need to get the boy home as soon as we can.

The M6 wasn’t too bad once we passed the Preston turn-off, but the A66 from Penrith, winding its way past Wythop Mill and Bassenthwaite in a succession of vicious bends and switchback inclines, has taken its toll. There have been few complaints from Jamie though, only an occasional deep sigh. He’s seven years old and knows what’s happening to him. How I admire my brave, loveable grandson. How I long for a miracle.

The coffins are used to transport part-used uranium fuel from the UK’s own nuclear power stations and those of Sellafield’s overseas customers. Tony and I both work at Sellafield, Tony for British Nuclear Fuels, a relatively new offshoot of the United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority, and me for the UKAEA Constabulary, which polices all the country’s nuclear energy sites. The coffin up ahead is made of thick stainless steel, like all of them. It’s painted light blue, the colour of BNFL’s logo. Every container weighs over 50 tonnes and is filled with water to help cool the so-called spent uranium fuel rods inside and to absorb any radiation coming off them.

When they do get it to Sellafield, the spent uranium metal bars will be put through a chemical separation process called reprocessing. The molten material will then be treated to recover any unused uranium and plutonium, or plute, as the workforce call it. Plutonium is formed when uranium heats up inside a power station reactor, producing the steam used for electricity generation. (I was briefed on the process as part of my induction course.)

The separated plutonium is stored in powder form, packed into specially designed cans and held in a large store at Sellafield. The plutonium must be guarded day and night. There are more than 100 tonnes of it in store already and every week more of it is added. So far, no use has been found for it, hard as the boffins try. Because of Jenny’s concern about something described by the tabloids as ‘the deadliest substance known to man’, I have started to doubt whether they ever will. I am beginning to wonder whether plutonium should be recovered and stored in this way.


The UK has the largest stockpile of plutonium in the world and that makes it extremely attractive to the likes of Colonel Gaddafi, the unpredictable leader of Libya, who makes no secret of the fact that they want to get their hands on some of it. We have plenty of enemies other than him: known terrorist organisations, anti-nuclear activists, and so-called environmentalists taking an interest in Sellafield’s plutonium, sometimes to use and sometimes to make a point.

It’s the nuclear weapon potential of plute, even more deadly than the uranium-based bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki that concerns people most, and no wonder with the tabloids telling them that a crude bomb can be formed from it by anyone with a reasonable knowledge of physics. There’s even a book published in America explaining how it can be done.

Plute can also cause cancer if fine particles of it are breathed in or swallowed or if it finds its way into the body through cuts or abrasions. At first, Jenny was only mildly concerned about her husband working at Sellafield. But all that changed when a local doctor expressed concern about what went on at the site. He told a reporter on the Whitehaven News that there was a childhood leukaemia cluster centred on Seascale, a dormitory village for the vast, sprawling place where her husband and I work. And Jenny, Tony and Jamie live.

The doctor’s suggestion that those living at Seascale were in some way more likely to be the parents of children with cancer, caused a sensation. “Could the cluster be caused by something going on there?” he asked. He didn’t bother asking BNFL’s in-house doctors for their opinion. Inevitably, the story was picked up by the national newspapers, radio and television. And, of course, by Greenpeace, the leading anti-nuclear group at the time, who demanded that the government do something about the GP’s concerns.

In time-honoured fashion, the government set up an independent inquiry into the cause of what the GP had called ‘a cluster’. That took two years to report and spawned four separate epidemiological studies. The conclusions of the first three were somewhat ambiguous; the final one didn’t reach its conclusions until last year, and the press made sure that the delay was used to ensure the so-called Seascale cancer cluster stayed in the public eye.

The final team concluded that the cluster had its roots in the radiation exposure of the fathers concerned, all of whom had worked at Windscale. It suggested that the radiation they’d received had affected their germ cells, producing a mutation in their sperm that led to leukaemia in their children. Sellafield’s radiation workers were six to eight times more likely to father a child with leukaemia than other men, the authors of the study claimed.

To make matters worse for BNFL and its employees and families, a newly appointed health and safety director, a former professor of oncology with more apparent expertise than a GP, went along with this. He advised Windscale’s radiation workers to stop having sex if they were worried about producing a child with leukaemia. The tabloids loved it, running stories with such lurid headlines as: Windscale’s Deadly Inheritance, and Dads Passed Cancer on to Babies. It was the stuff of nightmares.

Some idiot, who worked at the site, came up with what was meant to be a joke, one which spread like wildfire around Windscale-cum-Sellafield and much of West Cumbria. He had his own take on what the research team had said. Patting his crotch, he said “Leukaemia? It’s all in the jeans.” There were soon plenty of crotch-patters doing the rounds. Jenny and I didn’t find it funny.

It’s only recently that the hypothesis has been challenged by the medical and epidemiology professions. A group of researchers pointed out that there have been only 10 cases of leukaemia in the Seascale area in the past 36 years. It’s a sad fact that around 1,200 children develop leukaemia in the UK every year. The Seascale numbers are not out of the ordinary, this expert group said, so people should stop worrying.
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