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            INTRODUCTION

         

         1953 is usually described as being one of the ‘monochrome’ years in the early Cold War. In Britain, this meant an ostensibly comfortable, conservative, moral world where family came first, authority was respected and class barriers remained in place. The governing elite (the term ‘establishment’ was not coined until two years later) could sometimes face the occasional democratic wrath of public and press, but still retained its grip on power and influence.

         But even if the tide of life appeared to be flowing sedately in 1953, strong currents were developing, bringing with them major societal change in the fields of science, music, sex and sport. In the first of those, on the afternoon of Saturday 28 February in Cambridge, England, Francis Crick, a brilliant, brash 36-year-old scientist from the university’s Cavendish Laboratory, burst into The Eagle public house across the road from his lab to make a startling declaration.

         ‘Gentlemen, we have discovered the secret of life!’ he exclaimed to the assembled patrons, most of whom were fellow researchers, lecturers and students. By ‘we’ he was referring to himself and his 24-year-old Chicago-born colleague James Watson, who was among the audience of drinkers that day in the dim surrounds of the classic, dark wood-panelled English hostelry.

         Crick and Watson were already recognised as an impressive research double act; the American’s intense nature was balanced by the natural ebullience of the Englishman, which earned them the title of xiithe ‘scientific clowns’ around the university. Now, as Crick excitably indicated, they had made arguably the single most important scientific discovery of the twentieth century.

         By dint of their own chemical reasoning, patient model-building and undoubted genius – and by drawing on crucial X-ray crystallography evidence from another outstanding young scientist at King’s College London, Rosalind Franklin – Crick and Watson had unravelled the ‘double helix’ molecular structure of the chemical deoxyribonucleic acid, better known as DNA.

         It was already known that DNA was at the heart of every cell of almost every living thing, including those of man. This fundamental substance carried within it all the information for an organism to build, maintain and repair itself. By working out its structure, Crick and Watson had unlocked many of the mysteries of exactly how living things actually make and replicate themselves – ‘the secret of life’ indeed.

         After the dramatic pronouncement in The Eagle, Crick and Watson went about publicising their discovery, first with a paper in the scientific magazine Nature on 25 April. ‘Clue to the Chain of Life’, the New York Times science correspondent would later write, hailing the discovery ‘as important to biologists as uranium is to nuclear physicists’.1

         On Saturday 18 July the arrival of a flamboyantly dressed, sultry-looking eighteen-year-old assembly worker with long greased-back hair at the home of Sun Studio on 706 Union Avenue in Memphis, Tennessee, would change the world’s popular music scene, and with it youth culture, for ever.

         Despite his rebellious appearance, the teenager who walked into the studio that day was a shy, polite character who wanted to record a disc to present to his mother for her birthday. His name was Elvis Aaron Presley.

         Young Elvis proceeded to sing the classic ballad ‘My Happiness’, made popular at the time by the Ink Spots, the well-known American xiiivocal jazz group, and recorded a second number, ‘That’s When Your Heartaches Begin’, for the flip side of his demo. Marion Keisker the studio secretary, who kept notes on artists for future opportunities, was impressed by the purity of Elvis’s voice. ‘Good ballad singer – Hold,’ she wrote, as she made an additional recording of his songs.2

         Presley would return to the studio in 1954 to meet its famed proprietor and record producer Sam Phillips, ultimately winning him over with a startling ‘rockabilly’ version of a piece by the famed bluesman Arthur ‘Big Boy’ Crudup, entitled ‘That’s All Right Mama’. This would be his first single, and within two years the hits would start to flow – ‘Heartbreak Hotel’, ‘Don’t Be Cruel’, ‘Love Me Tender’ and ‘All Shook Up’.

         The future ‘King of Rock and Roll’ performed his unique blend of African-American blues, Christian gospel and country music with a free and passionate dance style, reeking raw sexuality with his unique gyrating hips. In 1953, sexuality – or the public discussion of it – remained more or less taboo. But all of that changed when the work of Alfred Kinsey, whose second publication, Sexual Behavior in the Human Female, hit the nation’s bookstalls in late summer.

         Fifty-nine-year-old Dr Kinsey had started his professional life as a zoologist, writing a bestselling textbook on biology (which had sold 400,000 copies) and establishing himself as the world’s number one authority on the gall wasp.3

         Then in 1938 he switched tack to make a study of sexual behaviour and eventually founded the Institute for Sex Research at Indiana University in 1947. The following year he published his first report, Sexual Behavior in the Human Male, which had sold 250,000 copies by 1953 and was translated into thirteen languages.4

         His follow-up was no racy publication. Human Female was 842 pages of often ponderous scientific prose, complemented by scores of tables and charts. Kinsey and his team had gleaned their information from interviews with 6,000 women, reporting findings that seemed quite xivstartling at the time, such as the fact that nearly half of the women said that they had engaged in premarital sex, and two-thirds reported they had experienced overtly sexual dreams. Female ‘frigidity’, Kinsey concluded, was man-made, not a product of innate physiological incapacity.

         The book was attacked in many quarters as an affront to the dignity of womanhood. In Britain, The Times chose to ignore it completely, the Daily Express devoted an editorial to explain why it refused to print ‘a word of the stuff’, while the Sunday People – which did publish its main conclusions – warned its readers that ‘those in this country should appreciate that British women are notoriously more reserved and less promiscuous than their US sisters’. The Daily Mail, however, reached perhaps the wisest conclusion: ‘Sex’, it stated, ‘is undoubtedly here to stay.’

         A revolution on the football field also took place on the afternoon of Wednesday 25 November at the Empire Stadium, Wembley, before an awed 105,000 spectators. This was the ‘Match of the Century’ between home side England, the inventors of the game, and Hungary, the mystery men from behind the Iron Curtain who were the finest team in the world at that time.

         Before the kick-off, England captain Billy Wright looked down at the opposition’s footwear. He noticed that the Hungarians had on these ‘strange, lightweight boots, cut away like slippers under the ankle bone’. Turning to his colleague Stan Mortensen he commented: ‘We should be all right here, Stan, they haven’t got the right kit.’5

         Instead the hosts chased forlornly on that fogbound afternoon as the Hungarians passed and dribbled their way around them. Wright himself, normally such an unflappable defender, was left sprawling, foxed by the footwork of the brilliant Hungarian captain Ferenc Puskás as he fired in his side’s third goal. This was the first instance of ‘Total Football’, and the leaden-footed and confused Englishmen would succumb to an even heavier defeat at the hands of these football revolutionaries, 7–1 in Budapest, six months later.xv

         Eight years on from the end of the Second World War and Britain was debt-ridden, her cities still remained scarred by German bombing, some raw materials were in short supply and rationing was still largely in place – although sugar and sweets were finally freed from controls early in the year. Looking enviously across the Atlantic at their wartime ally, Britons saw an America that was young, dynamic, rich and exciting.

         Films and magazines informed them that for most young Ameri-can couples an affordable, attractive home was within reach, equipped with a gleaming white refrigerator, dishwasher and of course a television, while a long, sleek car with white-walled tyres was invariably parked on the drive next to the front garden.

         A new American urban middle class was developing, living in the suburbs, eating at McDonald’s, watching drive-in movies and staying in new motels as they travelled for new experiences around the country. The supermarket, with its huge display and variety of hygienically packaged goods, was the ultimate symbol of American abundance.

         But the rising tide of affluence did not extend to everyone, and life remained particularly grim for black people in the south who were still wholly segregated in housing, education, health and transport by law and custom.

         America’s new President Dwight D. Eisenhower grew up in rural Kansas with no black friends or teachers, and spent his career in the segregated US Army. In his new administration he employed just one black man, former CBS publicist Frederic Morrow, who impressed the President--elect’s election campaign team when travelling around the country with them, helping to provide a bridge to African-American voters.

         Racial tensions were on the rise in America, even if the civil rights movement was yet to swing into top gear. In Britain things were very different; by April 1953 Commonwealth immigration had created a permanent Asian and black population of just 36,000 people – 15,000 West Africans, 9,300 Indians and Pakistanis and 8,600 from the Caribbean.6xvi

         The latter had first come over on the Empire Windrush in June 1948 to fill jobs in the new NHS and other public services. But those numbers were soon to rise after the Truman administration, through its punitive 1952 McCarran–Walter Act, ended the practice of allowing West Indians to enter their favoured destination of the United States under the category of British citizens. Instead America set a new quota of just 800 individuals per year – shifting Caribbean emigration to the United Kingdom.

         In 1953 Britain’s immigrant population was concentrated mainly in the big cities of London, Manchester and Liverpool. Racial tensions were few and far between, but early in the year The Observer’s correspondent J. Halcro Ferguson went to visit the district of Liverpool 8, whose 8,000 ‘coloured inhabitants’ made up perhaps the biggest black community in Britain.7 He discovered some evidence of an unofficial colour bar in housing and employment, and foresaw the ‘great danger that the coloured population, more closely integrated within itself, will tend to become ever more isolated from the life of the general population, and to regard the “Johnny Bulls” with even more suspicion and hostility’.

         On both sides of the Atlantic the prospects for the advancement of women in the professions had gained little ground. Millions of women had entered the workforce in the war, holding down jobs in heavy industry and the armed forces, as well as excelling in more ‘glamorous’ roles as special agents and codebreakers. But in peacetime the traditional male-dominated tilt of society largely resumed, and women invariably left their wartime work to become homemakers.

         In politics, there were just nineteen women MPs in the House of Commons. Churchill and Eisenhower found room for just one woman in their respective Cabinets – and Florence Horsbrugh and Oveta Culp Hobby were both given the ‘soft’ post of education (although Hobby had health and welfare thrown in for good measure).

         Homosexuality was a crime in 1953, and it was the case in America xviithat many assumptions about gay people mirrored common beliefs about the principal foe of the time, communists. Both were seen as morally weak, godless, undermining the traditional family and shadowy figures with a secret sub-culture. The FBI targeted the State Department in particular and unpleasant congressional hearings about supposed homosexual activity within the office took place.

         Pressure from the American intelligence agencies led to Britain following suit. Encouraged by Home Secretary Sir David Maxwell Fyfe, the new Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police, Sir John Nott-Bower, instituted a new purge against homosexuals in London and nationwide – especially against those in the public sphere, to whom a blind eye might have been turned in the past.

         After four years’ deliberation Britain’s Royal Commission on Capital Punishment reported in 1953, not on whether to consider abolishing the death penalty, but whether to limit or modify it. It recommended raising the minimum age for sentence of death from eighteen to twenty-one, and removing the mandatory death penalty to give juries the power to convict of murder ‘with extenuating circumstances’, which would not carry the ultimate punishment. This was a radical departure from the normal British legal practice of the jury pronouncing the verdict, but never the sentence. Additionally, the committee – led by Sir Ernest Gowers – floated the possibility of lethal injection replacing hanging as the means of execution.

         Sir Ernest – author of the acclaimed The Complete Plain Words, a guide to writing straightforward English for the civil service, which became a surprise bestseller – was generally applauded for his committee’s work. The Times reckoned that ‘the report should reassure the country that, assuming our conscience is at peace about retaining the gallows at all, we have little to reproach ourselves with about the way in which the community uses it’.8

         Stagnation in some areas, quiet revolutions underway in others; this was the fascinating paradox of 1953. But there was a dark side to the xviiiyear too, and this is the – often untold – story of this book. In 1953 many observers believed that the ongoing Korean War was the harbinger of an even greater geopolitical and military crisis – the invasion of western Europe by an emboldened Soviet army, backed by swarms of tanks, artillery and jet aircraft.

         For those in government and their advisers, a Soviet invasion of Europe was not only possible, but quite likely, and something that North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s (NATO’s) outnumbered conventional forces appeared all but powerless to prevent. But this was also the new nuclear age, with the United States and the Soviet Union – both equipped with atom bombs, but now bent on building bigger thermonuclear devices that could eclipse the terrifying destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki – squaring up in political and military battles all over the globe.

         This was capitalism versus communism, supposed freedom versus assumed tyranny. The Berlin Blockade between 1948 and 1949 – when the Soviets cut off all supply links to the western sectors of the city – had been the first precarious confrontation between the erstwhile wartime allies in this new Cold War. Four years later mistrust had deepened, political uncertainties abounded and nuclear arsenals had mushroomed. 1953 would be the year of living dangerously – but it would be shaped first and foremost by an event way out in the Pacific Ocean, in November 1952.

         
            NOTES

            1 ‘Clue to the Chain of Life’, New York Times, 17 June 1953.

            2 ‘Marion Keisker’, Sun Record Company, http://www.sunrecordcompany.com/Marion_Keisker.html (accessed December 2020).

            3 ‘Kinsey’s Best Seller Book on Plant Life’, Herald-News, 20 August 1953.

            4 ‘Voters OK Kinsey Report by 3–1 Ratio, Says Gallup’, The Times (Indiana), 20 August 1953.

            5 Norman Giller, Bill Wright: A Hero for All Seasons (London: Robson Books, 2002).

            6 Virginia A. Noble, Inside the Welfare State: Foundations of Policy and Practice in Post-War Britain (London: Routledge, 2009).

            7 ‘Prejudice and Pride’, The Observer, 1 February 1953.

            8 ‘Trial For Murder’, The Times, 24 September 1953.
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            PROLOGUE

         

         
SATURDAY 1 NOVEMBER 1952

ELUGELAB ISLAND

CENTRAL PACIFIC OCEAN

         The largest explosion in the history of the planet took place at 7.15 a.m. local time in the Marshall Islands, out in the vast expanse of the Central Pacific Ocean. On the east coast of America it was 2.15 p.m. on 31 October; perhaps appropriately the afternoon of Halloween.

         A radio signal from the USS Estes, the command ship of Joint Task Force 132 situated 30 miles away, simultaneously triggered ninety-two detonators on the world’s first ever thermonuclear device, the so-called ‘super’ bomb codenamed ‘Mike’. ‘Holy Cow! That sure makes the A-bomb a runt,’ exclaimed one of the sailors on Estes, gasping in astonishment at the enormous forces released before him. Scientists on board who had helped fashion this monster cheered like fans celebrating a touchdown at an American football game.

         Back in Berkeley, California, physicist Edward Teller, the ‘father’ of this new weapon, soberly monitored events while sitting in front of a seismograph in a darkened room in the basement of the university’s geology building. When the dot on his screen did a little dance, he knew the blast had been a success. Wishing to inform colleagues at the Los Alamos Laboratory – but aware of the stringent security surrounding 2the bomb – he dispatched a telegram to them which simply said: ‘It’s a boy.’1

         But this was an event that was going to be difficult to conceal. Word that something extraordinary had happened out in the Pacific quickly circulated that afternoon among the better-connected Washington DC press corps, and the phone lines were humming in the White House and Capitol Hill. Enno Hobbing of Time magazine was quickest off the mark and utilised his superior contacts among his old employers the CIA to get through to Shelby Thompson, information chief at the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC).

         ‘Is this the big day?’ Hobbing asked Thompson. ‘Why don’t you tell me? What are you talking about?’ was the startled reply. ‘We understand the H-bomb has just been set off,’ probed Hobbing. ‘We have a standard policy of no comment about weapons tests. We haven’t anything to say in that field,’ retorted Thompson. ‘Don’t you have any releases coming out there this afternoon?’ persisted Hobbing. ‘I don’t know offhand. I’ll have to check,’ stalled Thompson. ‘I mean about the H-bomb,’ continued Hobbing. ‘No,’ snapped Thompson before he promptly put down the phone.2

         Other reporters with good sources within the Department of Defense – like Clay Blair Jr from Life magazine – also got wind of the explosion at the nuclear test site at the Eniwetok Atoll. But with no one in authority prepared to go on the record, the bomb would remain a secret to the American public – and the world – for the next week.

         The government’s defences were eventually breached on Saturday 8 November 1952 when readers of the Los Angeles Examiner woke up to the front-page headline ‘US Explodes Test H-Bomb; Eyewitness Tells Blast Fury’. Now the story of the bomb could begin to be told.

         In an arresting opening paragraph, Chris Clausen, the paper’s science editor, wrote:

         
            In a moment of fury, fire and violence that made the atomic bomb ‘a 3runt’ by comparison, the United States detonated a hydrogen bomb at the Pacific Proving Grounds, the Examiner learned yesterday from an eyewitness to the historic event. The long-rumoured test of the world’s most horrendous weapon, a hundred times more powerful than the atomic bomb, took place on a small atoll in the Eniwetok group of islands.

         

         Given that a huge contingent of 11,650 awestruck scientists, engineers, technicians and military personnel had observed the explosion of the device – the operation was codenamed Ivy Mike – it was inevitable that some would break cover to tell family and friends back home.

         The Examiner’s anonymous correspondent vividly described the scene as he stood on the deck of a ship more than 30 miles away from the blast.

         
            Everyone waited tensely as the loudspeaker announced the minutes, then seconds, four, three, two, one.

            Then, right on the nose through glasses so dark absolutely nothing could be seen, appeared a huge orange ball, materializing out of nothing, which grew larger and brighter until it appeared as if no dark glasses were there at all. An intense heat struck us almost immediately and the ball of fire started to rise and slowly lose its intensity. We took off our glasses and saw water vapor suddenly form around the column.

            Then it rushed into the base of the column and up, clearing the air so that you could see countless tons of water rushing skyward – drawn up the column by that tremendous, unseen force.

            The column went up and up and finally mushroomed. About three minutes later, the report, like a nearby cannon shot, hit us and was followed by seconds of dull rumbling. Then the mushroom expanded into a free halo, growing with tornado-like speed and reaching nearly over our ship before it appeared to cease growing.

         

         Mike was not a deliverable bomb capable of being dropped from an aircraft. Instead the giant weapon was an experimental device, a prototype 4of a hydrogen bomb. It was a piece of clunky apparatus that looked more like a small building: it was about 20ft in height, 7ft in diameter and weighing over 80 tons. The device’s assembly was contained in a steel casing 80 inches wide and 244 inches long, with walls 12 inches thick. It used a Hiroshima-style fission bomb as the trigger to set off fusion reactions in a large dewar of super-cooled deuterium, or heavy hydrogen.

         There had been uncertainty – and great apprehension – among sections of the scientific community involved in its creation. Their fear was that an overwhelming fireball might ignite the atmosphere and cloak the earth in a blazing Armageddon, similar to that which supposedly killed the dinosaurs thousands of centuries earlier.

         Terminal disaster was averted, but the full wrath of Mike had been severely miscalculated. The device was estimated at about 6 megatons, but it clocked in at a staggering 10.4 megatons – over 700 times the size of the weapon dropped on Hiroshima seven years earlier. It produced a 150-million-degree fireball many times the strength of the sun that stretched 3 miles in diameter, with a heat wave measuring 180 degrees.

         Just ten minutes after the wind and the deafening roar of the detonation, the giant mushroom cloud had climbed 25 miles into the stratosphere. It would eventually spread to an astonishing 100 miles across.

         The placid Eniwetok coral atoll, with its ring of forty-two verdant islands of palm and coconut trees surrounding a deep sapphire lagoon, was transformed into a moonscape. At the heart of the destruction was the island of Elugelab where Mike was placed. For centuries the natives, now all forcibly relocated to other remote islands, had come to this northernmost spot on the atoll in their beautifully constructed canoes to gather coconuts and roots, fish its reefs for lobsters and turtles, and shelter from raging storms.

         That morning Elugelab was blown to kingdom come. Ninety million tons of coral, sand, reef, palm and coconut trees were vaporised in a second, metamorphosing the tiny little island into a deep-sea canyon. Elugelab was now just a subterranean crater, a mile in diameter and 5164ft deep – the equivalent of fourteen Pentagon buildings, placed end-to-end.

         Fifteen more eyewitness accounts from sailors and soldiers found their way into America’s local newspapers – and were promptly syndicated, so that within days the whole country had a fair idea of what happened. On 10 November in Ohio’s Lima News the writer described Elugelab ‘turning a brilliant red and burning for six hours, gradually becoming smaller with a huge chunk just seeming to melt away’.

         Two days later in the Michigan City News-Dispatch a sailor claimed that the bomb had been on his ship for its Pacific voyage, guarded by FBI agents while kept in a compartment welded shut with huge chains across the door. He described the heat from the blast as being ‘like someone putting a hot iron on your back for a split second’.

         By 13 November correspondents were no longer hiding behind a cloak of anonymity. Richard Burns, storekeeper third class, was a crewman on the USS Oak Hill, cruising 30 miles from the site of the explosion. In his letter to his parents which they passed on to the Daily Pantagraph of Illinois he told how the booming sound wave hit the ship two minutes after the explosion, and likened the growing cloud of smoke and debris and vapourised water ‘to the head of a cauliflower, white and fluffy … with the middle section turning white and forming into shapes resembling pine tree branches’.

         It would not be known for some time that Mike had, inadvertently, claimed a victim that day. Ninety minutes after the explosion, Captain Jimmy Priestly Robinson was up in the mushroom cloud in the cockpit of one of four F-84 Thunderjets on ‘Red Flight’, sent to collect high-quality samples for the physicists at the Los Alamos Laboratory.

         Jimmy, just twenty-eight, was a war veteran, holder of a Purple Heart and Air Medal, who had flown a B-24 Liberator named ‘Dazzlin’ Duchess’ before being shot down over Romania and taken prisoner. After the war he transferred to fighter jets, and had already made a practice run through a smaller atomic blast in Nevada.6

         Once he had entered Mike’s radioactive smoke, Jimmy hit a pocket of severe turbulence and his plane began to spin out of control. He accidentally hit the jet’s microphone, and his wingman could hear him struggling to stay conscious and right the plane.

         Finally he regained control at about 20,000ft. His vision impaired by thick cloud and heavy rain, he could not spot a tanker on which to refuel. So Jimmy set course to return to the airstrip at Eniwetok. But the bomb’s electromagnetic storm had affected his instrument panel and he could not lock onto the homing beacon at the airfield. A rescue helicopter was dispatched, and Jimmy’s last transmission was: ‘I have the helicopter in sight and am bailing out.’3

         The helicopter pilot saw the plane drop its wing tanks – and ‘possibly’ eject the cockpit canopy. He then watched it fly into the water, bounce and flip over, before disappearing beneath the surface.

         All the search discovered that day was an oil slick, a glove and some maps. A month later Brigadier-General Frederic E. Glantzberg, commander for Operation Ivy, wrote to Jimmy’s widow to tell her that the quest for his body, and his plane, had been discontinued. In October 1953 Mrs Robinson accepted the award of a posthumous Distinguished Flying Cross, for those showing ‘extraordinary devotion to duty combined with a personal disregard for one’s own safety’, on behalf of her late husband.

         There would be one remarkable postscript to this tragedy. Working through the samples that the other planes on Jimmy’s mission had gathered on their specially fitted wing filters, scientists at the Los Alamos, Berkeley and Argonne laboratories discovered two new chemical elements to add to the periodic table, which were allotted the atomic numbers 99 and 100.

         In 1955 these two new elements would be named einsteinium and fermium, after the great physicists Albert Einstein and Enrico Fermi, who both died in the preceding months.

         If the White House had been eager to let the world know in 1945 just how destructive the atom bomb had been – in order to hasten the end 7of the war – its attitude towards publicity for the hydrogen bomb programme was markedly different. There was an arms and technology race on with the principal Cold War foe the Soviet Union, and outgoing President Truman had been scarred by the betrayal of nuclear secrets to the enemy by the likes of Klaus Fuchs, the German-born physicist who worked on the secret wartime Manhattan Project to develop the first atom bomb, and Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, the New York couple convicted of being key members of a separate spy ring.

         Having publicly, if sketchily, launched the ‘superbomb’ programme nearly three years earlier, Truman had promptly gagged his administration and the Atomic Energy Commission from openly discussing the topic. So when the AEC was forced to make a statement about Ivy Mike on 16 November, two weeks after the explosion, it contained only the briefest acknowledgement that something extraordinary had happened in the Pacific.

         The press release read simply:

         
            In furtherance of the President’s announcement of 31 January 1950, the test program included experiments contributing to thermonuclear weapons research … scientific executives for the tests have expressed satisfaction with the results. The leaders and members of the military and civilian components of the Task Force have accomplished a remarkable feat of precision in planning and operations.

         

         By saying next to nothing the US administration was faithful to its policy of ‘strategic ambiguity’. While everyone now effectively ‘knew’ America had the H-bomb, the advantage of not announcing its arrival was that the US government could shield itself from any criticism from allied countries who decried the project. The very vague details disclosed could also mask a number of acute weaknesses – the principal one being that it was not yet a deliverable military weapon.

         At this moment when the world moved from the kiloton to the 8megaton era, the two men who, above all, would have to grapple with the consequences of Mike were very differently engaged.

         Republican candidate Dwight Eisenhower was in the final days of an exhausting campaign to become the 34th President of the United States. When Mike exploded at 2.15 p.m. Eastern Standard Time on Friday 31 October, he was receiving the cheers of hundreds of thousands of onlookers as his motorcade progressed through downtown Chicago.

         Eisenhower had been very broadly told about what was about to happen at Eniwetok. A week later, while basking in the afterglow of his election victory at his favourite place on earth – Augusta National Golf Club in Georgia – he was hand-delivered a top-secret memorandum by Gordon Dean, chairman of the AEC.

         It related in detail the events of the morning of 1 November on the Marshall Islands. ‘We have detonated the first full-scale thermonuclear device,’ the President-elect read. ‘The island of the Atoll which was used for the shot – Elugelab – is missing.’4

         Roy Snapp, secretary of the AEC, who had brought Dean’s letter, awaited Eisenhower’s response. This revelation of the awesome power of the nuclear weapons soon to be at the disposal of the new President met with a sobering, somewhat enigmatic reply. ‘Complete destruction’, reflected Eisenhower, ‘was the negation of peace’.5

         When Mike exploded at 7.15 p.m. Greenwich Mean Time, Prime Minister Winston Churchill was sitting down to dinner at his country house, Chartwell, in the company of Derrick Cawston, his tropical fish adviser. Their discussion, among other things, about the possible addition of the brightly coloured Pompadour to Churchill’s pond was a relaxing prelude for the PM ahead of a busy Saturday hosting a visit by the Queen Mother.

         Only eight days earlier Churchill had stepped up to the dispatch box in the House of Commons to proclaim his country’s own advancement in weapons of mass destruction. To the resounding cheers of MPs, he revealed that Britain had joined the nuclear club by successfully 9exploding her own atom bomb on board the frigate HMS Plym in the Monte Bello Islands off the coast of north-west Australia.

         ‘We live in a very terrible age,’ admitted the Prime Minister, ‘but there is no reason why we should lose our spirits.’6 Questioned by Labour MP Frank Beswick about the need for the ‘closest possible cooperation’ with the United States on military – and civil – nuclear affairs, Churchill was outwardly optimistic. ‘There are a very large number of important people in the United States … who have been most anxious for a long time that Britain should be kept better informed,’ he replied.7 ‘This event will greatly facilitate and support the task which these gentlemen have set themselves.’

         But America’s policy of ‘strategic ambiguity’ was not relaxed to let the Prime Minister in on the H-bomb secret. Indeed, the ‘special relationship’ Churchill had fostered so assiduously with Roosevelt in the war was beginning to fray at the edges.

         The juxtaposition of Conservative and Republican administrations should have given Churchill heart. But instead, contemplating the new leadership of Eisenhower and his fiercely anti-communist Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, the Prime Minister confided to his private secretary Jock Colville: ‘For your private ear, I am greatly disturbed. I think this makes war more probable.’8

         As 1952 drew to a close, the Korean War had lost its intensity but there was little sign of the conflict ending. In the Soviet Union, Stalin – sitting on his own stockpile of fission weapons and not too far behind the United States in the development of a hydrogen bomb – had embarked on another mad persecution, this time of Jewish doctors. In Egypt, Iran and Kenya, British colonial power was wavering. And in Europe, a plan to bind France and Germany together in a new European army was stalling.

         Now mankind had invented its most fearsome weapon yet. Churchill was right to be concerned. Statesmanship of the highest order would be required in the anxious months to come.

         
            NOTES

            1 Edward Teller, Memoirs: A Twentieth-Century Journey in Science and Politics (Oxford: Perseus Press, 2001), p. 352.

            2 Alex Wellerstein, ‘The Ivy Mike leak’, The Nuclear Secrecy Blog, 13 June 2012, http://blog.nuclearsecrecy.com/2012/06/13/weekly-document-ivy-mike-leak-1952/ (accessed November 2020).

            3 Mark Wolverton, ‘Into the Mushroom Cloud’, Air & Space, August 2009.

            4 Richard Hewlett and Jack Holl, Atoms for Peace and War, 1953–1961: Eisenhower and the Atomic Energy Commission (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), p. 3.

            5 Ibid.

            6 Hansard, House of Commons, 23 October 1952.

            7 Ibid.

            8 John Colville, The Fringes of Power: Downing Street Diaries, 1939–1955 (London: Phoenix, 2005), p. 311.
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            CHAPTER 1

            ‘TWO SCORPIONS IN A BOTTLE’

         

         It fell to President Harry Truman, who had reluctantly sanctioned the dropping of the atom bomb on Hiroshima and Nagasaki eight years earlier, to warn the American public – and the world – about the dawn of this even more frightening nuclear age.

         The news was delivered in familiar coded fashion, but this time accompanied by a disturbing assessment of the world order. In his final State of the Union speech on 7 January 1953, the outgoing President was two-thirds of the way through his 10,000-word address before he finally, obliquely, referred to what had happened in the Marshall Islands in November.

         ‘Recently, in the thermonuclear tests at Eniwetok, we have entered another stage in the world-shaking development of atomic energy. From now on, man moves into a new era of destructive power, capable of creating explosions of a new order of magnitude, dwarfing the mushroom clouds of Hiroshima and Nagasaki.’1

         Truman continued, chillingly:

         
            We have no reason to think that the stage we have now reached … will be the last. Indeed, the speed of our scientific and technical progress over the last seven years shows no sign of abating. We are being hurried forward, in our mastery of the atom, from one discovery to another, towards yet unforeseeable peaks of destructive power.12

         

         The President then delivered a clear ultimatum to the men in the Kremlin. Unless and until the Soviet Union could be persuaded to enter international agreements over atomic energy, America would continue to lead the race for ever-more powerful weapons. His vision was a bleak one.

         
            The war of the future would be one in which man could extinguish millions of lives at one blow, demolish the great cities of the world, wipe out the cultural achievements of the past – and destroy the very structure of a civilization that has been slowly and painfully built up through hundreds of generations.

         

         ‘Truman Warns Stalin of Atom War Ruin to Russia,’ proclaimed the Los Angeles Times the morning after. ‘Truman Says Atomic War To Kill Millions’, was a typical interpretation, from the Kingsport Times News in Tennessee. In Britain, The Guardian warned of the ‘Perils of a Third World War’.

         Of course the Cold War superpowers were already squaring up on the battlefield in Korea. It was now two and a half years since 75,000 soldiers from the Korean People’s Army in the north – with a nod and a wink from Mao and Stalin – had poured across the 38th parallel of this divided country.

         The Truman administration had responded vigorously, shouldering the main burden of a United Nations response to what it perceived as a clear threat from international communism, and dispatching troops, planes and ships to Korea.

         America would do the bulk of the fighting, take the majority of the casualties, and pay nearly all the bills, but fifteen other nations joined the UN coalition – principal ally the United Kingdom, Turkey (the third largest contributor of combat forces), France, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg, Greece, South Africa, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, Philippines, Thailand, Colombia and Ethiopia.13

         After the coalition’s successful fightback in the heady days of late summer 1950, when the brilliant, if unpredictable, General Douglas MacArthur pushed the North Korean troops far back – so far that he wanted to carry on and invade China herself – the tables were turned a few months later when Mao’s 300,000 combat-hardened People’s Volunteer Army (PVA) entered the fray and forced the coalition forces to retreat.

         From mid-1951 onwards the battle lines were drawn roughly where it had all started, around the 38th parallel. Brief ceasefires had come and gone but peace talks had never materialised. The attritional war on the ground continued while the battle in the air intensified.

         In the febrile moment following the H-bomb success in late 1952, some Republican members of the US Congress Joint Committee on Atomic Energy (JCAE) began openly suggesting that the incoming President should reserve the right to deploy atomic weapons on the battlefield in Korea if his generals recommended it.

         ‘If the war can be shortened by a single day – or if any lives can be saved – then the atomic bomb should be used,’ declared Congressman William Sterling Cole from New York, who was favourite to become the new committee chairman.2

         But for all the power of the message, the messenger was about to become yesterday’s man. Truman would leave office on 20 January 1953, and the nuclear arms race, and the fate of the West’s relationship with the communist East, now rested primarily with his bitter political opponent, Republican Dwight Eisenhower, abetted by Winston Churchill, Britain’s ageing Prime Minister.

         These new custodians of the special relationship could not have had more different beginnings. The ‘simple country boy’ (as ‘Ike’ would disarmingly refer to himself) was the son of a railroad worker raised in a shack next to the tracks in rural Texas, while Churchill was an aristocrat with a famous military and political lineage who was born and brought up in a palace in pastoral Oxfordshire.14

         The pair had first met fleetingly in Washington in December 1941; Eisenhower had just joined the general staff of the US Army when Churchill visited Roosevelt, with America still shaken from the shock of Pearl Harbor. A more substantial encounter followed in the White House on 21 June 1942 when Britain experienced the very bleakest of war days.

         That afternoon Churchill was in the President’s study when Roosevelt’s Army Chief of Staff General George Marshall walked in with a note informing the two leaders that Tobruk in present-day Libya had fallen to Erwin Rommel’s army, with the surrender of 33,000 men.3 This setback in the North African campaign was another hammer blow to Churchill following the demoralising loss of the ‘impregnable fortress’ of Singapore in February.

         But Churchill’s spirits slowly revived as, together with the President and their key generals, serious planning began for Operation Bolero, the build-up of US forces in Britain ahead of a possible cross-Channel invasion of Europe in 1943. Then later in the afternoon the Prime Minister was joined in his room by two more senior American officers – General Mark Clark and General Eisenhower.

         ‘I was immediately impressed’, Churchill recorded, ‘by these remarkable but hitherto unknown men.’4 Days later, Eisenhower was appointed commander of all US forces in the European theatre, and a close working relationship between the two was underway.

         Despite their very diverse backgrounds there were fascinating parallel experiences that bound the two men together. Both were graduates of elite military academies – Churchill from Sandhurst, Eisenhower from West Point. Their ideas about military strategy were aligned – in the First World War both were advocates of the tank, and, observing the futility of static trench warfare, both embraced the new doctrine of more flexible, mobile combat.

         They shared an enthusiasm for flying; Eisenhower was the first President to hold a private pilot’s licence, while Churchill would have done 15too had his concerned wife Clementine not put a stop to his exploits. For relaxation, both painted – mostly landscapes – to a reasonable standard; Eisenhower (whose main passion was golf) had come to this pastime late and was very much pupil to Churchill’s master.

         There was even an unspoken emotional bond between the men. Both had lost young children in the same year, 1921, three-year-old Doud Dwight Eisenhower to scarlet fever, and two-year-old Marigold Churchill from a blood infection.

         In the war years the Prime Minister and the general often fundamentally disagreed on strategy and tactics. Churchill wanted to hit the Germans hard on the ‘soft underbelly’ of their conquered empire – in Norway, North Africa and the Balkans. Eisenhower preferred to tackle the enemy head on and make straight for northern France and from there on to the Rhine and the Ruhr.

         In the spring of 1945 the two men disagreed over the importance of capturing Berlin ahead of the Russians. Eisenhower contended that capturing the German army, not the German capital, was the proper objective, and wanted a quick surrender. Churchill, perceptively, watching as the Russian army were also poised to enter Vienna, wired Eisenhower: ‘If we deliberately leave Berlin to them, even if it should be in our grasp, the double event may strengthen their conviction, already apparent, that they have done everything.’5

         Churchill liked to hold his military commanders close, so throughout the war the pair spent a great deal of time in each other’s company. Whenever Eisenhower was in London there was a regular Tuesday lunch date, and often dinner on Friday at Chequers, the Prime Minister’s country home. The general, no socialite or night owl, stoically endured Churchill’s 2 a.m. working sessions but also enjoyed the hours when the two men – with their military academy backgrounds – fell into lively historical discussions about the roots of wars and the campaigns of the great commanders.

         Churchill certainly valued Eisenhower highly for what he considered 16was his broadmindedness and wisdom, and while they might argue long and hard in private, loyally backed him to the hilt in public. On D-Day, in those uncertain early hours, he told the House of Commons firmly: ‘General Eisenhower’s courage is equal to all the necessary decisions that have to be taken in these extremely difficult and uncontrollable matters.’6

         In the years after the war the two largely lost touch. Churchill was in opposition and preoccupied with writing his history of the war, while Eisenhower was serving a stint as US Army Chief of Staff, then a term as president of Columbia University, before spending a year as the first ever Supreme Allied Commander of the newly formed NATO. But Churchill’s return to Downing Street in November 1951 and Eisenhower’s decision to enter the political arena six months later kindled the Prime Minister’s hopes that the ‘Big Men’ of world politics could get together to halt the Cold War.

         There were already glimmers of what would become Churchill’s final ‘mission’. ‘He told me that if Eisenhower were elected President, he would have another shot at making peace by means of a meeting of the Big Three (USA, Britain and the Soviet Union),’ wrote his private secretary Jock Colville on 15 June 1952. ‘[He said] for that alone it would perhaps be worth remaining in office.’7

         Great comradeship in the heat of battle could only guarantee so much political cooperation in a vastly altered world. Churchill now needed to get the measure of his old wartime ally, to find out how far the military man – who had been offered the Democratic presidential nomination four years earlier, which he declined – had travelled on his political journey to the right.

         The Prime Minister carefully manufactured a stopover in America on the way to a scheduled winter break in Jamaica, arranging for informal talks with Eisenhower at the New York home of their mutual friend Bernard Baruch, financier, philanthropist and adviser to several Presidents.17

         In three short sessions with the President-elect, there was much to chew over. From Britain’s perspective, the Korean War showed no signs of ending, Stalin was continuing to prove an implacable and immoveable opponent, and in Iran Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh had cut off diplomatic relations and was refusing to return Britain’s share of the oil industry he had nationalised.

         Churchill looked to Eisenhower to help solve these problems, hoping that a revived Anglo-American relationship could create a common front ‘from Korea to Kikuyu and from Kikuyu to Calais’. The reference to Kikuyu was to the region – and the tribe – that supplied most of the recruits for the increasingly bloody Mau rebellion against British rule in Kenya, where a state of emergency had been in place since October 1952.

         The Prime Minister was hoping for at least moral support from the President for this and other problems of Empire. But Eisenhower was disinclined to aid Britain in her battles with her colonies. He had welcomed the Labour government’s post-war retreat from India, Burma and Palestine, and wished – as did most of the American political class – for more of the same. He accepted that Churchill did not propose to ‘disregard legitimate aspirations among weaker peoples’, but at the same time worried about his rather ‘old-fashioned, paternalistic approach’ towards nations craving self-dependence.

         Churchill’s romantic notion of the special relationship, born out of his close rapport in the early years of the Second World War with Roosevelt, had not dimmed. But the most influential figures in the new administration, although broadly ideologically sympathetic in their views with the 78-year-old British premier, were a new generation of politicians who looked on the ‘Old Man’ as a figure – although revered – of the past, and not necessarily equipped to deal with the future.

         Eisenhower, Churchill’s junior by sixteen years, reached that conclusion after his final, hour-long, conversation in the study of Baruch’s Manhattan apartment. He wrote in his diary that Churchill was ‘as 18charming and interesting as ever, but he is quite definitely showing the effects of the passing years’.8

         The President-elect was dismissive about the Prime Minister’s desire to rekindle the special relationship.

         
            He has developed an almost childlike faith that all of the answers are to be found merely in British–American partnership. Winston is trying to relive the days of World War II. In those days he had the enjoyable feeling that he and our President [Roosevelt] were sitting on some rather Olympian platform with respect to the rest of the world and directing world affairs from that point of vantage … in the present international complexities, any hope of establishing such a relationship is completely fatuous.

         

         In particular what Eisenhower wished for in these early exchanges was an indication that Churchill would exert British leadership in Europe, taking some of the moral, political and financial burden off the United States. He wanted Churchill to make the Schuman Plan – for a European Coal and Steel Community – work, and also make a success of the project for a European army, otherwise known as the European Defence Community (EDC).

         However, in his diary he regretfully noted that ‘Europe’s feeling [is] that Britain is not greatly concerned and will not help them politically, economically and otherwise’.9

         All this led Eisenhower to the conclusion that ‘much as I hold Winston in my personal affection and much as I admire him for his past accomplishments and leadership, I wish that he would turn over leadership of the Conservative Party to younger men’. That would leave his old wartime colleague with a kind of Prime Minister emeritus role: ‘He could perform a very great function by coming forward with his inspiring voice only when critical circumstances so demanded.’10 But the new President knew Churchill would never acquiesce to this semi-active position in politics.19

         As for Churchill, he left New York with mixed impressions of the principal characters in the new administration, and their willingness to re-engage with Moscow.

         Somewhat surprisingly, Eisenhower had asked Churchill if he would object if he met Stalin, one-to-one, on neutral territory, for instance Stockholm. The Prime Minister replied: ‘I would have objected strongly during the war when our contributions in forces was about equal. Now I don’t mind. But don’t hurry. Get your reconnaissance in first.’11

         But in a clue as to how Eisenhower would view the special relationship, the President-elect hinted strongly that the days of the Big Three summits were numbered. ‘Evidently he did not want Britain. That would involve asking France and Italy,’ a perturbed Churchill told his Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden and Chancellor of the Exchequer Rab Butler.12

         As for the Republican leaders surrounding Eisenhower, Churchill was unimpressed with what he perceived as their brashness, impatience and naïvety. Of the members of the new President’s Cabinet, he took particular exception to John Foster Dulles, the soon-to-be Secretary of State, who had already made it clear that Churchill’s presence at economic talks in Washington at the beginning of the following month was unwelcome. As Colville wrote following a dinner hosted by Bernard Baruch and attended by both Dulles and Churchill:

         
            [Dulles] explained that the American public thought Winston could cast a spell on all American statesmen and that if he were directly associated with the economic talks, the fears of the people and of Congress would be aroused to such an extent that the success of the talks would be endangered.13

         

         John Foster Dulles, it seemed, had always been destined to become America’s foreign policy chief. Both his uncle and his grandfather served as Secretary of State. At thirty he was appointed by President 20Woodrow Wilson as legal counsel to the US delegation at the Versailles Peace Conference at the end of the First World War. In the Second World War he first helped prepare the founding Charter of the United Nations, then afterwards, as Truman’s negotiator, fashioned the peace treaty that Japan signed with forty-eight Allied countries.

         Dulles was an imposing individual, a tall, gangly, muscular man, whose mouth habitually drooped at the corners, giving his face an expression of extreme gravity. His spectacles were a legacy from contracting malaria in British Guiana when a young man, which left his sight impaired and meant that he had a permanent tic in his left eye.

         Yet there was more to Dulles than the stereotypical public portrait of the austere, humourless, puritanical lawyer (he had been a partner in the elite New York firm of Sullivan & Cromwell). This son of a Presbyterian minister loved a good joke and his powerful, contagious laugh could set off a Washington drawing room. He was able to relax easily – during breaks in meetings he could be seen slumped in his chair, doodling or sharpening pencils, seemingly without a care in the world. He valued his ‘down time’, buying his own tiny island – Duck Island in Lake Ontario – where he and his wife Janet would retreat to ‘rough it’ for a week, hauling water, chopping wood and cooking fish, swimming and sailing.

         His rapid conversion from internationalist to implacable Cold War warrior came between 1946 and 1950. By then for him the world struggle had become a kind of spiritual determinism, a confrontation between universal faiths: Christianity versus communism. To understand his enemy better, Dulles memorised – and often carried around with him – Stalin’s basic work Problems of Leninism, believing it to be a plan for world domination akin to Hitler’s Mein Kampf.

         The new Secretary of State would have made particular note of one chilling paragraph in Stalin’s book: ‘The coexistence of the Soviet republic side by side with imperialist states is unthinkable; one or the other must triumph in the end; and before that end, a series of frightful collisions between either side must occur.’1421

         Dulles did not mind ruffling feathers. His State Department staff, already harangued and belittled over recent years by communist witch-hunter Joe McCarthy, were unimpressed when their new boss gave them an introductory speech in the car park on a rainy day in January. There were few warm words, and Dulles spoke darkly of the necessity of ‘positive loyalty’ from all of them. Fisher Howe, deputy special assistant, recalled: ‘[He] just bombed. It was so awful in contrast to what [his predecessor] Acheson had done.’15

         At the back of Churchill’s mind might also have been Dulles’s admiration for Hitler in the early 1930s, his support of the nativist, neutralist America First Committee, and a speech he made in December 1939 decrying Britain’s declaration of war against Germany and asserting there was no reason for the United States to become a participant.

         Dulles’s early flirtations with Nazi Germany were no doubt partly driven by his distaste for fascism’s ideological enemy, Bolshevism. But by 1953 Churchill and Eden feared that Dulles had moved to the extremes and become a blinkered, unbending, fanatical anti-communist. His brusque intervention at dinner had put the Prime Minister’s nose out of joint, and subsequent other, quieter conversations did little to alter his general impression of the man.

         ‘He said he would have no more to do with Dulles whose “great slab of a face” he disliked and distrusted,’ recorded Colville.16 Churchill would later subsequently refer disparagingly to the American as ‘dull, duller, Dulles’.

         So it had not been a promising start to the post-war Churchill–Eisenhower relationship. While the new US administration’s strategy on dealing with the Soviet Union had clearly yet to emerge, there was early evidence that the President-to-be was unwilling to support Britain in her struggle to deal with the unruly parts of the Empire, such as Egypt and Sudan. Then, of course, there was Eisenhower’s insistence that Britain should take a lead in Europe.

         ‘I have had a dreadful flurry of business in New York and Washington 22both with Democrats and Republicans,’ Churchill wrote to Lord Cherwell, his close friend and scientific guru, the day after he had left America. ‘There are lots of difficulties ahead.’17

         
            * * *

         

         It could have been right out of the pages of a novel by the thriller writer Ian Fleming, who in 1953 was about to introduce James Bond to the world in Casino Royale. Extraordinarily, on the very day that President Truman revealed America’s major advance in weapons of mass destruction, a frantic hunt was underway on a Pullman sleeper train at Washington’s Union Station for a document that actually contained vital secrets of the H-bomb.

         That this precious manuscript had gone missing was down to 41-year-old John Archibald Wheeler. Johnny Wheeler (as he was known to his friends) was on his way to becoming one of the great figures in American science, an original thinker in the fields of relativity and quantum theory, and the man who coined the term ‘black hole’. He was a key figure in America’s Manhattan Project, which created the first atom bomb, and was now head of Project Matterhorn B, the H-bomb project based at Princeton University, where he had been professor of physics since 1938.

         Early on Tuesday 6 January, Wheeler received a call at work from friend and fellow nuclear physicist Dr Ernst Krause, inviting him to attend a conference at the US Naval Research Laboratory in Washington the following day. This laboratory had played a key part in the Ivy Mike operation: Dr Krause now wanted to bring together scientists from the two major H-bomb laboratories, Los Alamos and Project Matterhorn, to analyse the very latest weapon development.

         Wheeler agreed to come, and said he would along bring his close colleague at Project Matterhorn, Dr Jay Manton Berger. At 4.50 p.m., in preparation for the next day’s meeting, Wheeler unlocked his office safe 23and took out three documents. One was a report by Dr Krause to be discussed at the conference, the second was a short inconsequential paper relating to Project Matterhorn and the third was a document of six pages.

         The latter document was an extract from a much bigger file entitled ‘Policy and Progress in the H-Bomb Program’, a top-secret 91-page paper detailing the entire history of the development of the H-bomb project, compiled by John Walker, a congressional staff member, for his boss William Borden, executive director of the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy. Wheeler himself had played a part in its creation, offering up editing suggestions to Walker when he was shown a draft a fortnight earlier.

         ‘Policy and Progress’ was no dry as dust record. Instead, it set out in compelling detail all the major policy reports and events from the wartime period to the present, chronicling all the scientific – as well as moral and ethical – debates between those champions of the H-bomb, Edward Teller and Enrico Fermi, and its staunchest critics, the likes of Robert Oppenheimer and Hans Bethe.

         Crucially, it also included scientific reports and data ‘showing the broad, technical outlook for H-bombs at the time each policy was made’. It chronicled Klaus Fuchs’s betrayal of the atom bomb project to the Russians, reminding its readers that a secret 1950 report reckoned that ‘with regard to thermonuclear weapons, Fuchs’ information [to the enemy] was hardly less complete’.18

         The report was right up to date, and in among its pages were nothing less than the crown jewels of the US thermonuclear project. As its authors proudly proclaimed in the introduction, ‘so far as is known, no similar document is in existence’.

         Wheeler’s six-page extract included the most sensitive details from ‘Policy and Progress’. Pages one and two, written on bonded paper and stapled together, covered the principles of atomic energy; pages three, four, five and six, written on onion-skin paper and also stapled together, summarised the current debate on atomic theory.24

         Having only received it the day before, Wheeler had not yet had time to examine the document in detail, so he sealed it in a brown manila envelope, along with the two other documents, and took it back to his house, where he carefully placed it in the small overnight suitcase that he was taking for his trip.

         At 8.45 p.m. Wheeler left home by taxi on the first leg of his rail trip to Washington DC. It would take him on a succession of short shuttle runs before arriving in Philadelphia at 10.06 p.m.

         There he wasted no time in boarding the last train of this trip, the Pennsylvania Railroad sleeper to Washington DC. He went immediately to his berth, lower no. 9, in the Pullman car 101, named ‘Bettsville’. After undressing and closing the curtains, he drew out his top-secret document and began to go through it carefully, making a number of pencilled notes in the margins. Shortly after 11 p.m. he replaced the extract – and the Krause report, which he had also read – in the envelope, closed his suitcase, and went to sleep. In the meantime no one had taken the upper bunk in his berth, and the car was only about half full.

         On Wednesday 7 January, at 2.43 a.m., the train left Philadelphia, arriving at Washington’s Union Station at 5.15 a.m. Passengers were entitled to remain on the sleeper until 8 a.m., so Wheeler scheduled a wake-up call from the porter for 6.45 a.m.

         Rising immediately after the call, Wheeler headed straight for the men’s washroom at the far end of the train, taking his shaving gear and his suitcase with him. Having placed his equipment on a washstand, he withdrew the manila envelope from the suitcase – aware he should be keeping it close at all times – and took it with him while he visited one of the toilet stalls. Before using the toilet, he placed the envelope between the steam pipes and the wall under the window at floor level.

         So far, so good, even if since the previous afternoon Wheeler had breached any number of security regulations in his stewardship of this ultra-sensitive document. But then it all started to go wrong. Wheeler left the cubicle but forgot to take the manila envelope with him. 25And almost immediately, another man entered the very same stall and locked the door behind him.

         Shock flooded through his system when Wheeler heard the click of the door and immediately registered that he had left the envelope behind. It prompted desperate measures: setting aside propriety, he climbed on a washstand so he could peer through a metal grating at his successor on the toilet. From his vantage point he was reassured to see that the man was not reading anything.

         Immediately after the man had finished his business and left the toilet, Wheeler dashed in behind him and found the manila envelope where he had placed it. He put it back in his suitcase, finished his ablutions and returned to his berth.

         As soon as he had finished dressing, the porter, Robert James Jones, directed Wheeler to vacate berth no. 9 and move to berth no. 6 on the Pullman, which had been made up into daytime seating mode. It was now 7.20 a.m. and Wheeler, once settled, opened up his suitcase again and drew out the manila envelope to double-check that all was well.

         The feeling of enormous relief since he left the washroom now turned to one of sheer panic, as Wheeler discovered that the vital document containing the H-bomb secrets was no longer inside the envelope.

         He rummaged frantically through his suitcase in case it had dropped out among his clothes – but to no avail. Just then his Princeton colleague Jay Berger appeared, and while the distraught Wheeler urged the porter to help him search his berth and the washroom, Berger was delegated to stay behind to guard the suitcase.

         A ten-minute trawl of all the cushions and linens in the berth, and a dig through bins in the washroom, brought no reward for Wheeler and Jones. The despairing scientist now began ripping up copies of the general reading matter in his suitcase – Science, The Economist and Physical Review – and other harmless personal correspondence, scattering the pieces all over the train’s floor.

         At 7.55 a.m., as they were required to, Wheeler and Berger exited the 26train. Leaving Berger to order breakfast for two at the Gateway restaurant, Wheeler hurried through the two other restaurants at Union Station in a desperate attempt to locate two of the other three men whom he believed he could identify during his time in the washroom. But it was a futile exercise, and at 8.10 a.m. Wheeler and Berger reported the loss of the document (without of course disclosing its top-secret details) to the Pullman Company’s lost and found department.

         Dejectedly contemplating his future, Wheeler ate a cursory breakfast with his colleague. The two men then headed for the nearby congressional office building to report the loss to the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy. Francis Cotter, security officer for the JCAE, on receiving the grim news, immediately contacted officials of the Pennsylvania Railroad and the Pullman Company to get them to put an official hold on the car so it would not be sent out for business again.

         Following a hasty interview by JCAE staff, Wheeler, accompanied by director William Borden, chief of special projects Kenneth Mansfield and staff member William Bergin, traipsed back to Union Station to search ‘Bettsville’ once more.

         They went through all upper and lower berths, drawing room, washrooms, bins, cushions, closets, vents and all possible places where the document might have lodged. But two and a half hours later their exhaustive search had failed to turn it up. And so, soon after midday, Borden bowed to the inevitable and picked up the phone to the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s Washington field office and recounted the sorry story to Howard Fletcher, the assistant special agent in charge.

         
            * * *

         

         The missing document may not have included a total description of the H-bomb complete with drawings and diagrams, nor did it contain production rates of critical materials, details of the US weapon stockpile or scheduled dates for when the military could effectively deploy them. 27

         But with its notes about current atomic energy and atomic theory, there was plenty that would have excited Soviet nuclear scientists. As Wheeler told his FBI investigators, deductions ‘could be drawn by a potential enemy who knows how to make a conventional atomic bomb, but who has not yet cracked the thermonuclear field’.19 He outlined the key points in the document as follows:

         
	The US is on the way to a successful thermonuclear weapon.

            	There are several varieties of the thermonuclear weapon considered to be practical.

            	Lithium-6 is useful.

            	Compression is useful.

            	Radiation heating provides a way to get compression.

         

In his statement to the FBI, Wheeler reckoned that of all these pieces of information, ‘the qualitative idea of radiation implosion … is the most important revelation. It is difficult to assess the importance of this notion without knowing the present state of thinking of a Russian like Landau’ (Lev Landau, world-renowned physicist and key figure in the Soviet’s bomb programme). But he admitted, ‘the revelation could conceivably be very important indeed’.20

         But mention of lithium-6 as a vital ingredient, the fusion fuel for America’s H-bomb, would also have aroused the interest of the Kremlin. This could have been entirely fresh information – or at the least very helpful confirmation if Russian scientists had already started making lithium-6 part of their plans.

         An anxious Gordon Dean, chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission, had little doubt about the significance of the document. ‘It contained the most recent developments in thermonuclear devices,’ he told FBI chiefs, and possession of it by a foreign power ‘would seriously affect our national security’.21

         John Walker, the author of ‘Policy and Progress’, was also deeply 28concerned. In his FBI interview he acknowledged ‘the information lost was very serious and could conceivably advance the enemy’s H-bomb progress, assuming certain factors’.22

         Wheeler himself signed off his own statement to the FBI with an equally sombre evaluation. ‘It is the conservative thing to assume that the information is indeed in the hands of a potential enemy, regardless of the alternative possibility of simple loss. Additional incentive therefore exists for the US to increase its efforts in the weapons field.’23

         The FBI’s investigation, led by Special Agent Charles Lyons, would prove to be one of the most painstaking and wide-ranging in its 45-year history. Immediate scrutiny fell on the fifteen individuals who had travelled in the Pullman that night. But quickly the inquiry narrowed in on Wheeler and Berger, the porter Robert James Jones, and the five other men who took neighbouring berths on the ‘Bettsville’ car that night.

         The five – Gulf Corp engineer Charles Kottcamp, chemical engineer David Rest, aeronautical engineer James Luckman, traffic manager Claude Getty and warehouseman Howard Shipp – were quickly eliminated from inquiries.

         African-American porter Robert James Jones was rigorously interviewed, but FBI agents found no reason to doubt his account of his actions on the night, or his general honesty and integrity. The 57-year-old married man had worked for the Pullman Company for thirty-two years and told his investigators he had handed over thousands of mislaid items, many of great value.

         Two other Pullman sleeping cars had coupled together with the ‘Bettsville’ in Washington in the early hours of 7 January – the ‘General Ewell’, which arrived from New Orleans at 1.25 a.m., and the ‘McCaslin’, which came in at 7 a.m. from Jersey City. Exhaustive checks were made of passengers and staff on these vehicles to eliminate them from inquiries.

         At a time of dread of the communist threat and fear of the skill and 29cunning of the Russian secret service, one theory had to be at the forefront of the minds of FBI agents. Had Wheeler spun a clever cover story to disguise the handover of the H-bomb secret to a Soviet spy? But there was precious little evidence to back up that notion. Wheeler’s FBI file, held at the Washington field office, did show that in 1946 he was listed as a member of the American–Soviet Science Society (later renamed the National Council of American–Soviet Friendship) – a body which encouraged the interchange of scientists and scientific information between the Soviet Union and the United States.

         More interesting to FBI boss J. Edgar Hoover was Wheeler’s protest, along with ten other scientists, at the charges of disloyalty levelled at fellow nuclear physicist Dr Edward Condon, then director of the National Bureau of Standards. Hoover had long believed Condon was part of a Soviet network, telling President Truman he was ‘nothing more or less than an espionage agent in disguise’.24

         As the trawl for his communist connections continued, the best the FBI’s informant on Wheeler could come up with was that the professor had travelled to Poland in 1947 to attend the congress of the International Union of Pure and Applied Physics. Thin pickings in trying to make out a case of espionage and treason.

         Nor did Hoover’s agents get very far with Berger. It was of interest that his parents had come from behind the Iron Curtain – his father Louis born in Russia and his mother Rose in Poland. A search of his file showed that in 1950 a car registered to Berger was reported by an informant to have attended a Progressive Party gathering in Cleveland, Ohio, which was a branch ‘reportedly dominated by the Communist Party’.

         As the investigation proceeded, there were some worrying gaps in the FBI’s knowledge about the other occupants of ‘Bettsville’ that night. Agents were unable to track down an ‘ordinary, plainly dressed’ couple, thirty to forty years old, and their small child, who had bought a last-minute ticket from the conductor and taken up the lower and upper bunks in berth no. 1.2530

         The couple carried a ‘makeshift’ bag and purchased a one-way ticket from Philadelphia to Washington. By the way they were asking questions, staff deduced that it was their first trip on a Pullman. But with no record of sale and no name, it proved impossible to find them.

         But Special Agent Lyons and his colleagues were even more frustrated – and concerned – at being unable to identify the individual who occupied the lower bunk in berth no. 8, which was the one next to Wheeler.

         They succeeded in identifying the ticket for this berth, no. 6447, as a last-minute over-the-counter sale at the Pennsylvania Railroad downtown office in Chestnut Street, Philadelphia. But the name written on the company’s seating chart was not clear as it had seemingly been written over another name, which was presumably a cancellation.

         It looked as if the last name could be ‘Magenbright’, ‘Magenknight’, ‘Wagenbright’ or ‘Wagenknight’. The chart was sent off to the FBI laboratory in Chicago, but after examination the technicians were unable to crack the writing. If this mystery man – or woman – did indeed occupy their berth, they had done so extremely discreetly, because the porter, Robert James Jones, and his conductor were unable to give even the slightest detail about him or her.

         The FBI worried far more about ticket no. 6447 than they did about the unidentified ‘ordinary couple’. Nevertheless, because they had a description of the family in berth no. 1, they considered placing an advert offering a reward for their identification.

         As he pursued the theory of theft by a Soviet spy or accomplices, Special Agent Lyons asked his men to account for the movements of all Soviet diplomatic personnel on the morning of 7 January.

         Lyons also initiated a probe into what he described as a ‘delegation of radicals’ heading for the capital on Monday night, possibly on one of the trains on which Wheeler had travelled.

         A group were certainly outside the White House on Tuesday morning, carrying placards urging President Truman to commute the death sentence for spies Julius and Ethel Rosenberg.31

         Agents from the FBI’s Washington office took numerous still photographs and shot five 100ft reels of film of this protest and then made Wheeler study them to see if he recognised any of the individuals from his various journeys on 6 and 7 January. But he was unable to provide a positive identification and so the hunt for the missing document continued through February.

         
            * * *

         

         If it wasn’t a challenging enough job to track down the H-bomb document, the FBI had to contend with some fallout from the ‘political war’ in the community of atomic scientists which – certainly in the early days of the inquiry – obscured the disturbing reality of the secret paper from the bureau’s senior figures.

         Back in January 1950, President Truman’s exhortation to the Atomic Energy Commission to go ahead and build the hydrogen bomb had not been greeted with universal approval within the organisation. Strong characters on the AEC’s general advisory committee, such as Robert Oppenheimer, head of the Los Alamos Laboratory in the war, Enrico Fermi, leading architect of the atom bomb, and James Conant, adviser to Truman on the bomb’s use, questioned both the morality and the military necessity of building the ‘Super’. Other critics who were less exercised by ethical concerns still doubted whether the concept of the fission–fusion bomb could be translated into the reality of an effective weapon.

         Among those lined up on the other side as advocates of the programme were Edward Teller, leading theoretician of the new weapon (he disliked the sobriquet ‘father of the H-bomb’), and Hans Bethe, another Los Alamos veteran who did have moral reservations but was irked by suggestions that a working H-bomb was not feasible, and was determined to prove the doubters wrong.

         John Wheeler, too, was furious at those that he felt had tried to put 32the brakes on the project. ‘The professional handwringers who kept us from getting it [the H-Bomb programme] … have much to answer for,’ he would later tell Kenneth Cole, biophysicist and fellow Manhattan Project veteran.26

         Teller and Bethe looked to Congress for support, and received it from the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy, the body charged with political oversight of the country’s nuclear programme. And in William Borden, the committee’s director, they found a more than willing ally.

         Thirty-two-year-old Borden was something of an evangelist for nuclear weapons. Seven years earlier, when a law student at Yale University, he had written an eye-catching book entitled There Will Be No Time: The Revolution in Strategy, in which he argued that unless a system of world federalism was established to eliminate nuclear danger, atomic war was inevitable. He insisted that the United States must prepare for such an eventuality by constantly retaining nuclear superiority over her potential enemies. Optimistically, he concluded that a nuclear war could be won with only limited damage.

         The book brought young Borden to the attention of movers and shakers in Washington, among them influential Democratic Senator Brien McMahon, himself a Yale alumnus, who had put forward a bill that placed atomic research in the hands of scientists. His Atomic Energy Act also created the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy, which provided political oversight – and McMahon, naturally, was its first chairman.

         Borden saw it as his mission to further the cause of the H-bomb, and to campaign, overtly or covertly, against its critics. ‘Policy and Progress’ was his creation, designed to frame the case for the ‘Super’ through a very partial history of its development. The 91-page document was directly fired at the AEC’s general advisory committee members who were lukewarm or plainly opposed to the H-bomb, casting them in a poor light, even hinting that they had, treasonably, tried to sabotage this vital project of national security.

         Into this battle of the scientists stepped the FBI on 7 January 1953. 33Special Agent Charles Lyons was straight away told by Borden that he personally had no intention of informing the Atomic Energy Commission of the loss of the document – although he added that he would not want to stop the FBI from doing so if it wanted.

         Borden also attempted to play down the significance of the missing paper. Telling J. Edgar Hoover’s assistant Louis Nicholls – correctly – that the document did not give ‘specifics as to numbers and products on hand’, he suggested that it was merely ‘like some of the top-secret material that the Alsops had been publishing’.27

         He was referring to the Alsop brothers, Joseph and Stewart, journalists of some influence and key Washington insiders (Joseph had CIA connections) whose columns in the New York Herald Tribune were syndicated to newspapers around the country and thus read by millions. But for Borden to suggest that the H-bomb document was merely akin to one of their exposés was, at best, disingenuous.

         But Lyons did tell the Atomic Energy Commission, and its leading lights soon briefed him about the extreme danger of the document falling into enemy hands. Gordon Dean, AEC chairman, was the first to warn that it would ‘seriously affect our national security’.28

         Then on Thursday 12 February, Dean’s fellow AEC commissioner Thomas E. Murray went to see J. Edgar Hoover at his office in the Department of Justice building on Pennsylvania Avenue. Murray, a commissioner since 1950, had previously talked publicly about ‘dismantling the era of terror’. He was a ‘dove’, on the Oppenheimer side of the H-bomb argument, and believed that America should stop further tests and instead equip her armed forces with thousands of small atomic bombs as a means of protection in limited wars.

         Hoover told Murray all he knew was that Wheeler’s document was ‘confidential and contained something about the work of the AEC’. When Murray told him exactly what was in the papers, the FBI chief was stunned. That afternoon he wrote to his senior aides Clyde Tolson, Milton Ladd and Louis Nicholls:34

         
            I was shocked to learn of the importance of this document and the fact that we had not been previously advised of its importance … I told [Murray] I would arrange to have the assignment made a special so we could give it top priority in an effort to locate the document or the person responsible for stealing it.29

         

         From then on Hoover was hands-on in the investigation, demanding to be briefed on every significant twist and turn. He had already urged Alan Belmont, the head of the FBI’s Domestic Intelligence Division, to contact the new administration with the bad news – specifically General Robert Cutler, Eisenhower’s National Security Advisor.

         On Monday 16 February, Hoover was summoned to the White House to learn of the new President’s alarm about the missing document. The Attorney General, Herbert Brownell Jr, told Hoover that Eisenhower was stunned at the lack of security and perplexed ‘how such a document could be forwarded by a committee of Congress to a professor employed by the Atomic Energy Commission’.30

         Brownell told Hoover that the President had insisted on being briefed every day on the progress of the investigation, and that Eisenhower intended to personally handle the matter with the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy. The President had also demanded to be given a list of specific security regulations that had been broken – and by whom.

         Next Eisenhower himself summoned Senator Bourke Hickenlooper from Iowa, a frontrunner for the job of new chairman of the JCAE, for a breakfast meeting the following morning. Hickenlooper was as startled as the President had been the previous day – because he too had been left in the dark in the last five weeks about the missing document. The senator found Eisenhower ‘much agitated’ over the incident, but, amazingly, also somewhat confused about what exactly had gone astray.

         ‘He had the wrong pitch,’ Hickenlooper told the FBI the next day.31 The President seemed to think the entire 91-page document had gone 35missing; Hickenlooper had to reassure him ‘that the document lost contained only the conclusions and the highlights and consisted of only four or five pages’.

         Hickenlooper stayed for lunch at the White House, and bore the brunt of further presidential anxiety. In a brief aside before they sat down to eat, Eisenhower suggested that if he did become chairman of the JCAE, Hickenlooper should straight away hand over the security of the committee to the FBI.

         Eisenhower vented his full fury the next day, summoning the five commissioners of the AEC to his office in the White House in advance of a scheduled meeting of the National Security Council (NSC). Gordon Dean, Thomas E. Murray, Henry DeWolf Smyth, Eugene Zuckert and general manager Marion Boyer were lined up like errant schoolchildren in front of the headmaster’s desk.

         Murray had ‘never in his life seen anyone so agitated’ as the normally calm President let rip.32 ‘He reverted to his military form’, recalled DeWolf Smyth.33 ‘Dean tried to explain that this was a Joint Committee document, that we had nothing to do with it. But Eisenhower wasn’t hearing. I guess he was never a top sergeant but he talked like one that day.’

         Also pulled in for a dressing down were Hickenlooper and Sterling Cole, Republican congressman for New York – the two ranking Republicans on the Joint Committee. ‘He gave us unshirted hell,’ said Cole.34

         Gordon Dean had to work hard to convince Eisenhower that this was not necessarily an inside job with the document now resting in Russian hands. The President told Dean he was staggered that such sensitive documents seemed to be passing through so many hands in the AEC and the JCAE.

         At the meeting of the National Security Council a few hours after his showdown with the commissioners, Eisenhower confessed that he was ‘frightened and did not know how to proceed’.35 He noted that 36there were only three people on the Joint Committee who could have released this document – and had they been in the armed forces ‘they should have been shot’.36

         Various members of the council were convinced that the loss of the papers was down to treason and espionage rather than carelessness. Vice-President Richard Nixon recommended that each member of the JCAE’s staff should undergo thorough investigation by the FBI, and Eisenhower’s earlier suggestion that the bureau should take charge of the committee’s classified files was debated. In the end, no action was taken on that front.

         A week later and the White House came back to the FBI again. Sherman Adams, Eisenhower’s Chief of Staff, phoned Hoover to tell him Eisenhower was considering a suggestion that he should introduce an executive order banning the sending of highly sensitive documents by mail.

         Executive orders are controversial as they allow the President to implement a policy initiative without seeking congressional approval. The FBI chief cautiously said that he would ‘be very glad to try and handle it’ for Adams, but foresaw problems ahead.37 ‘I thought we would probably want to talk to the security people in the Atomic Energy Commission, as there apparently was friction between the commission and the committee.’ In other words, finding agreement between the warring sides in the H-bomb debate could be long and tedious for Hoover and his colleagues.

         As the weeks rolled by, the White House had greater, more immediate concerns – first and foremost the war in Korea. The FBI’s examination of every aspect of Wheeler’s past and present life found very little that caused concern. His colleagues and associates routinely described him as ‘a brilliant and excellent instructor’, ‘sober, reliable, responsible’, ‘personable’, ‘down-to-earth’ – an ‘excellent character with no reason to doubt his loyalty to the United States’.38

         If Wheeler had a weakness, it was his carelessness with official 37documents – although how rash he had been in the grand scheme of things, given that he handled secret papers every day, was a moot point. Nevertheless, the FBI identified a number of familiar security violations in his past. Coincidentally, Wheeler had left a small black notebook and a collection of Atomic Energy Commission passes on a Pullman coach just six months earlier. Then in December he lost a book at Kansas City Airport – harmless enough, except that Wheeler had covered the brown paper envelope containing the book in mathematical formulae.

         In the end, after FBI agents all over the eastern side of the United States had interviewed hundreds of people and supervised the search of miles and miles of railway track and dozens upon dozens of railway carriages, they were none the wiser. Neither the family from berth no. 1 nor the mystery man or woman from berth no. 8 could be tracked down.

         Whether a spy had stolen the document and it had found its way to Moscow to aid the Soviet’s H-bomb programme, no one could know. Maybe one day it would turn up in the archives in Moscow. Until then, it had to be assumed that it had been mislaid by Wheeler en route from Princeton to Washington, perhaps sliding away from his grasp as he dropped off to sleep on that Monday night, and somehow vanishing into the structure, equipment or bedding of the Pullman.

         Wheeler’s punishment was to receive a severe official reprimand from Eisenhower – delivered via AEC chairman Gordon Dean, who expressed the body’s ‘extreme displeasure and concern’ with him and his careless action. But Dean told the JCAE that Wheeler was just too important to the H-bomb’s future to be punished. ‘We do not know anything we can do without cutting off our nose to spite our face.’39

         So the scapegoat for the whole sorry episode was William Borden, who was fired from his post with the JCAE – really only because he had put the politicians in an embarrassing position with the President and his new administration. After all, he had created the document, not mislaid it.38

         Borden returned to private law practice nursing dark thoughts about the whole affair, even wondering whether his old foe the Atomic Energy Commission might have had something to do with the theft. An obsessive enmity towards Robert Oppenheimer in particular developed, and would resurface in dramatic fashion later in the year.

         As for Wheeler, he later mused in his memoirs: ‘It is interesting, even now, to wonder whether my document was purloined by a Soviet agent. It could hardly have vanished into thin air.’40 He comforted himself by thinking that ‘if Soviet scientists saw it, they would have learned only that their side and our side were thinking along very much the same lines’.

         That luxury of thought was not available to those pursuing the case in January and February 1953. For them, this was a desperately worrying moment in the heart of the Cold War.

         
            * * *

         

         At the same National Security Council meeting on 18 February when he laid bare his fears about H-bomb secrets being stolen by the Soviets, President Eisenhower was confronted with a penetrating, but worrying, analysis of the state of the arms race.

         On the council’s agenda was a report entitled ‘Armaments and American Policy’, a hangover from the Truman presidency which had been commissioned the previous summer by the then Secretary of State Dean Acheson. Acheson had asked a five-man panel of ‘consultants’ to take a fresh look at America’s approach to the ineffective disarmament discussions currently taking place at the United Nations. But once they had started their inquiry, the panel broadened it out into a much wider examination of the accelerating build-up of nuclear weapons by the two global superpowers.

         Dr Julius Robert (always referred to as J. Robert, or simply Robert) Oppenheimer was the chairman of the inquiry and his colleagues were 39a mix of scientists and civil servants: Allen Dulles (deputy director of the CIA, and brother of John Foster); Vannevar Bush (inventor and science administrator); Joseph E. Johnson (State Department and United Nations official); and John Dickey (president of Dartmouth College, the renowned Ivy League university).

         The 48-year-old Oppenheimer, son of a wealthy German Jewish immigrant father, and a mother from Baltimore who was a painter, was the country’s most famous scientist, feted for his outstanding leadership as wartime head of the Los Alamos Laboratory, which successfully manufactured and tested the world’s first atomic bomb. He was the Leonardo da Vinci of his age, comfortably straddling the worlds of science and the arts: a brilliant theoretical physicist, he spoke eight languages (including Sanskrit) and studied philosophy and Eastern religion.

         A childhood prodigy, Oppenheimer started a rock collection at the age of five and was admitted to the Mineralogical Club of New York when just eleven. ‘Ask me a question in Latin and I’ll answer you in Greek,’ he once urged a fellow student. Another oft-quoted story was that on a train journey from San Francisco to the east coast, he read all seven volumes of Edward Gibbon’s The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire.

         It was typical of this cultivated scholar that he codenamed the atom bomb ‘Trinity’ after the poetry of John Donne, and when he watched the first of its kind explode with a blinding flash in the New Mexico desert on 16 July 1945, at that moment he turned in his mind to the Hindu scripture, the Bhagavad Gita, for an appropriate response: ‘I am become death, the destroyer of worlds.’

         Six foot tall, thin and a little stooped, with sharp blue eyes and an alert, expressive face, ‘Oppie’ charmed students, fellow scientists and politicians alike with eloquence, quick humour and the incisiveness of his mind. With a cigarette constantly in hand and his trademark broad-brimmed brown porkpie hat on his head, he was a familiar figure on the Washington power circuit, not to mention the capitals of Europe.40

         But after the experience of Hiroshima and Nagasaki Oppenheimer constantly fretted about the morality of nuclear proliferation. The A-bomb, he told fellow physicists in 1947, had ‘dramatised so mercilessly the inhumanity and evil of modern war’. Six years on, Oppenheimer had now become the best-known opponent of the hydrogen bomb.

         But he still remained the man that Presidents and members of Congress turned to for the shrewdest analysis of the nuclear arms race. Oppenheimer did not personally attend the NSC meeting to present his report, but the findings of his committee, detailed in clear, powerful language with at times vivid imagery, were disturbing to the President and his colleagues. The report described the character of the atomic arms race as one in which ‘unprecedented destructive power was accumulating, probably on both sides, at a quite phenomenal rate’.41 The report calculated that the Russians would have the material to make 1,000 atomic bombs in just a few years’ time, and while little was known about their enemy’s H-bomb programme, the commission cautioned that it would be the ‘height of folly’ not to expect the Soviets to ‘learn what we have learned’.

         The panel argued that in this atomic age, the destruction of the large modern industrial society – beyond any hope of recovery – was inevitable in the wake of a sustained attack. Scoffing at some people’s optimism that America, with careful preparation and planning, could survive a first strike attack of up to 2,500 A-bombs, Oppenheimer wrote caustically that ‘the term survival must have a rather specialised meaning’.42 Who would survive in a country of radioactive ash?

         The consultants queried America’s attitude and policy. ‘There is now in our posture a rigidity and totality of commitment which seems very dangerous,’ Oppenheimer and his team wrote, with the ‘widespread feeling that the United States is clutching the atom to its bosom and may at any time get angry and hurl it in the general direction of the Kremlin’.43

         The reality was that at the beginning of 1953 the United States had 41something in the region of 1,000 nuclear warheads, while the Soviet Union possessed just over 100. However, because American and British spies had failed to penetrate the Iron Curtain to any significant degree since the end of the Second World War, it was generally believed that the Russians had a far greater atomic capacity.

         But as the Oppenheimer report pointed out, it was just a matter of time before ‘the Soviet Union will have “enough” bombs – no matter how many more we ourselves may have’. This now was the essential truth – that no country, in any meaningful sense, could win a nuclear war.

         The evening before this meeting Oppenheimer had spoken to a closed meeting of the Council on Foreign Relations, whose members were Washington’s leading military and political policy-makers, lawyers, bankers and journalists. His speech was on the same lines as his report, but in characteristic fashion it contained a dramatic passage that lived long in the memory of those who were in that room:

         
            The atomic clock ticks faster and faster … we may anticipate a state of affairs in which two great powers will each be in a position to put an end to the civilization and life of the other, though not without risking its own. We may be likened to two scorpions in a bottle, each capable of killing the other, but only at the risk of his own life.44

         

         Oppenheimer and his panel offered various recommendations to step off this road towards mutual destruction. The disarmament discussions in the United Nations – their early remit – should be scrapped. Soviet intransigence had rendered them feeble in the extreme, and in any case the world was very different now than in 1946 when they had started.

         Instead, US leaders should make determined efforts – barely considered to date – to communicate far more directly with the rulers in the Kremlin. Stalin would not be there for ever, and those jockeying for the succession might have different mindsets. ‘The danger of the arms 42race must be much increased if Soviet leaders fail to understand its real character; we believe that careful communication may materially reduce the chance of a disastrous Soviet miscalculation.’45 Of course, best efforts to start a conversation might be rebuffed, but Oppenheimer and co. felt it ‘well worth a try’.

         But the panel’s principal message to Eisenhower and Dulles was that they must show openness and honesty – ‘candour’ was the word they employed – about the nature of the arms race and its likely terrifying consequences. Candour with the American people and government, and candour at the political and military level, with their Western allies.

         Oppenheimer believed most Americans had little idea of the growing destructive power of atomic weapons. The truth of the arms race was currently ‘buried in a few informed minds’.46 He was convinced that this long period of concealment and deception should be ended, and a straightforward statement, backed up by facts and figures, was now necessary. ‘This country does better when it knows the truth,’ and people should learn about the rate and impact of America’s atomic production, but also learn about the Soviet Union’s growing capability. They should be warned that beyond a certain point ‘we cannot ward off the Soviet threat merely by keeping ahead of the Russians’.

         Summing up this new concept of ‘candour’, the panel concluded:

         
            It is bad enough to be in a very dangerous world; it is still worse to be unaware of the danger … in the end it is the province of the nation to make its own foreign policy, and we are not among those who believe that we are necessarily wiser than the people and government of the United States, when they are truly informed.47

         

         At that NSC meeting Eisenhower praised the report and urged all members of the council to read and digest it fully. At this stage he only demurred from the recommendation to quit the disarmament talks.43

         However, a week later the President’s enthusiasm for ‘candour’ had seemingly cooled. He pointed the finger at Oppenheimer and Bush, the two scientists, and suggested that they had little grasp of the need for security and that their recommendation for openness clearly went beyond the law – the stringent Atomic (McMahon) Act of 1946, under which any information about nuclear weapons was classified as ‘restricted data’. He made it clear that he was wholly opposed to letting the American people know the size of the country’s stockpile of nuclear weapons.

         Allen Dulles, the only member of the panel at the NSC meeting, explained that they had never been expected to approach the problem as a purely scientific one. He defended the concept of ‘enoughness’ – when the Soviet Union possessed a stockpile of sufficient size to deal the United States a damaging blow, enough even if the US possessed a stockpile many times bigger. He added that a policy of candour was not designed to scare the public, only to give them a realistic picture of the dilemma that they might face.

         In the end the NSC decided to postpone any decisions on the Oppenheimer report. A new subcommittee, under the chairmanship of Vannevar Bush, was sent away to consider how best – if at all – to implement the recommendations.

         Oppenheimer’s stock with Eisenhower was still high. Although the President now appeared to have reservations about the report, it was he who had encouraged Oppenheimer to deliver his speech to Washington’s movers and shakers to ensure they were aware of the thinking of the ‘father of the A-bomb’.

         The two men were certainly no strangers. Although Oppenheimer opposed the development of the H-bomb, he had lobbied hard for the production and improvement of lower-yield bombs – specifically battlefield tactical nuclear weapons. As a key figure in Project Vista, a joint study between the military and the scientific community on tactical warfare and the defence of Europe, he visited Paris in November 1951 44for a series of meetings with Eisenhower, who was then Supreme Allied Commander of NATO.

         But the charismatic, ambitious, artfully persuasive and at times arrogant Oppenheimer was collecting powerful and determined enemies who were jealous of his achievements and furious at the direction in which he wanted to take America’s nuclear policy.

         His speech to the Council on Foreign Relations infuriated the US Air Force (USAF) generals. Referring to America’s growing stockpile of atomic weapons and the strategy for employing them, he declared: ‘It is generally known that one ingredient of this plan is a rather rigid commitment to their use in a very massive, initial, unremitting strategic assault on the enemy.’48

         He was, of course, criticising the Strategic Air Command’s core war plan. In 1948, outlined in Operation Halfmoon, the command had called for the dropping of fifty atomic bombs on twenty Soviet cities. Two years later its planning became increasingly apocalyptic when General Curtis LeMay pushed for implementation of ‘Emergency Plan 1-49’, which would have involved the delivery of America’s entire stockpile of atomic bombs in a single massive attack – 133 nuclear weapons dropped on seventy Soviet cities.

         But there was one man in particular in the council audience that night who came away seething at Oppenheimer – and with a resolve to bring him down. Admiral Lewis Lichtenstein Strauss, naval officer, businessman and eminent public servant, had recently been appointed as Eisenhower’s atomic energy adviser and was widely tipped as the next chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission.

         Strauss’s path to influence in Washington’s defence and scientific establishment had been a very different one to the man he would now make his chief foe. Born in 1896 in Charleston, West Virginia, Strauss wanted to study physics, but his family did not have enough money to send him to college. Instead the young man spent the First World War serving under food administrator (later President) Herbert Hoover, 45helping channel 27 million tons of food to Europe after the armistice of 1918.

         After the war Strauss worked at Kuhn Loeb, the investment bank, and eventually became a partner and self-made millionaire. In the Second World War he had a reserve commission in the US Navy, and joined its ordnance bureau to work on weapons production. Then in 1947 President Truman appointed him as one of the first five commissioners on the newly created Atomic Energy Commission.

         The prickly Strauss was on the opposite side to Oppenheimer on the H-bomb argument. Now he violently disagreed with this notion that the public should be informed about America’s nuclear stockpile – or indeed that any matters of nuclear strategy should be publicly debated.

         Back in 1947 Strauss, as chairman of the trustees at Princeton, had actually offered Oppenheimer the job as director of the university’s prestigious Institute of Advanced Study. But before he could be cleared to accept the post, Oppenheimer had been forced to declare some embarrassing details of his far-left past and connections.

         The details had come via a twelve-page report from FBI boss J. Edgar Hoover, which highlighted Oppenheimer’s association with communists. But he survived the scrutiny to take up his position, with Strauss voicing no opposition. Six years on, however, and Strauss now deeply distrusted the nation’s most famous scientist – and with a vital place in the White House he was in a position to make life very uncomfortable for Oppenheimer. Reviewing the evidence and pondering it anew, Strauss even began to believe that the man responsible for the research and development of the atomic bomb might be a Soviet spy.
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