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Thank you for critically examining this important history. All Australians
should know the long neglected and covered-up story of how great harm was
wrought on our land and people to proliferate the worst of all weapons of
mass destruction, that must be eliminated before they eliminate us.
Dr Tilman Ruff, International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons
(Nobel Peace Prize 2017)

As a teenager in New Zealand I listened avidly to the radio commentary on
the Melbourne Olympic Games (no telly then). I think I knew something
about the preceding “perfectly safe” British atomic tests in the Australian
backblocks, but did not detect any threat to the Games. Little did I know
about it all then. And most of us did not know about how Australia, especially the devious Robert Menzies, yearned for its own nuclear deterrent.
Now Sue Roff, doggedly following an impressive array of original source material, has unraveled much of the story up to 1956, and especially the rise and
fall of the central scientific figures Mark Oliphant and Ernest Titterton. I
fantasize Robert Menzies turning in his grave, thrilled about the nuclear
submarine deal.
Roger S. Clark, Board of Governors Professor Emeritus,
Rutgers Law School, Camden, NJ
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Section One
The Rise and Fall of Mark Oliphant
More Belligerent Than Pacifist? A Spy? A Spymaster?
Archival evidence shows clearly that Oliphant was a very active proponent of the Manhattan Project bombs used at Hiroshima and Nagasaki and then the building of a post-war British atomic bomb and
weaponry.
Oliphant worked closely with Ben Chifley to make Australia a pivotal
player in the testing so that it would not be left in the position it had
been by the British War Cabinet after the fall of Singapore. But Chifley
left office in late 1949 just as Oliphant was being caught up in the aftermath of Klaus Fuch’s confession to spying for the Soviet Union.
Suspicion fell on the ‘Oliphant Group’ he had taken from Birmingham University to the Manhattan Project and who returned to senior
posts in British postwar weapons development and university physics teaching. We need to examine the reasons why Oliphant was
blackballed – by the Americans - just as Britain was trying to re-enter
atomic and nuclear collaboration by testing its own atomic bomb – the
third after the USA and USSR – in Australia.
I interviewed Oliphant in Canberra in 1993 and was not convinced he
was telling me the truth – as has been vindicated by my archival research years later.
***
The decision to hold the 1956 Olympics in Melbourne – the first outside the northern hemisphere – was taken by Prime Minister Chifley
in April 1949. Melbourne won over Buenos Aires even though the
equestrian events would have to be held in Stockholm because of
Australia’s strict horse quarantine regimes. The horses and their
riders were well out of it, because large areas of grazing land – the
food supplies of major cities such as Melbourne – were ‘top-dressed’
by radiation fallout from the six atomic bombs detonated by Britain in
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Australia during the six months prior to the November 1956 opening
of the Games.
Prime Minister Robert Menzies agreed to the use of Australia as Britain’s atomic testing ground within hours of returning to office in
December 1949, without consulting his full Cabinet. Chifley had been
very keen to involve Australia in Britain’s post-war ‘Empire Defence’
project, and indeed for Australia to acquire tactical nuclear weapons
for its own regional defence. And we shall see that the weapons development carried out in Australia moved from atomic to nuclear just
months before the 1956 Olympics, in the development of the British
thermonuclear H bomb that was detonated off Malden Island in May
1957.
The official History of British Atomic Tests in Australia, published by the
Australian Department of Resources and Energy in 1985 states that by
the time the Maralinga test site became operational in 1956
a decision had been taken to look into the possibility of making
thermonuclear systems . . . If the UK was to proceed with the
development of thermonuclear weapons by about 1957, data
were required for design purposes and these could only be obtained in a real weapon test.
The 1956 detonations at the Monte Bellos and Maralinga ‘could be
something approaching an H-bomb.’
It is significant that while this Australian official history referred to
Atomic tests, the title of the 1985 Royal Commission report referred to
British Nuclear tests in Australia.
The negotiations with the British for the use of the Monte Bello islands
less than 50 miles off the coast of West Australia, then Emu Field,
Woomera and Maralinga in the outback of South Australia – five hundred miles from Adelaide and less than a thousand miles from Melbourne as the crow flies (or the wind blows) – ran parallel with the
preparations for the Games through the first half of the 1950s. I have
found only one official reference to the November 1956 Olympic
Games in a quarter century of researching the British tests in Australia’s backyard. How were the Games erased from the scientific and
2
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public debate about atomic weapons testing in Australia in 1956 – and
for the next sixty five years?
Why didn't Professor Mark Oliphant, Australia’s senior atomic physicist - recently returned from Britain to be the first Director of the
newly established Research School of Physical Sciences and Engineering at the fledgling Australian National University and a few minutes
walk from Parliament and the Prime Minister’s Office – speak out
about the hazards of testing a dozen bombs and numerous ‘trials’
throughout the fifteen years of Robert Menzies’ second prime ministership?
At the end of a long television interview in 1992 in which he discussed
with clear pride his role in making the first atomic bombs in the USA
that were to end the Second World War, the then 91 year old Sir Mark
Oliphant said pensively
I wouldn’t like somebody to dig up some dirt — and there
might be some dirt in my past — that I’m unconscious of. Such
as being concerned with the development of the nuclear
weapon and I might be cursed for it. I, hate that idea, I don’t
want to be cursed by anybody.
I wasn’t aware of that when I interviewed Sir Mark in Canberra in
1993 and it’s only since I have had time to work in the Australian National Archives, the Fenner Archives of the Australian Academy of
Science, the National Library of Australia, the UK National Archives,
the Churchill Archives Centre in Cambridge, the Cadbury Special
Collections at Birmingham University, the Wren Library of Trinity
College, Cambridge University, Dundee University Library, the British Library and the Los Alamos National Laboratory Library that I
have pieced together what Oliphant was afraid of. I am much indebted to librarians and archivists at each of these holdings.
The material that emerged forces a major revision of our understanding not only of Australia’s premier atomic scientist but also of the end
of the Anglo-Australian defence alliance of the early post war period
and how it segued into Australia’s current role in the USA’s Extended
Nuclear Deterrence (END) strategy.
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What emerges is that, despite his public self-presentation and statements throughout the 1940s and 1950s, Oliphant was determined to
get an independent Australian nuclear capacity as quid pro quo for the
development of the British H bomb in South Australia. The development tests went on at Woomera, the Monte Bellos, Emu Field and
Maralinga until seven weeks before the opening of the 1956 Olympic
Games in Melbourne.
The only book-length biography of Oliphant was published in 1981.
For the 1940s it relies heavily on US archives, especially the papers of
Ernest Lawrence in Berkeley. It cites only eight sources from the British archives, although several relevant files were declassified in the
1960s and 1970s. Several more have been declassified since the publication of Oliphant (Axiom Books, Adelaide 1981). They compel us to reread – and re-write – the narrative that Sir Mark himself created and
perpetuated. And they also shed new light on the transfer of Australia
from Britain’s Forward Defence Policy to American’s Extended Nuclear Deterrence (END) strategy.

The Manhattan Project Years
It was the Australian scientist Marcus Oliphant who told J. Robert
Oppenheimer that an atom bomb could be made in time to end the
Second World War. Suddenly, the use of atomic fire power wasn’t for
the next war, as James Bryant Conant, chairman of the US National
Defense Research Committee, still thought in 1941.
Oliphant was at the forefront of the development of radar in the early
1940s. As a professor of physics at the University of Birmingham in
England, he recruited two refugee scientists, Otto Frisch and Rudolf
Peierls, though they were not cleared to work on the top secret radar
project. These two scientists wrote a groundbreaking memorandum
in 1940.[1] They calculated that a much smaller amount of fissile
uranium-235 that would be needed to make an atom bomb - what
they referred to in their correspondence as ‘the jitterbug’ - than previously thought. In March 1941, Peierls wrote to Frisch, who had moved
to work with James Chadwick at the University of Liverpool, in a letter now at Trinity College, Cambridge’s Wren Library that he:
4
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showed it [the latest calculation about ‘the spontaneous effect’]
to Oliphant who thought it was almost hopeless to try and convince the Authorities that we had, in fact, sufficient proof now.
He thinks, in fact, that one will never get sufficient support for
a large-scale scheme before anybody has ever seen the heat produced by the chain reaction.[2]
Eventually, Oliphant’s advocacy led to the creation of the MAUD
Committee. One theory states that the committee was named after a
governess who worked in Niels Bohr’s household. The committee
was tasked to investigate the military and industrial uses of uranium.
Fifteen months later, the development of a British atom bomb began
in a project code-named Tube Alloys (TA).
The Frisch-Peierls Memorandum was also sent to Washington but
was not circulated among the American physicists to Oliphant's frustration. In August 1941, he visited Berkeley to see the cyclotron Ernest
Lawrence was building. As a representative of the Department of Scientific Research & Experiment, Oliphant was instructed to collect as
much information as he could from the Americans and
[to] pass over freely to those people with whom you make contact similar information in your own possession . . . provided, of
course, that such persons are already ‘initiated’ and under bond
of secrecy.[3]
Oliphant discussed the MAUD Report and the Memorandum with
Lawrence in the presence of Oppenheimer.[4] He did not realize that
the latter knew nothing about the project to build an atomic bomb.
‘Oliphant’s behaviour does not help the cause of secrecy!’ Conant
wrote to Vannevar Bush.[5] This was not the last time such a complaint
would be made.
After he returned to Britain, Oliphant remarked on the disconnect
between the levels of secrecy about topics that were being openly discussed and published in scientific circles. He pointed out that the US
Navy was trying to develop atomic power for submarines while, at
the same time, university scientists were openly discussing nuclear
fission. For instance, Enrico Fermi, who worked at Columbia University, discussed in detail the fast-neutron bombs that used uranium-235
5
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at an open scientific meeting. In the early stages of the Second World
War, papers surrounding these topics suddenly stopped being published. However, Oliphant was criticised for assuming that British
atomic research could be discussed so informally. For example, he was
told he was out of order in talking so frankly with the National Defense Research Committee.[6]
Because of these criticisms and treatment, Oliphant resigned in a huff
from the MAUD Technical Committee. Although he had been personally responsible for ‘the recrudescence’[7] of the feasibility of making
an atom bomb, he had been left out of the Policy Committee when
MAUD was reorganized. He told James Chadwick that he was thinking of setting up ‘a rival show’ to MAUD in two or three university
physics departments and get out from under the ‘busybodies’ of committee politics.[8]
It’s not clear if Oliphant’s British or American colleagues knew that in
August 1941, he also informed the Australian Ambassador in Washington, R.G. Casey, about British research in uranium and his concern
that this research was being rapidly patented. He also urged Australia
to do similar work ‘so that if and when she wishes to exploit it, she
will have something with which to bargain.’[9]
Oliphant’s intervention jump-started US commitment to develop an
atom bomb to end the Second World War. The British Tube Alloys
project merged with American efforts and became the Manhattan
Project.
Like other Australians, Oliphant was deeply shocked by the fall of
Malaya and Singapore to the Japanese in January 1942 and urged the
lead scientist of Tube Alloys, Chadwick, to help him break through
the complacency and lack of will or spirit to risk commitment to a big
venture such as would be involved in making an atomic weapon in
time to end the Second World War.[10]
He could be charming (as I found when I interviewed him in 1993) but
also irascible.
He could also be devious to win an argument. In 1944, one colleague
on the Manhattan Project, physicist Norman Feather, described Ol6
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iphant’s behaviour in a dispute that was ‘rather that of the agent provocateur!’[11] In the same year, Chadwick noted that Oliphant could be
‘sometimes incautious and injudicious in his statements.’[12]
But Oliphant had been eased off MAUD’s major committees and
thought his period of usefulness had ended. This was not the case. In
fact, Oliphant’s experimental and engineering brilliance ensured him
a place on the team of British and British-based physicists who joined
the Manhattan Project in 1943 who argued that Oliphant’s many high
virtues made him worth putting up with and that he had to be
handled gently because he reacted badly to high-handedness.[13]
Oliphant spent several months in Australia before he went to the
United States to join the Manhattan Project. He told fellow physicist
Egon Bretscher in March 1942 that the Admiralty allowed him to take
a break from his work on developing short wave radars and to go
home to help Australia confront some of its own defence problems.[14]
He later told Chadwick that during that trip he ensured that the government sequestered the exploitation of Australia’s uranium resources in order to keep them available for Australia's own use – medical or military – after the end of the war.[15]
In June 1943, the Tube Alloys senior scientists and administrators said
that they wanted Oliphant to commit full time to the Manhattan Project because they knew that he could be impetuous and indiscreet.
They did not want to let him in on all the secrets of their work unless
he was properly tied to the project. It was noted too that Oliphant was
‘suspicious of the commercial element in the work.’[16]
From the outset of the British and American atomic weapons research
merger, there were tensions in the bilateral relationship. A June 2,
1943 letter to Oliphant urged him to go to the United States to work
with Lawrence at Berkeley, because it would be good for him to work
alongside Lawrence’s project that was ‘being kept especially secret’
even before ‘relations with the Americans had become difficult.’[17]
The British Tube Alloys scientists joined the US Manhattan Project
shortly after the Quebec Agreement between Britain and the United
States was signed in August 1943. This was a top secret agreement
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that was signed in Canada, where Canadian uranium for the bombs
were being enriched at Chalk River.
The Agreement declared that:
[In] view of the heavy burden of production falling upon the
United States as the result of a wise division of war effort, the
British Government recognize that any post-war advantages of
an industrial or commercial character shall be dealt with as
between the United States and Great Britain on terms to be specified by the President of the United States to the Prime Minister
of Great Britain. The Prime Minister expressly disclaims any interest in these industrial and commercial aspects beyond what
may be considered by the President of the United States to be
fair and just and in harmony with the economic welfare of the
world.
This gave the United States primacy over postwar commercial and industrial development of atomic energy. Both countries also agreed
that ‘we will not either of us communicate any information about
Tube Alloys to third parties except by mutual consent.’
‘Great Britain’ was not held to include its Dominions – such as Australia or indeed Canada, which was integral to the Manhattan Project.
Britain had handed over its Tube Alloys research in the hope that the
United States would be able to manufacture atomic bombs to end the
war. This was the deal that Oliphant – an Australian working on the
British scientific team - had to work within when he joined
Lawrence’s laboratory at Berkeley in late 1943.
The United States government was very concerned to downplay the
level of input to the development of the atomic weapons by Britain
because it wanted to achieve post-war monopoly of the new
weaponry. The poor prospects for continued British-American collaboration after the detonations at Hiroshima and Nagasaki were apparent when General Leslie Groves declined to answer when asked in
Washington DC on January 9, 1946 what part Canada and Great Britain played in the development of the atom bomb.[18]
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For example, in March 1944, Oliphant was cautioned for letting ‘a
British officer in uniform, who is believed to have been a New Zealander,’ visit him in his office, because ‘this happening is considered to
be one of those items which could emphasise too much the existence
of a British link with the American office and activity on our project
in Berkeley.’[19]
Within six months of arriving in the United States, the British scientists on the Manhattan Project were beginning to contemplate the postwar future. Meetings were held in Washington and London, but it
was hard to get the main players - Chadwick, Sir John Cockcroft, and
Oliphant - together in any one place.
Chadwick advocated a ‘frank discussion’[20] with the Americans about
postwar industrial and military development. Furthermore, relations
with the scientists had to be kept on an even-keel so that the British
contingent could learn as much as it could before leaving to start its
own development. Oliphant always said that the Manhattan Project
was basically an engineering project. Once the theoretical work that
started in Britain was complete, all it took was building and combining the components of the uranium and plutonium bombs.
Oliphant believed that Britain could make its own nuclear weapons
once the war was over, and its industrial capacity was available again.
Already by February 1944, there was talk of some of the British scientists returning to England to begin postwar planning and fill the many
vacancies in university science teaching and research. There were also
discussions about possible tripartite partnership among the Americans, the British and the Canadians who were active in the Manhattan
Project.
Oliphant was expected to visit Britain in July 1944 but he couldn’t leave
Berkeley then. In September 1944, he was enraged by General Groves’
confirmation of American intentions to control postwar development
and to retain a monopoly over nuclear technology that was being developed with critical British theoretical and engineering input.
The Tube Alloys planning group, which was under the control of the
Chancellor of the Exchequer, called Oliphant to London in November
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1944 to talk to industrial leaders about the work that would be needed
for Britain to build its own nuclear weapons after the war. In early
January 1945, Oliphant circulated ‘Notes on T.A.,’ of which handwritten and cyclostyled copies are available in the UK National
Archives.[21]
The Chancellor, in turn, met with Oliphant on January 9, 1945 and
told him ‘that he could not believe that, if T.A. were to have important
industrial applications, any country would be able to adopt a selfish
policy in regard to its exploitation.’[22] He also reminded Oliphant that
the first priority was to build the bombs to end the war and therefore
secured him a priority seat on a bomber to return to Berkeley.
Oliphant and several of his team returned Britain by April 1945 and
actively planned the establishment of the Atomic Energy Research Establishment at Harwell in Oxfordshire. Some senior British scientists,
such as Sir Edward Appleton, still believed in April 1945 that Britain
‘might expect collaboration [with the United States] might go on well
after the big bang day.’[23]
Oliphant was equally sure that the British would be cut out - as they
were by the McMahon Act of 1946.[24]
Despite these issues, Oliphant’s work was publicly acknowledged in
the United States as soon as the war ended, beginning with the official
report commissioned by General Leslie Groves Atomic Energy for Military Purposes that was published in the American Physics Society’s
journal Reviews of Modern Physics.
Many documents in the UK National Archives indicate that Oliphant
was at the centre of planning for postwar British atomic research
through the late 1940s. However, he was sidelined from the testing of
the independent British nuclear bombs in his native Australia in the
1950s because of the fallout from the Klaus Fuchs spy case in 1951
An FBI report cast suspicion on Oliphant and another Australian scientist, Eric Burhop, as having possibly conveyed information about
the Manhattan Project to Soviet agents in New York throughout their
time in the United States. This accusation was never legally pursued
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because it relied on the highly secret Venona transcripts, although one
file in the UK National Archives is headed BRIEF.

But because Britain was working frantically to make an H bomb and
to negotiate a way back into a nuclear alliance with the United States
both Britain and the United States deemed the accusation enough to
blackball Oliphant for his association with Burhop. Washington even
declared him persona non grata because of it.
This was a complete change in how Oliphant had been previously
treated. Oliphant largely recruited the team of British physicists and
went to America to join the Manhattan Project in 1943. He was the
third most highly paid scientist from the British team on the Manhattan Project. For his contributions to the development of the atomic
bomb used at Hiroshima, he was nominated by General Groves for
the US Medal of Honor with Gold Palm. Oliphant was the only foreign scientist to be nominated. But Australian civilians were not allowed to accept such honours in wartime, so he did not receive it.
It is notable that Oppenheimer himself did not get a full security clearance to work on the Manhattan Project until July 1943 but only be11
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cause of pressure from General Groves. Neither Oliphant nor Oppenheimer gained the trust of all their colleagues because of their concerns about how the USA would seek to control the new weaponry,
and both would be excluded from post-war nuclear development
once the bombs they built ended the Second World War. In this sense
it might be said that Oliphant became Britain’s – and Australia’s Oppenheimer. Less than a decade later he was declared persona non grata
in the USA.

Oliphant’s Return to Britain to Advocate Urgently
for Independent Atomic and Nuclear Weapons
As the Director of TA told the Chancellor, ‘Oliphant has strong views
on the question of development in the UK at the earliest possible moment.’
However, the poor prospects for continued British-American nuclear
collaboration after the detonations at Hiroshima and Nagasaki were
apparent from General Groves’ evasiveness when asked in Washington DC on January 9, 1946 what part Canada and Great Britain had
played in the development of the atomic bomb.
Oliphant returned to Britain before the Trinity test in New Mexico in
July, 1945 and the Hiroshima and Nagasaki detonations in August.
He wrote scathingly to A.V. Hill in June 1945 about
the subservience of this country [Britain] to the U.S.A. Cherwell
[Churchill’s primary scientific advisor] is so jittery that he will
not allow the most innocuous move without consultation and
continued delay. In the T.A. [Tube Alloys] field there will be a
story to tell of appeasement and of a most undignified servility,
dictated by Anderson and Cherwell under orders from
Churchill, and fostered and carried out by Chadwick and Halifax in Washington. I believe we have been sold down the river
as a nation. Our actions in this field of science and its control
may have a very unfortunate effect on our future relations with
U.S.S.R.
12
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He saw clearly that
The creation of an Anglo-American technical bloc appears to be
a substitute for a military alliance against Russia and it cannot
help but be regarded as such. I am quite certain that in the fields
where our scientists have knowledge of most secret AmericanBritish developments of military importance, every effort will
be made by American security authorities to prevent any possible chance of leakage to Russia.
At the beginning of October 1945 Oliphant wrote to Chadwick himself reporting and endorsing critical comments made by Professor
Patrick Blackett.
He expresses himself as appalled by the incompetence and
sheer stupidity revealed by his examination of the political and
administrative history of the British T.A. [Tube Alloys] effort
and he regards the Quebec Agreement as a degrading document. He is very critical of your views and says that you do not
serve as a representative of your country, putting the British
point of view as given you from this side, but that you ‘side
with Groves against your own country’. He regards as dangerous and ridiculous the proposals put forward by you, that, as
Plutonium is the obvious choice at the moment for a military
weapon, effort should be concentrated on it, and that the plant
should be in Canada. He takes the point of view that the British
effort should be devoted primarily to research and development into the industrial and other possibilities, as well as the
weapon, and that any manufacture of weapons must be subsidiary to development. He argues that we must have such supplies
of all fissile elements as may be required to secure full development in every direction. If he repeats the substance of your
cables and letters correctly I must say I am on his side, but I cannot believe you are of that extreme opinion and feel that he is
exaggerating, as he so often does, or that he has not got all the
facts.
In late October 1945 Oliphant also expressed his views about the Quebec Agreement – still top-secret – to a British Member of Parliament,
Raymond Blackburn. Sir John Anderson noted on the correspondence
13
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flying around Whitehall that ‘This is a monstrous abuse – and incidentally a clear breach of the Official Secrets Act.’
Sir James Chadwick was informed that
this affair is rather a serious matter and [Sir John Anderson] is
wondering whether we ought not to tell Oliphant that in the circumstances it would be better that he should not remain a member of any of our Committees.
In March 1946 Oliphant’s views were again rocking the boat ‘considering what a critical stage had been reached in our negotiations with
the Americans’ as a senior Whitehall civil servant put it. Oliphant said
in London in mid February that ‘the atomic bomb was now out of the
hands of scientists and in the hands of the fire-eaters.’
In early March he complained that atomic research in British universities was being held up by the lack of radio and electronic equipment
which was available in Government dumps. Civil servant Rickett
wrote to his colleague Lindsell in the Directorate of Atomic Energy
that
I do not suggest that any of these statements, or the numerous
other statements recorded in this file, amount to any serious
breach of security. It has always been a rule, however, that
members of advisory committees who may be presumed to
have special knowledge of Government policy, and the facts relating to it, not available to members of the public, should exercise discretion in what they say to the public.
In May 1946 Oliphant sought advice from Sir John Anderson about
the line should follow when acting as technical advisor to the Australian representative on the United Nations Atomic Energy Commission. Anderson replied
You will, I am sure, agree that it is of the utmost importance at
the present stage of our relations with the Americans that there
should be no departure from our understanding with them
about disclosure of information to other Governments. Under
this [Quebec Agreement] we are bound not to disclose any in14
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formation about atomic energy to any other Government (even
to another member of the Commonwealth) except in accordance with agreed common policy or after consultation with the
United States Governments.
Sir John hoped that a time would come when Britain could share
atomic information with its Dominions but for the present ‘you will I
feel sure, agree that no other course is possible in the circumstances.’
Oliphant undertook to ‘do my best to fall in with the suggestions you
make.’
James Chadwick wrote to W.G. Marley as most of the British contingent prepared to leave the Manhattan Project that
I am quite sure that help from the U.S. is not necessary to enable
us to carry out this project [continued atomic research] in England. We can stand on our own feet. What I am anxious to do is
to preserve our good relations and to extend them into the future.
Throughout the late 1940s Oliphant was a key member of the planning group for post war British atomic and then nuclear research – the
‘military weapon of great power’ of January 1945’s Notes on Tube Alloys. He was a forceful member of the committee that chose to build
the Atomic Energy Research Establishment at Harwell in Oxfordshire
in 1946.
He also argued that ‘Fundamental research in nuclear physics and
cognate chemical processes must be fostered in direct connection with
T.A. and also in university centres capable of pursuing such problems.’
And he insisted that no Americans should be allowed to work with
the British in their development of an atom bomb.
Like Niels Bohr, whose July 1944 memorandum Oliphant helped to
draft had reached President Roosevelt a full year before the Trinity
test, many of the scientists on the Manhattan Project were advocating
‘international control’ of the new weaponry because they were
alarmed at US monopoly of atomic and nuclear technology in the im15
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mediate postwar period. Roosevelt died in April 1945 and it was Truman who decided to bomb Japanese cities. Oliphant told me when I
interviewed him in 1993 ‘Truman was a hit-’em man.’
In October 1945 Oliphant wrote to Chadwick that he had attended a
meeting on ‘The Social Implications of the Atomic Bomb’ where it was
agreed that
‘the peacetime applications might prove more important to the
Empire than to any other nation. [emphasis added] . . . It was a
bad state of affairs where one nation alone possessed the
weapon or was in a position to do anything about the industrial
applications.’
It is clear from documents in the UK National Archives that Britain
tried to form an alliance with Canada for nuclear research as the war
was coming to an end. In a May 1944 memo Oliphant wrote that after
the end of the war ‘It might be expedient to withdraw completely
from direct participation in work in U.S.A.‘ and work solely with
Canada. But Canada chose to continue its bilateral alliance with the
United States. And all that preceded the passing of the McMahon Act
in 1946 that excluded Britain from the further American development
of nuclear weapons. Where did that leave Britain – and Australia?
And Marcus Oliphant as an Australian nuclear scientist working in
Britain – and then in Australia?

Oliphant the Uranium Prospector
Oliphant had been alert to the value of Australian uranium from 1941
onwards, stimulating the search for weapons-grade Australian
uranium during his visit in early 1943, six months before he went to
Berkeley to work on the Manhattan Project. There is evidence in the
UK National Archives that the UK was willing to allow the USA to
have first option on Australian uranium both during and after the war
– unbeknown to Australia.
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Above: Official visit to the East Painter Camp in 1947. Mark Oliphant,
the atomic physicist (later Governor of South Australia), is seated fourth
from left next to the South Australian Premier, Thomas Playford.

Oliphant was back at Birmingham University from mid-1945 but travelling regularly to Australia during the late 1940s before he returned
permanently to help establish the Australian National University.
There are many newspaper reports of Oliphant accompanying senior
South Australian officials to uranium sites such as Mt Painter in 1947.
At the same time the press was reporting that his brothers Harry and
Nigel had developed a lamp and a form of Geiger counter to aid in the
search for more uranium lodes. They incorporated companies called
Oliphant Laboratories Limited and Laboratory Supplies Limited.
According to the Adelaide Advertiser of 24 January 1947
Mr. Harry Oliphant, who was with Sir Kerr Grant in the physics
department, University of Adelaide, for 14 years, made the first
betatron tube in the nuclear physics laboratory. University of
Melbourne while with Professor L H Martin. Mr Oliphant was
engaged in work in the valve development section of radar research, making prototype tubes. Mr Nigel Oliphant, who was
an armament officer in the RAAF, was a teacher in the Education Department before he joined the Air Force.
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The Sydney Sun ran the story a few days later, with sketches of the
two brothers, who were keen to remind readers of their connection
with their famous atom scientist half-sibling.

The Sun (Sydney, NSW) Sun 2 Feb 1947

An ASIO file entry dated February 1953 states that Mark Oliphant
wasn’t involved in the company ‘but occasionally advises his brothers
on technical matters . . . Oliphant Laboratories do lot (sic) of work for
rocket range & Uranium project.’
Another brother, Kenneth, was also a skilled lab technician who had
worked briefly at the Cavendish in Cambridge during a year-long
visit to the UK in the 1930s.
In the UK National Archives file labelled Uranium Australia there is a
letter Oliphant wrote to Perrin, Director of the UK Tube Alloys Project
just before he left Birmingham for California in 1943:
If it is thought worthwhile I could run over for a week or two to
Australia and see what it is possible to arrange in connection
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with uranium production in that country. You will remember
that while out there I arranged for the supplies to be declared a
national asset. I believe that the Australian Government would
gladly arrange the air trip across the Pacific and back.
Other messages in this file passed between London and Washington
discussing the best way to approach the Australian Prime Minister
about how much uranium could be shipped to the Manhattan Project
as Australia’s contribution to the ‘joint war effort.’ Oliphant wrote a
MOST SECRET Note for British and US officials in September, 1943
telling them that ‘the deposits are situated in somewhat inaccessible
parts of the Flinders range, some 600 miles from Adelaide, and elsewhere, and can be reached at present only on foot or by camel.’ He
noted that ‘all the facilities of supplies etc. of chemicals for purification and extraction of the oxide are available on the coast at Port Pirie,
where there are large smelting works and acid factories.’
But there was a major hitch in the proposal. Perrin thought that US
acquisition of Australian uranium would have to be referred to the
Joint Policy Committee that was ‘charged with the duty of allocating
materials in such a way as to further to the best advantage the realisation of the bomb’ as Oliphant put it in his Note. But Australia was not
represented on the Joint Policy Committee although Canada, the
other British Empire country already supplying uranium to the Manhattan Project, was.
The British officials didn’t want Australia to realise this, and in their
negotiations with Stanley Bruce, Australia’s High Commissioner in
London and the Australian Prime Minister it wasn’t mentioned. Indeed, the Lord President of the Council who was responsible for Tube
Alloys was reported as being ‘not very pleased about the amount of
information which Oliphant gave to Bruce, and clearly considerable
care must be taken in discussing this subject with Oliphant.’
A 1944 memo notes that
The Australian Government is presumably also unaware of the
moves under consideration to set up a U.S.-British control of the
uranium supplies within their grasp. [emphasis added] Should
this control not materialise, or not materialise to the satisfaction
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of H.M. Government, it is important to ensure that any uranium
production resulting from the development of the Australia deposits should be earmarked for use within the British empire.
Unless this can be achieved by direct agreement, it is suggested
that simultaneously with the approach to the Australian Government to embark on development, a substantial contract
should be placed by H.M. Government covering the whole or a
substantial proportion of any production within the next 5-10
years.
In a 1992 interview Oliphant recalled that he was telephoned while in
Berkeley with Lawrence’s laboratory at the height of the rush to develop an atom bomb by W.S. Robinson,
a very famous Australian who was the Head of South Broken
Hill, and the Chairman of the Zinc Corporation – later became
Conzinc Rio Tinto and of course ran all the Broken Hill, South
Broken Hill activities, and he was adviser to Mr Churchill on the
procurement of metals during the war. He helped them to find
metals that were difficult to get for production of munitions of
various kinds . . . And I said, ‘What can I do for you W. S.?’ you
see. He said, ‘Well I – look I want to talk to you about uranium’.
Now uranium of course was a secret word which wasn’t mentioned in public by anybody, and I was horrified you see and I
said, ‘Wait a minute W. S. Wait a minute W. S.’, and he said, ‘It’s
alright Mark. It’s alright Mark. I know all about it. Winston’s
told me all about it’. I said, ‘Well I’m sorry but I really can’t answer any questions at all’. But it was a delicate moment I can
assure you.
On the eve of the first test of an atomic bomb at the Trinity test site in
New Mexico in July 1945, the Combined Policy Committee of the USUK collaboration minuted that because the lion’s share of the development costs for the atom bombs was being borne by the USA, it had
determined that while the war lasts all uranium supplies received by the Combined Development Trust for the joint account of the United States and the United Kingdom should be
allocated to the United States Government for the production of
weapons for use against the common enemy.
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The Minute further noted that ‘The British members of the Combined
Policy Committee called attention to the fact that this Policy will leave
Great Britain without any reserves of supplies of this material for future use.’
The officials wrote from the British embassy in Washington ‘There is,
we think, nothing sinister in the American attitude’ but they admitted
they could not ‘peg the point’ about the British position after the war.
In the event, the United States continued its wartime nuclear collaboration with Canada, securing its uranium supply. Archival files show
that Britain tried to enter a bilateral relationship with Canada too but
were cut out.
In August 1947 the widely circulated Australian news magazine Pix
published a four page spread headed ‘Peace with the guns ready’, by
its Foreign Editor Harry Nield. The article had photographs of the Mt
Painter uranium mine of which ‘Famous nuclear physicist, Prof. Oliphant, said 1000 tons of uranium might be found here.’
A handwritten comment on drafts of a NOTE BY SECURITY SERVICE in the UK National Archives outlining the urgent need for an
Australian Security Intelligence Organisation (ASIO) in May 1947
suggests that there should be reference
to the fact that a deposit of uranium has been discovered at
Mount Painter which in size and grade may be the richest in the
world. The significance of this discovery . . . is regarded as
highly secret. References to the existence of uranium in this part
of Australia have of course already been made, but no information has been disclosed as to the real size and grade of the deposits.
The NOTE itself points out that
Under present conditions in Australia, the dangers of leakage of
secret information (similar to the serious leakage which took
place in Canada) are considerable and the reduction of such
risks is not likely to be an easy problem. Any leakage in, for example, the field of long range weapons, might seriously affect
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The Rise and Fall of Mark Oliphant

future exchanges between ourselves and the United States of
America.
And so ASIO was formed, its Main Tasks being ‘To ensure that the
secret scientific defence experiments being carried out in South Australia in co-operation with Britain, are screened from spies’ and ‘To
prevent Communist infiltration of defence establishments.’

Formation of ASIO
Within three years of the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, while
Mark Oliphant was still at Birmingham University, plans were being
agreed to develop a British atomic bomb then a Hydrogen thermonuclear bomb and long range nuclear ballistic missiles in Australia,
starting with the establishment of the Long Range Weapons Project
(LRWP) at Woomera in 1947. The whole point of the British atomic
and nuclear progamme in Australia was to resume the nuclear alliance with the United States. As well as achieving a thermonuclear
weapon, the UK was acutely aware of the need demonstrate to the
Americans that the host country for the developmental work on the H
bomb, Australia, could in fact achieve defence security before any
sharing of nuclear information with USA would resume.
There are frequent references in memos from British intelligence officers to the ‘political uncertainties and intrigues’ as D.G. White put it
in September 1946 while Prime Minister Chifley was being brought to
understand the urgency without becoming aware that the Americans
were the drivers.
For example,
Under present conditions in Australia, the dangers of leakage of
secret information (similar to the serious leakage which took
place in Canada) is not likely to be an easy problem. Any leakage in, for example, the field of long range weapons, might seriously affect future exchanges between ourselves [i.e. Britain]
and the United States of America.
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It was pointed out that
The establishment of British Long Range Weapon Organisation
Australia (L.R.W.O.A.) means that some of Britain’s most secret
weapons will be sent to Australia for testing and experimental
purposes. It is obviously of vital importance that the Security
arrangements on which the secrecy of the development of the
weapons depend should be of the highest order. The physical
security of the range should be comparatively easy owing to
their isolation, but the security of the research work, for which
Australian scientists are already being recruited, and some of
which may have to be carried out in cities such as Melbourne
and Sydney, will be a very difficult matter.
In discussing the ‘General Security Situation in Australia’ in the
NOTE it is considered that ‘The main danger to security is, of course,
through Soviet espionage, and the Australian Communist Party’ with
its 25,000 members and a strong influence in several unions. ‘They
have also penetrated the Australian Society of Scientific Workers,
from which they are trying to form a Scientific Trade Union.’ There
was penetration of government departments, and Dr Evatt’s Sydney
secretary was held to be a Communist sympathiser.
The official history of the Woomera Rocket Range reports that
On 1 July 1948 the Head of the Australian Military Mission in
Washington was formally advised that Australia would receive
no more classified information from the United States. Later the
same month came confirmation that this edict also applied to
information coming via another country, for the Director of the
UK Signals Intelligence Centre had to advise Melbourne that it
had been forbidden to pass on US secrets to which it was privy.
In early October 1948 London was advised of a meeting with Sir Frederick Shedden, Secretary of the Department of Defence with Prime
Minister Chifley who ‘is at last becoming aware of the seriousness of
the Australian security situation‘ and was preparing to set up a special organisation under his personal control.
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There was also, Sheddon [sic] told me, much talk about the
withholding of technical intelligence from Australia because of
the American suspicion. At this Chifley apparently blew up and
stated that while he was prepared to deal with the security situation as he saw it, he would not tolerate U.S. censure any longer
and went so far as to say that he would close the range down if
he could not get assurances that all the technical information
was available to Australia. He also indicated that if the
“bloody” Americans would be any happier, they could have a
“bloody” liaison officer with his new Security Service as well.
At much the same time, Chifley wrote to Prime Minister Attlee that ‘I
must bring to notice the serious repercussions of the stoppage of the
flow of classified information on British Commonwealth and Australian Defence Policy‘ at a time when Britain was seeking a larger financial contribution from Australia as part of the joint ‘Empire Defence’ strategy.
It is, Chifley wrote,
an invidious position for a Government to be placed in, if the
flow of information is to be arbitrarily stopped, as would appear to be the position at present. Furthermore, I do not see how
the machinery that has been established for the development of
planning in British Commonwealth Defence can possibly function without the fullest flow of information.
He pointed out that
In regard to a leakage that is alleged to have arisen from Australia over two years ago, I would confidently assert that there
has not been a country, and least of all the Great Powers, which
has not had a similar experience of this nature. The records of
espionage and counter-espionage confirm it. Even in the
present instance, judging by press reports emanating from
Washington, the Americans have not been able to safeguard the
fact that they have stopped the flow of information to Australia.
The Australian Government views this leakage with concern
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and embarrassment, in the absence of any official advice from
the United States and United Kingdom Governments, and a
statement of the reasons for the action.
Chifley reminded Attlee that Australia still had forces in Japan supporting the American Occupation at considerable cost.
I therefore ask that it be put clearly to the U.S.A. that either the
embargo be lifted as soon as possible, or that we should be informed of the reasons why this cannot be done, so that we will
clearly know whether we should go on expending money, material and labour in connection with certain defence developments.
British intelligence officers in Australia wrote frequently to their London colleagues about ‘the American bogey’ that was, in fact, inhibiting the progress towards a stronger Australian intelligence organisation. One warned of the ‘embarrassment’ that could be imminent:
The [British] Prime Minister will remember that the United
States authorities have firmly refused to allow us to mention to
the Australians that the United States were the discoverer of the
existence of a spy-network in Australia. [emphasis added] If,
therefore, the Americans should give the existence of this spynetwork as the reason for their refusing to lift the embargo. Mr
Chifley may receive the impression that we warned the Americans about Australian insecurity and were thus responsible for
the embargo.
Another October 1948 memo reported that
Apparently all the Ministers have offices in Parliament House,
none of which are ever locked and it is the regular habit of most
Ministers to leave their papers in these rooms overnight. In the
same building, the representatives of the Australian press have
their offices and work there all through the night. Burton told
me that he went into Dr. Evatt’s room and emptied the drawers
and his desk of Top Secret C.R.O. telegrams which must have
been there for months unlocked!
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Attlee replied to Chifley in late October 1948 noting ‘that you are prepared to have an organisation similar to our M.I.5. attached to the
Prime Minister’s Department.’ This was essential because, while
I understand and sympathise with your anxiety that the flow of
classified information should be interrupted. I can assure you
that the Government here is entirely at one with you in this. I do
not, however, feel that we could make any effective approach
from London to the United States Government until the measures outlined in your letter, and in particular the new Security
Service with its responsibility for counter-espionage, are actually in being.
London was also warned in November 1948 that
The American side of the case is beginning to assume greater
importance, at least here in Australia . . . the Australians are
really beginning to kick. The suspicion is growing that the
Americans have more detailed knowledge of internal Australian affairs than they have any right to. Recently Dedman
[Minister for Defence] approached the U.S. Ambassador here
and pressed him pretty violently for a reversion of policy in the
passing of classified information, or an explanation of the highhanded attitude of the U.S.
In riposte the US Ambassador complained that ‘his Embassy is being
watched and his telephones tapped. This is only a battle of the pygmies, but I hope it does not have any effect on Washington opinion to
make it worse than it already is.’
London was also advised by this report that Chifley was instituting a
receipt system for the handling of Top Secret U.K. documents and this
was giving rise to ‘an ecstatic period of polemics as to the relative
merits’ of which sort of receipt should be used – those with a butt to
be left in the receipt book, or loose receipts to be enclosed with the
document. (This problem of Parliament House security was to recur,
most recently in January 2018.)
Chifley sent Dr Evatt and Sir Frederick Shedden to Washington to
meet with President Truman. Roger H. Hollis (who became Director
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of MI5 in 1956 and was later suspected by some of being a spy for the
Soviet Union himself) wrote to London about the politics surrounding the proposal to put the new intelligence service under the ministerial control of Dr Evatt. ‘If we knew that Evatt was a Russian spy we
should be justified in intervening. But we neither know it nor believe
it.’ In another memo of February 1948 Hollis reported that in Washington there was ‘a general distrust of Australian politicians, and an
outstanding distrust of Dr. Evatt.’
ASIO was formed in March 1949 just as Mark Oliphant was about to
announce his return to Australia.

Oliphant’s Return to Australia
In August 1947 the widely circulated Australian news magazine Pix
published a four page spread headed ‘Peace with the guns ready’ prepared by its Foreign Editor Harry Nield.
There was a map that ‘shows that each of the Powers is aiming at distant defence. Each of the Powers controls territory so widespread, that
none can tell from which direction attack might come, so all are forced
to build costly defence arcs that leave no chinks in their geographical
armour.’
Nield explained: ‘Distant defence serves a double purpose. It begins
by preventing an attacker reaching the homeland [of the Powers] and
ends as serving as a springboard to carry the attack into the enemy’s
homeland.’
This, he pointed out
is why Australia is inextricably involved in the war plans of the
world, though more distant from possible trouble centres than
any other part of the world. In the Pacific war Australia became
an American base from which Japan was finally defeated. It will
always be a US base in any war in which both countries are involved and therefore will always be subject to attack by an enemy in a world war.
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The ‘defence arcs’ over Australia were both British – the Forward Defence Policy as it came to be called – and American, the Extended
Nuclear Deterrence (END) of the last sixty years.
The article had photographs of the Mt Painter uranium mine of which
‘Famous nuclear physicist, Prof. Oliphant, said 1000 tons of uranium
might be found here‘ and of the Woomera Rocket Range being built
in South Australia.
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A month after ASIO was established in March 1949 it was announced
that Mark Oliphant would return to Australia in 1951 as Director of
the Research School of Physical Sciences at the new Australian National University (ANU). He insisted ‘I would emphasise that there
will not be any secret work carried out unless war, or the imminent
threat of war, should make it necessary to mobilise the scientific facilities of the country.’
But he also said, choosing his words very carefully ‘If, and when,
work in atomic energy commences in Australia, research workers in
the National University will help in every way they can, short of undertaking secret work within the laboratory itself.’
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The official history of Australian National University reports a meeting between Prime Minister Chifley and Oliphant in London in 1946.
‘Chifley, already immersed in discussions at the Prime Ministers’
Conference about defence strategies and the impact of the atomic
bomb‘ was ‘responsive’ to Oliphant who
was at his spellbinding best, conveying the excitement of his research on the Manhattan Project, speculating on a world dominated by atomic energy, and imagining Australia at the forefront
of nuclear research. “The impact on Chifley”, H.C. Coombs later
wrote, “was tremendous.”
Australia would participate in a Joint Project with Britain to develop
its industrial and medical nuclear capacity – and, if Prime Minister
Chifley and Professor Oliphant had their way, an independent Australian nuclear deterrent.
Chifley told the first post-war conference of prime ministers of the
British Commonwealth that ‘Australia now wished to build up her
own defence industry‘ that
would increase the capacity of Australia to defend itself with
the latest weapons, which is important in view of our small
manpower and large territory. It would strengthen the security
of the British Commonwealth by providing for the dispersal of
these resources.
According to draft material written in London in 1982 for what eventually became the official history of Woomera in 1989:
One should not interpret Chifley’s quick acquiescence as simply
answering a call from the Mother Country for continued help in
the defence of the Empire. The Labor Government had been in
power in Australia since the early years of World War II. Its
leaders were acutely aware that in 1943 Australia had asked for
supplied of British armaments for use in the Pacific war but had
been denied them because Britain needed them in Europe.
Chifley was thus very interested in the possibility of Australia
manufacturing the new guided missiles for her own defence in
any future war.
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The proposals ‘might lead to Australia becoming the arsenal for the
whole Empire’ – increasing immigration, new industries, scientific research and boosting the economy. ‘Australia clearly stood to benefit
provided there was an acceptable agreement on how the control,
work, costs and information were to be shared.’
In February 1949, the Australian press reported proposals for a ‘Vast
Atomic Project for the British Empire’ that would ‘stretch from
Woomera to the mammoth Snowy River defence and irrigation
scheme.’
The London Recorder commented in July 1949 that
If power politics are to move to South-East Asia and beyond, as
many indications in the world situation suggest, Britain will not
lack resources there. Both short-term and long-term arrangements are in hand to make of Australia an arsenal of Empire.
Two months later Chapman Pincer predicted in the Daily Express that
‘Atom weapons to be made in Britain will probably be test-fired in
Australia.’ He quoted Oliphant as saying that atomic weapons could
be produced in Australia, although shortage of high grade uranium
ore would be a handicap.
On arrival at the ANU in August 1950 Oliphant spoke again about the
role of the ANU in military research – ‘The school would be purely
for academic research, although members might be called upon to undertake secret work on defence outside of their university duties.’
Note the shift from 'inside' to 'outside' academia.
In March 1951 he warned
The United States and United Kingdom are developing
weapons designed for their own defence. They may not suit
Australia’s needs if she has to defend herself. We must develop
our own methods of defence and build for ourselves.
In July 1951, Oliphant’s former graduate student Eric Burhop, an Australian who had accompanied him to Berkeley, was forbidden to leave
Britain to travel to the Soviet Union. Oliphant said ‘If Dr. Eric Burhop
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has elected to announce himself as a Communist, he should elect to
take the consequences in such times as these.’
In late 1951 Oliphant himself was not given a visa to visit USA to attend a nuclear physics conference in Chicago. The next month, he was
reported as worrying that Australia 'would be strategically “expendable” in the event of war.’
In February 1952 there was continued press speculation about ‘Britain’s new secret weapon’ and reports that
It seems certain that the test will take place in the vicinity of the
Woomera Rocket Range, 350 miles north-west of Adelaide, and
that it may involve a special type small atomic weapon,
noting also that
Australia’s top nuclear physicist, Professor Marcus Oliphant, is
expected to play an important part in the tests. Professor Oliphant said to-night: ‘I am sorry I cannot say anything about
this. I am tangled up in it.’ [emphasis added]
The ASIO file record of the Sydney Morning Herald version has Oliphant saying ‘For obvious reasons I cannot comment’ and notes that
Such a statement would indicate to any foreign intelligence
agency that Professor OLIPHANT is associated with the testing
of atomic weapons in Australia . . . They could perhaps target
the School of Physical Sciences at the Australian National University as a likely source for further information.
The Argus report noted that
a doubt exists over the possibility of American scientists visiting
the site. America’s refusal to share fully atom secrets with Britain and the recent exclusion of Professor Oliphant from America, may influence the decision, though it is unlikely that either
Britain or Australia would wish take any action that would offend the U.S.
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In the event the USA aircraft took cloud samples from the British tests
in Australia and the UK had to negotiate hard for access to them. The
USA refused to reciprocate with samples from its tests in the Pacific.

Security concerns about the 'Oliphant Group'
Despite their differences, General Groves nominated Mark Oliphant
for the US Medal of Freedom—the only one of the foreign scientists
on the Manhattan Project to be proposed for the Gold Palm of this
award. The Australian rules of the day did not permit civilians to accept such awards from foreign powers, even allies, for wartime work,
so Oliphant couldn’t accept it. Six years later, Oliphant was refused a
visa to attend a nuclear physics conference in Chicago—he had become persona non grata to the Americans.
And he was banned by the British from the atomic and nuclear
weapons tests that began in October 1952 off the coast of Western
Australia.
But American security concerns about the ‘Oliphant Group’ were
about to catch up with Professor Oliphant on the eve of the first British tests in Australia.
Six months after the detonation of the first Soviet nuclear bomb in August 1949, Klaus Fuchs was convicted in Britain of systematically
passing atomic secrets to the Soviet Union since he had been recruited
by Peierls and Oliphant to join them at the University of Birmingham
in 1941.
Naturalised as a British citizen in 1942, Fuchs was one of the British
Tube Alloys group who went to the USA, working in New York and
Los Alamos. He was almost the last of the British scientists to return
to Britain, and was present for the two American Operation Crossroads
tests in the Pacific. In August 1946 he became head of Theoretical Physics at Harwell, at the heart of the post-war British atomic programme.
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When the nuclear establishment in Britain became aware of Fuchs’
feeding of information from both the US and the UK programmes to
the USSR, their first response was to accept that he couldn’t remain at
Harwell and they started to look for a university post for him. Mark
Oliphant was about to return to Australia and it was suggested that
he might be able to place Fuchs at Adelaide University.
This did not come to pass as Fuchs was quickly prosecuted and after
a 90-minute trial was sentenced to the maximum sentence—fourteen
years, of which he served nine—for violations of the Official Secrets
Act. He couldn’t be charged with treason because Russia was Britain’s
ally for most of the years he had passed information.
According to the official MI5 website:
Fuchs later stated that he had been motivated by a belief that the
Soviets had a right to know about the atomic bomb project. Dick
White, who became Director General of MI5 in the 1950s, contrasted Fuchs’ motives with the desire for money that motivated
many other spies and concluded that his motives ‘were relatively speaking pure. A scientist who got cross at the AngloAmerican ploy in withholding vital information from an ally
fighting a common enemy.’
The MI5 website also states that ‘When combined with information
from other sources, this helped the Russians to make rapid progress
in developing what was effectively a copy of the American atomic
bomb design.’
Fuchs confessed in London in late January 1950. Within days a telephone tap was put on Dr Eric Burhop, the Australian scientist teaching at University College London. The warrant for the tap stated ‘It is
desired for a temporary purpose* to investigate his activities and contacts more closely.’ A handwritten annotation states that the asterisk
refers to the Fuchs Case.
Eric Burhop was a Tasmanian who had scholarship-ed his way to the
University of Melbourne and then on to Rutherford’s Cavendish
Laboratory at Cambridge University, where Oliphant supervised his
doctorate. He returned to teach at Melbourne in 1936.
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In 1941 he was asked to give a talk at the Army camp at Seymour and,
somewhat surprisingly, offered one on Splitting the Atom. But when
he got to the camp, there were no working projector lanterns available. Saying that trying to give his talk without his images would be
like offering Hamlet without the prince, he offered to talk on his visit
to Russia in the 1930s, and this was agreed. However, the warrant officers present took umbrage at his enthusiasm for many aspects of Soviet life.
‘His talk was definitely not suitable for troops undergoing compulsory training’, especially in regard to freedom of speech as Burhop reported it to be in the Soviet Union, wrote Captain Richardson in a
memo that found its way into Burhop’s ASIO file. The next morning
there were fisticuffs among the men over breakfast and Burhop left
precipitately.
In a file created by British security on Burhop, now in the UK National
Archives, there is a Secret telegram sent from London to Canberra in
May 1944 stating:
Doctor E. Burhop, Lecturer Melbourne University Age approximately 33 nationality unknown believed left Australia for
U.S.A. recently for work highest national importance stop our
record indicate membership F.S.U. [Friends of the Soviet Union]
stop anxious earliest confirmation and any information of security interest.
Burhop’s ASIO file has a report dated May 1944 from the Commonwealth Security Service (Victoria):
V. Stooke interviewed the Registrar of the Melbourne University,
Mr FOSTER . . . Asked for his opinion as to Subject’s loyalty, Mr
FOSTER stated that he knew BURHOP well, and although somewhat “pink”, he was intensely loyal, as evidenced by the energy
which he applied to his researches, which, when associated with
the other scientists at Berkeley, may quite likely, Mr FOSTER
believes, considerably shorten the duration of the war. Foster
thought him to be a socialist rather than a Communist ‘and in
any case, very definitely anti-Nazi’ [Emphasis added].
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On 30 May 1944 a telegram was sent from the London office of Tube
Alloys to the head of the British Scientific Central Office in Washington assuring him that ‘As result of enquiries in Australia, U.K. Security report that Burhop is believed to be completely loyal.’
His membership of Communist front organisations ‘happened long
before the war and there is no recent information of any activities in
this direction on his part.’
It was left to the discretion of Chadwick ‘whether to disclose to
Groves.’ A June 1944 letter from the Department of Scientific and Industrial research in London (recipient not clear) states ‘as for
BURHOP, I have left it to the discretion of Professor Chadwick at the
other side whether he should inform the Americans about BURHOP’s
“misdemeanours” many years ago.’
There is a 1945 report from ‘Claude’ on the Australian Scientist Eric
Burhop in the Venona files on Russian spy activity in Australia in the
UK National Archives that states ‘On an assignment of the Party, he
conducted great [1 word unrecovered] amongst scientific workers
since 1937’ but the Canberra–based writer has no address for him
since he left for America.
ASIO’s Director was advised on 14 October 1946:
Reported in Daily Telegraph 12 Oct 1946 that Oliphant, [Harrie]
Massey and Burhop all Australian-born scientists at present in
England, have expressed their dislike of certain aspects of the
Atomic Energy Bill which was put through the House of Commons on 11th October, 1946.
Professor OLIPHANT is reported to have said that he felt so
strongly about the matter that he may be forced to make a public demonstration of his feelings. According to reports, OLIPHANT was largely instrumental in having BURHOP included amongst the scientists engaged in special wartime projects. BURHOP is suspected a Communist.
The next paragraph is redacted in heavy black ink.
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An Atomic Scientists Association (ASA) was being formed in Birmingham, though both Burhop and Massey worked at University College London. On 12 June 1946 a memo to Director Attorney General’s
Department, Investigation Branch from Deputy Director Sydney,
headed Dr E.H. S. Burhop forming of ASA in Birmingham stated:
You will recall that Dr Nunn-May, an English Scientist (sic) [in
text] working on a secret project in America during the War (sic)
[in text] (presumably in a similar capacity to Burhop) was later
sentenced to ten years imprisonment for giving information to
Russia. There is a campaign commencing in Sydney at the
present time for the lifting of secrecy restrictions and the release
of Nunn-May and the evidence suggests that this campaign is
directed by the Australian Communist Party.
In June 1946 the Attorney General’s Department Investigation Branch
Sydney wrote to the Director, Canberra A.C.T. that it had been reported in the London Daily Mirror that Dr Burhop was Secretary
of a group now being formed in Birmingham, England, named
Atomic Scientists Association which, the article infers, will in
due course “demand” the lifting of the secrecy provisions in respect of the development of atomic energy.
The Sydney office advised that
This man was reported here to be either a member of the Communist Party or a sympathiser who had worked for the Council
for Scientific and Industrial Research from 1942 to 1944. Then as
a result of representations made by Professor Oliphant, he proceeded to America under the British Department of Research on
“most secret” work at Berkeley.
Burhop resigned from his post at Melbourne University to take up an
appointment in England at the end of 1945. Dr Burhop had been associated with the League for Peace and Democracy and the AustraliaSoviet Friendship Association in Victoria in 1939 through to 1941 and
was active in the Australian Association of Scientific Workers.
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Five years later, on 1 May 1951 a TOP SECRET memo stated ‘We have
received from the F.B.I. a report which they think is reliable‘ reporting
that
As late as 1945 an Australian atomic scientist, who worked on
an Atomic Energy project was in close touch with Communist
Party members in Brooklyn, New York, and through them with
the highest Communist officials in the United States. This Australian atomic scientist passed on everything he knew about our
Atomic Energy Programme, including “the setup in New Mexico”. The Australian scientist is no longer in the United States.
He was in this country in 1943, 1944 and 1945.
The memo identified Burhop as ‘the most probable suspect in the investigations which we now propose to make‘ and asked the recipient
to consult with ASIO about any information held on him.
On 3 May 1951 a Top Secret memo stated that ‘the real leader of the
“progressive” element at UCL’ [University College London] is ‘a
comparatively unknown man called E.H.S.BURHOP‘ who ’has not an
original mind’ but ‘is acquainted with practically everyone in Britain
who is engaged on atomic research and similar subjects. There can be
little doubt that he is a crypto-Communist.’ The memo states that
‘BURHOP has been careless on one or two occasions, and subsequently he was warned . . . and told to deny his political interests
rather than get himself into trouble.’
A TOP SECRET memo originating in Washington on May 15, 1951 enquired ‘if anything was said to General Groves about BURHOP‘ but
there was no firm evidence that the ‘telegram which was sent from
Tube Alloys to the Head of B.C.S.O.’ [British Central Scientific Office
in Washington] was seen by Groves or any of his colleagues, although
they may have been warned informally.
On 23 May 1951 a UK memo stated that since he took up a lectureship
at UCL after the war ‘it has become clear that BURHOP is a thoroughgoing Communist.’ He was subscribing to the funds of the Party
branch at Surbiton ‘but is not thought to hold a Party Card.’ He was a
member of the Association of Scientific Workers and participated in
the activities of the British Soviet Friendship Society.
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We have recently been informed that a scientist whose description appears to fit BURHOP and who was employed on the
Atomic Energy project in 1944 and 1945 in the United States,
passed information about this project to members of the Communist Party in New York. Although BURHOP no longer has
access to classified information it is possible that he is in touch
with persons who have such access. We are therefore investigating him as closely as possible to determine who his contacts
are and what his present activities amount to.
In July 1951 Sir Roger Makins, UK Deputy Under-Secretary of State,
was informed ‘we are taking steps to intensify our investigation of Dr
Burhop’s activities.’ Burhop was intending to travel to Moscow on a
British passport on 22 July. Although ‘we had no knowledge of any
classified information he might have acquired at Berkeley‘, Lord
Portal, head of atomic research at Harwell, was ‘strongly of the opinion’ that whatever the risk of Burhop passing classified information to
the Russians, his visit to Moscow would create an unfavourable impression in the U.S.A. He ‘asks whether any action could be taken by
way of any legal means to event (sic) Burhop from going to Russia.’
In the event the passports of Eric Burhop and all but six of the nineteen scientists who were planning to travel to the Soviet Union were
withdrawn by the Home Office. In September 1951 Mark Oliphant, by
now in Australia, failed to get a US visa to attend a nuclear physics
conference in Chicago.
In November 1951 Burhop was seeking permission to visit colleagues
at Harwell about unclassified particle work. A memo in the UK National Archives dated 29 November 1951 advises that
the only danger which I could see was that BURHOP might try
to make political capital if he were admitted to Harwell after
having his passport withdrawn for security reasons in July this
year. His argument might well be that the Government on the
one hand refuses him permission to leave the country and on
the other allows him to visit a Top Secret Atomic research
Centre. Arnold replied that though this might be so, it was official policy to admit many kinds of persons under proper super-
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vision and that a number of Soviet press representatives had
been over Harwell in the past.
A year later Burhop won a libel action against the Daily Telegraph for
suggesting that he was planning to disappear into the Soviet Union
and disclose atomic and nuclear research information. His passport
was restored.
Nevertheless, the Legal Attache of the Foreign Service of the United
States of America in London wrote in a memo dated December 4,
1951: ‘In view of the derogatory information developed to date' concerning Marcus Oliphant, Harrie Massey and Maurice Wilkins, ‘these
three individuals, together with BURHOP, appear to be the most
likely suspects in this [the allegation that an Australian scientist had
passed information to the Russians in New York in the mid 1940s]
case.'
There are three ASIO files relating to Mark Oliphant available online
from the National Archives of Australia. Two of the files consist of
press cuttings and informants’ reports of meetings addressed by Oliphant. A January 1947 Sydney Morning Herald account of his visit to
the Mt Painter area of South Australia reported that
Professor Oliphant commented that indications were such that
“it would be a bold man who would deny the probability that
some hundreds of thousands of tons of materials exist from
which quantities of uranium approaching a thousand tons
might be obtained.”
Four days later an unidentified newspaper reported Oliphant worrying that ‘Without Freedom Science Might Perish’ because ‘Academic
laboratories are accepting money from Government departments under conditions which often impose restrictions on free publication or
discussion of the results obtained.’
Oliphant declared that
This insidious growth of secrecy in pure science is a cancer
which will kill it at the root unless drastic steps are taken to
eliminate it at once.
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He insisted that
No secret work whatever should be allowed in academic research laboratories and no restrictions should be placed on the
free movement of fundamental information between countries
or between scientists within a country.
The Bulletin of 29 January, 1947 reported a public lecture Oliphant
gave at Melbourne University in which he said ‘that the bomb that fell
on Hiroshima was a baby compared to the ones the scientists have up
their sleeves at the present moment.’ The reporter commented that
just when the audience was getting bemused with the enormity
of the figures the professor brought it up against the grim realities of his subject by remarking that if he added another letter
or figure to the formula he was chalking on the blackboard he
would land himself in jail.
There was concern reported in the ASIO files that Oliphant was being
‘baited’ by being asked questions at his speaking engagements, the
answers to which would aid and abet other aspirant nuclear powers
by giving helpful information techniques that were proving successful in the British project. But the file also contains a clipping from the
Sydney Morning Herald of 30 January 1947 reporting from Washington
that the Chairman Designate of the US Atomic Energy Commission
had said that ‘scientists had been responsible for many serious
breaches of atomic secrecy . . . [he] wanted secret Senate hearings regarding bomb espionage by foreign agents in the United States’ but
‘he said that most of the leakages came from scientific publications
open to public scrutiny.’
And
The worst violation occurred in a Government report [the
Smyth Report linked above] released shortly after the first atom
bomb was dropped on Hiroshima, in which four ways of splitting the atom were described.
There were concerns also about Oliphant’s willingness to speak at
‘communist front’ organisations and conferences as well as church
41

The Rise and Fall of Mark Oliphant

and school groups on his hopes for international control of nuclear
weapons even if that meant their proliferation. He argued for their
banning, and when he recognised that would be unlikely to happen,
the banning of war. He was considered indiscreet, irresponsible and
injudicious in some of his statements and lacking in a sense of security
or awareness of the possibility that he was being provoked into public
statements that could help countries such as the Soviet Union confirm
advances that were being made as weapons design moved from
atomic to nuclear.
It was pointed out in the ASIO files that he had recruited a dozen of
his former Birmingham University employees to the ANU. However
the line wasn’t explicitly drawn to the activities that had taken place
at Birmingham, from the role of Fuchs to the formation of the Association of Scientific Workers. Although reports were submitted from
Tasmania and New South Wales suggesting that Oliphant was a
Communist or at least a fellow traveller, ASIO’s Director Colonel
Spry firmly overrode them.
In early 1952 it was reported that Oliphant was angling to return to
Birmingham. A report based on information from one of his ANU colleagues in the ASIO file says that he was very upset about the US failure to provide a visa to go to the physics conference in Chicago and
no-one would give him any explanation for it. He was losing authority as Head of School because ‘He gets all steamed up about something and then forgets all about it. Before he used to get things done
and never rest until he got what he wanted, but now he has lost his
fire.’ He was regarded as ‘a solid slugging type‘ who built the machines that the new nuclear physics needed, although he wasn’t making progress with the cyclotron he said he would build at the ANU.
The report says he had been persuaded to return to Australia ‘because
England was vulnerable and he saw Australia as a vast shadow factory. Source thinks that OLIPHANT genuinely subscribed to that
view.’ But Chifley was no longer in power and he was losing traction.
OLIPHANT has a great love for Australia and believes she
should be building up her defences now. He cannot understand
why he has not been asked to advise on defence.
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In March 1952 the Adelaide Advertiser reported on its front page that
Oliphant said in a public lecture at Sydney University that ‘if Australia had atomic weapons invasion would be absolutely impossible.’

Fuchs to be Recruited to Australia?
In mid-1950, weeks after Klaus Fuchs had confessed to spying for the
Russians throughout the 1940s, Britain gave up hope of being able to
test its first atomic bomb in Nevada and turned to Australia.
Oliphant returned to Australia from Britain in August 1950 as Director of Research School of Physical Sciences at the nascent Australian National University. Having been pivotal in the Allied decision to make atomic bombs in time to end the Second World War,
As we have seen,Oliphant strongly advocated the building of a British
independent atomic bomb from 1945 on.
Oliphant shared with Prime Minister Ben Chifley a vision for developing atomic energy in Australia. It would be integral to a Commonwealth atomic defence project that British Labour Prime Minister Attlee was negotiating. The Long Range Weapons Establishment at
Woomera was the initial Australian commitment.
But by the time Oliphant arrived in Canberra in 1950, Chifley was no
longer Prime Minister and he himself – though he didn't yet realise it
- was a lame duck, having been blackballed from any participation in
Anglo-Australian atomic testing.
Robert Menzies was sworn in as Prime Minister in Canberra on
December 19,1949. Two days later, in London one of Oliphant's research team at Birmingham University who had been sent to the
United States to work on the building of the atomic bombs that were
detonated over Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 was interviewed by
MI5 as a suspected atomic spy.
Klaus Fuchs was identified by top secret cables called the VENONA
papers that were not decoded until after the war. (The decoding relied
on errors in transmission from the Soviet mission in Australia). But
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that evidence could not be used in open court for fear of compromising other investigations.
Six weeks after interrogations began, Fuchs confessed to having
passed atomic information from Birmingham University, the Manhattan Project in the USA, and post war from his position as Head of the
Theoretical Physics Division of the Atomic Energy Research Establishment (AERE).
Fuchs had been progressively softened up through December and
January until he dictated his confession on January 27 1951. On January 10 he'd been interviewed by his AERE boss Sir John Cockcroft at
the behest of MI5.
The MI5 interrogator James Skardon wrote in his memo of his third
interview with Fuchs on January 18:
FUCHS was completely composed, and I questioned him about
his present position. He said he had been told he must go [ from
Harwell/AERE], but that there was nothing very urgent about
it and he had not so far made any positive enquiry to find any
job. He thought the task would not be too hard, and mentioned
that Sir John Cockcroft had offered him the choice of two posts,
one at Adelaide and the other with Professor Oliphant, also in
Australia. He thought that he would not like to work with Oliphant, although he hardly knew him. [UK NA FILE KV-2-12633 p.44]
An undated memo titled M.I.5 Report on Emil Julius Klaus Fuchs in file
KV-2-1263_3 says ‘It should be explained to the Director' that when
Mr Skardon and Sir John Cockcroft held out hope to FUCHS that he
could stay in post at Harwell or be found a university post
neither the Security Service nor Sir John COCKCROFT, nor indeed anyone in the Ministry of Supply, had any knowledge or
reason to suspect that Dr. FUCHS had been engaged in espionage in this country either before he went to America or after he
returned. They only had reason to suspect that Dr. FUCHS had
passed information to the Russians while he was in America
during the war, at a time when Russia was our ally in the war
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with Germany, and that had Sir John Cockcroft or the Security
Service had any idea that Dr FUCHS had continued his espionage activities after his return to this country in 1946, there
would have been no question of the Ministry of Supply allowing Dr FUCHS to remain at Harwell.
However Sir John Cockcroft confirmed in his statement of January 30,
1950 that
It was not until I was in America on official business in the
[northern] Autumn of 1949 that I had any reason to suspect the
loyalty of Dr. FUCHS . . . In America however I received certain
information which for the first time caused me to distrust Dr.
FUCHS' loyalty.
Yet Cockcroft still offered to help Fuchs to get a job in Adelaide or
Canberra.
It is interesting that Fuchs wasn't keen to join Oliphant, 'although he
hardly knew him'. Oliphant was his Department head at Birmingham, who assigned him to help Otto Frisch and Rudolf Peierls develop the concept for what became the first atomic bombs.
Oliphant included Fuchs, by now a naturalised Briton, in the British
team sent to the Manhattan Project in 1943 to build those bombs. And
Oliphant was one of the main architects – along with Cockcroft – of
the Harwell establishment and the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment to build an independent British bomb when the wartime
atomic collaboration with the Americans fell apart after the war.
Rudolf Peirels and his wife had been particularly close to Fuchs and
were very concerned when he was arrested, as was Oliphant. An
M.I.5 telephone tap transcript dated February 5, 1950 says that Oliphant hoped that the confession 'might have been a mental aberration', but Peirels had visited Fuchs in prison and said 'I don't think so
really.' Oliphant replied 'I was wondering whether there was anything that those of us who are virtually independent could do to help
him.' [KV-2-11-1]
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Other memos in the M.I.5 files in the UK National Archives show
clearly that the exposure of the extent of scientific information that
Klaus Fuchs had given to the Russians over a decade directly
scuppered efforts to resurrect the tripartite wartime atomic alliance
between the USA, Canada and Britain.
British hopes for testing British atomic weapon in Nevada evaporated. Prime Minister Attlee asked his Australian counterpart for permission to conduct the first test at the Monte Bello islands off West
Australia.
Since the point of the development of British atomic and then thermonuclear bombs was to negotiate a way back into collaboration with
the United States, Professor Oliphant – described by the British official historian Lorna Arnold as 'Australia's most distinguished nuclear
scientist' - was not allowed anywhere near the tests in Australia. In
1951 he would be refused a visa to enter the United States for a nuclear conference.
Sir John Cockcroft served as Chancellor of the Australian National
University from 1961 to 1965.
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Oliphant’s Elephant
A creative nonfiction memoir
I was in my late thirties when the war started, head of
the Physics department at Birmingham University. We had
to take in as many of the refugee scientists as we could
and two of them came to me from Germany and Austria.
Frisch and Peierls were their names. Very bright boys
they were but they couldn’t work on the top secret radar
stuff I was doing because they weren’t yet British citizens. They were both physicists and spent a lot of time
thinking about how to turn atomic energy into weapons
that might shorten the war.
One moved over to Liverpool so they started writing letters — they used that blue Basildon Bond paper sometimes.
It was amazing to see the first calculations for the bomb
that we dropped on Hiroshima in plain and surprisingly
good English. They called it ‘the jitterbug’.
When they showed me their calculation I realised at once
that it was game-changing — we could build a weapon with
just pounds and not tons of uranium extract and it could
be delivered as they say by an aeroplane. But it would
be hugely expensive and would require massive industrial
capacity at a time when Britain was begging for war materials from across the Atlantic.
I spent a lot of time convincing the London blokes that
it was viable and they set up a committee called MAUD to
see if Britain could do it. MAUD was a code, you see—the
name of Niels Bohr’s family governess. Bohr had made it
to Britain and we worked together over the years. I went
to a hell of a lot of meetings and got thoroughly fed up—
I told them at one point that if they couldn’t get it
together in Whitehall I would start a university consortium to do the research. That lit their fuse! (Joke.)
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I was working on my own atomic research at Birmingham and
wanted to build a cyclotron like Lawrence did in Berkeley, California. I was travelling a lot on the radar work
so I went to the West Coast. I was incandescent when I
realised that the memos we had sent over to Washington
about the possibility of an atomic weapon that could be
built in time to end the war hadn’t gone any further than
some desk wallah’s office safe. I told Lawrence about it
over coffee in his office — Oppenheimer happened to be there
too, and I didn’t realise that he didn’t have a security
clearance. He didn’t get one until 1943, by which time
we were well on the way to building the uranium bomb at
Los Alamos in New Mexico. Middle of the desert. Couldn’t
do it in Britain because all the industries required to
refine the uranium and so on were tied up in war work
already. Not to mention no backyard in which to test it.
Nobody thought of Australia’s deserts then.
The Whitehall and Washington blokes were really annoyed
when they heard I’d spilled the beans, though I had been
authorised to exchange information with the Yanks, admittedly only to those who were ‘initiated’, as they said
then, into the discussions around atomic weapons.
Well, one thing led to another and by mid 1943 I had
recruited two dozen scientists based in Britain — Poms,
Australians, German and other refugees — and we’d gone
to America to start to build the jitterbug. It ended up
being two bombs — one uranium-based that was dropped on
Hiroshima, and one plutonium, used on Nagasaki.
It wasn’t the scientists’ decision to drop the bomb on
Japanese cities at 8am just as workers and kids were
going out to the factories and schools. That was President Truman’s decision — he was a hit ‘em man. He didn’t
even know there were atomic bombs being built until he
was sworn in after Roosevelt died in April 1945.
I’d worked with Niels Bohr trying to get Roosevelt to
understand the terrible capacity of the bombs, both the
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initial bang and the radioactive fallout. Bohr’s English
wasn’t too good and I helped him to write his memoranda.
Bohr tried to talk to Churchill too but he just got irritated, called him ‘the hairy one’. Other scientists
such as Szilard were also trying to get the politicians
to understand what the jitterbug would do if it wasn’t
detonated on an uninhabited island, for instance, to show
the Japs what we had. I had a big argument with the Yank
scientists — actually Lawrence’s brother, a medical scientist, was one of them — about the fallout calculations,
which didn’t make me any more popular. I was so horrified
about the biological conclusions that I sent a copy by
special courier to Chadwick, head of the British team,
in Washington. He hadn’t been told.
We’d all started out thinking the Germans were possibly
building a similar weapon. They were alerted to the fact
that we probably were by the sudden disappearance of
technical papers on atomic physics in the journals when
war broke out. We used to meet up regularly at conferences all over Europe to share information! And we’d extricated the refugee physicists such as the two I was
telling you about who figured out we could in principle
build atom bombs in time to end the war. But Germany was
defeated without the use of an atom bomb, though the
Allies had to carpet bomb their cities.
There was still Japan and that, of course, is where the
politicians used it. You can see from the official US Smyth
report on the Manhattan Project that we scientists really
weren’t expecting that.
Do I feel guilty about my part in building the atom bomb?
Well I guess I would agree with Bomber Harris who recalled in 1947 that at the outset of the war he wasn’t
allowed to bomb anything on land, only warships at sea,
in case civilians were killed. By the end he was carpet
bombing German cities while people slept. He was nervous
about the lack of discussion of this in Parliament, just
as there was no mention of the Manhattan Project in the
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US Congress throughout the war years. But it was a Just
War against Nazism and Harris always maintained there was
nothing to be ashamed of, except in the sense that everybody might be ashamed of the sort of thing that has to
be done in war. And of having wars in the first place. I
know a lot of the bomb scientists felt like that. But
after Japan surrendered, as I later said, the atomic bomb
was out of the hands of the scientists and in the hands
of the fire eaters.
But things were never easy with the Yanks during our time
with the Manhattan Project and I realised that they were
intending to try to keep control of the atomic bomb after
the war ended. I usually got along well with General
Groves, who ran the non-science side of the Manhattan
Project but I could see that his mission was to use British theoretical expertise to enable the Americans to use
their huge industrial capacity to build the bombs—one
from uranium and one with plutonium.
Churchill had sold us out to the Americans with the Quebec Agreement in August 1943 just as we were arriving in
Los Alamos and Berkeley and other Manhattan Project
sites. Churchill surrendered post-war development to the
Americans then too. And Britain was forbidden from sharing any information with its own Dominions, such as Australia, although the USA was using Canadian uranium and
processing sites such as Chalk River. Well, there was a
war to be won. The Quebec Agreement remained a secret
even from the British Parliament all through the war
years. As of course the Congress knew nothing about the
Manhattan Project until it ended the war against Japan.
I was always getting ticked off for security breaches when
I was in America working on the engineering side of the
bombs. The Yanks really didn’t want people to realise the
level of British involvement in the Project. Less than a
year working in Berkeley and travelling round the other
sites made me see the writing on the wall—Britain would
be cut out of any post-war work by the Americans.
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In late 1944 I got back to London and spent six weeks
talking to the major industrial leaders and the politicians about the need for Britain to start its own atomic
and nuclear research as soon as possible or else the
Americans would be left with a clear monopoly on military
weapons, as well as industrial and medical uses. I wrote
a long memo called Notes on Tube Alloys — I had to write
it out in longhand, then it was cyclostyled and did the
rounds of the senior boffins in Whitehall. The first sentence says that the first priority after the end of the
war would be to develop ‘a military weapon of great
power.’ And no Americans to be involved. We could go it
alone.
The British, Australian and refugee scientists had done
the initial theoretical work which was then refined in the
USA as the engineering work was done to build the gadgets, as we called them. Once they were used in Japan,
it would be a relatively simple business for any country
with the scientific and industrial capacity to reverseengineer their own atom, or nuclear bombs.
It took a lot of persistence and persuasion—the Chancellor, Sir John Anderson, told me he couldn’t believe that
if there were any important industrial applications, any
country would be able to adopt a selfish policy in regard
to them! In April 1945 Sir Edward Appleton, Director of
the Department of Scientific and Industrial Research, was
still confident that collaboration with the USA might go
on well after what he called ‘the big bang day’.
I went back to Birmingham well before the Trinity test
in July 1945 and Hiroshima and Nagasaki were bombed in
the August. My work on the engineering side was done —
the Yanks just had to get the uranium refined and the bomb
components built. Even before that, in June, I was writing to colleagues all round Britain that I was convinced
that the story of the Tube Alloys work in America was one
of appeasement and a most undignified servility. I believed that Britain had been sold down the river by
53

Oliphant's Elephant

Churchill’s policies and edicts. Already I could see that
this would have a most unfortunate effect on our future
relations with the USSR. But more of that later.
I got into trouble for sharing my views with a British
MP, Raymond Blackburn (and it was said that the journalist Chapman Pincher got a lot of his info from Blackburn). I was carpeted and reminded of my obligations under the Official Secrets Act. But I held on to my positions
through the late 1940s on the committees looking for a
site for the Atomic Energy Research Establishment that
we eventually built at Harwell in Oxfordshire. And on the
planning committees for the post-war British nuclear research agenda — I worked hard as the committee minutes
will show you to put an independent British bomb at the
top of that.
There was a lot of talk about an Empire defence policy —
Churchill tried to save the alliance with the US in his
Sinews of Peace speech in March 1946, but all he got for
his pains was the McMahon Act precisely a year after the
Trinity test. Britain was cut out of collaboration with
the Yanks. Canada was still in good odour, because of its
uranium supplies and the separation work going on at
Chalk River.
I’d seen this coming for years. As far back as August
1941 I’d told the Aussie Ambassador in Washington about
the importance of uranium to weapons research, and on a
visit back home in early 1943 before I went over to the
Manhattan Project I’d pushed the Australian government
to protect our uranium from both the British and American
attempts to snatch it.
And whenever I went home in the late 1940s, I went on
prospecting trips looking for weapons-grade uranium in
South Australia, such as to Mount Painter.
Sir Thomas Playford was Premier then, and as keen as I
was to make South Australia the engine of industrial de54
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velopment for the whole country, using atomic energy. We
even talked about building an atomic pile at Port Pirie
or Whyalla, which would have been perfect because they
had the smelting works and acid factories to purify and
extract high-grade uranium.
I’m the oldest of five brothers, and three of them were
lab technicians at Adelaide University and then in the
Melbourne research labs and RAAF doing wartime research.
My only full brother, Kenneth, spent time working at the
Cavendish lab in Cambridge labs when he visited Britain
in the 1930s. Harry and Nigel developed a business making
a prospecting lamp and a sort of Geiger counter at the
height of the uranium rush in the 1940s in South Australia
— they incorporated themselves as Oliphant Laboratories
Limited. I was never a director or anything, but I did
advise them on occasion.
There was a lot of work going because the Woomera Rocket
Range was being established, and the bomb tests would
start at the Monte Bello Islands off Western Australia and
then move to Emu Field and Maralinga in the mid 1950s.
Even while I was at Berkeley W.S. Robinson, head of South
Broken Hill and what became Conzinc Rio Tinto, phoned me.
Uranium was a secret word which wasn’t mentioned in public by anybody and I was horrified — not least because the
FBI eavesdropped on our phone conversations. I tried to
shut him up but he said ‘It’s alright Mark, I know all
about it. Winston’s told me all about it.’ That’s how
things in Britain worked, of course.
In actual fact, the legislation setting up the Australian
Security and Intelligence Agency in 1949 states its Main
Tasks were ‘to ensure that the secret defence establishments being carried out in South Australia in co-operation with Britain, are screened from spies’ and ‘to prevent Communist infiltration of defence establishments.’
The Brits had decided to do their nuclear bomb testing
in Australia. It’s wrong to call them atomic, by now it
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was a race to build a nuclear bomb, an H bomb. The whole
point was to get Britain back into bed with the Americans, who were testing off Bikini Island in the Pacific. The
Yanks were being very holier-than-thou about the British
spy scandals — Nunn-May for instance, and then Fuchs —
even though they had their own Rosenbergs and similar.
Once the Americans realised the British bombs would be
developed in Australia they insisted that no military
information could be shared with us, even though we were,
for instance, still supporting the British Commonwealth
Occupation Forces in Japan at considerable cost. Attlee
pressed Chifley to get tough on security, and ASIO was the
result.
If you look into the setting up of ASIO in the late 1940s
you’ll see that the Brits were telling the Australians
what to do, and that the Americans were telling the Brits
what to tell the Australians. No kidding. The Yanks had
discovered the existence of a spy network in Australia
and everyone from Doc Evatt — Leader of the Labor Opposition throughout the 1950s—was suspected of being at
least sympathetic to the Soviet Union.
I went to Canberra to the new Australian National University because I shared a vision with Ben Chifley, the postwar Labor Prime Minister, about how Australia could become the arsenal of the Empire as we called it—a pivotal
player in Britain’s post-war atomic research. ANU could
be a major atomic energy research centre; I could build
a cyclotron. And the payoff for letting the Poms test
atomic bombs and ballistic missiles in the South Australian desert would be at least tactical weapons for our
own defence. We all knew what had happened in 1942 in
Singapore and Malaya, when the Brits couldn’t or wouldn’t
come out to save our blokes. And it was said that when
the third world war breaks out, each country will only
have what it’s already got to fight with. As I said at the
time, Australia might quickly come to be seen as expendable by its own allies if push came to shove. And I also
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said that if Australia had its own nuclear weapons invasion would be absolutely impossible.
People — not least the historians — don’t realise that
there was a very blurred line between what was going on
at the Woomera Rocket Range testing ballistic missiles
and the developmental work for the British H bomb that
was done at Emu Field and Maralinga in the 1950s. And at
the outset, I was very tangled up in it all, just back
from Birmingham and having been so involved in the early
planning.
But a lot of things happened just as I was getting into
harness in Canberra. Chifley was no longer Prime Minister,
and Menzies wasn’t committed to extracting an independent
defence quid pro quo from the British.
And then there was the Fuchs case — arrested and tried
for passing information to the Soviets ever since he arrived in my department at Birmingham in 1941 and all
through the war years when he was with the Manhattan
Project. I didn’t know for years, but there was also an
FBI report saying that an Australian atomic scientist had
passed on everything he knew to Communist Party officials
in New York in the 1940s. I was one of the chief suspects,
along with Eric Burhop who had come over from University
of Melbourne to do a PhD with me before I’d recruited him
to the US work.
There were other black marks against me right from that
trip to the West Coast in 1941 — arguments I had with
Americans about fallout hazards through to my opposition
to their attempt to monopolise nuclear weapons. The US
Embassy in Canberra didn’t give me a visa in time to get
to a nuclear conference in Chicago in late 1951, just as
Burhop wasn’t allowed to travel to Russia on his British
passport. Suddenly there I was in Canberra trying to
build a cyclotron for Australia and no-one was calling
me from London any more. The British way of doing things.
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They just cut me dead. It drove me crazy until I got the
point.
I’d said that the ANU wouldn’t be involved in military
research but that didn’t rule out individual scientists
working across the border into South Australia. Enough
said about that.
I’d recruited one of my former PhD students, Ernest Titterton, to a professorship at ANU. His speciality was
implosion, central to the development of the H bomb at
Emu Field and Maralinga and Woomera. He wasn’t Australian, an Englishman, the last British scientist out
of the US programme — he’d been allowed to attend the
Crossroads tests, even did the countdown. He ended up
chair of the Atomic Weapons Safety Committee for the Australian government — but the Royal Commission in 1985
said he was more loyal to the UK than Australia. Said he
was Australia’s Dr Strangelove. He told the Royal Commission that I was a poor judge of people, easily taken in.
The more I think about his roles in the atomic test years
the more I begin to see he might have been right!
Looking back at the test programme, I still think at the
time it was the right thing to do. It was impossible to
leave the only nuclear weapons in the world in the hands
of USA and USSR. It was an unstable situation that could
not be allowed to go on.
But the Brits thought they could ensure any fallout or
contamination was not too big. They were very pig headed
about it. The people in control were very haphazard about
the estimates. Even though I had warned about fallout
ever since I wrote the cover note for the Frisch-Peierls
Memorandum back in 1941, people seemed to have great
faith in it. They were people whom I respected so I accepted it. Even when they went on testing in the weeks
before the Melbourne Olympics in 1956 and later when Hedley Marston was trying publish his data showing eastern
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Australia, including Adelaide, had been repeatedly top
dressed with radiation.
I didn’t speak out, even when I became Governor of South
Australia. By that time the extent of contamination was
revealed. You really can decontaminate Maralinga by just
leaving it alone. Plutonium alpha particles contamination
I think is grossly overplayed. The Aborigines are using
it to the full. At the same time, it was very naughty of
the British to leave it, and to think of spreading it
that way in the first place was very nasty. The British
people were very reticent about revealing contamination
especially regarding food contamination. They hugged that
to their chests very closely.
The British H bomb was detonated off Malden Island in the
Pacific in May 1957. Six months later the first serving
British Prime Minister to visit Australia, Harold Macmillan, met the Australian Cabinet and pulled the plug on
any hope of us getting even tactical nuclear missiles.
I couldn’t build a cyclotron in Canberra. I’d run out of
fire, they said. Even Nugget Coombs decided I’d missed the
bus, and the gamble should be written off.
I wouldn’t like somebody to dig up some dirt — and there
might be some dirt in my past — that I’m unconscious of.
Such as being concerned with the development of the nuclear weapon and I might be cursed for it. I hate that
idea. I don’t want to be cursed by anybody.
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Section Two
The Rise and Rise of Ernest Titterton
Menzies’ Strangelove, McClelland’s Scapegoat or Both?
How did an English physicist who had been a central figure in both
the Manhattan Project and Bikini detonations came to be ‘the Australian safety monitor’ of the British detonations prior to and after the
Melbourne Olympics six months after he arrived as Mark Oliphant's
protege as the foundation Chair of Physics at the Australian National
University. We need to examine whether the claim by the 1984-5
Royal Commission into British Nuclear (sic) Tests in Australia that
Titterton was ‘planted’ on Prime Minister Menzies and became, according to the RC President Jim McClelland ‘a sort of Dr Strangelove
figure’ during the 1950s and 1960s was correct or a scapegoating that
deflected attention from the responsibility of Australian scientists
and politicians – not least Prime Minister Menzies.
***
If Oliphant couldn’t recruit Klaus Fuchs to Canberra he did succeed
in appointing another former junior staff member at Birmingham
University – Ernest Titterton – to become foundation Professor Physics at the Australian National University in 1950.
Leaving his professorship at Birmingham University for the newly
formed ANU was part of a vision Oliphant shared with Prime Minister Ben Chifley for developing atomic energy in Australia in a Commonwealth project that British Labour Prime Minister Attlee was
forming. The Long Range Weapons Establishment at Woomera was
the initial Australian commitment.
But by the time Oliphant returned to Australia in August 1950,
Chifley was no longer Prime Minister and he himself was a lame
duck, having been blackballed from any participation in Anglo-Australian atomic testing - by the Americans.
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How an Australian ‘safety adviser’ detonated
the world’s first atomic bomb
On July 16, 1945, a twenty nine year old English scientist, later the
founding Professor of Physics at the ANU and Menzies’ safety adviser for the British atom bomb tests, detonated the world’s first
atomic bomb at Alamogordo in New Mexico. Ernest Titterton earned
his PhD at Birmingham University developing radar with his supervisor, Professor Mark Oliphant. Two refugee scientists in the Birmingham Physics Department who were not allowed to work on radar
because of security constraints wrote the Frisch-Peirels Memorandum
that calculated how an atom bomb could be made with far less
uranium than had previously been thought.
Oliphant lobbied the military chiefs and mandarins in London and
the MAUD Committee was formed to explore the possibilities. He
went to the USA and told J. Robert Oppenheimer and other physicists
how a bomb could be made to end the Second World War.
And so it was. And also a second, plutonium bomb. It was this model
codenamed Trinity that was tested at Alamogordo, detonated by trigger specialist Titterton. Less than a month later it was used to bomb
Nagasaki on August 9th, 1945, three days after the bombing of
Hiroshima.
Oliphant recruited a score of British physicists (including the now
naturalised Frisch and Peierls) to America to work on the Manhattan
Project that built the vastly expensive structures required to refine
uranium and extract plutonium into ‘weapons grade’ fissile materials.
The ‘Oliphant Group’ included William Penney, a specialist in measuring blast effects in conventional warfare who inspected the rubble
at Nagasaki in the days following the Japanese surrender a week after
the two atomic bombings. Penney had recommended Hiroshima and
Nagasaki as targets because the surrounding hills would concentrate
the blast effects.
Oliphant was the first of the scientists to return to Britain, in early
1945. He was greatly alarmed at the realising that the Americans
wanted to monopolise atomic weapons science and technology after
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the war, even to the extent of cutting out Britain. Oliphant, it is clear
from documents in the UK National Archives, was a leading advocate
of an independent British atomic arsenal in the immediate postwar
years. His fears were vindicated when the US passed the McMahon
Act in 1946, terminating the wartime scientific alliance.
Titterton was the last British scientist to leave the Los Alamos Laboratory and test site, in April 1947. He and Penney both had essential
skills for the first postwar US tests called Operation Crossroads at
Bikini in the Pacific. Titterton in fact conducted the countdown for the
Shot Baker test – he can be seen online on Movietone and other news
footage from July 1946, a year after he had detonated Trinity in New
Mexico. Oliphant had returned to his job at Birmingham University
but was in close dialogue through the late 1940s with Prime Minister
Ben Chifley about Australia being a central player in a post war Commonwealth ‘forward defence’ policy that it was hoped would provide
‘an arsenal’ to support Britain in future conflicts.
As we shall see, archival documents in the UK National Archives
make it clear that Australia envisaged getting tactical atomic weapons
as a reward for ‘hosting’ the testing of atomic bombs and development of components for Britain’s H bomb. When that was detonated
in the Pacific in May 1957 it paved the way for the resumption of the
Anglo-American nuclear weapons alliance.
In 1950 Oliphant recruited his protégé Titterton to the ANU Professorship of Physics, his first academic post at the age of thirty four. Oliphant was kept well away from the British atomic tests in Australia
because he was anathema to the Americans. He had been very outspoken in his conviction that Britain needed its own arsenal. And he
was compromised by the confession of Klaus Fuchs, another of his
Birmingham recruits, as a spy throughout the 1940s. Suspicion fell on
more than one of the ‘Oliphant Group’ who had gone to the Manhattan Project in 1943. At the least, it was held – especially by the Americans – that Oliphant ran a leaky ship.
Within months of arriving in Canberra it was not Oliphant but Ernest
Titterton who became Prime Minister Robert Menzies’ close advisor
and ‘Australian representative’ at the British atomic tests in Australia.
The 1985 Royal Commission bitterly concluded that he had been
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‘planted’ on Menzies and that he had colluded in the poor safety
measures that William Penney allowed as Scientific Director in the
rush to test a British H Bomb before the ban on atmospheric testing
came into effect.
Menzies knew on his return to office in 1949 that Australia had agreed
to host the Summer Olympics in Melbourne in November 1956. The
Prime Minister and his senior scientific advisor on the test program,
Ernest Titterton, permitted Penney to continue testing until a month
before the Opening Ceremony with its thousands of athletes and
spectators.
By 1960 Britain had re-entered nuclear alliance with the United States.
Menzies and his Defence Chiefs realised that Australia might end up
(again) with nothing to defend itself with. Prime Minister Menzies,
his chief safety advisor Titterton – the man who detonated the world’s
first atomic bomb, and another member (and Chairman in 1956, the
Olympics year) of the Atomic Weapons Tests Safety Committee,
Leslie Martin, energetically lobbied in London in mid-1961 for Australia to be bequeathed tactical nukes and the aircraft to deliver them.
British Prime Minister Macmillan told them that would be an American decision. Which explains a great deal about what goes on today
at Woomera and Pine Gap et al.
If Titterton was a plant, he had gone native by this stage. And there
are documents in the UK National Archive that show that the Secretary of Menzies’ Prime Minister’s Office, Allen Brown, proposed to the
London civil servants that the honorarium for Titterton’s initial recruitment to the first British atom bomb detonation off the Monte
Bello islands in West Australian in 1952, should be made out of Australian rather than British funds. ‘in order to emphasise participation
of Australian scientists in test.’
Oliphant sat out the testing of British atomic weapons in Canberra.
He was visited after the 1953 Totem test by a journalist, Leonard
Bertin, who had been among a party allowed to observe the explosion
from several miles away. Bertin wrote[1] ‘forty hours later when I visited the laboratory in Canberra of Professor Oliphant, the eminent
physicist, counters that he had dispersed above the ground were registering the passage overhead of the cloud and indicating activity
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due to X-rays fifteen times higher than that normally present due to
the natural radioactivity. The level, which was well within safety limits, nevertheless indicated quite clearly the presence of radioactive explosive debris in the clouds overhead.’
What was going on?
***
In 1942 the 26 year old Trotskyist Jim – later 'Diamond Jim' - McClelland was expelled from the Federated Ironworkers' Association by
what he called a ‘kangaroo court.’ This meant he lost his exemption
from war time conscription into the Australian Armed Forces. Ironworkers were a protected occupation, and the FIA controlled who
could be ironworkers.
The Air Force sent him to train as a radar operator and then on to stations in the islands to the north of Australia facing the expected Japanese incursions down from Timor and New Guinea. He took his copy
of Marx’s Capital with him.
McClelland wrote in his political autobiography Stirring the Possum
forty years later:
There may have been among the thousands of troops in the Pacific area some who perceived that when the bomb was
dropped Hiroshima this was the most malignant act of smartarse men in humanity’s long history of good and evil.
‘But’ McClelland continued, ‘it must be frankly admitted that the
most common immediate reaction was relief that the bomb had expedited the end of the Pacific War which we had all feared might be
years away. I confess, to my shame, that I shared this reaction.’
In 1984 and 1985 two of those smart-arses appeared before Justice and
former Senator ‘Diamond Jim’ McClelland, now presiding over the
Royal Commission into British Nuclear Tests in Australia.
He quite liked one, William Penney, who had been scientific director
of most of the British tests in Australia.
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It was not long before the great man himself, Lord Penney (as
he had subsequently become) supremo of the nuclear test,
entered the witness box. He turned out to be a sweet old man in
his mid-to-late seventies, still firmly in possession of all his
marbles but running out of vigour. He gave the impression of
having been a large man who had shrunk physically as he aged.
By 3 p.m. he was obviously feeling the strain and I adjourned
the hearing until the next day. After a week in the box, even allowing for his age, I did not think he emerged unscathed. He
was not the dispassionate scientist but a protagonist in the politics of the nuclear controversy with an axe to grind. His role in
the nuclear tests had made him famous and he was understandably defending his own fame. I was glad when his evidence was
finished. I had become quite fond of him and in the end Peter
McClellan, with a virtuoso cross-examination, had him on the
ropes. I did not relish seeing such an eminent man mauled. (sic).
But Justice McClelland couldn’t abide the second ‘smart-arse’ called
to testify before the Royal Commission. Ernest Titterton, oddly
enough, had helped his Australian academic supervisor Mark Oliphant develop the radar systems that McClelland had been assigned
to in the Second World War before playing a pivotal role in preparing
the firing mechanisms for the bombs used at Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
This animus is apparent in McClelland's 'political autobiography'
published in 1988, shortly after Titterton had been rendered a paraplegic in a car accident in Canberra.
Two years after the Royal Commission McClelland recalled:
In the witness box Dr Ernest Titterton came across as a sort of
Dr. Strangelove figure. So gung-ho was he about all things nuclear that he gave me the impression that radiation was nothing
to worry about and could almost be considered good for people.
The two of us clashed early in his evidence but he was totally
impervious to any challenge of his scientific infallibility.
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Justice McClelland continued:
Titterton, to me, represents the archetype of the morally obtuse
specialist. Their absorption, often amounting to obsession, in
their own esoteric field of knowledge often induces a kind of
moral blindness in such people to interests other than their
own. It would be hard to imagine anyone less suitable than Titterton to be entrusted with a task which called for disinterested
concern for the safety of the Australian population from nuclear
radiation.
The force of the personality conflict between McClelland, a selfdescribed ‘good hater’, and Titterton probably explains why the
Royal Commission did not see that it was misreading Menzies’ role
and responsibility in agreeing to British atomic tests and nuclear trials
throughout his Prime Ministership from 1949 until the mid 1960s.
Menzies died in 1978. It is notable that he did not mention the tests in
either of his autobiographies.
Reading the transcript of Ernest Titterton’s statements before the
Royal Commission (File A6448.14 in the National Archives of Australia, available to download) one has to wonder if McClelland’s dislike of the undoubtedly cocky Titterton came to distort his judgement
when considering if and where culpability lay for the conduct of the
tests in Australia to develop the British H bomb.
Prime Minister Menzies, like Chifley before him, agreed in principle
to British requests to ‘host’ atomic weapons tests in Australia within
days of his return to office in 1949. The question has never been
raised, much less answered, about how it was thought this could be
done without endangering the participants and spectators at the 1956
Summer Olympics which Prime Minister Chifley had secured for
Melbourne before he left office.
It was suggested by the 1985 Royal Commission into British Nuclear
(sic) Tests in its final report that Prime Minister Menzies was led by
the nose by the British diplomats and scientists as he persuaded his
government to agree to one test after the other. But the evidence from
several sources (most of which were available to the Royal Commission) doesn’t support that conclusion.
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Which means that we have to revise our understanding of what Menzies was trying to achieve by permitting such an intense series of tests
through to a month before the Olympics opened to massed crowds
and parading athletes in the open air Melbourne Cricket Ground on
November 22, 1956.
Menzies was Prime Minister for another decade during which he permitted another three bombs and a series of ‘Minor Trials’ of thermonuclear components for what would become the British H bomb in
May 1957. These trials may have been more hazardous than the
atomic detonations of the first period. But first we need to look at
what advice he was taking and from whom in the five years before the
Melbourne Olympics.

The Recruitment of English Physicist Ernest Titterton as
Australian Safety Adviser to the 1952 Hurricane Test
On July 16, 1945, Professor Mark Oliphant’s doctoral student at Birmingham University, the twenty nine year old Ernest Titterton, pressed
the button that detonated the world's first atomic bomb - code named
‘Trinity‘ - at Alamogordo, New Mexico. He was very pleased that the
electronics of the firing mechanism he was responsible for hadn't let
down the Anglo-American team of the Manhattan Project.
Barely four years later, Oliphant recruited Titterton to join him at the
newly founded Australian National University. It was Titterton's first
academic post, the inaugural professorship of Nuclear Physics at the
age of thirty four.
He was a veteran atomic weaponeer by then, having worked on the
telemetrics or electronics for the triggers to the Hiroshima and Nagasaki atom bombs. His participation was especially requested by the
Americans to participate in the US Operation Crossroads at Bikini in
1946. He can be seen counting down for the Test Baker shot that was
shown in Movietone news bulletins in cinemas around the world.
In March, 1952 a few months after his arrival in Canberra and six
months before Britain planned to become the world's third atomic
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power by testing its bomb off the Monte Bello Islands in West Australia, Titterton received a telephone call in his ANU office asking him
to 'pop over' to talk with Prime Minister Robert Menzies.
He returned from that chat as ‘Australian scientific representative’ at
Operation Hurricane.
He also had the awkward task of telling Professor Oliphant that he
would not be asked to monitor the tests in any way, despite being
Australia’s premier atomic scientist, indeed the man who had told
Robert Oppenheimer how to make a bomb in time to end the Second
World War.
Yet it was Titterton who was described as ‘a sort of Dr Strangelove
figure’ in the ‘political autobiography’ of the President of the the
1984-5 Royal Commission into British Nuclear Tests in Australia. In
the Royal Commission’s Report and some of Titterton’s obituaries
in 1990 the word ‘treason’ was mooted.
Was that fair? Or was it a whitewash of Robert Menzies’ own responsibility for fifteen years of testing British A bombs and components for
the H bomb that was detonated off Malden Island in the Pacific in
1957?
Thirty five years later what is often known as the McClelland Commission after its President bears close re-reading and analysis. This is
all the more urgent because at least half the two hundred files of the
Royal Commission held by the National Archives of Australia have
not yet been opened for public access, although the transcripts and
some others are digitalised and available for download. These include
the four ‘bundles’ of documents that were submitted to the Royal
Commission by the British Government.
The files relating to the development of the British independent nuclear capacity are systematically being withdrawn from public access
at the UK National Archives without explanation.
***
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Barely a dozen pages into the three volume, 1200 page Report of the
Royal Commission into British Nuclear (sic) Tests in Australia published in early 1986 the now Sir Ernest Titterton was vilified for the
safety failings of the major and minor trials that were conducted in
Australia.
The safety failings were real, even by the standards of the 1950s and
1960s. But as the evidence will show, Australia’s Prime Minister Menzies was no dupe and he did not walk blindfolded into his reliance on
the man who had been present at three atomic and nuclear weapons
tests as a pivotal member of British and American military weapons
research teams. For too long the received narrative has neglected
Menzies’s responsibility and skewed our understanding of mid-century Australian defence policy and its shifting alignments.
The Royal Commission Report states categorically from the outset
that
It is inconceivable, especially in the light of Titterton’s cavalier
treatment of the truth throughout his testimony (which will be
documented later) that he did not know that he had been
planted on Menzies.
And two paragraphs on, despite its own acknowledgement[2] that
Menzies ‘agreed that on his return to Australia he would ask Professor Oliphant to release Dr Titterton to join the British scientific team
at the projected hurricane (sic) test’ [emphasis added] the Royal
Commission says[3]
Titterton can hardly be considered to have been at arm’s length
from the British. His background, the manner of his appointment, and his own view of his role as a member of a British and
Australian ‘team’ hardly ensured a detached and independent
approach to what was ostensibly his primary task in relation to
the Trials . . . the protection of the Australian population.
Do the documents available to us seventy years later support the
charges of these opening paragraphs of the 1985 Royal Commission?
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Titterton’s Background
In January 1947, the British cabinet took the decision to develop a British atomic bomb. In May the task was given to William Penney who
was Chief Superintendent Armaments Research (CSAR). Fort Halstead in Seven Oaks, Kent was the Projectile Development Establishment, for the development of ‘unrotated projectiles’ aka rockets. In
1947, it became the headquarters for Penney's ‘High Explosives Research’ (HER) team responsible for developing Britain’s atomic
weapons capacity.
Penney had been a leading member of the wartime British Mission to
the United States Manhattan Project that was responsible for creating
the first atomic bombs in time to be used against the Japanese in the
Second World War. He played a prominent role in the project because of his speciality in measuring blast effects which enabled the
estimation of the yield, or strength of a bomb.
He was on the Target Committee, which discussed which Japanese
cities should be attacked, and flew with the mission that dropped the
bomb on Nagasaki to film its results, later conducting on the ground
research into blast effects.
English journalist Brian Cathcart interviewed ‘as fair a cross section as
is possible of William Penney’s staff’[4] for his 1994 book Test of Greatness: Britain’s Struggle for the Atom Bomb although Penney died in 1991
and Titterton in 1990.
Cathcart also acknowledged ‘other historians of the period . . . above
all, Lorna Arnold, whose kindness knew no bounds and whose observations on the work in progress were always shrewd and enlightening.’ Arnold was trained by and followed Margaret Gowing as the
second official historian of the United Kingdom Atomic Energy Authority [UKAEA].
Cathcart reported that one of the main responsibilities of the scientists
and engineers at Fort Halstead was the development of the electronic
detonators required to work simultaneously in order to detonate the
atom bomb’s 32 explosives lenses.
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Leonard Tyte was in charge of electronics and high speed measurements. John Challens arrived at Fort Halstead in January 1948 to lead
the electronics team and was the scientist to whom Penney had given
the task of developing the firing mechanisms for the bomb[5].
Ernest Titterton was the last of the British team of scientists to return
from Los Alamos, having stayed on by US invitation until April 1947.
He had conducted the countdown for the US Bikini Atoll Operation
Crossroads tests in 1946. He had been the first PhD student of Mark
Oliphant at the University of Birmingham at the outset of the Second
World War and Oliphant had included him in the team of British (and
Australian) scientists sent to the the Manhattan Project in order to
build atomic bombs in time to end the war.
According to Cathcart
Penney had come under pressure to appoint Ernest Titterton,
[to the post taken up by Challens] who with his Los Alamos experience was widely seen as the obvious man for the job. He
and Penney were close friends and remained so for the rest of
their lives, but Titterton was a garrulous, somewhat bombastic
character and Penney was worried about how he would fit in at
HER.
‘I am a little nervous about recommending Titterton for this job’, he
wrote in June 1947. ‘He has tremendous energy and is willing to assume any amount of responsibility in a job where he himself is doing
the work. What I am not so sure about is whether he can direct a large
group of scientific civil servants.’[6]
Titterton went to work at Harwell for the newly established Atomic
Energy Research Establishment (AERE) on his return to Britain from
Los Alamos in 1947.
Cathcart reports that
Harwell scientists . . . were positively expected to help Penney
wherever possible. AERE scientists who visited Fort Halstead,
such as Titterton, the electronics expert, Marley, the high-speed
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photography pioneer, and Fuchs [later revealed as a spy for the
Soviet Union], did so amidst cloak-and-dagger arrangements
intended to conceal their destination from their colleagues.[7]
The English Heritage report[8] on Fort Halstead relies on Gowing
(1974)[9] in stating
The link between this project and the fort was a closely guarded
secret, to the extent that even within government all orders
were routed through the largely civil Atomic Energy Research
Establishment (AERE) Harwell, Oxfordshire, until 1949.
Titterton's obituary[10] published online by the Australian Academy of
Science notes that
While at Harwell, he also acted as a consultant for [HER’s successor] the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment (AWERE)
at Aldermaston. In his final year there, the designs for a British
nuclear weapon, together with the techniques required for producing the nuclear material and fabricating it, were nearly complete.
Titterton published almost thirty technical papers as sole or joint author during the five years from 1947 to 1952. More than two dozen of
these papers lodged with the UK National Archives have been withdrawn from public access. But some at least can be found online in
journal searches. Although Titterton told the Royal Commission in
1985 that he was not a health physics expert it is interesting to note
that some of these papers relate to the development of personal exposure dose measurement instruments, dosimeters.
But Titterton’s main expertise was in the telemetry of firing mechanisms to detonate atomic weapons.
Titterton told the Royal Commission in 1985 that he did maintain contact with the Atomic Weapons Research Establishment (AWRE) at Aldermaston during his time at Harwell with the Atomic Energy Research Establishment (AERE) that was ostensibly designing Britain’s
reactors for civilian energy. He explained:
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They were both highly involved in the same kind of research
and there was very close inter-change between the two, but of
course it was rather natural in my case, since I had been involved in three nuclear weapons tests, being the Alamogordo,
the two Bikini tests with all the technology that is around, and
not only the weapon but the safe testing of such weapons. It was
natural that I was rather more highly involved with AWRE than
most other people.[11]
But when he was asked ‘in coming to Australia you had effectively
turned your back, had you, on the British programme for the development of any nuclear weapons at that stage?’ Titterton replied more
cautiously:
I was never in the British programme to develop nuclear
weapons. I was merely a research worker in the general field
who at any time was prepared to interact with people on
weapons, particularly in relation to nuclear problems. I learned
from them; they learned from me.[12]

The Process of Titterton’s Appointment
to the 1952 Monte Bellos Hurricane Test
It was reported in Nature[13] on April 22, 1950 (shortly after Fuchs’ confession and trial in London) that
Prof. E. W. Titterton, of the Atomic Energy Research Establishment, Harwell, has been appointed to a chair of physics at the
Australian National University. Prof. Titterton, who will work
with Prof. M. L. Oliphant in the Research School of Physical Sciences, embarked on a research career after graduating with
first-class honours in physics from the University of Birmingham.
During the early years of the Second World War, he became a
member of a small team working on the development of microwave radar devices; later, he formed one of the British nuclear
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research team which went to the United States, where he distinguished himself as a brilliant research worker and master of
physical technique. He joined the Atomic Energy Research Establishment at Harwell on his return to Great Britain. Prof. Titterton will go to Australia towards the end of this year.
Titterton was in his early thirties, and this professorship would be his
first academic post since his PhD studies before he went to Los
Alamos seven years earlier.
In fact documents in the Fenner Library of the Australian Academy of
Science relating to Titterton’s appointment[14] indicate that he was
offered the Chair of Physics on January 4, 1950 and accepted on January 30th. Oliphant suggested he take up the appointment on September 30th and Titterton had agreed this with Sir John Cockcroft,who
offered me the hospitality of this [AERE] Laboratory until such
time as the one in Canberra is built and equipped. In the meantime I shall keep in close contact with Professor Oliphant and
give as much help as possible in designing and equipping the
new laboratory.
Titterton was salaried by ANU from September 1950 and travelled
around the UK visiting equipment suppliers while waiting for the
laboratory in Canberra and the house he had been allocated to be
built. He also needed to wait for his daughter to have an operation for
her spina bifida condition before the family could leave Britain.
In November and December he was actively recruiting in the UK to
build his department at the ANU and held a seminar with some of the
physicists in December. He went to the US for discussions with colleagues and to order more equipment before being able to set out for
Australia in April 1951.
The American historian Ferenc Morton Szaz[15] interviewed Titterton
and other British scientists who had been attached to the Manhattan
Project at Los Alamos. He wrote:
Oliphant approached Titterton with an offer to assume the first
Chair in Nuclear Physics at the newly created ANU. Titterton
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had mixed feelings about leaving Britain, so he confided his
doubts to Chadwick. Chadwick said he should have no misgivings about leaving and prophesied that perhaps he would be
able to do more for Britain in Australia than if he stayed at Harwell. As it turned out, this came true.
Given the dates in Titterton’s ANU file, this would have been in late
1949, before Menzies agreed in principle to permitting the atomic
weapons tests in Australia if collaboration with the United States
could not be resuscitated.
***
Mark Oliphant had returned to Australia in August 1950 to take up
the foundation directorship of the Research School at the ANU.
In May 1950 Prime Minister Menzies had again agreed in principle to
testing in Australia but he kept this secret from his Cabinet. A year
earlier, as Menzies would have been fully aware, in April 1949 then
Prime Minister Ben Chifley agreed to host the 1956 Olympics in Melbourne.
Penney was still hoping to test the British bomb alongside the Americans in Nevada and travelled to the USA to continue pressing for resumed collaboration through until June 1951[16].
Surveying of the Monte Bello islands off West Australia began in
September 1950 as a contingency. In March 1951 Prime Minister Attlee told Menzies that Britain was very likely to need to test at the
Monte Bellos. Menzies waited until after his re-election in May 1951
to secure the agreement of his colleagues to the request.
Attlee’s Labour government was replaced by Churchill and the Conservatives in October 1951. Churchill confirmed the Australian test
plan in December although it was not announced in the House of
Commons until February 1952. The date for Operation Hurricane was
set for October 1952.
But Penney in particular was still hopeful of being able to test in
Nevada when - probably late in the northern hemisphere summer of
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1950, just as Oliphant was embarking for Canberra in July/August –
he invited Titterton to become Technical Director of the first British
atomic ‘Trial’. At this stage it was not yet decided whether it would
take place in Nevada or off the Monte Bellos in Australia.
The official British historian of the pre-test period of the late 1940s.
Margaret Gowing, reports[17] that Leonard Tyte was appointed Technical Director of the Hurricane Trial in the northern autumn of 1950.
But he had not been Penney's first choice.
Despite his reservations about Titterton’s personality and leadership
skills in late 1947, Cathcart reported
Penney’s first task had been to appoint a scientist as technical
director for the trial. He approached in turn Greg Marley and
Ernest Titterton, both Los Alamos veterans and both at Harwell,
suggesting that they should join HER on a temporary attachment. As so often before, Penney was disappointed; neither
wanted the job.[18]
(In the event, Tyte proved to be a tetchy leader as evidenced from his
diary of the voyage out to Australia, extensive extracts of which are
published in Cathcart’s book although the diary has now been withdrawn from public access at the UK National Archives.)
Which is to say that as soon as Oliphant left Britain in July/August
1950 Penney tried to recruit Titterton as Trials Director for the first
British atomic bomb whether it was to be tested in Nevada or Australia.
We shall see that it is clear that Oliphant didn’t know about this.

The Australian Official History
In 1983 the Australian Minister for Resources and Energy commissioned Dr J.L. Symonds to prepare an official history of British Atomic
(sic) Tests in Australia in anticipation of the Royal Commission that
would sit in 1984 and 1985.
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Like Cathcart a decade later, Symonds notes that ‘One person whose
assistance was greatly valued was Mrs Lorna Arnold of the UKAEA
Historian’s Office.’
In particular, ‘The notes taken for her own historical researches for the
UKAEA turned an impossible task of collecting information from Britain in three weeks (sic) into a practicable proposition.’[19]
Neither Symonds nor Gareth Evans, the Minister for Resources and
Energy who commissioned the history, apparently considered that
there might be any danger of conflict of interest, actual or perceived,
involved in the two official historians comparing and sharing notes,
or in Symonds being guided to – and perhaps away from - information in London by his British counterpart.
The Australian official historian seems in the mid 1980s also to be unaware of any negotiations prior to 1952 with Ernest Titterton to attend
the Monte Bello Hurricane test.
Symonds reports that Penney raised the issue of Australian scientists
(along with Canadian and New Zealand scientists) observing the
Monte Bello test with the Hurricane Executive in February 1952 and
was told to clear it with Lord Cherwell, Prime Minister Churchill's
closest scientific adviser.
According to Symonds[20]
When the matter was raised with Lord Cherwell in mid-March
1952, it was evident that he had reservations about the involvement of Australian scientists . . . His concern was that the Americans might form an unfavourable impression of the UK security arrangements and that this should be explained frankly to
Mr Menzies.
However
If the ensuing discussion with Mr Menzies revealed that some
Australian scientists should be present, Lord Cherwell would
be prepared to accept Dr Titterton who had already been in-
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volved at Los Alamos (USA), even though he had only recently
gone to Australia from the UK. It was put forward that it would
be best to extend the invitation to include Dr Titterton who
would be employed as one of the team mentioned in the earlier
note to Mr Menzies.[21]
That earlier note had
made it clear that any Australian scientists present would not be
given access to the weapon itself nor to the results of measurements of the weapon’s functioning, There would, however, be
an intention to give an Australian scientific representative full
details of all weapon effects and the layout of the site.[22]
Symonds didn’t question the nature of Titterton’s proposed involvement with the British scientific team at the Monte Bellos.
The outcome of the observations made by Lord Cherwell was
that, in early April 1952, the UK Government sent a message
through the UK High Commission that they were pleased to ask
whether Mr Menzies could arrange to make Dr Titterton available to help in telemetry work for the test [emphasis added].[23]
According to Symonds
Mr Menzies approved the request in principle and asked the
Vice-Chancellor of the Australian National University, Sir
Douglas Copland, whether the attachment could be organised.
The Vice-Chancellor readily agreed. When Titterton approached the Prime Minister’s Department for information as to
his responsibilities and to whom he should report, the only assistance they could give was to suggest that he contact the UK.
Penney wrote subsequently to Titterton in July asking him to
contact the Head of the UKSLS [United Kingdom Service Liaison Staff] in Melbourne on the subject of his involvement.[24]
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The British Official History
Meanwhile, in London Lorna Arnold was tasked with writing the
British official history of the Australian tests for inclusion in the material supplied by the UK government to the Australian Royal Commission in 1984-5. This was later published as A Very Special Relationship: British Atomic Weapon Trials in Australia by Her Majesty’s Stationery Office in London in 1987.
Arnold acknowledged the help of her ‘friend, Dr John Symonds of
Cronulla, NSW, whose work in Australia and England produced an
admirable chronology and report’ and noting that her ‘special gratitude is due to Lord Penney, who has been most generous with his
time.’[25]
Several times Arnold refers specifically to Penney’s desire for Titterton’s participation in the scientific team as a telemetry expert.
Penney, she wrote, ‘was anxious also to borrow Titterton from ANU,
not as an observer but as a telemetry expert.’[26]
Arnold elaborates:
Lord Cherwell, the British Minister responsible for atomic energy policy, was asked; his prime concern was that the presence
of Australian scientists might give the Americans an unfavourable impression of British security arrangements. However if
the problem was frankly explained to Menzies, and he felt that
some Australian scientists should attend, Cherwell would be
prepared to agree to Titterton.[27]
She continues overpage:
In view of Titterton’s unique expertise, it was natural that Penney, who had so much wanted him on his staff, should be
anxious at least to borrow him as a telemetry expert at Hurricane;
it was in that capacity, rather than as an observer for the Australian
government, that Titterton took part [emphasis added].[28]
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Arnold notes that Titterton attended all the major trials – after 1955
as a member of the Atomic Weapons Tests Safety Committee
(AWTSC) and its Chairman from 1956. Even in her capacity as British
official historian, Arnold comments ‘But as a very new Australian
with close United Kingdom ties and a Los Alamos background, his
position was bound to be seen by many as an ambiguous one.’[29]
Nevertheless from then on in her official history she herself refers to
Titterton as an Australian scientist and representative at the Trials.
Six pages later Arnold writes ‘In April 1952, at Penney’s personal request, as we saw, the Australian government was asked if E.W. Titterton, recently appointed Professor Physics at the ANU, might take part
as telemetry expert.’[30]
Arnold gives a very cursory account of why Mark Oliphant, ‘this
most distinguished nuclear scientists was not invited to advise on the
tests by the Australian government’.[31]
She suggests that
the omission was due to an absurd event in 1951 when he was
to attend a scientific conference in Chicago but was unable to
obtain a United States visa. He was not accused of communist
connections or subversive activities, and the security authorities, in the United States and Australia, had nothing against
him.[32]
She doesn’t examine why Oliphant was refused an American visa in
late 1951. She seems unaware of the extensive files on security concerns right up to Cabinet level about Mark Oliphant in both the UK
and Australian National Archives, some based on US FBI files, even
though as official historian she had early access to high level government files. Or some of them.
Copies of Symonds’ history were released to members of the Australian Parliament and commissioners and counsel on both sides of
the Royal Commission on July 23, 1985.[33]
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The same week a telegram[34] in the UK National Archives files states
WE VERY MUCH HOPE THAT MRS ARNOLD’S HISTORY
WILL NOT BE PUBLISHED UNTIL AFTER THE COMMISSION REPORTS. IT CAN ONLY LEAD TO DIFFICULTIES FOR
OUR COUNSEL: EITHER ALLEGATIONS THAT WE ARE ATTEMPTING TO PRE-JUDGE THE ROYAL COMMISSION’S
REPORT, OR MORE IMPORTANTLY ARGUMENTS ABOUT
ANY INCONSISTENCIES (APPARENT OR REAL) THAT
MAY BE FOUND BETWEEN MRS ARNOLD'S TEXT AND
OUR OWN SUBMISSION.
Another memo headed ARNOLD REPORT EXPECTED TO BE
CLEARED FOR PUBLICATION through the Cabinet Office Official
History Committee in January 1986 reports
SINCE SHE EXPECTS TO HAVE HER TEXT SUBSTANTIALLY
COMPLETE WITHIN THE NEXT MONTH TO SIX WEEKS IT
WILL INCLUDE MATERIAL GIVEN TO ARCOUNT [Royal
Commission] IN EVIDENCE BUT WILL NOT AND CANNOT
TAKE ACCOUNT OF ITS FINAL REPORT.
The writer warns
I DO NOT BELIEVE THAT THERE WILL BE ANY MAJOR INCONSISTENCIES BETWEEN LORNA ARNOLD’S BOOK
AND THE ARCOUNT FACTS. THE INFERENCES AIRCOUNT(SIC) WILL DRAW MAY WELL DIFFER. UK COUNCIL (SIC) WILL HAVE FULL BENEFIT OF HER TEXT IN PREPARING THEIR FINAL SUBMISSION AND SHOULD THEREFORE AVOID INCONSISTENCIES.[35]
But that wasn’t what happened. A major inconsistency between both
Symonds’ and Arnold’s official histories and the Report of the Royal
Commission centres on the recruitment and role of Ernest Titterton.
Arnold at least had the opportunity to read the Royal Commission
transcripts and Report – she cited them on occasion. However she did
not alter her insistence that Ernest Titterton was recruited because of
his specialist scientific expertise that Penney valued so highly.
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The Royal Commission Transcripts
Titterton was asked[36] about his statement in his submission to the
Royal Commission that
In April 52 you were approached by the [Australian] Prime
Minister’s office, you say to work with the British task force [emphasis added], then moving to the Monte Bello islands. Now, do
you know, Sir Ernest, how it came about that the Prime Minister
was encouraged to approach you?
Titterton responded ‘It came about by a telephone call from Alan Barn
(sic) [Allen Brown], who was the head of the Prime Minister’s Department, for me to pop down and have a few words with him.’
Asked if he knew ‘how it was that the Prime Minister's Department
came to invite you?’ Titterton replied
I know because the Prime Minister told me. He had been having
discussions over the previous year, both from within Australia
and also on visits to the UK about these tests which were going
to come forward.
Once the decision to test in Australia was made, according to Titterton in 1985
in the UK . . . they looked around as to who in Australia could they
involve [emphasis added], preferably people who had some experience, because all the British tests were notable for the fact
that there were no rubberneckers there. The people who were
there were people who could be useful in the actual operation.
The operation was too complex, too expensive, too logistically
difficult for one to carry a lot of people who were not contributing.[37]
Titterton went on to explain to the Royal Commission that
The man who was really involved was the [Australian] Prime
Minister . . . he started to look around for people who might do
several things. One of them was to take a share so that Australia
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in the end could get some advantage out of the experience [emphasis
added]. Now, it happens, when I was appointed to the ANU,
this was a matter which was very much understood by the cabinet; you may recall that the ANU was set up as a national government effort in Australia, to be a national university, and the
government took a very close interest in it; particularly did Sir
Robert Menzies.[38]
He went on:
Now it happened therefore there was a curious kind of unanimity. Because of my experience on three nuclear weapons tests,
which I believe was unique in Australia; there was nobody else
who had such experience. I was very acceptable to Aldermaston
because obviously I could help and be a hewer of wood and
drawer of water. It also turned out that since the Prime Minister
was interested in many factors, two of which I will mention.
One was the safety of Australia above and beyond everything
else. If that could be guaranteed, then the Prime Minister
wished for people who were here in Australia to get all the possible experience out of the operation that was available [emphasis added]. And that was something that was developed over time.[39]
Titterton was challenged on his statement that his first intimation of
the invitation to attend the Hurricane trial came in Canberra in April
1952. Justice McClelland, President of the Royal Commission, pointed
to a reference to a document from the Commonwealth Relations office
which referred to him in early 1951.[40] But he reiterated that ‘I do have
a very strong recollection, as I said, that I was called on by Alan [sic]
Brown, later Sir Alan [sic] Brown, who informed me that (sic) invitation had come for me to go to Hurricane.’
He said he went back across Canberra to the ANU and told Mark Oliphant about the pending invitation.
Mark Oliphant’s reaction was perfectly reasonable: he said,
‘Well, that is fine, you ought to do your bit for the country, and
you are obviously the man. You are the one who had the experience.’ he was quite clear that it would be interesting if I could
tell him who else from Australia might be involved.
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Titterton continued to explain to the Royal Commission that
the matter had to go through the Vice-Chancellor and the council, they saw no difficulties in this. They were very pleased to
release me to do what I could for the nation and the government, quite free of charge; they did not wish to charge the taxpayer for my services.[41]
In fact there is a memo[42] in the UK National Archives marked TOP
SECRET dated 17th September 1952 from the office of the UK High
Commissioner in Australia informing the Commonwealth Relations
Office in London that Titterton had enquired of Brown as Secretary of
the Australian Prime Minister’s Department whether he would receive any honorarium ‘in connection with his services at weapon test.’
Brown ‘emphasised that he was not raising the question of who
should pay honorarium and indeed that he saw possible advantage of
payment to Titterton from Australian funds in order to emphasise
participation of Australian scientists in the test.’
London replied[43] the next day that Titterton’s
position in Hurricane test seems to be unique in that he is only
non-Government employee taking part. We see no objection to
payment os (sic) suitable honorarium and for reasons given by
Brown there might be advantage in payment from Australian
funds.
When Titterton was asked again by the Royal Commission in 1985 if
he ‘had ever discussed with Dr Penney, as he then was, or any other
English person, the prospect of your involvement in the testing programme in Australia?’ he insisted ‘The first inkling I had was, in fact,
from Sir Alan [sic] Brown.’[44]
When Titterton was shown a letter he had written in March 1953 that
referred to Penney inviting him to act as Technical Director at the
Hurricane test, which contradicted his assertions that he had first
heard about the Australian tests in Canberra in March and April 1952,
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he pleaded a failure of memory. When asked ‘could it be that, in fact,
your involvement came about because the British wanted you there?’
he replied
I am sure my involvement came about because the British
wanted me there. Had the British not wanted me there they
would not have invited me. They obviously had a power of
veto, did not they. They were running the test.[45]
Curiously, the Royal Commission did not pursue this anomaly about
Titterton forgetting being asked to serve as Technical Director for the
first of the British atomic detonations in Australia. In fact, as Milliken[46] has established, this was mentioned in a letter that was written by Titterton to Allen Brown at the Prime Minister’s office five
months after the Monte Bello trial when Titterton was advising about
Australian participation in the forthcoming bomb tests at Emu Field.
Titterton wrote then
Before coming to Australia, Sir William Penney asked me to act
as technical director for the Monte Bello test but, because of my
commitments to the Australian National University, I felt unable to accept his offer. However, if it was considered important
enough from the Australian point of view and was not too expensive in time, I would be prepared to work closely with one
of Penney’s team in the field or, if necessary, take charge of the test
program at the [Emu Field] site in Australia. [emphasis added]
So while Titterton was at best disingenuous when he told the Royal
Commission thirty five years later that he had not been aware of possible plans to test in Australia when he accepted the ANU post, he
had made this clear to the Australian Prime Minister’s Office in 1953.
Which may be why it was not referred to in the Royal Commission’s
Report.
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The Royal Commission Report
The Royal Commission expresses its view of Titterton and his involvement in the British tests in the opening pages of its 1200 page,
three volume Report[47]. This text bears very close reading.
In paragraph 2.1.27 the Report sets out correspondence between London civil servants on 5 January 1951, four months before Titterton left
Britain to take up the ANU post and nearly a year before it was confirmed that the first British atomic bomb would be tested in Australia
at the Monte Bellos.
The Deputy Controller (Technical Policy) in the UK Ministry of Supply wrote to an officer in the Commonwealth Relations Office in London at the request of his boss Lord Portal, the distinguished wartime
Chief of Air Staff who in 1945 was appointed Controller of Atomic
Energy.
According to the Royal Commission Report, after a discussion with
Professor Cockcroft, Director of the AERE and Dr William Penney
who had been tasked with leading the testing of a British atomic
bomb, Lord Portal was asking for a message to be passed to Prime
Minister Menzies.
The question concerns a scientist, Dr Titterton, who would be
able to make very valuable contributions to the suggested Monte
Bello trial in the [northern] autumn of 1952. [emphasis added].
Note that it was still only ‘suggested’ that the trial would take place
in Australia, not Nevada.
The letter continues:
Dr. Titterton, who has been a member of the Harwell staff, recently accepted a post with Professor Oliphant at Canberra University and is due to take this up in the near future. If Professor
Oliphant was willing to postpone getting his services, we believe
that Dr. Titterton would be prepared to do the necessary work in connection with the Monte Bello test before going to Canberra University
and we would be most grateful if Mr. Menzies (who, of course
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knows all about the Monte Bello trial while Professor Oliphant does
not) could, on his return to Australia, persuade Professor Oliphant to agree to let us retain Dr. Titterton's services till the end of
1952.[48] [Emphases added]
The Royal Commission Report notes that
Menzies was on one of his frequent visits to London. He saw
Cockcroft on 18 January 1951 and agreed that on his return to
Australia he would ask Professor Oliphant to release Dr Titterton
to join the British scientific team at the project hurricane (sic) test.
[emphasis added]
It is not clear that this document was ever shown to Titterton during
the Royal Commission hearing.
The Royal Commission Report notes that
In evidence before the Royal Commission, Titterton was at
pains to give the impression that his participation in Hurricane
was solely as a result of an approach to him by the Australian
Prime Minister's Office in April 1952:
He [Menzies] wished, in view of my experience . . . to appoint
me as an observer at the forthcoming Monte Bello test. He asked
that I give all possible help to Dr Penney’s team and at the same time
look after Australian interests in all possible ways. IRC 522, Titterton. [Emphases added]
Nevertheless, despite its own repeated references to negotiations with
Prime Minister Menzies to have Titterton present – and participating
as a weaponeer scientist– in the Monte Bellos Hurricane test the Royal
Commission Report states vehemently in the next paragraph:
It is inconceivable, especially in the light of Titterton’s cavalier
treatment of the truth throughout his testimony (which will be
documented later) that he did not know that he had been planted
on Menzies. [emphasis added]
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And two paragraphs on, despite its own acknowledgement in paragraph 2.1.28 that Menzies ‘agreed that on his return to Australia he
would ask Professor Oliphant to release Dr Titterton to join the British
scientific team at the projected hurricane (sic) test’ [emphasis added]
the Royal Commission says at 2.1.30
Titterton can hardly be considered to have been at arm’s length
from the British. His background, the manner of his appointment, and his own view of his role as a member of a British and
Australian ‘team’ hardly ensured a detached and independent
approach to what was ostensibly his primary task in relation to
the Trials . . . the protection of the Australian population.
‘Titterton’s eloquence,’ the Report considers, ‘must have matched that
of Menzies himself if he was able to convince him that he “was not in
way to be identified as having an interest in the success of defence
atomic experiments.”’
In fact, in these paragraphs the Royal Commission itself is quoting
evidence that Lord Portal and Professor Cockcroft had explicitly
asked for the postponement of Titterton’s taking up the ANU appointment until the end of 1952 precisely so that he could contribute
to the scientific work of the British weaponeers.
There are several ‘bundles’ of documents submitted by the UK Government to the Royal Commission. In Australian Archives File A6455
RC 599 (available online) there are several references to the terms under which Titterton was invited to attend – and participate in the scientific work – for the 1952 Hurricane test. One[49] dated 5th February,
1952 refers to
a) Scientific observers (sic) from the Dominions, and perhaps
from the U.S.A., whose qualifications and status are such as will
enable them to be integrated into the scientific team.
A cable[50] dated 1 April 1952 states ‘WE HPE MR MENZIES WLL
MAK DR.TITTERTON AVAILABLETO HELP IN T FIELD WORK
ON TELEMETRY.’
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The memo[51] to Allen Brown as Secretary of the Australian Prime
Minister’s Department in Canberra dated 8th April, 1952 to enquire
whether the Prime Minister would be prepared to make the services
of Dr. Titterton available to help in the field-work of telemetry in connection with the atomic test noted that
Dr. Titterton is an outstanding expert on atomic explosions,
having been concerned in conjunction with Dr. M. Penney with
the first two bombs: he also took part in the first United States
test at Eniwetok.
The Prime Minister’s Department informed[52] the Office of the High
Commissioner for the United Kingdom in Australia that ‘The Australian National University will readily make Professor Titterton’s
service available’ and the Vice-Chancellor ‘is proceeding on the basis
that further communications, with respect to his association with the
test, will be made direct to him, Titterton.’
On 6th August 1952 the UK High Commissioner in Australia reported
that Titterton was asking for an honorarium. On the 12th of August
1952 the ‘Australian authorities’ were proposing[53] wording for a
press release along the line:
Professor E.W. Titterton . . . will be attached to the team of scientists assigned by the United Kingdom Ministry of Supply to
Forthcoming (sic) atom weapon test. Professor Titterton is expected to be absent from University for some months.

Who Told Oliphant?
Nearly a year after he had been asked to mollify Australia’s own eminent nuclear scientist Prime Minister Menzies still hadn’t put the issue to Oliphant. In February 1952 Oliphant was quoted in the press[54]
about the planning for the first British atom bomb test off Western
Australia: ‘I am sorry I cannot say anything about this. I am tangled
up in it.’

89

The Rise and Rise of Ernest Titterton

There is a March 1951 memo[55] in the Australian National Archives
noting that Menzies was still ‘considering how best to put the matter
to Professor Oliphant’. This document is archived under Exhibits
Tendered before the Royal Commission into British Nuclear Tests in Australia.
But a year later, in March 1952, the Secretary of the Prime Minister’s
Department telephoned Professor Titterton at his ANU office and
suggested he pop over for a chat. On his return to his office Titterton
told Oliphant. It seems that Menzies hadn’t got round to discussing
the matter with Oliphant in the 15 months since they were first raised
with him in London – and was leaving it to Titterton to break the
news, which must have been galling to Oliphant, his mentor and Director, fifteen years older than his protégé.
It is possible that the London discussions of 1951 were conducted
without Titterton’s knowledge. But this is unlikely given that there is
a TOP SECRET memo in the UK National Archives from February
1951[56] headed ‘Possible employment of Titterton’ where the writer
from the Commonwealth Relations Office, Downing Street reminds
the British Deputy High Commissioner in Canberra:
I mentioned the possible employment of Dr. Titterton in the
work connected with “Epicure” [the name of the planning project for Operation Hurricane].
I should make it clear that Dr. Titterton has decided not to remain in the United Kingdom beyond April this year, though he
is willing to do any work required in Australia. Cockcroft told
Mr. Menzies that this was the position. [emphasis added]
Brian Cathcart reported in 1994 that at Hurricane
Penney had two other VIP guests: the Canadian defence research chief, Omond Solandt, and his old Los Alamos friend
Ernest Titterton, who had turned down the job now being done
by Tyte and had since taken up a post at the Australian National University. ‘I am sure you can pitch in one of the important groups and give us valuable help’, Penney had written to
Titterton.[57]
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Unfortunately Cathcart doesn’t give a date for this document, although it is listed in the UK National Archives as having been submitted in evidence to the Royal Commission.
To recap the sequence of events as reconstructed above:
In late 1949 Titterton was negotiating for the ANU appointment that
was offered in early January 1950 and accepted in late January 1950
(in the midst of the Fuchs revelations). Oliphant returned to Australia
in August 1950. Penney then asked Titterton to serve as Technical Director of the first Trials which he declined. While Titterton was still in
the UK in the first half of 1951 there were discussions with Menzies
about his being seconded as an active scientific participant in the first
UK atom bomb test which were increasingly likely to be held at the
Monte Bellos to which a survey team had been sent in September 1950
but neither the Australian nor the British Prime Minister had publicly
confirmed this. In February 1951 Titterton had indicated his willingness to ‘do any work required in Australia’. Titterton arrived in Canberra in April/June 1951.
Churchill confirmed the Australian test plan in December 1951 although it was not announced in the House of Commons until February 1952. The date for Operation Hurricane was set for October 1952.
In March 1952, nine months after his arrival in Canberra according to
Titterton’s account, discussions were initiated by the Australian
Prime Minister’s Office in Canberra which led to his going to the
Monte Bellos in October 1952.

Understanding of Role
Titterton told the Royal Commission that he had several meetings
with the Prime Minister before Hurricane – from March to October
1952. ‘Anytime the Prime Minister wanted to know an answer to a
question, usually Alan [sic] Brown came on the phone and said “Pop
over” literally: and I frequently did, on my bike.’
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He said that Menzies’ brief to him was
in view of your experience, which is unique in Australia, of
three nuclear weapons tests around the world, I would be glad
if you would be prepared to go to the Monte Bellos to lend
whatever help you can to Dr Penney’s team – as he was then –
and at the same time to – well, essentially stick your oar in to
make as certain as it is humanly possible to be certain that there
will be no adverse effects on the Australian people, flora and
fauna and in particular the aborigines. Now, he did not know
how you did it, he was just saying, you have some experience of
three occasions, now you go and use your experience in our interests.[58]
‘It was’, Titterton explained to the Royal Commission, ‘a team. It was
not just Australians v British or British v Australians; it was a team to
do a job as well as we knew how to do the job.’[59]
Asked what he understood his role to be at the tests Titterton said
if you can get somebody who is going to do two jobs, namely be
helpful on the telemetry, which is a very important aspect of a
weapons test, and at the same time do the job which is required
of him by the Australian government, it is obviously in the benefit of both – to the benefit of both parties. From the Australian
point of view, one gets know-how and experience.[60]
At least at the outset, the Hurricane test in 1952, Titterton’s explanation deserves respect. He did not dissimulate about his understanding of his role in the run-up to the Hurricane trial in 1952 nor in the
1980s before the Royal Commission on the nature of his role at the
first Monte Bellos test.
Moreover it had been widely reported in the Australian press in the
weeks before the October 1952 tests.
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Contemporary Press Reports
Surely the Royal Commission staff would also have been able to access newspaper reports from the months before and after Hurricane in
October 1952. They make it very clear that Titterton was both reporting to Menzies and had a scientific role at the Monte Bello test.
The West Australian reported on 23 September 1952 – ten days before
the test - under the banner headline OLIPHANT IS UNLIKELY TO
GO TO TEST that while Titterton was already at the test site, Oliphant
was still in Canberra. It said Titterton had been given indefinite leave
to attend, expected to total about 2 months.
He has been asked by the British Government to attend the
tests, not merely as an observer on behalf of the university, but
as a key member of the upper team of scientists who will correlate and
interpret the results. Professor Titterton has specialised in aspects
of nuclear physics which will have an important application at
the Monte Bello tests. He is expected to spend some time analysing the results and in conference with other leading members of the
team before he returns to Canberra. [emphases added]
Titterton also wrote articles in the weeks before the Monte Bello test
in October 1952 that were widely published round Australia. The biographical note attached to them states that he was to be ‘Australia’s
only scientific observer’ at Monte Bello.
The Western Mail reported on 16 October 1952 that only Titterton
and seven others will be allowed to see the final report on the
blast. Two of them will be Winston Churchill and Mr. Menzies.
Information even to the heads of the three services will be restricted to ‘what they need to know so that they can apply the
new results in their own fields.’
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Prime Minister Menzies also did not rebut the statements his scientific
advisor made in press statements in the weeks before Hurricane, in
September 1952 that
The place where atomic weapons would appear to be of the
greatest tactical value is against the concentrations of troops
and equipment such as would occur on a beachhead during an
invasion, or railway centres where troops were being massed
for movement to the line. The importance of this conclusion is
very great for us in Australia where we have a very great
amount of coastline which would have to be manned to prevent
invasion by a determined enemy.
If our air forces had at their command an appropriate number
of atomic weapons, then the personnel required to defend the
coastline would be very much fewer.
Oliphant was saying the same thing in March 1952. He was quoted in
the Adelaide Advertiser as saying in a public lecture at Sydney University that ‘if Australia had atomic weapons invasion would be absolutely impossible.’
Ernest Titterton became a quadriplegic in a car accident in September
1987 and died in February 1990. He made several tape recordings during his last illness which unlike the one his former wife made are not
available from the Los Alamos National Laboratory Research Library.
Titterton was in no shape to defend himself from the strongly worded
criticisms in the Report of the Royal Commission into British Nuclear
Tests in Australia. What follows is 'creative non-fiction' construction
of a recording he might have made, constructed from available published and archive materials. It might also be read in relation to the
measured obituary of Ernest Titterton by J.O. Newton (available online).
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Ernest Titterton: Was I Menzies’ Strangelove
or McClelland’s Scapegoat?
A creative nonfiction memoir
Jesus
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wept! Which is about all I can do since the acciWhen I came to and realised I could feel nothing
the neck I knew what I was in for. More than two
now. Purgatory pure Purgatory.

The bloke who made the timing devices and conducted the
countdown for three atomic bombs - the first at Alamogordo
in New Mexico in July 1945 and two more for the Yanks at
the Bikini tests in the Pacific in 1947 is now a paraplegic.
You can see film clips of me doing the countdown at Shot
Baker. They showed it on Movietone newsreels around the
world. And here I am forty years later in a nursing home
in Canberra. Able only to speak and blow through a tube
to operate the tape recorder some Yank history professor
sent over for me to answer questions for his book about
Los Alamos. Waiting for the pneumonia to finish me off.
Which can’t be soon enough for me. I’ve been telling Peggy
and the medics to let me go ASAP, even did a recording
from the ward here arguing, pleading really, for euthanasia. But it’s not legal for humans.
I’d go for it
tomorrow if it was. On the scrap heap. Like all the other
poor bleeders here, carried around like sacks of coal.
How did I get from Birmingham University Physics department in the early 1940s to Los Alamos then out here to
Canberra? Well really each step was sort of masterminded
by Mark Oliphant, though you could say he made a slip or
two along the way. But he has been pretty slippery himself.
Mark was my supervisor – I was his first PhD student –
when he went from Rutherford’s laboratory at Cambridge
to Birmingham as Prof of Physics in the late 1930s. He
was working on radar systems – he would have got the US
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Medal of Freedom with Gold Palm that General Grove put
him up for the radar work alone at the end of the war
except the Aussie government didn’t permit civilians to
take overseas honours like that then. The citation says
‘He brilliantly conceived, developed and perfected the
cavity magnetron’ for radar work as well as making ‘outstanding contributions in the development of the atomic
bomb.’
When he was good he was very, very good, was Mark Oliphant. But a bit of a curate’s egg, Mark is. He had and
still has his flaws. Well they say I did too! But he ended
up as a national treasure, while I'm called ‘a sort of
Dr Strangelove figure’ by that effer McClelland who chaired
the Royal Commission into British Nuclear Tests tests in
Australia.
Note that title, Nuclear not Atomic. Britain promised not
to test an H bomb in Australia. But the components were.
Enough said. McClelland has published his ‘memoir.’
Called Stirring the Possum. Well here's mine. Maybe I'll
call it Stirring the Shite. Though I won't live to see
it published.
So maybe Mark bested me after all. Some say I was his
Iago. Too deep for me. Certainly I am dying in pain even
if I am paralysed from the neck down.
Back in Birmingham in early 1940 Otto Frisch and Rudolf
Peierls worked out how to make an atom bomb in time to
use it to end the Second World War. It hadn’t been realised that just a few kilograms of refined uranium would
do the trick. These two refugee scientists did the calculations and showed them to Oliphant who had given them
berths in his department. The irony was they weren’t allowed near the radar work because they weren’t British
citizens and it was Top Secret. So they spent their time
working out how to make an atom bomb in time to use in
the Second World War.
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Mark assigned me to work to make the ionization chamber
that helped Frisch to convince the senior scientists and
politicians that it could be done. Otto published his
memoir What Little I Remember a decade ago, in 1979. Said
I was ‘very bright and active’. Those were the days.
Oliphant was the main advocate and he convinced the MAUD
Committee. But Britain couldn't build the ’jitterbug’,
or ‘gadget’ as the Yanks called it, because we didn’t
have the industrial capacity for the huge refinery needed
to make the uranium ‘weapons grade’. Or the space to
test it.
Oliphant went to the US and put the case to the guys
there. In fact he was the first to tell Oppenheimer, in a
discussion he shouldn’t have had because Oppie wasn’t
security-cleared to hear it.
Actually that was the start of the suspicions that the
Yanks always had about Oliphant – he talked too much and
too loosely. There was – still is - a sort of know-it-all
vanity about him that didn’t help him keep his mouth shut
when he should have. Though he has been very closemouthed about his work on the British nuclear bomb in the
late 1940s.
The thing is, the more time he spent with Americans, the
more anti-American he became. Especially when he realised
that they wanted to cut out the British and keep a monopoly of atomic and nuclear weaponry as long as they
could.
Frisch and I were two of the first three scientists, Oliphant sent over to Los Alamos in 1943. And the last
British physicist to leave, more than a year after the
rest of the British Mission sent to the Manhattan Project, around twenty British (including Australian) scientists.
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Because I was an electronics specialist I worked on
designing the crucial trigger systems for detonating the
two types of bombs – uranium and plutonium – that were
used on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Get the initiation timers
wrong and you either have a dud or a catastrophic uncontrolled blast. Bit of a sweat.
As Senior Member of the Timing Group, I did the countdown
for the first, test atomic bomb at Alamogordo in New Mexico in July 1945. Worked beautifully. Next stops
Hiroshima and Nagasaki in August.
Not that we expected that. Most of us were focussed on
stopping Hitler and his gang. We didn’t discuss the implications of the new weaponry really until Germany surrendered. We were just focussed on making the science
work to get the job done.
My wife Peggy – well, former wife, divorced last year –
was a lab technician when I met her in Birmingham and she
was one of the very few wives to work in the labs at Los
Alamos. But only for five months, then had to leave because she was pregnant. Sadly our first child was born
with spina bifida. Some of my colleagues thought the poor
kid had been irradiated in the womb but I wasn’t having
any of that.
Bill Penney was rattled by it. Didn’t stop him though.
He was deeply angry about his wife’s slow death after a
V1 air raid. Like Rotblat was angry for having failed to
get his wife out of Poland in time. There were a lot of
angry men at Los Alamos and other parts of the Manhattan
Project.
It sounds odd maybe but Peggy and I really enjoyed the
Los Alamos years. We worshipped Oppenheimer, would have
done anything for him – and did. We lived in the old
school house, the infirmary actually, next to the big
house where the head of the British Mission to the Project, Sir (he was knighted in January 1945) James Chad100
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wick and his wife stayed when they visited The Hill as
Los Alamos was called. My kids used to call him Uncle
James, and his wife was godmother to one of our children.
Niels Bohr used to visit too, staying in the guest cottage attached to our place, coming in with his son to
listen to the radio news. We all worked very hard. Six
days a week. Sundays were for picnics or visiting the
pueblos, occasionally go into Santa Fe or over to Albuquerque. Like Klaus Fuchs did. Another of Oliphant’s
refugees in Birmingham by the way. Dark horse. Two faced.
But there were plenty of parties. Both Peggy and I
learned to enjoy a drink in those years. Peggy made a
fool of herself at the last party we had before most of
the British Mission left, ate and drank too much. I used
to play the grand piano at Fuller House in the evenings
and I was lassoed into playing at parties when I was
primed with a couple of whiskies. Lots of jazz, occasionally classical. Like Richard Feynman did. He got the Nobel Prize in 1965.
And it was exciting science, damn exciting. My US army
technical assistant at Alamogordo, for instance, was Val
Fitch who hadn’t completed his undergraduate physics before he got sent out to The Hill. He won the Nobel too,
in 1980. The Manhattan Project made a lot of careers.
Including mine. Val was a nice kid, said I had the knack
of being where the action was. Which I suppose is true,
though I am being crucified for it now.
Most people don’t realise it (and Mark keeps very, very
quiet about it these days) but while I was the last Brit
to leave the Manhattan Project, Oliphant was the first to
return to Britain - to lobby for an independent British
atomic bomb. In December 1944 and January 1945 he worked
the London bureaucrats and industrial leaders to get a
commitment to the building of an independent British nuclear deterrent.
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Because I was so specialised, like Bill Penney who was
ace at measuring blast effects (with oil cans and cigarette tins, I kid you not) and therefore estimate the
yield of the bombs, I was given special leave by both the
Americans and the British to stay on in the USA to conducted the countdowns on two bomb detonations at Operation Crossroads near Bikini Atoll.
Which means I moved on to the new generation of weapons,
from atomic to nuclear, from fission to fusion. And they
were designed to test the effects of a nuclear detonation
in a harbour on vessels. By 1947 the Japanese bombs were
baby bombs. Soon they were just the detonators for the
nuclear weapons as Otto Frisch himself remarked in his
memoir. He refers to me as ‘very bright and active’ back
in those Birmingham days. Glad he can't see me now. Died
in 1979, the year his memoir was published. A decade ago.
I should be so lucky.
I returned to Britain after Crossroads and worked at Harwell, the Atomic Energy Research Establishment but I also
consulted on the new implosion detonation techniques with
Penney’s Atomic Weapons Research Establishment at Aldermaston.
Peggy and I and the kids hated the cold after all that
sun in New Mexico. I hadn’t had a university job when I
left Birmingham apart from being a post grad and so I had
nothing to walk back into, especially not as a professor.
I did get nearly thirty papers published in the late
forties and early fifties, despite so much of the work
being classified.
Mark was back at Birmingham but eager to return to Australia, to the newly established – well it was a hole in
the ground for ages – Australian National University as
founding Director of the Research School of Physical Sciences. He was very close to the then Australian Prime
Minister, Ben Chifley and they had a grand scheme for
making Australia nuclear powered. The Snowy Mountains
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Scheme was planned as Australia’s Tennessee Valley Authority. Mark was promised he could build a cyclotron,
though it never really happened. In those days we used
to refer to nuclear energy as ‘boiler’ – for civilian
power and medical uses – and ‘bomb’. The trouble is that
the nuclear reactors that do the basic work can be converted very, very easily into making weapons grade
plutonium for nuclear bombs and missiles.
There was also talk of testing the British nuclear
weapons in the Australian deserts if the attempts to get
back into bed with the Americans fell through. The AngloAmerican alliance of the war years had been scuppered by
the McMahon Act that prohibited the sharing of US nuclear
information with other countries, not least – or especially – Britain.
But Mark himself was a major obstacle to resumption of
joint Anglo-American testing because he had been too
gabby and opinionated all through the forties. And then
there was the suspicion that a junior Australian scientist had told the Russians how to make atom bombs. This
really blew up after Klaus Fuchs – who as I said had
worked at Birmingham under Mark – confessed in early
1950. I never heard the full story but it was very, very
clear that Mark Oliphant was persona non grata to the
Americans by the time he got to ANU in 1950.
And his patron, Ben Chifley, was no longer Prime Minister.
Oliphant was all excited about the ANU and the possibilities for nuclear energy in Australia but he had difficulty
recruiting senior staff to go out to what was still a
construction site in Canberra. He offered me – his former
PhD student, barely thirty years old – a professorship
as my first academic job.
I talked it over with Sir James Chadwick as he now was
and he said I might actually be able to do more for Britain by going to Canberra than by staying at Harwell.
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Chadwick along with Oliphant was one of the main advocates
of an independent British nuclear deterrent. Bill Penney
actually would have preferred to test in Nevada with the
Americans but this was looking increasingly unlikely.
Peggy and I had really liked the New Mexico climate and
it was better for the kids. But it didn’t happen without
a LOT of negotiation – over nearly two years. At the
highest levels, including Prime Minister Menzies. But
most definitely not including Oliphant, he was so toxic
to the Americans by that point. And you've got to remember
that the whole point of Britain achieving an atom bomb
and then a hydrogen, nuclear bomb was to show the Yanks
we could and would so the partnership with the testing
in Nevada would resume. Which did happen as we know.
Oliphant arrived back in Australia in August 1950 which
meant he was out of the London loop just as it was decided
to test the first British atomic bomb at the Monte Bello
Islands off Western Australia. And the British intelligence services were hunting for a suspected Australian
atomic spy among Oliphant’s Manhattan Project team.
As soon as it was decided to test in Australia negotiations were started with the new prime minister Bob Menzies, who was in and out of London over those years, to
second me to the first, Monte Bello test as both observer
and participant. Let me make this quite clear. From the
outset I was to be both an observer to report back to the
Menzies government but I was also clearly part of the
British scientific team for the Hurricane atomic bomb test
in October 1952. And Menzies understood that.
You’ve just got to read the Royal Commission’s own account (2.1.26 to 2.1.33 of Volume 1). On 5 January 1951
before I had left Britain to take up the ANU post the
Deputy Controller (Technical Policy) in the UK Ministry
of Supply wrote to an officer in the Commonwealth Relations
Office in London at the request of his boss Lord Portal,
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the distinguished wartime Chief of Air Staff who in 1945
was appointed Controller of Atomic Energy.
After a discussion with Professor Cockcroft, Director of
the AERE and Dr William Penney who had been tasked with
leading the testing of a British atomic bomb, Lord Portal
was asking for a message to be passed to Prime Minister
Menzies.
Dr. Titterton, who has been a member of the Harwell
staff, recently accepted a post with Professor Oliphant at Canberra University and is due to take this
up in the near future. If Professor Oliphant was
willing to postpone getting his services, we believe
that Dr. Titterton would be prepared to do the necessary work in connection with the Monte Bello test
[emphasis added] before going to Canberra University
and we would be most grateful if Mr. Menzies (who,
of course knows all about the Monte Bello trial while
Professor Oliphant does not [emphasis added]) could,
on his return to Australia, persuade Professor Oliphant to agree to let us retain Dr. Titterton's
services till the end of 1952. [ RC 559, bundle A,
p.53]
Why did the Australian Prime Minister need the agreement
of the Director of the University Research School to
second a staff member to a major project like the atom
bomb test in Australia? Because Oliphant was anathema to
the Yanks and couldn’t participate. A lot, a lot of diplomacy was needed. It must have been galling for Mark.
But he was covered by the Official Secrets Act so he put a
brave face on it. And turned nuclear pacifist.
There is a March 1951 memo in the Australian National
Archives [NAAC558p128] noting that Menzies was still
‘considering how best to put the matter to Professor Oliphant’. This document is filed under Exhibits Tendered
before the Royal Commission into British Nuclear Tests
in Australia.
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Nearly a year later he still hadn’t done it. In February
1952 Mark was quoted in the press about the planning for
the first British atom bomb test off Western Australia ‘I
am sorry I cannot say anything about this. I am tangled
up in it.’
It took Menzies more than a year to get up the bottle to
have that difficult conversation with Oliphant.
Yet the effing Royal Commission had the gall to say I was
‘planted’ on Menzies.
Surely the Royal Commission staff would have been able to
access newspaper reports from the months leading up to
Hurricane in early October 1952. Here’s two or three I’ve
kept. They make it very clear that I was both reporting
to Menzies and had a scientific role at the Monte Bello
test. Which is what I told the Royal Commission as the
Report itself says at 2.1.29.
The Royal Commission neglects to mention that I was paid
out of Australian support funds for the tests, as suggested not by the British but by Allen Brown, the Secretary
of Menzies’ Prime Minister’s Department all through the
test years. I had meetings with Brown and then with Menzies in Canberra from April 1952. Menzies is dead but
Brown isn’t. Went on to become Ambassador to Japan. Keeping very quiet is Allen Brown, very quiet.
And Brown was Deputy High Commissioner for Australia in
London when Leslie Martin and I were sent over in 1961 –
by Menzies with clear permission of his Cabinet, there’s
a Cabinet paper on it - to lobby for the supply of a
nuclear arsenal for Australia before the atmospheric test
ban treaty came into effect. The Royal Commission doesn’t
mention that.
Point here is that Menzies was no fool and however much
of an Anglophile he was he pointed out that letting the
British test in Australia had ruled out any chance of
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Australia testing its own nuclear bombs and missiles if
the Russians had their way in the treaty and ‘control
posts’ were put into countries that had tested. So Menzies tried to get a quid pro quo from the British, but
they wriggled out of it with the usual excuse – they would
have to have the agreement of the Yanks.
And I was sent over to London to lobby for Aussie nukes
along with Leslie Martin. He died before the Royal Commission got going. Lucky bugger. But if I was a plant,
I’d gone native by 1961, arguing Australia’s case for
independent nukes to my former colleagues back in England.
You don’t hear about that in the effing so-called ‘McClelland Commission’ report.
And they don’t seem to have read the drafts of Fire Across
the Desert, the official history of the Woomera Rocket
Range, that’s just been published. Drafts for that have
been circulating in London and Canberra for a decade.
That official history says it was on the cards from the
mid-1950s that Australia would ask for its own arsenal.
Says Butement, the Deputy Chief Scientist in charge of
Woomera and then Chief Scientist in the Department of
Supply who was at Monte Bello in 1952 and Emu Field in
1953 and then joined the Safety Committee at Maralinga
was asked to write a memo about an Australian nuclear
arsenal in 1950. The Royal Commission has utterly blanked
the role of the Woomera Range and the point of the ballistic missile development there from the late 1940s.
So much for due diligence.
The West Australian reported on 23 September 1952 under
the banner headline OLIPHANT IS UNLIKELY TO GO TO TEST
that while I was already at the test site, Oliphant was
still in Canberra. It said I had been given indefinite
leave to attend, expected to total about 2 months.
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He has been asked by the British Government to attend
the tests, not merely as an observer on behalf of
the university, but as a key member of the upper team
of scientists who will correlate and interpret the
results. Professor Titterton has specialised in aspects of nuclear physics which will have an important application at the Monte Bello tests. He is expected to spend some time analysing the results and
in conference with other leading members of the team
before he returns to Canberra. [emphases added]
And I wrote articles in the weeks before the Monte Bello
test in October 1952 that were widely published round
Australia. Look at the bio note – I was to be ‘Australia’s
only scientific observer’ at Monte Bello. God, look how
young I am. With Trinity, Hiroshima, Nagasaki and Crossroads already notched on my belt.
Thirty three years later the Canberra Times of 20 March
1985 reported the headline Top Australian physicist
barred from British nuclear tests that Lord Penney told
the Commission on the last day of its London hearings,
that he
did not know whether the Australian Government was
ever told of the concerns over Sir Mark. He himself
had heard ‘hints’ that Sir Mark was regarded as a
security risk and unacceptable to the US, although
he was not directly concerned with security.
Hints my ass. Look back at para 2.1.27 – Penney was at
the meetings that led to Portal asking Menzies for my
secondment, and the memo says explicitly that Oliphant
didn’t know about the forthcoming test at Monte Bello.
The Canberra Times report continued
Former Prime Minister Sir Robert Menzies had accepted American claims in the 1950s that Australia’s
top nuclear physicist of the time, Sir Mark Ol108
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iphant, was a security risk, although he had not
believed them.
Oliphant responded from Adelaide
Sir Mark said he had been considered a security risk
after World War II because he has spoken out against
nuclear weapons. But he had never been accused of
any wrongdoing affecting security.
He said he had liked Britain’s ‘father of the A-bomb’
and chief at the tests. Sir William (now Lord) Penney
but had not agreed with his work.
Sir Mark said he had withdrawn his contact with
people in the nuclear field shortly after the war.
Which was typical Oliphant bull dust. Mark didn’t withdraw - he was blackballed from the ‘nuclear club’.
He was very, very aware that he was on the scrap heap by
mid-1952. It took him a while to take the point, but then
he went from ‘belligerent’ to holier than thou ‘pacifist’.
Bit of a trimmer is Mark. But then so is Bill Penney.
Neither of the bastards have come out in my defence, even
after my car accident left me in this state.
And Jim McClelland, who presided over the kangaroo court
they call the Royal Commission, has come out with more
of this ad hominen crap even though he knows I am a full
paraplegic incarcerated in a nursing home a couple of
miles down from Parliament House in Canberra waiting to
die. Nothing like kicking a bloke who is already flat on
his back.
If you read McClelland’s Stirring the Possum you can see
what I was up against. Apostate Catholic, lapsed Trotskyist, self-described ‘good hater.’
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Look what he says about Bill Penney.
It was not long before the great man himself, Lord
Penney (as he subsequently became), supremo of the
nuclear tests, entered the witness box. He turned
out to be a sweet old man in his mid-to late-seventies, still firmly in possession of all his marbles
but running out of vigour. He gave the impression of
being a large man who had shrunk physically as he
aged. By 3 p.m. he was obviously feeling the strain
and I adjourned the hearing until the next day. His
role in the nuclear tests had made him famous and he
was understandably defending his own fame. I was glad
when his evidence was finished. I had become quite
fond of him and in the end Peter McClellan, with a
virtuoso cross-examination, had him on the ropes. I
did not relish seeing such an eminent man mauled.
I was not as charming as Bill. McClelland writes three
years after the Royal Commission
In the witness box Dr Ernest Titterton came across
as a sort of Dr. Strangelove figure. So gung-ho was
he about all things nuclear that he gave me the
impression that radiation was nothing to worry about
and could almost be considered good for people. The
two of us clashed early in his evidence but he was
totally impervious to any challenge of his scientific
infallibility.
Some people call Penney the Smiling Killer but to McClelland he was that sweet bloke who was being mauled in
cross-examination.
On the other hand,
Titterton, to me, represents the archetype of the
morally obtuse specialist. Their absorption, often
amounting to obsession, in their own esoteric field
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of knowledge often induces a kind of moral blindness
in such people to interests other than their own. It
would be hard to imagine anyone less suitable than
Titterton to be entrusted with a task which called
for disinterested concern for the safety of the Australian population from nuclear radiation.
The Report says I was the all sorts of underhanded, deceitful, duplicitous and devious - but it barely lays a
finger on Penney. Or Menzies for that matter. Worst it can
say is that he was blinded by Anglophilia.
In those government-endorsed articles that were published
all over the map in September 1952 I was described as the
scientist ‘who has been selected to represent Australia
in the Monte Bello test.’ I wrote – with the approval of
the Menzies government that
The place where atomic weapons would appear to be of
the greatest tactical value is against the concentrations of troops and equipment such as would occur
on a beachhead during an invasion, or railway
centres where troops were being massed for movement
to the line. The importance of this conclusion is
very great for us in Australia where we have a very
great amount of coastline which would have to be
manned to prevent invasion by a determined enemy.
If our air forces had at their command an appropriate
number of atomic weapons, then the personnel required to defend the coastline would be very much
fewer.
Oliphant was saying the same thing in March 1952. He was
quoted in the Adelaide Advertiser as saying in a public
lecture at Sydney University that ‘if Australia had
atomic weapons invasion would be absolutely impossible.’
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The 1959 Defence Committee report, backed by all three
Chiefs of Staff, argued that Australia should ‘have a potential capacity to operate with nuclear weapons’ in the
form of tactical ballistic missiles. That’s why Menzies
wrote to Macmillan in 1961 and I was sent to London with
Leslie Martin to lobby for tactical nukes. Which the
Royal Australian Air Force wanted very, very much.
Both Menzies and I were shuttling to London throughout
the 1950s. Remember Churchill was Prime Minister again
from 1951 until 1955. Menzies had been in his War Cabinet. Now he was weekending at Chartwell while I was
visiting Harwell as often as I could. Spent several
months there in 1954 after the decision to make a British
H bomb. Often stayed with Bill Penney.
If somebody ever reads the thousands of documents submitted to the Royal Commission they will see that in August
1956 the Safety Committee was trying to get out from
under the Department of Supply that was drafting the
AWTSC’s press releases which the then Chair, Martin was
signing without circulation to the members.
Menzies published Afternoon Light in 1967. Called
Churchill ‘the greatest man of the century’. McClelland
and his mob on the Royal Commission nearly 20 years later
had no sense of history, they couldn’t put the decision
to develop British nuclear bombs and missiles in Australia in its regional or international context.
The myth has grown up that Menzies was opposed to Australia gaining at least nuclear missiles. The time will
bloody well come when Aussies with 2020 hindsight might
actually see the game Menzies was playing, the first rule
of which was ‘I will cover my own back.’ With the AWTSC.
Well he was well dead when the Royal Commission set about
scapegoating yours truly. Teflon Bob. McClelland did his
work for him. As Ming wrote in 1967 ‘I have lived long
enough to know that it is a great part of wisdom to know
what to forget.’
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Not a peep in my defence from London in two years.
The tape’s running out. Probably won’t ever see the light
of day.
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