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The role of the Aboriginal
Community’s Oral Witness in
Triggering the 1984-5 Royal

Commission into British Nuclear
Tests in Australia



In 1984 Yami Lester went to London as the head of an
Aboriginal delegation to lobby the British government to
take responsibility for the atomic tests and its
consequences. He met with high-ranking British
government officials and received assurances that the
British would fully cooperate with the judicial enquiry set
up by the Australian Government.

https://blackmistburntcountry.com.au/index.php/
2014/09/29/meeting-yami-lester/



Did Lord Penney lie to the
Royal Commission about the
Black Mist?



In a section headed ‘Strange Phenomena after Totem 1’ Symonds wrote in

1985: ‘Of recent years, there have been claims of strange phenomena after the
explosion of Totem 1 such as ‘a rolling black smoke or mist’ and ‘big

coiling cloud-like thing like a dust-storm.” At the time, no such reports

appeared in the newspapers nor were they announced by radio stations.
However, prior to the staff meeting at Emu on the evening of 25 October,[1953]
Sir William Penney was informed that the Totem 1 cloud had been seen

from Oodnadatta [directly due east of Wallatina]. At the meeting Sir

William raised the question of mass reaction to the sight of the cloud by

civilian population and informed those present that the cloud had been

seen at Oodnadatta. He is reported as suggesting that it had probably been

seen from an aircraft. The report of the meeting recorded that ‘It was

agreed that should there be any reactions arising from reports of the cloud
having been seen, the Meteorological Service should announce that normal
clouds were within the quoted region and the observed cloud was probably
a rain cloud.’



So it is clear that Penney misspoke - or lied - to
the Royal Commission in his oral testimony in
1985 : ‘l did not hear at the time, nor did | hear
in the next few months.The first that | ever
heard of it was perhaps two years ago [1983]
when | read it in the British newspapers.’



Did Sir Ernest Titterton tell the truth to
the Royal Commission about his

appointment as ‘Australian Safety
Advisor’ ?



The Report of the Royal Commission into British Nuclear
Tests in Australia vilified Titterton as a ‘plant’ on Menzies
and his government. This was despite the material in the
transcripts of Titterton’s evidence to the Royal
Commission that repeatedly affirmed Titterton’s own
view of his role, as elicited in testimony to the Royal
Commission. He saw himself as serving what he called
‘a curious sort of unanimity’ between British and
Australian interests in the development of a British
atomic then thermonuclear capability in its Dominion,
Australia.




The significance of this incompatibility is that Menzies
and his Government are depicted as dupes rather
than consenting partners in the project to develop
a British H bomb in Australia.

This radically skews the narrative of what happened
over the next ten years of Menzies’ prime
ministership as Britain tested its atomic bomb and
then moved to the development and proof of principle
testing of the H bomb series it detonated off Malden
and Christmas Islands in 1957.



Titterton is often regarded as an unsympathetic, unlikeable, choleric
character - not least by his colleagues at the Australian National
University. There was clearly a personality clash between him and its

President, Mr Justice J.R. McClelland, as can be detected from their oral
interchanges in the Transcripts. But recently about 12 hours of memoirs
recorded by Titterton as he lay dying as a quadraplegic after a car
accident have been identified by Clare McLellan, Archivist of the
Fenner Archives Collection of the Australian Academy of Science and
myself. They show another side to his personality and one that we
need to consider in fairly assessing his role in the test programme
before accepting Justice McClelland’s epithet that Titterton was the ‘Dr
Strangelove’ of the British test era in Australia. To a large extent, he
may have been a very convenient scapegoat, not least for PM
Menzies. More research needed!
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