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AUTHOR’S NOTE


In 2016, my family made the decision to sell my late grandparents’ home in Cottesloe, Western Australia. It was a rundown 1960s house with multiple sheds, an overgrown backyard and a sunken garden out the front. Our extended family often gathered there for Sunday lunches throughout my childhood, and I was sad to see it go.


My grandparents had passed away a few years earlier, about 12 months apart, leaving behind a lifetime’s worth of belongings. There were cupboards full of old dresses, stacks of paperbacks, cabinets full of China cups and saucers marked ‘Made in Occupied Japan’. It took us weeks to sort through it all.


One day, my dad, who was going through some old files, handed me a piece of paper. It was a typed military report, with short, sharp, numbered paragraphs. It began:




1)Before the Monte Bello test (Operation Hurricane) I was the Captain of one of two DC3 Aircraft detached from 36 Squadron 86 Wing stationed at Richmond, NSW for duty at Onslow, WA …





It went on to detail my grandfather’s role in Operation Hurricane, the first British atom-bomb test, conducted in the Montebello Islands off the North West Coast of Western Australia in 1952. As a Dakota pilot in the Royal Australian Air Force (RAAF), his job was to fly security patrols and ‘coastal monitoring sorties’.


‘Coastal monitoring’ was a euphemism. It meant looking for fallout on the mainland.


My grandfather’s full name was Ronald Campbell Grace. He was born in Nurse Jones’s Maternity Hospital in Cottesloe on 26 October 1918 and raised on the family farm in Wyalkatchem in the Western Australian wheatbelt, where he studied to become a mechanic by correspondence. When the Second World War broke out, he tried to enlist in the RAAF as ground crew, but was rejected on medical grounds owing to a badly healed hernia operation. He joined the Army instead. While most of his mates shipped out to Singapore, only to become prisoners of war when Britain’s ‘impregnable fortress’ fell to the Japanese, he was sent to Palestine as a driver mechanic with 2/3 Field Regiment, Royal Australian Artillery (RAA). In early 1942, the regiment was called back to Australia, and Ron, desperate for action, stuck his hand up for the Empire Air Training Scheme. This time he was accepted into the RAAF as aircrew.


Ron had a fascinating flying career. He qualified as a Halifax bomber pilot just in time to fly some of the very last missions over Germany with No 10 Squadron RAF. He stayed in the Air Force after the war, converting to Mustang fighters, which he flew on patrol out of Iwakuni, Japan, as part of the British Commonwealth Occupation Force (BCOF). After a couple of years on ‘Civvy Street’, he came off the Reserve list to serve in Korea, flying Dakota transports, with passengers including prime ministers and generals. For two years, he was mostly employed as a second pilot (co-pilot), and was pretty cranky about it, feeling that the job was beneath him. When he complained, he was given his own aircraft and sent to Onslow, Western Australia, to go looking for radioactive fallout. It was a case of be careful what you wish for.


I had always known that my grandfather was involved in a nuclear test, but never knew the details. When I was young, I found him to be an intimidating figure, and it did not seem like something I could ask about. Once, my Aunt Jill found a shot of an aircraft working on Operation Hurricane in a collection of old newspaper photographs. The plane was swooping low over a tent – very low. Just as a joke, I asked my grandfather, ‘Is that you?’


He glanced at the photo and said, ‘Yep, that was me.’


My eyes widened. ‘How can you tell?’ I asked.


‘Well, there were only two of us up there, and the other bloke wouldn’t fly that low’, he growled. It was great hardboiled dialogue, but no more information was forthcoming.


So reading this report, in which my grandfather described his role in detail, was electrifying. It gave me an insight into his life and personality that I felt I did not have when he was alive. It also connected me, through him, to a fascinating moment in world history. Operation Hurricane made Britain the world’s third nuclear power, and shifted the balance of power in the Cold War. It also marked the beginning of a long-term testing programme that would ultimately see 12 atom bombs detonated on Australian soil, with long-term ramifications for the environment and the health and wellbeing of Commonwealth servicemen and civilians, especially First Nations peoples.


The report also left me with a lot of questions. What the hell was going on up there? Why did the British Government feel the need to conduct its own atomic tests? And why on Earth did the Australian Government let them do it here?


I began reading. I found a few great books on the atomic testing programme, but none that covered the roles of the Australian services in Operation Hurricane in the level of detail I craved. Eventually it became clear that if I wanted to read a full history of the operation from an Australian perspective, I would have to write it myself.


At this time I was working in customer service for an educational organisation. I had a Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in English from Curtin University, majoring in Film and Television (ask me about the films of Akira Kurosawa sometime). Since graduating, I had spent most of my time working as a bookseller and film critic – talking about other people’s work. I felt it was time to actually do something.


I also felt increasingly guilty about my lack of military service. My grandfather was not the only member of my family to serve this country. It’s kind of the family business. Four of my great-great uncles fought in the First World War (two were killed in action). My maternal grandfather also joined the RAAF during the Second World War and worked as ground crew in New Guinea. My dad was sent to Vietnam as a National Serviceman and spent many years in the Special Forces. My brother drove an armoured personnel carrier in East Timor, then changed specialty and went to Afghanistan as a medic. My mother was a big wheel in the SAS Women’s Auxiliary. Numerous uncles, aunts, cousins and sisters-in-law have served in all three services in both war and peacetime.


As a young man, I was more interested in movies and music than the military, but as I got older my feelings changed. I wanted to contribute in some way. Unfortunately, I was pushing 40, my back was stuffed, and I was genuinely alarmed by the prospect of doing sit-ups. Perhaps I could contribute in another way, though, by telling some of my family’s stories.


So in 2018 I quit my job and began researching the nuclear tests fulltime. Over the next five years, I spent thousands of hours digging through archives, both physical and digital. I also interviewed some of the few remaining nuclear veterans and their wives, widows and descendants.


At first, I thought that establishing the facts and laying them out in order would be relatively simple, but I soon realised that everything about the nuclear tests is contested. British and Australian commentators tell markedly different narratives about the safety of the test programme. Nuclear veterans and Indigenous peoples dispute the official record, alleging that officers and scientists falsified reports to cover up mistakes and oversights. They also disagree with each other over what happened where and when, because of the passage of time and the fallibility of human memory. In retrospect, it was naïve of me to expect such a monumental task to be so straightforward.


In general, I have prioritised detailed contemporaneous reports over vague recollections made 70 years after the fact, unless there is a specific reason to suspect the veracity of a report. When an important document is missing, or redacted to the point of unintelligibility, I have leant more on the memories of the participants (with the appropriate caveats).


I had to make some tough judgement calls while weighing up all this evidence. Inevitably some people will disagree with some of my conclusions. I am sorry about that, but it would have been impossible to write this book otherwise. All I can say is that I have tried to be as fair and objective as possible, and have explained my reasoning and cited my sources.


I am conscious of the personal bias I bring to this endeavour. To be honest, I started out assuming I would take the side of the Australian servicemen in just about every argument with the British scientists, but that is not what happened in the end. The British boffins were not stupid – they were quite brilliant in many ways – and they got a lot right. But they did not get everything right. They made lots of mistakes here and there, and being rather arrogant and obsessed with security, they responded by covering them up. As a result, no one in Australia really trusts a word they say on the matter – especially the nuclear veterans, their families and the Indigenous communities who were inevitably affected.


A couple of notes on style: to evoke something of the feel of the era, I have used imperial measurements throughout. On the other hand, to avoid confusion, I opted for the standard two-word spelling for the Montebello Islands rather than the three-word variation that was common in the 1950s (i.e. ‘the Monte Bello Islands’).









PROLOGUE


On the morning of Sunday 6 April 1952, two hulking Royal Navy ships arrived at the Cocos Islands, a tiny archipelago in the Indian Ocean. HM Ships Zeebrugge and Narvik were 2250-ton landing ships tank (LSTs) of the type that had carried out amphibious landings in Normandy, the Mediterranean and the Pacific during the Second World War. They were long and squat, with flat bottoms, huge bow doors and retractable ramps that allowed them to deploy tanks and troops on a captured beachhead. Both ships had been laid down too late to see action in the war but had since been given vital roles in the Cold War. Together, they comprised the 4th Landing Ship Squadron, the vanguard of an expedition to test the first British atom bomb at an undisclosed location somewhere in Australia.


Lining the decks of both ships, desperately craning their necks for a glimpse of the tropical islands, were some 480 officers, ratings and other ranks of the Royal Navy, Royal Marines, Royal Engineers and Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers. They had been at sea for six weeks, travelling from Portsmouth in England, via Gibraltar, Malta, Suez and Colombo, at the slow and steady rate of 12 knots, in ships so crowded that the marines, who were always hard done by, were forced to sleep in their landing craft for want of room elsewhere. The mission’s secrecy had prevented shore leave at the earlier stops, and it had become clear to Captain George Colville, OBE, the 48-year-old Commanding Officer of HMS Zeebrugge and Senior Officer of the 4th Landing Ship Squadron, that his men needed to stretch their legs. He sent a message to the Royal Australian Air Force unit based at Cocos, asking for permission to stop by for a visit.


For the men of the Landing Squadron, the Cocos Islands, with their palm trees, white sands and turquoise waters, were a sight for sore eyes. Officially, the islands were administered by the British Colony of Singapore, but unofficially they were the personal fiefdom of the hereditary ‘King of Cocos’, John Clunies-Ross, a slim young Eurasian man who lorded over the colony of Malayan copra plantation workers on Cocos’s Home Island in the manner of a benevolent patriarch. For strategic reasons, the islands were due to be transferred from Singapore to Australia, but negotiations were dragging on because of the difficulties created by the White Australia policy, which would render the Cocos Malays second-class citizens in their new home. In the meantime, the Australian Government had taken over an old wartime airstrip on Cocos’s West Island with the intention of developing it into a civil airport and reserve airfield in times of war. The job of building it went to No 2 Airfield Construction Squadron RAAF (2ACS).


The Commanding Officer of 2ACS was Wing Commander PG ‘Nobby’ Lings, an experienced 45-year-old engineer from Perth, Western Australia. Lings’s squadron consisted of 500-odd hardened construction workers and two nursing sisters. The airmen of 2ACS were used to living and working in remote locations: their last job had been at Woomera Rocket Range in South Australia, where they had spent four years building airfields in the middle of the desert. Their reward for finishing was to be sent straight to Cocos to do it all over again.


The squadron moved from Woomera to Cocos by sea in multiple stages from November 1951 to January 1952, transporting almost 4000 tons of equipment and supplies in the process. Owing to the shallow waters and dangerous reefs around Cocos, the heavy machinery had to be unloaded onto barges in a big swell 5 miles offshore. The airmen worked in three shifts, 24 hours a day, seven days a week, clearing trees, ripping up the old mesh airstrip, and mining the nearby coral reef for aggregate before commencing work on the airfield, where they went on to build a runway, control tower, roads and all the other buildings and facilities required in a modern airport.


Despite the idyllic surroundings, conditions were far from ideal. The airmen lived in tents, and were frequently assailed by centipedes, scorpions and giant crabs. Just before the main force arrived, the refrigeration units broke down, forcing the catering section to leave behind thousands of pounds of fresh meat and fish on the transport ship. Resupplies were delayed by protesting waterfront workers in Australia, and at one point the increasingly desperate cooks were forced to serve up boiled rice, barley and pawpaw, to the disgust of the airmen. The situation became a minor scandal when news of the deprivations reached the mainland press, leading to indignant denials from the RAAF and the Commonwealth Government.


The situation improved dramatically with the arrival of Wing Commander Lings and the rear guard with fresh supplies early in the new year. By the time the Landing Squadron arrived, work on the airport was proceeding apace, and morale had improved out of sight. The base now boasted excellent cricket and tennis facilities, a recreation hut with games and a radio, an open-air cinema, and an airmen’s mess (wet) with a location to rival any pub in Australia. Situated on the seaward shore of West Island, the mess featured a marquee with ‘a bar equivalent in size to the best in Kalgoorlie’ and an open-air beer garden surrounded by palm trees.1 Seated on four-gallon drums, off-duty airmen enjoyed a stunning view of the surf crashing on the nearby reef.


In response to Captain Colville’s request, Wing Commander Lings gave the Landing Squadron permission to come ashore under one condition: no swimming. All along the western shoreline, a shallow coral shelf extended out to a reef some 200 yards offshore, where the ocean floor suddenly dropped away to a depth of 1500 feet, causing a thunderous break and a dangerous undertow. Accordingly, swimming in this area was strictly forbidden. Lings personally informed Colville of the standing order, and Colville passed on the information to his officers.


The LSTs anchored off West Island just after noon. Over the next few hours, hundreds of British servicemen swarmed ashore in boats, to be greeted by cheerful Aussie airmen. Various sporting competitions had been planned, but since an early-morning rainstorm had rendered most of the grounds unplayable, the day was spent socialising instead.


The British officers were entertained in the RAAF officers’ mess, where they were delighted to find two real live females: nursing sisters Vivienne Boswell and Ethel ‘Maggie’ Morgan. The nurses were the only two women on West Island, and according to Lings they ‘had a remarkable effect on the morale of the troops’.2 They had a similar effect on the British officers too.


Down at the airmen’s mess, the catering section laid on a top-notch barbecue for the British ratings and other ranks. Talk about the Landing Squadron’s secret mission was strictly forbidden, but rumours still circulated, and word was that it had something to do with the atom bomb.


Unfortunately, despite the official ban, and further warnings from their hosts, five British sailors could not resist the lure of the sea and went for a swim. They were soon in trouble.


The alarm went up when some of the men on shore noticed the sailors struggling in the heavy surf out on the reef. Muttering under their breaths, a handful of Aussie airmen with lifesaving experience stripped off and charged into the water. Corporal John Kelly from Cottesloe, Western Australia, was the first to reach the reef, but by the time he got there the sailors had been swept further away from shore. Kelly shouted for the men to swim out further still, pointing away from the crashing surf, before being dumped back on the jagged reef by 15-foot waves.


Leading Aircraftman Bob Stewart and Leading Aircraftman Michael Rowan were next to arrive on the scene. The battered and bruised Kelly, their superior, told them not to proceed as it was too dangerous. They did not obey. Instead, both men plunged into the massive surf. By now, the British sailors had been battling to stay above water for half an hour. Stewart, a strapping 24-year-old lifesaver from the Gold Coast, Queensland, told one of the men to hang onto his neck and relax. He hauled the sailor through the surf until he was able to push him onto the crest of a wave, hurtling him forward onto the relative safety of the reef. Stewart then turned around and went straight back out.


Leading Aircraftman EJ Black and Leading Aircraftman RK Higgins had also joined the effort by this stage. Black was able to help another sailor onto the top of a wave, propelling him to safety. Higgins went to the aid of Rowan, who was in trouble, when a huge wave came crashing down, engulfing everyone. Rowan was torn from Higgins’s grasp, and disappeared. Black and Higgins, both shattered, made it back to the reef before being helped ashore. Somewhere amidst all the confusion, a third British sailor made it in (according to some versions of the story, this was also Stewart’s doing).


Back on base, Leading Aircraftman Ian ‘Hambone’ Hamilton, a tractor operator, had just gotten out of the shower and was heading to the mess, looking forward to a quiet beer, when he noticed all the fuss on the beach and went to investigate. As soon as he was told what was going on, Hamilton stripped off, stuck his beer tickets in his boots, and grabbed a lifeline.


‘I went in (barefoot and naked) to about 75 yds to this “channel rip” we knew, pulling this rope,’ he would later recount. ‘I went straight through this “channel rip” looking at what seemed “mountains of waves” … The bloody waves were mountains and as they hit the edge of the Coral Reef they “dumped” … still I managed to break through to the (greener) deeper water, and then had to swim UP the bloody waves.


‘I clearly recall when surfacing from being dumped, I would scream “God oh God”. I do think this clearing the air out of my lungs helped me to survive.


‘At last (I do not know how many dumpers I survived) I broke through to comparatively calm water. Who do you think I saw? My mate Kevin Mason (Heavy Plant welder and ex Queenscliff surf club), Bob Stewart Cpl (I don’t remember his mustering) and a bloody Pom.


‘I said to the Pom “What the ‘F’ are you doing in this surf” and he said “We know all about surf we have swum in the Mediterranean.”’3


Hamilton had in fact slipped the rope in order to assist Leading Aircraftman Mason, who was struggling. Too exhausted to face the breakers yet again, Stewart, Mason and Hamilton decided to look for a safer way in further down the coast, taking the English sailor along with them.


Meanwhile, a second lifeline was deployed from the beach. This time, Squadron Leader SR Scott, Leading Aircraftman Craddock, Leading Aircraftman DH Lorman and Aircraftman Peter Eccleston all went out, but by the time they broke through the surf the fifth and final member of the original swimming party, Able Seaman John Atkinson, was nowhere to be seen. Once it became clear that there was nothing more to do, Squadron Leader Scott signalled for the linesmen to haul them back in, but unfortunately the line had become caught in a crevice in the reef, severing the rope. In the maelstrom of the surf, it was a crucial quarter of an hour before the men in the water realised they were not being reeled in. By this time, they were completely worn out. Eccleston was particularly struggling. Before his mates could tie the rope around his waist to save him, he sank beneath the waves. The three other men managed to haul themselves onto the reef, but Craddock was so spent that yet another airman, Leading Aircraftman LD Sorenson, swam out to assist him until they could all be pulled to safety.


Stewart, Mason, Hamilton and the English sailor were now about half a mile offshore, swimming along the coast, doing breaststroke, and looking for a safe place to land. Stewart led the way, keeping everyone’s spirits up by cracking jokes and conducting a singalong.


‘We all sang (all we could remember) “I was born to wonder [sic], I was born to roam”, nobody recalled the next line’, Hamilton later wrote.


‘By this time it was drizzling rain and getting dark.


‘Remember this was 600 fathoms on the Navy Charts, Noah’s (sharks) everywhere. At last “Maso” said “I’ve had it, I’m going for the shore.”


‘Rounding a small point we decided to have a go and go in. We pushed the Pom onto the first wave and I followed, after a few dumpers I put my feet on solid coral.’


By now it was dark. The four men had been in the water for over two hours, swimming 3½ miles. They were dragged out by relieved mates who had tracked their progress down the coast. They were not in good shape: half drowned, covered in lacerations, and suffering from hypothermia. Kevin Mason collapsed in exhaustion, and despite his own fatigue, Bob Stewart insisted on personally applying mouth-to-mouth resuscitation.


The survivors were wrapped up in rubber gas capes to keep them warm and driven back to camp in Jeeps. Hamilton rode with the CO.


‘“Nobby” [Lings] asked me had I seen anything of Eccleston or Rowan. I said “No Sir.” (Nobby was crying at this time, could have been the rain running down his face!!)’


The survivors were taken to the sick bay, where Hamilton was cared for by Sister Boswell. After two hours in the water, his genitals had disappeared into his abdomen, and had to be massaged down via immersion in warm water. He remembered Sister Boswell as ‘an angel’ for the rest of his days.


The next day, Hamilton went down to the beach and found his boots and beer tickets. ‘I remember after the swim, asking for a beer at the Airman’s Mess [sic], only to be told, “None left.”’


Despite the efforts of rescue vessels scanning the water with searchlights throughout the night, nothing was ever found of Leading Aircraftman Michael Paul Rowan, Aircraftman Peter James Eccleston, and Able Seaman John Emery Atkinson, RN.


Later on, 2ACS erected a memorial to the three drowned men near the mess overlooking the beach. The airmen were justifiably proud of the rescuers, especially Bob Stewart, whose actions became the stuff of Air Force legend. When the story finally reached Australia, the Courier-Mail sent a reporter to interview his family in Brisbane. ‘Bob’s not the type to “blow”, even to us’, said his father, an old Digger and former POW. ‘Bob’s only reference in his letters to the “show” was to say he had been in a “mishap”. His mates told me the story.’4


For his heroic efforts that day, Bob Stewart was awarded the George Medal, one of the British Empire’s highest awards for acts of bravery. John Kelly was awarded the British Empire Medal and Michael Rowan and Peter Eccleston were posthumously awarded the Queen’s Commendation for Brave Conduct. Ian Hamilton and the other rescuers all received letters of commendation. The airmen’s efforts were similarly recognised by the Royal Surf Life Saving Association of Australia.


A few days after the incident, a bittersweet farewell bash was held in cramped quarters on board the Zeebrugge and the Narvik, after which the LSTs weighed anchor and proceeded for Fremantle, Western Australia, their last port of call before the top-secret test site. Only the Landing Squadron’s officers knew their final destination was another obscure group of islands off the North West Coast of Australia: the Montebello Islands.


The Cocos incident marked the first meeting between British and Australian units since the beginning of Operation Hurricane, Britain’s desperate attempt to join the exclusive club of nuclear powers, then comprising only the United States of America and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics, and decisively shift the balance of world power back to the West. With the enthusiastic assistance of the Australian Government, led by Prime Minister Robert Menzies, the UK Government would conduct 12 major atomic tests and hundreds of so-called ‘minor trials’ at three Australian sites over the next 12 years. The atomic programme would displace Aboriginal peoples, expose thousands of servicemen and civilians to radiation, contaminate the Outback, and spread fallout right across the continent – and it all started with a dozen brave Australian airmen risking their own lives to rescue five British sailors from the surf, saving all but one, but losing two of their own in the process.


In other words, it was not a good omen.









1.


A BLOODY UNION JACK FLYING ON TOP OF IT


UK Prime Minister Clement Attlee had been wrestling with the question of the atom bomb since the beginning of his term in office.


Balding, with a clipped moustache and a pipe always at the ready, the 67-year-old Attlee was an unassuming man who was often underestimated. An Oxford-educated barrister turned social worker, he had served as an Army officer during the First World War before entering parliament as Member for Limehouse, a working-class borough in the East End of London. Never the most dynamic politician, he was competent and surprisingly progressive, enthusiastically advocating the introduction of the National Health Service and the creation of the modern welfare state. In 1935, he was elected Labour leader ahead of several more highly fancied contenders. During the Second World War, he served as deputy prime minister in the wartime coalition led by his conservative friend and rival, Winston Churchill, but after Germany surrendered the coalition collapsed. To the astonishment of all, modest, humble, self-effacing Clem Attlee led Labour to a thumping victory over Churchill’s Tories in the ensuing election.


When Attlee moved into 10 Downing Street in July 1945, London was in ruins, the United Kingdom was virtually bankrupt, and the war in the Pacific raged on. To many, it seemed as though Japan would never surrender, but that soon changed with the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. On 15 August 1945, Japan surrendered unconditionally.


The world had entered the atomic age.


Like many others, Attlee was shocked by the effects of the bomb and uneasy about Britain’s role in its development. Before the war, British scientists at the Cavendish Laboratory at Cambridge, under the direction of New Zealand’s Sir Ernest Rutherford, had made a series of incredible advances in the field of nuclear physics, including the discovery of the neutron and the first successful attempt to ‘split the atom’. One of ‘Rutherford’s boys’, Australia’s Mark Oliphant, had gone on to head up the Physics Department at Birmingham University where, in 1940, two Jewish refugees, Otto Frisch and Rudolf Peierls, had written a groundbreaking paper demonstrating that a uranium-powered atom bomb was theoretically possible. The Frisch–Peierls memorandum led to the creation of the MAUD Committee, which was formed to investigate the feasibility of producing such a weapon.1 The MAUD Committee included some of Britain’s greatest scientific minds, including Cavendish alumni Mark Oliphant, James Chadwick (who discovered the neutron) and John Cockcroft (who, along with Ernest Walton, split the atom). When the MAUD committee found that the production of an atom bomb was indeed plausible, Winston Churchill approved the creation of Britain’s first atom-bomb programme. Established on 30 August 1941, Tube Alloys predated America’s Manhattan Project by some six weeks. US President Franklin D Roosevelt initially offered to join forces with the British Government as equal partners in an Anglo-American atomic programme, but Churchill’s response was strangely unenthusiastic and noncommittal.2 Instead, the two programmes proceeded independently, and the Manhattan Project, with all its advantages in money, manpower and materiel, came to dwarf Tube Alloys. Churchill soon saw the error of his ways and tried to resuscitate the deal, but he had missed his chance for a 50/50 split. In August 1943, Churchill and Roosevelt signed the Quebec Agreement, committing to the ‘full and effective’ exchange of information on atomic research and development, but on terms which allowed the US Government to maintain control over postwar civil use of atomic power, which was expected to be extremely lucrative.3 The Manhattan Project promptly swallowed Tube Alloys, and Britain’s top scientists crossed the Atlantic to work for Uncle Sam.


Given Britain’s role in developing the bomb, Attlee believed his country had a moral imperative to ensure that the world did not destroy itself in a fit of atomic madness. In August 1945, just weeks after the bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, he wrote:




The only course which seems to me to be feasible and to offer a reasonable hope of staving off imminent disaster for the world is joint action by the USA, UK and Russia based upon stark reality.


We should declare that this invention has made it essential to end wars. The new World Order must start now …


While steps must be taken to prevent the development of this weapon in any country, this will be futile unless the whole conception of war is banished from people’s minds and from the calculations of governments.4





Needless to say, that’s not what happened.


•


The Cold War began in earnest at 8.00 p.m. on 5 September 1945, when Russian cypher clerk and military intelligence (GRU) officer Lieutenant Igor Gouzenko walked out of the Soviet embassy in Ottawa, Canada, with a briefcase full of stolen documents. Gouzenko was planning to defect, and as evidence of his goodwill, he had amassed a cache of documents proving that the Soviet Union was operating an extensive spy network in North America.


Unfortunately, Gouzenko was not given asylum straightaway, but instead was referred from one department to another by polite but implacable Canadian bureaucrats, forcing him to spend two sleepless nights out in the cold with his wife and young son. On the second night, the Gouzenkos narrowly avoided capture with the help of brave neighbours who hid them while men from the NKVD (forerunner of the KGB) ransacked their apartment. They were finally rescued by the Ottawa Police and put under the protection of the Mounties.


During his debriefing, Gouzenko warned that officials at the Soviet embassy were openly preparing for a third world war. Communist Party members, he said, particularly hoped for it ‘as a necessity in the setting up of Communism throughout the world’.5 He also issued a chilling warning to Western governments about the threat of Communist Party members in their own countries: ‘To many Soviet people here abroad, it is clear that the Communist Party in democratic countries has changed long ago from a political party into an agency net of the Soviet Government, into a fifth column in these countries to meet a war, into an instrument in the hands of the Soviet Government for creating artificial unrest, provocation, etc.’6


Gouzenko’s defection, coming just weeks after the end of the war in the Pacific, sent shockwaves through the Allies. Among the stolen documents were lists of Soviet agents operating in Canada and the US, including some with close ties to the Manhattan Project, proving conclusively that the Soviets were targeting scientists with access to top-secret information on the atom bomb.


That changed everything.


The West’s alliance with the USSR had always been an uneasy one, forged in service of war against a common enemy – Germany. The Soviet leader, Joseph Stalin, was a ruthless, paranoid mass murderer who had killed millions of his own people in purges and famines engineered for political reasons. His foreign policy was just as belligerent: by the end of the Second World War, the Red Army occupied most of Eastern Europe, with no intention of going home. The Iron Curtain had been drawn across the continent.


The knowledge that Stalin was pursuing the atom bomb struck fear into the hearts of officials in Washington, DC, and London. To Attlee and his advisers, a Russian bomb clearly represented a threat to British security. In an era before NATO, there was no guarantee that the US would come to Britain’s aid in the event of an attack. In fact, there were worrying signs that the Americans were returning to the policy of isolationism that had held sway until Pearl Harbor. That meant there would be nothing to deter Stalin from bombing London. Only a British bomb, and the threat of a retaliatory strike on Moscow, could do that.


From that point on, British and American atomic policy developed along two separate and contradictory lines. Officially, both nations were in favour of international control of atomic weapons under the auspices of the newly established United Nations Atomic Energy Commission, but behind closed doors they continued developing atomic weapons to defend themselves from the Soviets, while the Soviets developed atomic weapons to defend themselves from the West.


And so the nuclear arms race began.


•


Defence was the main reason the UK Government wanted the bomb, but it was not the only one – British prestige was also at stake.


For the past two centuries, the British Empire had been the dominant world power, but now that empire was crumbling. The war effort had bankrupted the UK, and independence movements were springing up in colonies all around the world. The new superpowers, the USA and USSR, had overtaken the old empire in leaps and bounds, but the bigwigs in London were not yet ready to admit it. To maintain Britain’s status as a world power, they knew they could not afford to fall behind in the nuclear arms race. In the postwar world, the atom bomb was the ultimate symbol of power and prestige.


UK Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin summed up the situation in a Cabinet committee meeting in 1946. Following a humiliating conversation with US Secretary of State James F Byrnes, Bevin arrived to find several colleagues arguing against a British bomb on the basis of cost. He blew up:




That won’t do at all, we’ve got to have this … I don’t mind for myself, but I don’t want any other Foreign Secretary of this country to be talked at, or to, by the secretary of the United States as I have just had, in my discussions with Mr Byrnes. We’ve got to have this thing over here whatever it costs … We’ve got to have a bloody Union Jack flying on top of it.7





Bevin won the argument.


Attlee and his ministers still hoped and believed that American cooperation would help make the British bomb a reality. According to the terms of the Quebec Agreement, both nations were committed to the ‘full and effective’ exchange of information on atomic research and development. But ever since the end of the war, the Americans had been strangely reluctant to share atomic secrets. Churchill and Roosevelt had been great friends and allies – it was with them that the storied ‘special relationship’ began – but now both men were gone. Roosevelt was dead, and Churchill was stuck in opposition. Their successors, Harry Truman and Clement Attlee, did not have a close relationship, and many in Washington either did not know or did not care about Britain’s contribution to the Manhattan Project. Keen to maintain their atomic monopoly, the Americans dragged their feet on British requests for information and assistance.


Attlee was determined to rekindle the relationship, but his efforts were continually undermined by a series of spy scandals, beginning with the arrest of Dr Alan Nunn May in 1946. A nondescript-looking physicist from Birmingham, England, Nunn May had worked on a series of top-secret war projects, including radar, Tube Alloys and the Manhattan Project. From 1943 to 1945 he was based in Canada, specialising in heavy water reactor research at the Montreal Laboratory and routinely visiting other facilities in Canada and the US, including the Chalk River Pile and the Argonne Laboratory in Chicago. Unfortunately, he was also a Communist, having been radicalised at Cambridge in the 1930s. Before leaving England, while working on Tube Alloys, Nunn May had leaked a confidential report about the German nuclear programme to the Soviets, apparently out of genuine concern for the safety of Britain’s wartime allies. Consequently, the Soviets had logged him as an asset.


One night in Montreal, a GRU officer named Lieutenant Angelov appeared unannounced at Nunn May’s home and strongarmed him into writing an extensive two-part report on the theory of the atom bomb and the organisational structure of the Manhattan Project. Initially a reluctant spy, Nunn May (codename Alek) soon warmed to the espionage game and eventually stole several important documents and two samples of uranium for Angelov, who rewarded him with gifts of $700 cash and two bottles of whiskey. In true bureaucratic fashion, the GRU kept receipts for the gifts. These would prove to be Nunn May’s downfall.


When Lieutenant Gouzenko defected to Canada in September 1945, his briefcase contained Alek’s receipts from Montreal and plans for a clandestine meeting with an agent of the same name in London in October 1945. Nunn May never showed up at that meeting – he was, apparently, tipped off – but it was not hard for MI5 to put two and two together and deduce Alek’s identity. Following months of surveillance, Nunn May was arrested on 4 March 1946. He was eventually sentenced to ten years hard labour, serving six.


News of Nunn May’s treachery shocked the British public and outraged the Americans, bringing Anglo-American cooperation on atomic research and development to a shuddering halt. In August 1946, US Congress passed the McMahon Bill, which became the Atomic Energy Act, effectively tearing up the Quebec Agreement and restricting access to atomic information by all foreign countries, including the UK.


The Brits now had no choice but to go it alone. On 8 January 1947, a Cabinet committee convened by Attlee made the official decision to proceed with the independent development of atomic weapons. The Ministry of Supply would run the programme under the cover name ‘Basic High Explosive Research’, soon shortened to ‘High Explosive Research’ (HER). Unofficially, the decision had been in the works for some time. Attlee had already established the Atomic Energy Research Establishment (AERE) at Harwell, Oxfordshire, to study civil and military applications of atomic power, and commissioned two atomic piles at Sellafield, Cumberland, to produce large amounts of weapons-grade plutonium. Both facilities had been established with an eye to producing atomic weapons.


The man chosen to head up HER was Dr William Penney, a brilliant mathematician and physicist with doctorates from Cambridge and London universities. Bespectacled and tousle-haired, with a solid build and a gap-toothed grin, Penney was universally liked for his cheerful, unpretentious demeanour. The son of a sergeant major in the Royal Army Ordnance Corps, he followed in his father’s footsteps by specialising in explosives, albeit on a much grander scale. Early in the war, he studied the blast effects of aerial bombing for the Home Office and underwater blast waves for the Royal Navy. While at the Admiralty, he helped design Bombardons – the floating breakwaters that helped protect the portable Mulberry Harbours during the D-Day landings.


By the time the Allies invaded Normandy, Penney had already been drafted into Tube Alloys and the Manhattan Project and sent to Los Alamos, New Mexico. There, in the high desert, the Americans were developing two separate bomb designs. One was a ‘gun-type’ device, codenamed Thin Man, which was triggered by firing one subcritical lump of plutonium at another. The other was an implosion device, codenamed Fat Man, which was triggered by sending an explosive shockwave inwards onto a plutonium core. Owing to problems with the Thin Man design, the director of the Manhattan Project, J Robert Oppenheimer, eventually restructured the project around Fat Man and a uranium-powered variation of Thin Man, codenamed Little Boy.


On arrival, Penney was sent to work for the Theoretical Division (T Division), calculating the effects of shockwaves created by hypothetical atom bombs. In one memorable lecture, he cheerfully described the horrific effect of German bombs on London during the Blitz, grinning all the while, earning him the nickname ‘the smiling killer’.8 The new nickname would soon seem bitterly ironic. In 1944, while Penney was in the US, a German V-1 rocket struck his home in London. His wife, Adele, survived the initial blast, but never recovered from the trauma and died in April 1945. The Penneys’ two young sons were left in the care of a nurse named Joan Quennell, whom Penney later married.


The tragedy did not stop Penney from working. Even the cocky Yanks could see how sharp the humble British professor was, and he was soon put to work on the implosion device in addition to his T Division duties. ‘I spent about half of my time working on some of the scientific phenomena going inwards into the bomb and the other half on scientific phenomena going outwards’, he later explained, with characteristic simplicity.9 Penney became so valuable that when the Target Committee met in Washington in April 1945, with the intention of deciding which Japanese cities to bomb, he was the only British scientist in the room.


Events moved quickly after that. On 16 July, the Fat Man device was successfully tested at Alamogordo, New Mexico, in a trial codenamed Trinity. Three weeks later, Little Boy was dropped on Hiroshima. Three days after that, Fat Man was detonated over Nagasaki.


Penney witnessed the bombing of Nagasaki from a US Army Air Forces B-29 high over Japan. Later that night, at the air base on Tinian Island, near Guam, he and his fellow observers talked about what they had seen:




All of us were in a state of emotional shock. We realised that a new age had begun and that possibly we had all made some contribution to raising a monster that would consume us all. None of us could sleep. We argued well into the night, and in our talks were raised the same tremendous issues that have been debated ever since.10





Of course, that did not stop him building more bombs.


After the Japanese surrender, Penney was sent to Hiroshima and Nagasaki with some American colleagues to calculate the size of the blasts from the rubble on the ground. The British scientist now had no choice but to contemplate the devastation he had wrought. After wandering around for a while with no idea what to do, he started looking at bent flagpoles, crumpled petrol tins and other items measurably impacted by the blast. While cautioning that his estimates could be out by as much as a third, he calculated that the Hiroshima blast was equivalent to about 10,000 tons of TNT, and the Nagasaki blast possibly as much as 30,000 tons. Given the materials he had to work with, these were pretty good estimates: today the accepted yields are about 15 and 21 kilotons respectively.11


Penney used a similar trick the following year, at Bikini Atoll in the Pacific Ocean, during the first postwar American test series, Operation Crossroads. Before the tests, Penney sailed around the atoll, depositing 1000 jerry cans full of seawater on various islands. The Americans thought he was mad, but when the first bomb was dropped off target, most of their expensive chrome-plated gadgets were wiped out. It was Penney who saved the day by estimating the size of the blast from the state of the damaged jerry cans.


After the war, Penney was keen to spend more time with his family and return to the quiet life of academia, but duty called once again. His Majesty’s Government had decided that Britain needed a bomb of its own, and clearly there was only one man for the job. Reluctantly, Penney accepted the role of Chief Superintendent of Armament Research (CSAR, pronounced ‘Caesar’) at the Armament Research Department (ARD) at Fort Halstead, Kent.


Building an atom bomb was hard enough with the seemingly unlimited resources of the US Government at your disposal, but in the postwar Britain of austerity measures and petrol rations, Penney was expected to produce the same results with a fraction of the budget. He also had a deadline. It was now 1947, and the military intelligence chaps estimated that the Soviet Union would have an atomic arsenal big enough to destroy the UK within ten years. In order to function effectively as a deterrent, Britain’s arsenal had to be online by 1957. Factoring in the time required to manufacture the weapons in sufficient quantities, that gave Penney five years to come up with a working prototype. His deadline was 1952.


To make life easier for himself, Penney decided to copy the Fat Man device. This was the weapon with which he was most familiar from his time at Los Alamos; it had also proven to be more powerful and efficient than Little Boy. Unfortunately, because of Washington’s decision to tear up the Quebec Agreement, Penney had no access to Fat Man’s blueprints, and the compartmentalised nature of the Manhattan Project meant that he only knew bits and pieces of the design. Even for a man with Penney’s brains, the problems were daunting.


In an implosion device like Fat Man, two hemispheres of subcritical plutonium are held face to face. When crushed together into a single mass, the plutonium becomes supercritical and a chain reaction occurs, leading to a nuclear explosion. But for the chain reaction to occur, the inward force compressing the core needs to be evenly applied. To achieve this, a layer of conventional explosives is used, with multiple detonators spaced out evenly around the surface of the sphere. Once detonated, the explosives send a series of powerful pressure waves inwards via a layer of slow-burning explosive lenses which combine and shape the waves into a single, spherical, implosive pressure wave. Another layer of explosive known as the ‘supercharge’ accelerates the pressure wave, which is further intensified by a thin layer of uranium called the ‘tamper’, which fits around the plutonium core. At the heart of the core is the initiator, a tiny polonium-powered device which produces a burst of neutrons, initiating the chain reaction.12 For the weapon to work, each step of the process must be calculated precisely, each component designed and refined to perfection. A tiny mathematical error here or a manufacturing flaw there could render the whole thing a fizzer.


Work on HER began in June 1947 at Fort Halstead and the Royal Arsenal in Woolwich. It was slow going at first, with Penney fighting tooth and nail for every penny from the bean counters at the Ministry of Supply, but eventually the programme took shape, and within a few years it had grown so large that it could no longer remain under the umbrella of Armament Research. In 1950, the decision was made to separate the two organisations, and HER was given dedicated facilities at an old RAF base in Aldermaston, Berkshire. Penney was now known as Chief Superintendent of High Explosive Research (CSHER).


Meanwhile, the Cold War was heating up. In 1948, the Russians blockaded Berlin, forcing the Western Allies to organise the Berlin Airlift to keep West Berlin supplied with food and other essentials. One year later, the Chinese Red Army, led by Mao Tse-tung, marched into Peking and declared the People’s Republic of China. Worse still, on 29 August 1949, the USSR detonated its first atom bomb in the Kazakh Steppe. There was no announcement. American scientists learnt about the bomb (which they dubbed Joe-1) when a mysterious radioactive cloud was detected drifting east across North America from the Pacific to the Atlantic. Subsequent analysis showed that it could only have come from a Soviet atom bomb.


Stalin had the bomb.


This was a catastrophe for the West, and yet another blow to British pride. Attlee and his officials had believed they were years ahead of the Soviet Union, comfortably in second place in the nuclear arms race. Now they were relegated to third at best. No one could understand how the Soviets had beaten them to the punch. The answer, when it came, was another humiliation for MI5.


Klaus Fuchs was one of Britain’s top nuclear physicists. A German refugee who had fled the Nazis in 1933, Fuchs worked on both Tube Alloys and the Manhattan Project before being named head of theoretical physics at the AERE in Harwell. Small and intense, with round glasses and a high forehead, he was one of few outside experts to visit HER to advise on the implosion device. Fuchs undoubtedly made a major contribution to the British atom-bomb programme. Unfortunately, he also made a major contribution to the Soviet atom-bomb programme. For, like Alan Nunn May, Klaus Fuchs was a Soviet agent.


Fuchs’s association with Communism dated back to his student days at Kiel University, where he joined the German Communist Party in 1932. He never officially joined the British Communist Party, but when his friend and mentor Rudolf Peierls recruited him to join Tube Alloys, he immediately contacted the Soviets and began leaking atomic secrets. At Los Alamos, where he worked in T Division with Penney, he smuggled out a treasure trove of technical information on bomb design. It was a spectacular intelligence coup for the Soviets, and one that probably changed the course of history.


After the war, Fuchs took up his post at Harwell, but continued passing on secrets to the Russians in clandestine meetings arranged in dingy pubs and Underground stations. Meanwhile, American codebreakers working on the Venona Project deciphered wartime intercepts revealing that a Los Alamos scientist codenamed Rest or Charles had leaked atomic secrets to the Soviet Union. The list of suspects was quickly narrowed to Fuchs, whose name also popped up in the address book of a suspect in the Canadian spy ring exposed by Gouzenko. Following a series of interrogations by MI5, Fuchs confessed to espionage in January 1950. He was convicted on four counts of breaking the Official Secrets Act, and eventually served nine years in prison. Fuchs’s arrest infuriated the Americans all over again, putting paid to Britain’s latest attempts to rekindle the special relationship.


•


By 1950, the British bomb was nearing completion, and Penney had begun planning a trial. The two main questions confronting him were how and where. The Americans had blown up bombs on towers, dropped them from B-29s, and detonated them 90 feet underwater, in far-flung locations like the desert of New Mexico and the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Penney had to decide whether to copy them or try something new, and he had to find a safe place to do it.


In July 1950, Penney was attending a meeting of the Sub-Committee on the Strategic Aspects of Atomic Energy, which included senior representatives from the services and all relevant government departments, when several committee members began discussing the possibility of a merchant ship smuggling an atom bomb into a British port. This gave Penney an idea: Why don’t we blow up a ship? By detonating the weapon in the hold of a surplus warship, HER could test the bomb’s functionality and measure the effects of the blast on the surrounding environment. The extra data would be extremely useful for civil defence purposes, and might even be of interest to the Americans.


The method of detonation was ultimately contingent upon the availability of an appropriate site, however. To make the 1952 deadline, Penney had to find one fast. Great Britain and its surrounding islands were ruled out for obvious reasons: too small, too densely populated and, frankly, too close to home. Instead, Penney and his colleagues looked overseas, identifying three main candidates among friendly nations: the USA, Canada and Australia. Penney’s first preference was to use an established American site like Eniwetok Atoll in the Pacific Ocean, thereby saving time and money, but the poor state of the special relationship made American agreement seem unlikely. Nevertheless, a request was sent to Washington. The reply: deafening silence.


With no firm answer either way, Penney began looking for backup options in Canada and Australia. His second choice was Canada, a huge British dominion with wide-open plains and acres of frozen tundra. As a junior partner in Tube Alloys and the Manhattan Project, Canada was already a member of the atomic club, with a seat on the Combined Policy Committee which controlled access to the Allied uranium stockpile. Canada would be seen as a safe choice in both Washington and London.


Then there was Australia, a remote British dominion, far off in the southern hemisphere, with a vast red centre and thousands of miles of empty coastline. The current prime minister, Robert Menzies, was a loyal Anglophile who was likely to agree to any reasonable request from London, but there were question marks over some of his countrymen. A few years earlier, Venona intercepts had uncovered a Soviet spy ring operating in Australia, implicating members of the previous Labor Government. As a result of the revelations, the US and UK had ceased sharing intelligence with Australia, forcing then Prime Minister Ben Chifley to establish the Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) to hunt Communist spies.


All in all, Canada seemed like the way to go, so in August 1950 Penney flew to Ottawa for a feasibility study. Ideally, he was hoping to find a permanent testing ground where Britain could return time and again to develop bombs of greater power and efficiency. Accompanied by Dr OM Solandt, Chairman of the Canadian Defence Research Board, Penney investigated seven sites around Canada. His top pick was Fort Churchill, Manitoba, a remote outpost on the west coast of Hudson Bay. It was almost ideal, except that the water was too shallow for ships to come close inshore. Penney certainly wasn’t worried about contaminating the surrounding tundra, which he described as ‘valueless’; today, Churchill is best known as the ‘Polar Bear Capital of the World’.13 Its human population is mostly Indigenous.


While Penney was in Canada, Royal Navy staff officers at the Admiralty in London were busy poring over dusty charts of the Australian coastline, looking for back-up test sites. They considered Groote Eylandt in the Gulf of Carpentaria and the Houtman Abrolhos Islands off the coast of Western Australia, but eliminated them for climatic reasons.


The staff officers also examined the Montebello Islands (often referred to as the Monte Bello Islands) off Western Australia’s remote North West Coast. Situated about 50 miles offshore, the Montebellos were isolated, uninhabited and rarely visited. The nearest mainland town was Onslow, a small port 85 miles south which – crucially – was upwind of the proposed test site. The surrounding area was sparsely populated, so if anything went wrong only a handful of natives and colonials would be affected.


From the Navy’s point of view, the Montebellos were perfect. The Admiralty put forward the suggestion to the Chiefs of Staff, who recommended the site to Prime Minister Attlee in September 1950. With still no word from the Americans, the British leader decided to sound out his Australian counterpart. In his office at 10 Downing Street, Attlee began drafting a cable to Menzies.









2.


DEFENCE CALL TO THE NATION


On Tuesday 19 September 1950, Prime Minister Robert Menzies was in his Melbourne office at Treasury Place, putting the final touches on a speech to be delivered the following evening. It was the first of a three-part series entitled ‘Defence Call to the Nation’, designed to launch a major recruiting drive for the armed services. The speeches would be broadcast on the ABC and commercial radio stations all around Australia, each focussing on one of the three services and its role in the defence of Australia. Menzies insisted on drafting the speeches himself, writing them out in elegant longhand, as he did all his public remarks.


With the Second World War still fresh in everyone’s minds, Australia found itself in dire need of troops once again. For the past two years, Malayan Communists had been waging a guerrilla war against British colonists. In June, the Australian Government had sent the Lincoln bombers of No 1 Squadron RAAF and Dakota transports of No 38 Squadron RAAF to Singapore to help crush the insurgency. At almost the exact same time, North Korean tanks crossed the 38th parallel and invaded South Korea. As part of a UN response, Australia redeployed elements of the British Commonwealth Occupation Force (BCOF) from Japan to Korea, including destroyer HMAS Bataan, frigate HMAS Shoalhaven and the Mustang fighters of No 77 Squadron RAAF.


To Menzies and other Western leaders, it seemed as though these conflicts were the opening skirmishes in a new world war: a great clash of arms and ideologies between East and West, good and evil, democracy and totalitarianism. It was a war that, thanks to the atom bomb, could literally mean the end of life on Earth.


At 56 years of age, Robert Gordon Menzies was in the first year of his second stint as prime minister. With his silver hair, black eyebrows, imposing height and patrician demeanour, Menzies was the personification of 1950s Australian conservatism. The son of a country shopkeeper turned politician, he practised as a barrister in Melbourne before following his father into state politics. In 1934, he was elected federal member for Kooyong in Melbourne’s leafy eastern suburbs, representing the now defunct United Australia Party (UAP).


A lifelong Anglophile, Menzies famously called himself ‘British to the bootstraps’, but despite supporting conscription he did not feel compelled to join the Australian Imperial Force and serve overseas during the First World War.1 Instead, he joined the Melbourne University Rifles, a part-time militia unit that spent the war marching around parade grounds in Melbourne. This was apparently a family decision. Menzies had two elder brothers who were already at the front, and his only sister had eloped – scandalously – with a lowly private. At a family conference, it was decided that young Bob would stay home to finish his studies and look after his ageing parents. The decision would haunt him throughout his life, with rivals on both sides of politics questioning his integrity and insulting his honour. Labor MP Eddie Ward famously quipped that Menzies ‘had a brilliant military career cut short by the outbreak of war’.2 Menzies did not always do himself any favours with tone-deaf self-justifications such as ‘the path of duty does not always lead to the recruiting depot’, which made him sound like a hypocrite.3


Menzies’s first term in office began with a leadership ballot following the death of Prime Minister Joseph Lyons in April 1939. Five months later, when Britain declared war on Germany, Menzies announced:




Fellow Australians, it is my melancholy duty to inform you that in consequence of Germany’s invasion of Poland, Great Britain has declared war upon her, and as a result Australia is also at war.4





To Menzies, and indeed most Australians at that time, it went without saying that if Britain was at war, then so was Australia. The British Empire was still very much a going concern, with Canada, Australia, New Zealand and all the other dominions largely deferring to the Crown and taking their orders from the Mother Country.


In 1941, during the dark days of the war, Menzies spent four months overseas, including ten weeks in London. The ill-advised trip was intended to demonstrate leadership and give Australia a seat at the table with Churchill’s War Cabinet. It failed on both counts. While Menzies lobbied unsuccessfully for better defences in Singapore, detractors at home whispered that he was scheming for a permanent role in London. When he finally returned to Australia, he was unceremoniously dumped as prime minister in favour of Arthur Fadden, leader of the UAP’s coalition partner, the Country Party. It was a personal humiliation for Menzies and a case of shuffling deckchairs on the Titanic for the Coalition. Following a historic no-confidence motion, they were turfed out of office and replaced by the Australian Labor Party, led by John Curtin. It would be eight long years before Menzies made a triumphant return to power as leader of the newly formed Liberal Party.


Like most conservative political leaders of the Cold War era, Menzies was a staunch anti-Communist. He framed the 1949 election as a ‘referendum on socialism’, intentionally conflating the socialist policies of Labor, now led by Ben Chifley, with the totalitarian state socialism of the Soviet Union.5 In one memorable speech, he labelled his opponents ‘Communists’, ‘Socialists’ and ‘Fascists’ intent on establishing an ‘economic dictatorship’.6


It was a cunning strategy. With the Communist-led Miners’ Federation on strike in New South Wales, causing widespread disruption to power and transport around the nation, and Communist forces on the march overseas, anti-Communist sentiment was at an all-time high. The Coalition took the lower house in December and tabled a ‘Communist Party Dissolution Bill’ in January. The bill not only banned the Communist Party of Australia, it also gave the government the power to ban other organisations suspected of being fronts for the Communist Party, prosecute individuals for knowingly belonging to such organisations, and blacklist individuals with alleged Communist associations from working in the public service or holding office in any unions or industries ‘vital to the security and defence of Australia’.7 This was McCarthyism, Australian style. When Labor attempted to amend the bill in the Senate, Menzies promptly withdrew it, announcing that he would reintroduce the bill ‘in the precise form in which it left the House of Representatives on the last occasion’.8 Menzies was playing hardball. ‘I do not think my opponents want an election’, he said, threatening Labor with a double dissolution on the issue of Communism.


Menzies made that statement on Friday 15 September. Four days later, he was in Melbourne preparing for the following night’s broadcast when he received a visit from Deputy UK High Commissioner WJ Garnett. A lifelong civil servant, Garnett had been in Australia for almost 20 years, in various roles usually concerned with migration. In the absence of the High Commissioner, he had been sent to deliver a top-secret cable to Menzies. The cable had arrived with a cover letter under the codeword EPICURE. The subject was so sensitive that all relevant communication through the UK High Commission was to be copied, cyphered and handled by Garnett personally. In exquisitely diplomatic terms, Garnett suggested that Mr Menzies might like to make similar security arrangements on his side. Then he handed over the cable.


The contents, conveyed in Prime Minister Attlee’s plain, matter-of-fact style, were explosive by any standard:




TOP SECRET AND PERSONAL MESSAGE FROM MR ATTLEE FOR MR MENZIES


During recent months we have been considering the arrangements which will be necessary for testing our own atomic weapon when it is ready. Among the most important of the various decisions which must be taken is the choice of a suitable testing range. We asked the United States authorities earlier in the year whether they would let us use their own testing site at ENIWETOK but so far we have had no firm reply and it is not clear when one may be expected. Meanwhile it is clearly advisable if only as a precaution to consider possible alternative sites in British Commonwealth territory and to carry out a reconnaissance in the selected area. This would not of course necessarily involve a firm decision to hold the test there. One possible site which has been suggested by our experts is the MONTE BELLO ISLANDS off the northwest coast of Australia. I am telegraphing to you now to ask first whether the Australian government would be prepared in principle to agree that the first United Kingdom atomic weapon should be tested in Australian territory and secondly, if so, whether they would agree to our experts making a detailed reconnaissance of the MONTE BELLO ISLANDS so that a firm decision can be taken on their suitability. It will clearly take some little time for the survey to be organised and for its results to be studied, and if reconnaissance is to be really useful and effective we should like it to be put in hand at once. If you agree that the survey may be made we can then work out with your authorities the detailed arrangements for it; these would include special arrangements for safeguarding secrecy.


We are instructing the United Kingdom High Commissioner in Canberra, who will give you this message, to take special precautions in his office for handling this and all future communications between us on the subject and it may be that the most convenient arrangement would be for all future such communications to he channelled through him.


We are arranging to let your Resident Minister know personally and on a TOP SECRET basis about this message.


Sept. 16th, 1950.9





Menzies had recently returned from talks in London, and may have been advised that a request like this was in the offing. He certainly did not act as though he were surprised in any way. According to Garnett’s subsequent report of the meeting, he was positively enthusiastic about the idea:




On reading Mr Attlee’s message Mr Menzies at once said that any special facilities which Aust [sic] might possess for this or similar purposes would of course be made available. He called the Acting Minister for Defence [Philip McBride] into consultation and said that at this stage no one else would be informed except [Defence Secretary Sir Frederick] Shedden.10





This was a remarkably quick decision on a matter of such import. Attlee had formed a Cabinet committee to decide whether to build the bomb, but Garnett’s account makes it clear that Menzies’s mind was made up before his two most senior Defence officials had even entered the room. It was the same logic he had used to declare war on Germany in 1939: if Britain was in a Cold War with the Soviet Union, then so was Australia. As loyal subjects, Australians were duty-bound to pitch in. If that meant sacrificing a few supposedly useless, uninhabited rocks off the coast of Western Australia, so be it. Better than sacrificing thousands of British lives in a nuclear attack.


Would the result have been any different if Labor had been in power? Not necessarily. In 1946, Chifley had established Woomera Rocket Range, an Anglo-Australian joint project that many assumed would be used to test atomic weapons. At the same time, he initiated a three-step atomic programme that encouraged uranium exploration, established nuclear physics and engineering laboratories at universities around the country, and eventually led to the commissioning of the Lucas Heights reactor in New South Wales. Even the famed Snowy River Scheme was designed to power atomic energy research at the brand new Australian National University in Canberra. If anything, Chifley might have been even more enthusiastic about atomic power than Menzies was, but it is hard to believe that he, or any other prime minister, could have signed off on Attlee’s proposal more quickly than Menzies did.


After Garnett left, Menzies made a brief note at the bottom of the cable:




Have replied – ‘Reference your Top Secret. We agree in principle and to proposed detailed reconnaissance’


Reply has gone through UK High Commissioner.


Robert Menzies 19.9.50





The following night, the prime minister delivered the first of his three defence addresses from the ABC Studios in Melbourne. In his sonorous baritone, he proclaimed:




Plain thinking and plain talk and clear action are all needed on the subject of defence. There has been far too much wishful thinking, far too much ‘let’s pretend’ …


Putting all diplomatic pretence on one side, who is the prospective attacker? Who is today breaking the world’s peace in some places and threatening it in others? Who commands the allegiance of a gang of wreckers right here in Australia? A child could answer these questions, though a diplomat might prefer not to.


Do you think that this Communist enemy would hesitate to overrun Western civilisation if the United States did not have the atomic bomb? Don’t let’s pretend about the bomb. It’s real. It is today keeping the world out of a tragic worldwide war. Horrible as it is (and I saw Hiroshima a few weeks ago), it is today not an instrument of war, but of peace. How many years do you suppose will elapse before the Communist has it in large quantities? Five? Four? Three? Two? Do you believe that when he has it he will then hold out the olive branch and cast his bombs into the sea? Dictatorial aggressors are made of sterner stuff than that …


Let us come out of our self-delusion. Time runs in our favour only if we use it well. The only hope we have, the only hope the United Nations has, of keeping the peace is to prove to the potential enemy that, putting the bomb entirely on one side, we are as ready and as strong as he is.11
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