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Introduction


THIS BOOK IS about Australian attempts to acquire atomic weapons. So important was this objective that it did much to unite the policies of post-war Australian governments. Behind the great reconstruction schemes of the Curtin-Chifley Labor governments, and later the conservative Menzies government, lay the nuclear deterrent weapons programme. Many of the great national projects, such as the Snowy Mountains Scheme, the Woomera Rocket Range and the Australian National University, were in large measure based on the assumption that Australia would one day be a nuclear weapons state. Indeed, that assumption was made specifically with respect to post-war defence planning. It explains the development of the RAAF bomber force, the decision to commit forces into Asia and, of course, the initiation of nuclear weapons tests on the Australian mainland. Historians have never adequately explained why Chifley agreed to closer defence ties with Britain or why Liberal Prime Minister Menzies came under attack for not spending enough on defence in an era when war threatened. In fact, both men prepared Australian defences by strengthening industry. They prepared not for war in Asia but for global war, and one in which the use of nuclear weapons would be commonplace.


Australians had always recognised their strategic vulnerability and well before 1939 had seen defence self-sufficiency as necessary. This did not operate, however, against the parallel notion that the core of Australian forces was ‘Imperial’. There were limits to what the Australians could achieve. Deakin’s navy fell short of dreadnoughts and predictably the question after Hiroshima was whether Australia could sustain an atomic programme. The sheer size of the Manhattan Project, the American effort to build the atomic bomb during World War II, in which a number of Australian scientists had been involved, made it clear how vast such an undertaking would be. Such a programme would require scientific manpower, experimental facilities such as cyclotrons and ultimately a small atomic pile. These in turn would require a significant expansion of educational facilities, first at university postgraduate level, but eventually spreading to the undergraduate and secondary areas. There would also have to be an unprecedented level of security, requiring the overhaul of existing services and the establishment of specialist services. Finally, a suitable site would have to be found for the reactors. The site would have to be isolated, but accessible to research facilities at laboratories and universities. It would also have to be provided with large amounts of power and cooling water, or water to moderate the reactor. Given that power reactors were seen to be a distant possibility at the end of the war, any decision to proceed would have to be for the production of fissile material (uranium 235 or plutonium) for nuclear weapons. Thus, the fabrication of nuclear weapons, and their testing and ultimate marriage with their means of delivery, presented a task on a forbidding scale.


The problem was that Australia could not embark on a nuclear weapons programme alone. While the possession of such weapons could prove a blessing for a small white population in a vulnerable location, ‘great and powerful’ friends were needed. Underlying the whole period from 1943 to 1968 is the importance of the connection to Britain. This provides a substantial explanation for many of the apparent contradictions in the post-war period. The Prime Minister, John Curtin, in 1941 spoke of turning to the United States ‘free of any pangs’ as to the association with Britain and yet in 1943 told the Australian Labor Party Conference that he looked forward to an active association with ‘the Fourth British Empire’. H. V. Evatt, Labor foreign minister at the time, claimed to represent small powers and to champion world government and yet claimed for Australia a role as ‘security power’. Labor leaders were opposed to the drift towards the Cold War and yet sent troops to break strikes on the coal fields and overhauled the Australian security services. The great initiatives of the period (the Australian National University, the Snowy Mountains Scheme, the Woomera Rocket Range, the immigration programme and even the viability of the industrial schemes such as aircraft and aluminium) all presupposed not only strong support from Britain but also an unprecedented level of integration in a great imperial effort.


It is the contention of this book that the British ‘Fourth Empire’, that which followed World War II, was built largely as an attempt to compensate for the breakdown in the wartime Anglo-American alliance. Indeed, the preoccupation of British historians has been on the nature of the breakdown and its restoration in the late 1950s. The role of the empire has been ignored. After 1945 Britain attempted to create its own Manhattan Project. Without US support for their project (and threatened by the prospect of a Soviet atomic arsenal by about 1957), the empire became vital to British survival. The quest for atomic deterrent weapons and their delivery systems dominated British policies. Britain saw the problems of depending on the United States for such weapons during the war and resurrected the notion of empire defence. That policy, however, always operated as a parallel to one of attempting to secure an atomic ‘special relationship’ with the United States. The empire became a bargaining chip in the game where the stakes were deterrent weapons for Britain. Only after 1957 did British leaders succeed to the point that atomic co-operation with the United States was again possible. After that the days of the empire were numbered.


In the lead-up to 1957 there were distinct phases associated with the British atomic bomb programme: research and development, which had begun in the war; testing, which started in the early 1950s; and deployment which was under way at the end of the 1950s. Parts of the empire, especially Australia and South Africa, were associated with all facets of the project. Moreover they provided the essential ingredients for the bomb recipe: ‘men plus materials’. Beyond that, the white Dominions, except Canada, figured prominently in Britain’s plans for waging future nuclear war.


Yet, to date, Australian historians and one royal commission have marginalised the Australian role in Britain’s atomic weapons project. Australians have been seen as providing a ‘suitable real estate’ or as the victims of atomic tests about which they knew little and which were conducted in the interests of the security of a European nation. Indeed, the preoccupation of many historians has been on what actually happened after World War II. Nuclear war did not occur but, rather, gave way to regional and conventional conflicts. The irony of Australia sending scarce manpower into the jungles of Asia, especially after the experiences in 1942, has been explained as essentially an exercise in following the regional policies of ‘great and powerful friends’. The major assumption in empire planning, however, was that atomic weapons would be used. From the first, the atom bomb was seen by the Americans as the ideal counter to the superior manpower of the Communist bloc. It had a similar appeal to Australia. The possession of atomic weapons for a small white population in a troubled area, a situation that was to be replicated in southern Africa, provided the ideal solution.


In this respect Australia fitted into British planning more effectively than had been the case in the age of sea power. Australian ambitions were great. Where Deakin had once wanted an Australian navy, based on British know-how and equipment, Chifley and Menzies wanted the defence tools of modern empire: jet aircraft and atomic bombs. Australian soldiers had fought a number of wars in the defence of empire, and expected to be equipped with standard British equipment in so doing. In assuming forward defence commitments after 1945, Canberra was prepared to once again wage global war for the sake of empire.


Possibly because the scale was so great, Australians have for long shied away from the proposition that it was even attempted. It is the contention of this book that it was attempted and that the attempt failed. The ‘great betrayal’ of Australia by Britain lay not in the loss of two capital ships in 1941, which spelt the end of British sea power, but in the abandonment of the Fourth Empire after 1957.





1


The Starting Point


HISTORY HAS NOT been kind to Menzies. In 1985 the McClelland Royal Commission in its landmark report, British Nuclear Tests in Australia, concluded that the decision to proceed with atomic trials after 1952 was confined to ‘a very limited group of people’ and that Menzies himself defended the project out of a ‘great willingness to help the motherland’.1 In their 1982 survey of countries developing atomic power, Pringle and Spigelman saw Australia as ‘unique’ in that Britain gained the co-operation of ‘another country’, a factor they put down to Menzies being ‘an ardent Anglophile’.2 This is also seen to have dominated Menzies’ foreign policy. The former editor of the Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade’s historical records, W. J. Hudson, in his work on the Suez crisis of 1956 writes of Menzies’ ‘blind loyalty’ to Britain. Menzies defied world opinion in supporting the British in its invasion of Egypt, which was, in Hudson’s view, ‘remarkable in that no evident Australian material or diplomatic interest was served by this extraordinary loyalty to the British cause’ (Australian territorial integrity was ‘dependent utterly’ on the United States, not on Britain).3


The findings of the McClelland Royal Commission are not surprising. Margaret Thatcher, as Alexander Downer observed in 1986, restricted access to records, under Articles I and II of the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons, ‘which would enable us to produce a nuclear weapon’.4 In fact that is precisely what Australia wanted to do. And for a period it seemed possible. The impetus in Canberra to acquire nuclear weapons may have emerged from the rubble of Hiroshima, but it was to be developed in the surprising resurgence of a post-war British Empire. Nuclear weapons and their delivery systems were to be developed as a ‘Joint Project’ between Australia and Britain in an unprecedented level of defence co-operation.


There has been a great tendency to ignore the importance of the empire to Australia after the loss of Singapore in 1942. In Britain scholarship has been dominated by the theme of ongoing imperial decline and a continual retreat as some kind of European reality gradually filtered through Whitehall.5 The Empire Fractures, Chris Waters’ account of Anglo-Australian relations after the war, sums up neatly a dominant Australian perspective.6 H. V. Evatt, the Labor foreign minister from 1945 until 1949, is widely seen as pursuing some kind of liberal internationalism, only to see this replaced by a reversal by his successors. The usual rationalisation for Australia’s extraordinary support for Britain in the 1950s is that Menzies was an Anglophile. The Woomera range, Maralinga tests and diplomatic support for Britain over Suez have been dismissed as being marginal to the main thrust of foreign policy: the relationship with the United States.


In both Britain and Australia, the development of ties with Washington has dominated scholarship. The Anglo-American ‘special relationship’ and Canberra’s ‘all the way with the USA’ were simply the inevitable consequences of war. That was indeed true of the period after 1957, but before then British and Australian defence policies were closer than ever before. The atomic age had made them so. Some would call it a ‘Fourth Empire’. It was given reality largely because the relationship between Washington and London was not special enough.7 Between 1943 and 1957, relations between Canberra and London, on the other hand, were characterised by, in Lorna Arnold’s words, ‘a very special relationship’.8


The United States has indeed been the dominant power since the war, but for over a decade after 1945 it stood against Britain’s determination to acquire nuclear weapons. The starting point of modern Britain was not the eclipse of sea power at Singapore or the bombing of Pearl Harbor, but rather the launching of air power against the small island. Air power and the atomic bomb had transformed war and was to have a huge effect on the nature of the post-war peace. ‘Never again’, in the popular account of Hennessey, would the island be exposed to the threat of attack from the air.9 The lesson of the Blitz reinforced the need for air power. It was this factor that changed not only the nature of British defence thinking after World War II but also ideas about the future of imperial organisation. The atomic bomb, however, while an extension of wartime strategic bombing policy, demonstrated a new standard of destruction. It was, moreover, a psychological weapon, capable of breaking civilian morale in a way that had not been possible using conventional bombing.10 The dramatic destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki ushered in what Baylis calls an ‘atomic climate’ that was to remain the central feature thereafter in British defence thinking.11 This was encapsulated then in a bleak report by the Home Defence Committee:




the passive civil defence picture viewed in isolation is depressing. There is no technical reason why the potential enemy should not develop atomic energy and by 1956 have in his possession about 50 atomic bombs. According to our calculations, about half this number … might destroy our physical ability to wage war … There is no technical reason why he should not, by 1956, be able to develop large-scale rocket attacks greatly exceeding anything experienced in the last war … the use of weapons of mass destruction would ‘threaten our very existence’.12





It was hardly surprising that Britain turned to ‘active’ defence measures. The only effective defence would come from the possession of nuclear weapons and the means to deliver them. As Clement Attlee, the British Labour Prime Minister who launched the nuclear weapons programme, concluded after the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, ‘the answer to an atomic bomb on London is an atomic bomb on another great city’.13


Here in a nutshell was Britain’s strategy, and dilemma, in the age of air power and the atomic bomb. Britain was vulnerable to air attack and the only effective response was to be able to inflict major damage on any potential aggressor. There was no alternative but to arm with nuclear weapons. The question was whether assistance would be given by the wartime partner in the Manhattan Project or whether Britain would have to reforge links to empire in an attempt to replicate the vast American effort.


THE BRITISH HAD started their atomic bomb research before the Americans in a programme called MAUD but had to move it to Canada out of harm’s way during the Blitz. Britain and Canada had exchanged information on atomic energy in 1940 and by 1942 a joint project had been established at the University of Montreal. The Canadians also hosted an experimental atomic plant to produce plutonium at a secure and isolated site at Chalk River, near the capital, Ottawa.14


The ultimate objective in London, however, was to gain access to the much larger American effort. The Americans had appreciated the importance before the war of scientific manpower and, between 1920 and 1932, had produced double the number of physicists as had been produced in the previous sixty years. Moreover, their industrial power was awesome. Niels Bohr, one of the first scientists to point to the feasibility of atomic weapons, warned a Princeton University audience in 1939 that even attempting to separate the necessary amount of U-235 to begin experiments on chain reactions ‘can never be done unless you turn the United States into one huge factory’.15


That is what the Roosevelt administration did. On the day before Pearl Harbor, details were announced of a new organisation that would bring together the scientists and engineers necessary to mount a maximum effort to develop an atomic bomb. The Manhattan Project was to be a military operation that would co-ordinate everything, from the laboratory to the fabrication facility at Los Alamos. What is particularly noteworthy for an understanding of the later empire atomic programme was both the scale of the enterprise and the extent to which national resources had to be integrated into it. The commander of the project, General Leslie Groves, presided over a vast undertaking that involved the military services, universities and key sectors of the civil economy. The bomb using U-235, the type ultimately dropped on Hiroshima, raised the question of which was the most effective means of separating sufficient quantities of the fissile material. Columbia University in New York and the Berkeley campus of the University of California, in conjunction with the giant Union Carbide Company and Tennessee Eastman, pioneered the way. By the time the project entered the development phase in 1943, the resources of the vast Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) with its dams and electric power facilities were needed.


The most promising way to build a bomb, however, in the view of the Manhattan pioneers, was by the use of plutonium (which was used in the bomb dropped on Nagasaki). Plutonium could be produced quickly and without the complex problems associated with the separation of U-235 from U-238. Plutonium could also be produced by reprocessing, thereby overcoming the critical shortage of uranium. But its production created major problems. The very attraction of plutonium over U-235 was that it gave a higher proportion of fissions, thereby creating a more effective chain reaction.16 To remove the large quantities of heat generated, however, would require large volumes of water that would have to be delivered under high pressures. The search for a secure site that would provide cooling water for atomic piles and a large amount of electricity led to the first survey of the TVA in the summer of 1942.17 Until December the TVA was to be the site for the entire project, with Oak Ridge, Tennessee, hosting the plutonium facility.18


In December Groves finally settled on a new site at Hanford, in Washington state, for the plutonium-producing piles. The Columbia River and its great dams (the Bonneville and the Grand Coulee) could supply large amounts of fresh water to cool and remove heat from the piles.19 Furthermore Hanford, like the TVA, was far enough inland to be safe from coastal air attack.20 By March 1945 Hanford was the centrepiece of the US programme and its plutonium facilities, and its most secret.


The British were particularly keen to participate in the work on plutonium, especially since it could be reprocessed in ‘breeder’ reactors. The problem was that such a reactor could not be built in the highly urbanised British Isles. Consequently, in April 1943, Lord Cherwell, Churchill’s atomic adviser, requested that the team at Montreal undertake a thorough study on the possibility of a large plutonium-producing reactor, a scheme characterised by one of the key participants, the Frenchman Bertram Goldschmidt, as ‘yet another of the grandiose schemes’ designed to produce a British weapon in ‘four or five years’.21 This was to be an enduring ambition and was to cast Cherwell into an important role in the great empire atomic programme, and Australia’s role in that programme, during Churchill’s second ministry in the 1950s.


Cherwell, however, was not alone. The Future Systems Group at Montreal, which had been set up to study possible research directions after the war, was told by Sir James Chadwick, the head of the British scientific mission, that the ‘primary requirement’ of ‘future piles’ would be to produce an adequate stockpile of fissile material. The proposal for a heavy-water reactor was put to the Canadians as a ‘peace-time project, and not for this war’.22 Britain was already thinking about its post-war atomic security.23


So were the Americans. They had already decided in 1942 that they would not share information on plutonium with the British team. After all, they reasoned, 90 per cent of the work was wholly American. Furthermore, as Groves later conceded, Cherwell had made it quite apparent in March 1943 that the principal reason that the British wanted access to Hanford ‘was for postwar military purposes’.24 The Canadian group, which was working on plutonium and heavy water, could provide ‘basic data’ only for the American engineers. This situation was not altered by the Quebec Agreement, signed by Roosevelt and Churchill in August 1943, despite the promise of ‘full and effective’ collaboration. The Americans refused to give data on plutonium or on heavy-water production.25


While the Quebec Conference has been hailed as the basis of Anglo-American atomic co-operation, the reality was that the Americans would not extend co-operation on the process that promised most on the bomb.26 Moreover, they were undermining the basis of the Montreal group’s work. The argument used at the time was one that was to be repeatedly trotted out after the war: Montreal was insecure and the team there was composed of a mix of nationalities. Not surprisingly, the Quebec Agreement contained an essential clause which Goldschmidt saw as the ‘basis for the future policy of Anglo-American secrecy after the war’, that of forbidding the communication of atomic information to ‘third parties’.27 In fact, the issue of ‘third parties’ was to bedevil Anglo-US relations and was to go to the heart of some of the great intelligence issues of the Cold War, as we will see.


Goldschmidt does, however, point to a crucial development with respect to the rupture between the partners in the Manhattan Project. What has not been documented by historians is the extent to which the British themselves had doubts not only about the possibility of American support for an atomic programme, but also about Canadian support. The importance of Canada lay in the potential to expand Chalk River into a full plutonium reactor which could draw on indigenous supplies of uranium and heavy water. It would be, in a sense, a rival of the Hanford reactors. Chadwick had this in mind three months before Hiroshima when he implored C. J. Mackenzie, the head of the Canadian National Research Council, to put ‘pep’ into the Chalk River project so that they would not be ‘prejudiced by the Americans running around and doing the job after they have dealt with Japan’.28 In other words, the British wanted the Canadian project to be primarily one based on empire defence which would deliver the needed supplies of plutonium.


What is apparent at this stage is that atomic co-operation was centred on Canada rather than on the southern Dominions (Australia, South Africa and New Zealand), although they had future potential. The situation was summed up on 12 October 1945 by the British Chiefs of Staff who reviewed the impact of the atomic bomb on defence relations with the empire:




While we should naturally welcome the fullest possible co-operation with Australia and New Zealand, the fact remains that from the point of view of the United Kingdom, which remains the heart and brain of the whole Empire, close co-operation with Canada is of even greater importance … Modern scientific developments, and particularly the advent of the atomic bomb, in which Canada is so deeply implicated, make it clear that the opening stage of a major war in the future will be of crucial importance … We consider that we should place all our cards on the table with the Canadian Government, and seek to convince them of the absolute necessity for our security, if not for their own, that they should continue and widen the co-operation in defence matters, and in defence preparations which has had such fruitful results in this war.29





The problem was that Britain was not the only one offering closer defence relations with Canada.


THE AMERICANS HAD always been able to exert influence on Canada, a factor that had caused Ottawa in the past to resist attempts within the British Commonwealth to effect more co-ordinated policies.30 During the Depression, however, the first steps to organise a more systematic continental defence was foreshadowed when Roosevelt warned Canadian Prime Minister Mackenzie King that the United States might be forced to go into Canada and ‘defend our neighbourhood’ if the Japanese attacked the west coast. In June 1940 secret military talks made it clear that Washington expected Canadian help in the defence of ‘this Hemisphere’, an assumption that was formalised by the establishment of a Permanent Joint Board on Defence in August that year. This step drew an immediate response from Churchill who saw Canada as passing into the American orbit (fears that were indeed realised with the advent of the Pacific War). A virtual army of occupation moved into Canada in 1942, with US airfields, weather stations, an oil pipeline and many other facilities being built.31


There was to be no looking back, the United States was there to stay. Hiroshima made sure of that. The advent of atomic weapons influenced the relationship between Canada and the United States in two important ways. First, Canada was the second largest source of uranium after the Belgian Congo, and infinitely more reliable a source as far as the Americans were concerned. It was American money that had rescued the Canadian Eldorado Company in 1941 and thereafter the United States succeeded in locking up Canadian Shield ore supplies on a long-term basis, effectively until the 1960s.32 By the time the Roosevelt administration had agreed to the Manhattan Project, Eldorado ore was critical to its future success. The British were to discover the extent of this interdependence when they were rebuffed after attempting to buy between 50 and 100 tons of ore at the end of the war.33


Second, the possibility that the United States might be attacked by aircraft or rockets from Soviet sites via the Arctic Circle enhanced Canada’s strategic position in American eyes enormously. Washington wanted to integrate Canada into the defence of the North American continent. The problem, however, was that defence planning was designed to secure the North American continent and did not make provision for the British Commonwealth. The US Under-Secretary of State, Dean Acheson, indeed conceded that the integration of North American defence was, in view of Canada’s close association with the United Kingdom, ‘a matter of moment in Canada and one which involves considerable political risk for the present Government’.34 RAF Marshal Lord Tedder took note of the US acquisition of bases in Canada and recorded his hope that the Canadians would not devote ‘too much of their effort towards development of northern defences’.35 But it was clear that the British were spectators, the Foreign Office complaining that they had not been ‘kept in the picture’.36 The situation was summed up after the armistice by the British High Commissioner in Ottawa, Stephen Holmes, who reported to London that Canada’s defence was




essentially a North American problem requiring the most complete integration of her defensive arrangements with those of the United States … From Canada’s point of view it would be impracticable and foolish to attempt to have different weapons and different training or organisation from those of the United States … if the [UK] and the US could not get together on these matters [weapons, training, organisation] Canada would certainly lean towards the US.37





The breakdown in Anglo-Canadian atomic co-operation came at the end of 1945, at a time when the Americans approached the Canadians with a view to having them adopt US defence equipment in preference to that from Britain.38 In November John Cockcroft, the British head at Chalk River, was withdrawn to lead the British experimental establishment at Harwell. The move occasioned great anger on the part of the Canadians, with Mackenzie warning that the loss of Cockcroft would mean that Canada ‘would have no other alternative than to tie in with the United States’.39


That, however, had been the problem in the atomic field all along. Mackenzie had already come to the conclusion in 1942 that the Montreal laboratory existed at the whim of the Americans, despite its beginning as a British Commonwealth enterprise. The British, thought Mackenzie, simply lacked the bargaining power, whereas the Americans could continue independently. If Montreal was to survive, it would be as part of an arrangement with the Americans after the war. As the minister in charge of the Canadian programme, C. D. Howe, saw it, the Montreal project ‘is a relatively small one cast against the entire US-Canadian contracts’. Howe concluded that the Canadian government ‘had no interest in competition’ with the United States, leading Churchill to accuse the minister of having ‘sold the British Empire down the river’.40


There was clearly a serious risk in putting too much faith in a Canadian programme to produce plutonium for Britain. Indeed, the problem had been foreshadowed when in 1943 Hans von Halban, an Austrian refugee who had joined the British research team in Montreal, was rebuffed by Ottawa after proposing that the British and not the Americans were better qualified to take an interest in European atomic developments after the war. Without Canadian assistance Halban left the project and returned to France to continue his work,41 a move which infuriated Groves. Unmoved, authorities in London were anxious to clinch a patents agreement.42


The important point was that the affair drew out Canadian sympathies. To Howe, the British had been responsible for a breach in Canadian-US relations. Not surprisingly, he agreed with Groves’ later assessment that ‘the US and Canadian partnership is much more important to the US than the US-UK partnership’.43


This partnership was cemented in 1946 when President Truman announced ambitious proposals to unify the defences of North America and to develop ‘integrated’ long-term plans.44 This had major implications for atomic co-operation. Truman declared that not only would there be a single Department of National Defence, but that there would also be extensive peacetime planning for industrial mobilisation.45 As a result, the Canadian atomic programme was tied closely to that of its ‘North American’ partner. The extent of this was demonstrated publicly when the British rejected US plans in the United Nations in 1946 to establish international controls on atomic weapons. Despite the fact that this would have torpedoed the British programme, the Canadians sided with the Americans.46


Behind the scenes, the priority at Chalk River remained the production of plutonium for military purposes,47 but this occurred against the backdrop of even greater schemes to co-ordinate US and Canadian resources. The files on the Great Lakes-St Lawrence Seaway and Power Project are extensively classified but it is clear that the US Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), the heads of the Armed Services, had been assessing this from early 1946. The results of the project, however, were obvious. The Canadian CANDU plutonium reactor was later to be the centrepiece of the St Lawrence power development. A clue can be gleaned from Truman’s defence plan to focus on ‘industrial mobilisation’ which would include the development of ‘industrial and raw material resources’. Not only would the Americans tie up Canadian uranium but also Canadian personnel.48


There was also a need to effect the closest co-operation in security and intelligence matters. The extent of this, however, has been obscured by the great historical interest in the Gouzenko affair. A curious aspect of US-Canadian co-operation was the fact that Canada had been the site of the first, and one of the most sensational, spy cases of the Cold War. Elsewhere, as we will see, lack of security was to be used by the Americans as a basis for denying full intelligence and defence co-operation, especially where modern weapons of mass destruction were concerned. Yet in Canada, despite the revelations in late 1945 by Soviet cipher clerk and defector Igor Gouzenko, which led to the arrest of twenty-two suspected agents, the United States moved to extend defence co-operation.


The story of the ‘atom spies’ was finally leaked to the Washington columnist Drew Pearson in February 1946, who reported that Gouzenko had revealed the names of 1700 agents operating in the United States and Canada. In 1986 Sir William Stephenson, who had been involved in the Gouzenko affair from the first and had acted as liaison between British and American intelligence, claimed that the leak had been concocted by himself and the Director of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover, because they had concluded that Mackenzie King ‘refused to take the necessary action for fear of offending Stalin’.49


Whether this uncorroborated story is true or not, it is clear that Stalin was not on the mind of the Canadian Prime Minister. Mackenzie King had the strongest suspicion that there was ‘a desire at Washington that this information should get out’.50 He knew that Pearson had a close relationship with American administration officials and that Washington would gain ‘political advantages’ from the leak.51 But there was more to it than political advantage. Apart from giving the United States a great lever over Canadian security, the incident also provided ammunition for Washington’s accusations about the extent of Soviet penetration of the Manhattan Project. Almost immediately, the United States House Un-American Activities Committee Chairman, John Rankin, claimed that a spy ring had been uncovered at the atom bomb plant at Oak Ridge. Beyond that, the trail of so-called atom bomb spies led into the heart of the British atomic programme. In March the British atomic scientist Nunn May, who had smuggled samples of plutonium to the Soviet Union, was arrested. Yet, despite claims by Hyde, author of The Atom Bomb Spies, that Nunn May had an extensive knowledge of the Canadian project and was ‘second in knowledge pertaining to the atomic bomb’,52 the Canadian Royal Commission discounted his importance to the Soviets. Even Groves agreed with British assessments that Nunn May had only a general knowledge of the construction of the atomic bomb.


Nevertheless, the timing of the spy scandal served well those in the United States who wanted greater secrecy and increased military control of the atomic programme. In Congress, support for the internationalisation of atomic energy research and development collapsed and the passage of the McMahon Act in August 1946 ended UK-US co-operation. Thereafter, disclosures of Soviet penetration of British security were to bedevil British attempts at atomic co-operation with the Americans.


Where the results of the Gouzenko spy case and the McMahon Act served to restrict atomic information to Britain, the integration of Canada into a system of hemispheric defence removed the major site of potential supply of uranium and plutonium. Much later, after the second round of atomic tests in Australia, the US Joint Planning Staff reviewed the breakdown of atomic relations since 1946, stating in forthright terms that after the war




the United Kingdom announced that it had decided to construct large-scale reactors for plutonium production in order to provide adequate supplies of fissionable material for use in research and for eventual industrial or military application. This development raised very sharply in the minds of the American representatives the question of whether any new arrangement should permit the exchange of information which would facilitate the construction of plutonium producing reactors in a country as exposed as the United Kingdom in the event of future hostilities. The United Kingdom then attempted to get an interim conclusion in April 1946, but the United States, supported by Canada, opposed this.53





The only path forward offered to the British was to accept the US-Canadian proposal that reactors be constructed in Canada, a position consistently advocated by the Americans from 1945 until the formation of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) after 1949. The clearest expression of the American position came in early 1947 when the US Joint Strategic Studies Committee (JSSC) evaluated the plans to build atomic energy plants in Britain. The JSSC opposed the British plans on the following grounds:


(1) it would be very unwise to project atomic energy installations so close to potential enemy territory where they might be captured easily in event of war;


(2) [they should not be built] until sufficient atomic bombs had been stockpiled to meet US security requirements and until US proposals for international control were accepted;


(3) to furnish the British atomic secrets would broaden the possibility of leaks. The security of certain British scientists on atomic energy matters was not without fault.54


It is significant that these matters were interrelated. Later it would be assumed that the third, the lack of security, was responsible for American hostility to British and Australian work on strategic weapons. The key reason was embodied in the second of these propositions. On 26 February the Joint Chiefs of Staff accepted that the construction of a large-scale atomic plant in the United Kingdom would be ‘disadvantageous to the security of the United States’, since a British reactor ‘would probably divert from US manufacturing capacity a large amount of raw material which should be used in producing US atomic weapons … The point of overriding importance is that all available ore be turned into useable fissionable material available to the US.’55


The bottom line was that the United States was opposed to the development of an atomic programme in Britain. The Americans were, however, prepared to see Canada continue as the site of the Commonwealth project.


The response of the Attlee government to the McMahon Act, as everybody now knows, was to take the secret decision in January 1947 to develop an ‘independent nuclear deterrent’. There has, however, been too much emphasis given to this. From the start of MAUD, Britain wanted to enter the nuclear field. The Blitz reinforced the need to do so. By October 1946 Attlee had concluded that a plant in Canada would not be an ‘adequate substitute’ for a plant in Britain ‘from the point of view of both our national defence and security’.56 The question was one of where to locate the facilities that had been developed in Canada and, indeed, in the Manhattan Project. A related question was: when did Britain seriously assess that such facilities might be required?


CHURCHILL’S FAMOUS RESPONSE to American anti-colonialism during the war,57 that he had no intention of ‘presiding over the liquidation of the British Empire’,58 has long been seen as a grasp at former imperial glory. Yet it was the empire that provided the basis for Britain’s claim to be a member of the Big Three. Churchill later claimed that it was at the Teheran Conference in 1943 that he realised the ‘British donkey was flanked by the great Russian Bear and the great American buffalo’.59 Britain’s Fourth Empire was based on modern needs. Apart from the fact that the sterling bloc paid the bills, the empire provided precious fuel resources: oil from the Middle East, heavy water from New Zealand and central Africa, uranium and thorium from South Africa and Australia. Plutonium would also play a vital role.


Ironically, the new view of empire was put most forcefully by the Secretary of State for India, Leo Amery, after the Quebec Conference of 1943. India’s days as the brightest jewel in the imperial crown might be numbered but the empire had a new rationale. In Amery’s opinion, it would allow Britain to disperse its population and industries so that in future the defence potential would not be destroyed in the event of an air attack on the British Isles. To that end, he envisaged the construction of overseas bases which would provide munitions standardised with those of Britain. These support areas, in Amery’s view, would be responsible for empire defence ‘zones’. Australia and New Zealand would form the nucleus in Asia and the Pacific. South Africa would be the base for an area ‘stretching as far north as Kenya’.60


What had specifically inspired Amery was the vast integrated development of the TVA and the Manhattan Project. He minuted the Dominions Office on 1 February 1944 with the idea that the TVA could provide a model for imperial development after the war, especially in southern Africa. Such a project, he argued, would provide an industrial base in accordance with the need to disperse the industrial resources of the empire. Quite apart from the Blitz, it is noteworthy that these remarks were made in the context of the world survey of uranium in 1944 instituted by the Manhattan partners. This survey had concluded that there were rich uranium deposits in Northern Rhodesia,61 an area that was also suitable for locating plutonium-producing reactors.


The South African Prime Minister, Field Marshal Smuts, had similar views to Amery. He was not new to planning the strategy of the empire. He served on the British War Cabinet during the Great War and in 1917 chaired Lloyd George’s Committee on Air Organisation and Home Defence against Air Raids, which laid the foundation of air defence policy for the next thirty years. Before the war finished, Smuts knew that Britain could not withstand a prolonged assault from the air. He argued, predictably, nearly three decades later, at the 1944 Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference, that the post-war empire should ‘behave as much as possible as a unit to retain its position as a leading power’.62 Smuts at that point looked forward to co-operation with Britain in developing air links on an empire basis.63 He also took an early interest in atomic power and approached Mackenzie in Canada in June 1945 about the place of science in future South African national policy.64 As far as the Canadians were concerned, South Africa should be taken into ‘the inner circle’, since ‘they certainly know the whole picture’.65


The ideas of Amery and Smuts found powerful support. The Colonial Office in 1943 had argued that there was a need to strengthen imperial ties with Africa, while Liddell Hart, the soldier who had once predicted the role of the tank in modern warfare, convinced Deputy Prime Minister Attlee that British imperial power could be shielded behind the Sahara. The Defence Committee also agreed with Amery’s view that there should be large-scale immigration to Africa and Australia in an era when Britain was vulnerable to atomic attack.66 Britain’s survival depended on a reinvigorated system of empire defence and in 1944 Ernest Bevin, the Minister for Labour under Churchill and later to be foreign minister under Attlee, therefore wanted to ensure that the Dominions would make ‘binding commitments’. To that end, the Chiefs of Staff developed plans for regionalising the defence of the empire and in May the War Cabinet’s Armistice and Post-War Committee prepared a major report on empire defence, with particular reference to past progress on weapons standardisation, common training and staff exchange arrangements. Pointedly, the needs of modern air power and the importance of industrial mobilisation were stressed as the basis for a renewed imperial defence.67


The problem, predictably, was Canada. At the 1944 Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference, the Canadians wrecked the possibility of closer Commonwealth defence planning by insisting, disingenuously given their own arrangements in North America, that they were wary of identifying too closely with imperial schemes as opposed to those of a future United Nations.68


Despite that, the Chiefs of Staff the following year were anxious to take empire defence planning, especially that concerning industry, ‘a stage further’. The reason for this persistence was that ‘we cannot in future leave the organisation of this cooperation until after the outbreak of war. Modern scientific developments, and particularly the advent of the atomic bomb … make it clear that the opening stage of a major war in the future will be of crucial importance.’69


In this context, empire defence was essential. The Joint Planning Staff in a report presented in November 1945, a period of major debate about the future direction of atomic policy in Britain, concluded:




In any future war involving the full use of atomic energy, parts of the Commonwealth and Empire may become untenable. At present, the United Kingdom is the acknowledged centre, but it is almost certainly at the same time the most vulnerable part. It will therefore be necessary so to constitute the overall defence machinery that co-ordinated direction of the effort of all members can be undertaken from any main part of the Commonwealth. It is desirable, therefore, that the defence machinery of each Dominion and that of the United Kingdom should develop on parallel lines so that central co-ordination can be shifted from one part to another without dislocation.70





They recognised, however, that, while Dominions like Australia and South Africa were prepared to closely co-ordinate their defences with Britain, the Canadians would not. It was therefore considered that empire defence be ‘sufficiently flexible to allow for varying degrees’ of co-operation.71 The British had now identified two ways forward: with Dominions like Australia, anxious for Commonwealth integration, and with Canada, whose terms of co-operation would be dictated in Washington. The two paths were not to be reconciled.


The United Kingdom, as a result, put forward proposals in early 1946 for a much more centrally co-ordinated system of empire defence which was to be the basis of planning until 1957. The system would use the resources of the empire to support Britain, the heart of the empire. The Chiefs of Staff concluded in early 1946 that in the event of a ‘major war the United Kingdom could not be regarded as the sole base for the whole Commonwealth’. In the atomic age, the Commonwealth would have to act as a unit.72


In September 1946 Attlee’s select committee, which had been set up in March to report on the future of defence, argued that there would need to be far-reaching preparation of plans to mobilise both civil and military resources of the empire. Herein the committee argued that it was ‘essential that the machinery for close and continuous co-operation in Defence matters between the Dominions and the United Kingdom should be constantly reviewed and brought to the highest efficiency’.73


This was taken further when the British government presented its White Paper on Central Defence Organisation to the House of Commons in October 1946.74 Lord Addison, the Secretary of State for Dominion Affairs, stressed that co-operation with the Dominions would be considerably ‘extended’. The tenor of the debate revealed the extent to which members accepted the importance of these developments. Lord Chatfield argued that ‘the Empire must make up its mind afresh: ‘Is it going to prepare to defend itself as an independent whole or as a series of independent forces? … Times have changed and future conflicts will not be national conflicts but world conflicts.’ Viscount Swinton welcomed the emphasis on the role of scientists in strategy and planning and the need to place them ‘in the heart of operational planning’. As far as Lord Hankey, a member of the Tube Alloys Committee and chairman of the Scientific Advisory Committee, was concerned, the plan was to involve Australia and other Dominions in the central organisation of Britain’s defence organisation.75 Given the allegation by Gordievsky that Hankey’s secretary, John Cairncross, was the ‘fifth man’ in the Cambridge spy ring, the Soviets probably knew of the potential significance of Australia to empire defence at least as early as this.


At the end of 1946 the British government was drawing together the threads that had been floated by earlier commentators such as Amery. In so doing it was modelling Britain’s defence for the atomic age and one that mapped out a new role for the empire.


What Attlee was in fact doing was developing an imperial Manhattan Project. Yet it has been an article of faith among British historians for some time that their country’s defence policies after 1945 were badly co-ordinated and lacked direction. Gowing argues that the decision to obtain deterrent weapons ‘was not the result of careful strategic calculation but rather the reflex action of a still great power with military commitments … [few] seriously questioned whether Britain could in the future expect to keep in the technological race. No one had yet foreseen that the future in which such weaponry lay with a category of super-powers to which Britain could not aspire.’76


Phillip Darby in his influential study of British defence policy east of Suez, written in the year that London finally succeeded in entering the Common Market, argued that ‘before 1957 there was never a global strategy in any full sense’.77 John Darwin, a leading commentator on British decolonisation, writes of ‘the absence of any systematic appraisal of British overseas interests and the defence policies that were meant to sustain them’. Only in 1957, he concludes, would the possession of an independent nuclear deterrent be the real foundation of defence policy.78


In fact, 1957 had been the target date for the construction of the atomic bomb adopted by the Chiefs of Staff and the Attlee government since 1947. That decision was based not on a confusion about Britain’s strategic objectives but rather on the recognition that, in the long term, the deterrent would be vital to the island’s safety.79 On 22 May 1947 the Defence Committee was presented with a comprehensive report on future defence policy from the Chiefs of Staff. In it the Chiefs noted:




All our intelligence sources indicate that Russia is striving, with German help, to improve her military potential; and to catch up technically and scientifically. We must expect that from 1956–57 Russia will be in a position to use atomic bombs and biological warfare; that she may have developed, probably with German advice and technical assistance, rockets, pilotless aircraft, a strategic bomber force and a submarine force.80





The British Chiefs of Staff calculated that they would need 600 atom bombs by 1957 in order to simultaneously attack enough Russian targets so as to destroy their ability to wage war. They assumed that the United States would provide 400 and therefore based their plans on the construction of 200 bombs.81 The planning also extended to the delivery systems for atomic weapons. In April 1948 Lord Tedder, Chief of the Air Staff, argued that, while there was a risk of war before 1952, the risk would ‘greatly increase in 1957’ unless the RAF could build up a strong deterrent force before that time.82


When the British were finally ready to drop their first atomic weapon from one of their own modern bombers, in ‘Operation Buffalo’ in 1957 at Maralinga, it marked, in the words of the official historian of RAF nuclear deterrent forces, ‘the culmination of the work which began in 1947 when ministers decided that an atomic bomb should be developed’.83


It is into this period, from the Quebec Conference in 1943 to the historic shifts in Anglo-American relations in 1957, that Australia formulated ambitious plans to possess nuclear weapons and their delivery systems. From Curtin to Menzies, Australian governments accordingly worked to forge an unprecedented association with the Fourth British Empire.
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Australia Embraces the Fourth Empire


ONE OF THE great myths of modern Australian history is that the Americans replaced Britain as a great protector as a result of the Pacific War. The reality was that, when Curtin said that Australia looked to America ‘free of any pangs as to our traditional links or kinship with the United Kingdom’ on 26 December 1941, he was responding to circumstances beyond his control. In any event, any tilt to the United States did not last long. Historians have ignored his speech, given on 14 December 1943, when he told the Federal Conference of the Australian Labor Party that there would a ‘fourth Empire’ after the war. The following year, at the Commonwealth Prime Ministers’ Conference, he elaborated on this and argued that in future the empire should be more unified and that machinery, such as a secretariat, should be established. The ideas were later recalled by the Secretary of the Defence Department, Frederick Shedden, who explained, after the Soviet Union exploded its first atomic bomb in 1949, that the empire had entered a fourth phase (one in which the solution to Australia’s defences would be one of ‘retaining unity’).1


The empire was crucial to the Australian government at the end of the war. There were powerful social and cultural links and trade was overwhelmingly conducted within the sterling bloc. Atomic weapons, however, added a new dimension to the relationship. The use of nuclear weapons in Japan had the same electrifying effect in Australia as elsewhere. The Argus newspaper represented feelings then when it ran the story that ‘all other weapons were out of date’. The Herald presciently reported that defence planners now saw navies to be dominated in future by air power and the bomb. The key, therefore, to understanding Australia’s defence policy after 1945 lies not in overstating the point of departure with respect to the empire caused by World War II, but in appreciating the elements of continuity.


The source of much of Australia’s knowledge of wartime atomic developments was Professor Marcus Oliphant. He was to play a major part in the Australian atomic programme, but it is also now clear that he had a substantial role in the British wartime programme as well. The Australian physicist had the closest personal contact with the leading British scientists in the atomic field well before the war.2 He also knew about the bomb.


In 1936 he secured the Poynting Chair of Physics at the University of Birmingham, a new ‘Redbrick University’ which had an orientation towards science and engineering.3 Here he found work for Otto Frisch, the Austrian emigre who was to develop by 1940 the essential theory of an atomic bomb fuelled with U-235. Frisch was able to convince the British, with Oliphant’s help, of the feasibility of the weapon. While at Birmingham, Oliphant corresponded with Ernest Lawrence at Berkeley about the American physicist’s plans to build a 60-inch cyclotron, a laboratory ‘atom-smasher’ that marked an important step in building reactors. Of equal significance, his association with Lawrence led Oliphant to appreciate the military significance of atomic energy. By March 1939 this question had come to dominate his thoughts.4 On 10 April 1939 Oliphant’s importance to the British bomb programme was evidenced by the fact that he was one of just five men who met to consider whether ‘Tube Alloys’,5 as the British wartime atomic programme was dubbed, should proceed. Thereafter, he was a permanent member of the committee.


One feature that was to prove important in forming Australian impressions later of working with the United States on atomic questions was Oliphant’s early suspicions about the Americans.6 The issue surfaced when London proposed to send two scientists, Hans von Halban and Lew Kowarski, to Canada. They had been working in Paris on the potential use of heavy water in atomic reactors and after their flight to London in May 1940 convinced the British of the potential of uranium heavy-water reactors. This system later proved to be one of the most bitter areas of conflict between the British and Americans, and was to be the object of great interest in Australia. Oliphant, however, had doubts about the involvement of Americans in the scheme from the very beginning. In a letter to the head of the British atomic programme, Sir James Chadwick, on 12 July 1940, he opposed co-operation with the Americans arguing that ‘I am not at all happy about the question of whether Halban and Kowarski should be allowed to proceed to America. There is nothing more certain that if they go the American continent will know what is happening within a very short time.’7
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