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Oppenheimer case boils up again 
Files show FBI 
bugged pre-trial 
conversations 
Washington 

A forthcoming history of science journal 
reveals new information on the celebrated 
Oppenheimer case - the most traumatic 
incident in post-war US science - that 
suggests that the government stacked the 
case against Oppenheimer in proceedings 
that caused the revocation of his security 
clearance and his personal disgrace. 

Physicist J. Robert Oppenheimer led the 
Los Alamos atomic bomb project during 
the Second World War. Afterwards, he 
was the unquestioned leader among US 
physicists seeking to shape the post-war 
world. Oppenheimer was influential in the 
debate over civilian control of atomic 
energy and, later, chairman of the General 
Advisery Committee of the Atomic Energy 
Commission (AEC). Oppenheimer was 
then without doubt the government's most 
influential science adviser. 

But doubts about his possible pre-war 
Communist associations, and his apparent 
evasions in relation to them, led AEC to 
conduct an inquiry into his suitability to 
hold security clearance, and to a hearing 
before a specially appointed triumverate of 
AEC's Personnel Security Board in 1954. 
The hearing, including the testimony of his 
one time colleague Edward Teller, 
destroyed him. 

An article by Barton J. Bernstein, 
Professor of History at Stanford 
University, in Historical Studies in the 
Physical Sciences*, to be published later 
this spring, alleges that despite President 
Eisenhower's stated wish that the 
government should conduct the inquiry in 
a dignified manner, commensurate with 
Oppenheimer's stature, the Federal 
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) nonetheless 
bugged Oppenheimer's conversations with 
his attornies before the inquiry and passed 
the transcripts on to prosecutor Roger 
Robb. AEC chairman Lewis Strauss 
personally thanked the FBI for their help in 
supplying the transcripts. "It would be an 
uneven contest", even before the hearing, 
writes Bernstein, "just as if one army had 
stolen its enemy's secret plans". 

Moreover, Bernstein says, while 
members of the board and the prosecution 
had access to secret FBI files on 
Oppenheimer (some of which were 
unopened at the time that the government 
had given Oppenheimer earlier security 
clearances), these were never shown to 
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the History of Science and Technology, 470 Stevens 
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Oppenheimer or his attornies on the 
grounds that security clearance could not 
be obtained in time. 

These and other revelations are based on 
documents declassified by the FBI, the 
Department of Energy (successor to AEC) 
and the Eisenhower Library at Bernstein's 
request. But Bernstein believes there is still 
more to learn about the case, as "more than 
half" of the FBI material on Oppenheimer 
remains classified. 

The chairman of the three-member panel 
that finally judged Oppenheimer a security 
risk was Gordon Gray, former president of 
the University of North Carolina and 
former Secretary of the Army. Gray's 
papers, unearthed by Bernstein, show that 
Gray considered the other two members of 
the board to be completely prejudiced 
against Oppenheimer before the hearing 
even started. The three sat down together 
beforehand, to go through the files. Gray 
wrote of the other two, "It seemed to me 
from the beginning that Mr Morgan and Dr 
Evans both had a strong hunch that Dr 
Oppenheimer's clearance should not be 
reinstated . . . During the weeks spent 
reading through the files this notion 
became much clearer." Evans made anti
Semitic comments, saying that he found 
"that nearly all subversives were Jews". 
'' At the time I was concerned at this note of 
clear prejudice", Gray wrote. But he did not 
tell AEC that the board's members were not 
impartial as AEC rules required. 

Bernstein's new documents also reveal 
that Edward Teller, whose testimony was 
crucial, had told the FBI some years earlier 
of his doubts about Oppenheimer, and that 
Teller's statements helped shape the 
charges. Teller, however, has said that he 
was undecided about Oppenheimer until 

the night before he testified, when Robb 
showed him Oppenheimer's security 
record. 

But in 1952, according to Bernstein's 
article, Teller told the FBI that he would do 
almost anything to separate Oppenheimer 
from the General Advisery Committee 
because Oppenheimer had cleverly shifted 
from one argument to another on the 
committee and used his considerable 
influence over other scientists to delay 
development of the hydrogen bomb. In 
1952, Teller had not said that Oppenheimer 
was disloyal, only that he was dangerous 
because he gave bad advice. To Teller in 
1952, Bernstein writes Oppenheimer "was 
devious but not disloyal". He had per
suaded Hans Bethe to refuse to work on the 
H-bomb and had swayed Henry D. Smyth, 
an AEC commissioner, to oppose it. 

Bernstein believes that his new 
information also provides an even more 
"alloyed" portrait of Oppenheimer 
himself than has emerged in previous 
writing about the case, which has tended to 
portray Oppenheimer as a martyr. The 
documents show, Bernstein writes, 
evidence of "a string of lies and evasions" 
regarding his past, and that Oppenheimer 
had not always been candid with the 
authorities or his associates. Commenting 
on the strain that Oppenheimer visibly 
underwent at the hearing, Bernstein writes: 

Oppenheimer was struggling to preserve his 
reputation ... He lost. And he may have 
been under an additional strain that his 
defenders did not appreciate, for he may also 
have been hiding his former membership in 
the Communist party. Chevalier claimed 
that Oppenheimer had been a member, and 
Robb reached the same conclusion. 

However, except for wondering what is in 
the yet unopened files, Bernstein says there 

Merck backs UK neuroscience 
Dr Leslie Iversen, director of the 

Medical Research Council's neuro
chemical pharmacology unit at Cambridge 
for the past eleven years, has been 
appointed director of a new laboratory 
being established in Britain by Merck, 
Sharp and Dohme. The new laboratory, 
which will be a going concern on a green
field site near Harlow, Essex, by 1984, will 
be exclusively concerned with basic drug
oriented research in the neurosciences and 
will eventually employ 200 people, a third 
of them with research degrees. 

The British scientific community is 
delighted at this development, chiefly 
because of the jobs it will provide for 
researchers but also because it is a token of 
continuing American interest in the United 
Kingdom as a base for major research 
laboratories. 

Dr Iversen said earlier this week that he 
was looking forward to the job, but 
emphasized that while the new research 

centre would concentrate largely on basic 
neuroscience, it would be an integral part 
of the company's research effort and thus 
different from the Roche research centres 
in Switzerland and the United States. The 
hope, he said, was that basic neuroscience 
research would suggest novel classes of 
therapeutic drugs. 

The only cloud on the horizon is the 
future of the Medical Research Council's 
unit, which is to be decided in June this year 
and which has been for some years one of 
the brightest feathers in the council's cap. 
Dr Iversen says that he is anxious that the 
unit should survive his departure on 1 
March next year, for which reason he 
intends to avoid recruiting any of his 
present staff until the council has made up 
its mind. Apart from the unit's basic 
research, it also houses the United 
Kingdom "brain bank" from which 
authenticated samples of brain tissue are 
distributed to qualified investigators. • 
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is no direct evidence in the new material 
that Oppenheimer had indeed been a 
Communist. 

Deborah Shapley 

Soviet radio-catastrophe 

Another theory 
Washington 

What did happen in the southern Ural 
mountains in 1957-58? Did buried radio
active waste explode? Or was the landscape 
blighted and thousands of people hurt by a 
strange weather pattern that rained fallout 
from Soviet atomic bomb tests in the 
north? 

The disaster has been a mystery since it 
surfaced in the West in a Copenhagen 
newspaper report in 1958 that implied that 
a Soviet weapons test had gone awry, and 
speculation grew into controversy in 1976 
when Zhores Medvedev, a prominent 
Soviet dissident scientist living in London, 
alleged there had been a catastrophic, 
volcano-like explosion from buried nuclear 
wastes in a secret area near the city of 
Kyshtym. 

Now a new theory has been advanced by 
the Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory, that 
links the disaster, among other things, with 
acid rain. The public summary of a 
classified report concludes that there was 
no single catastrophic explosion of buried 
wastes, and certainly not an explosion 
involving nuclear criticality. Instead, 
widespread damage to the land and 
population was caused by ''a series of rela
tively minor incidents ... severely com
pounded by a history of sloppy practices" 
at a plutonium production plant. 

The new report confirms the allegations 
of Medvedev and Soviet scientist Lev 
Tumerman, who drove through the region 
in 1960, in their horrid accounts of burned 
people and devastated land. It recounts 
that there were "death squads" of 
radioactively contaminated prisoners 
assigned to work in the area, essentially 
until they dropped dead. 

The site of the alleged disaster was a 
plutonium production plant built for the 
Soviet weapons programme east of the city 
of Kyshtym on the site of a munitions plant 
that operated under the Tsars. The plu
tonium plant was apparently built in the 
late 1940s, after the Smyth and Groves 
reports had been published explaining how 
the United States had built its atomic 
weapons during the war. The report 
indicates that the Soviet Kyshtym plant was 
modelled on the US plutonium plant at 
Hanford, Washington, and that, the Soviet 
Union had detailed information about 
Hanford practices and procedures. The 
evidence for this, however, is not given. 

So, the report says, a city was built 
having "thousands" of workmen and 
engineers. A graphite-moderated, 
uranium-fuelled reactor was built, called 
"Unit O". Cooling water from Unit O was 
pumped into a large artificial lake dug on 
the grounds. Later, the cooling water from 
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Rorvik disowned 
New York 

Dr Derek Bromhall, formerly of the 
University of Oxford, has won his suit 
against journalist David Rorvik and the 
publisher Lippincott and Company. On 
the third day of the trial this month (see 
Nature 1 April, p.383) and before a 
single scientist had taken the witness 
stand, the defendants settled out of 
court. The settlement is important not 
only because it amounts to a public 
disavowal by the publishers of Rorvik's 
book, published in 1978 under the title 
In His Image: the Cloning of a Human, 
but also because it is a precedent for 
other complaints of the unauthorized 
use of scientific data in popular works. 

In an apology to Dr Bromhall which 
accompanied the settlement (said to 
amount to some hundreds of thousands 
of dollars) Martin H. Lippincott, Chief 
Executive Officer of the publishers, 
conceded that "this company now 
believe the story to be untrue" and 
acknowledged that "Dr Bromhall did 
not consent to the inclusion of his name 
or his research techniques in the book 
and also that Dr Bromhall never 
engaged in, or attempted to engage, or 
advocated the cloning of a human 
being. We regret any embarrassment, 
humiliation, or other injury to him that 
the reference to Dr Bromhall in the 
book might have caused". 

Lippincott and Company had pro
moted the book, about an unnamed 
American millionaire financing the 
birth of his clone, as non-fiction. 

Judge John Fullam of the United 
States District Court, who had been 
hearing Dr Bromhall's suit last year, 
called the book "a fraud and a hoax". 
Apparently Lippincott began withhold
ing royalty cheques from Mr Rorvik as 
soon as the initial suit began. 

As Dr Bromhall is no longer an 
academic scientist, the direct damage to 
him from the book where his cloning 
techniques were quoted would have 
been difficult to prove, according to 
observers. Only the threat of punitive 
damages forced the hasty end to the 
trial. Michael Stein 

at least two reactors built there was also 
pumped into the lake. Fuel-rod cladding 
failures were probably frequent, the report 
says, so the rods leaked material. By 1953, 
the Jake had become dangerously 
radioactive. 

The lake fed into the Techa River, a 
slow-moving stream along which Jived a 
primitive Bashkir people. Soon, the Techa, 
too, became "a chronic, waterborne 
source of radioactive contamination'' long 
before any of the dates of alleged disasters. 
To separate plutonium from the irradiated 
fuel elements would have needed nitric 
acid. The off-gas belched yellow smoke out 
from a high smokestack, 24 hours a day for 
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years on end. Because of the high humidity 
of the region, the Los Alamos theory goes, 
the nitrogen oxides in the gas·would have 
produced acid rain and acid-laden snow 
which could have caused the "dead" 
landscape seen by Tumerman. 

The Soviet Union was in such a hurry to 
get as much bomb-grade material as 
possible that the irradiated fuel elements 
were not allowed to cool, so the gases from 
the plant would have included radioactive 
iodine as well. The authors of the report say 
that the impact of the consequent acid rain 
would have been appalling. A third source 
of contamination was the burial of 
radioactive wastes from the late 1940s and 
the 1950s. The wastes were not put in steel 
tanks as at Hanford but radioactive liquid 
waste was simply dumped into a dry 
lakebed 5 or 6 kilometres south-east of the 
plutonium complex. 

People in the Techa River region began 
having radiation sickness, crops were killed 
by acid rain and the stackgases. So, the 
report says, the authorities must have 
evacuated the Bashkirs and burned their 
homes. This would account for the burned 
buildings, and for the disappearance of 
local villages - signs Medvedev inter
preted as indications of a nuclear disaster. 

The Los Alamos report, like others, 
confirms that the landscape of the region 
was changed mightily in the late 1950s. The 
report includes "before" and "after" 
maps showing that new Jakes were created, 
drainage canals dug to circumvent other 
lakes, and so on. All this, it seems, was 
necessary to stem the contamination of the 
Techa. 

If there were explosions, the report con
cludes, they would have been chemical, not 
nuclear. Likely causes cited include 
ammonium nitrate and hexone, a flamm
able solvent often used in waste separation. 

The report is the latest in a chain of 
Western "explanations" for the disaster. 
Curiously, one of the report's two authors, 
Danny Stillman a Los Alamos staff 
member, was a co-author of an earlier Los 
Alamos report attributing the disaster to 
fallout from "dirty" atomic weapons tests 
to the north at Novaya Zemlya, and a 
meteorological fluke that dumped the 
fallout southwards. Stratton was not avail
able to discuss why the theory has changed: 
nor was the other author, Diane M. Soran. 
However, Harold Agnew, a former Los 
Alamos director who is president of 
General Atomic Corporation, and who co
authored the Nova ya Zemblya theory, says 
the new theory is an improvement. 

The proponents of the buried nuclear 
waste explosion theory are not convinced. 
Medvedev says that the report is simply 
wrong. The people who lived in the area 
were not simple Bashkir tribesmen as 
claimed in the report - the Bashkir 
Republic is somewhere else: the villages 
that disappeared after the disaster all have 
Russian names, and therefore had Russian 
inhabitants. 

Moreover, Medvedev says his notion all 
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