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No problem of post-World War I in-
ternational politics has been more vexing
and intransigent than that of the spread
of nuclear weapons. The bomb has not
spread rapidly, but now seven nations
have nuclear weapons and more stand on
the threshold of military nuclear capabili-
ty. There are two strategies that have
been used to prevent or delay acquisition
of weapons by new holders: the first in-
volved making acquisition as difficult as
possible; the second sought to make it
unnecessary.

Using the first approach, existing nu-
clear states have tried to prevent the un-
initiated from learning weapons secrets
and have accelerated their own efforts,
striving to price potential aspirants out of
the market. It is too early to say whether
other nations will attain nuclear super-
power status, but this tactic has not pre-
vented the dispersion of small atomic ca-
pabilities. And the attempt to keep oth-
ers out has actually heightened the
incentive to join the ‘‘nuclear club.”

The second tack has been no more suc-
cessful. The attempt to offer ‘‘nuclear
guarantees’’ to potential members as a
means of persuading them to renounce
their option has largely failed. The guar-
antees that have been discussed either
were not credible or if credible involved
such an extension and rigidification of
the obligations of the guarantor power
that they could not be given. Only a few
states have national interests similar
enough to agree to defend them with a
merged or single weapons program.
Some, of course, do. Canada could have
become the world’s second nuclear pow-
er but did not elect to do so, and a num-
ber of members of the North Atlantic
Treaty Organization rely entirely on the
United States for nuclear defense. But
generally speaking only the closest allies
can agree to such arrangements.

A priori, the British-American relation-
ship would appear to be a case where,
with understanding on both sides, two in-
dependent nuclear programs could have
been avoided. It was the British who first
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convinced the United States of the feasi-
bility of a deliverable nuclear bomb.
They contributed greatly to the Ameri-
can program during the war, giving up
their own program until 1945. The inter-
ests of the two nations were harmonious,
though not identical; the two countries
tended to look on defense and foreign
policy problems in similar ways. At the
end of the war, of course, Britain would
regard the bomb as an attribute of great-
power status, and as an instrument she
must possess. But even this did not man-
date an independent British effort, sepa-
rate and distinct from that of the United
States. Whether such an effort would ma-
terialize depended upon American as
well as British policy.

Margaret Gowing’s official history of
the British atomic energy program in the
first seven years after the war makes
clear how many opportunities for a joint
effort were missed and, quite correctly in
this reviewer’s opinion, lays the major re-
sponsibility for these errors at the door-
step of the United States. Of the official
postwar histories of atomic matters Gow-
ing’s is the most comprehensive, frank,
and factual. Though she must have con-
fronted security barriers at every level,
she has succeeded in writing an admira-
bly balanced, hugely informative, and co-
gent analysis of the postwar British pro-
gram. Since a very large part of this pro-
gram dealt with relations with the United
States and Canada, her two volumes are
also a partial history of American and Ca-
nadian efforts. They reveal many new
facets of American policy that were not
fully treated in the U.S. Atomic Energy
Commission’s volume covering the same
period (R. G. Hewlett and F. Duncan,
Atomic Shield, 1947/1952, University
Park Press, 1969).

Two features of Gowing’s work are
particularly worth noting, along with
many interesting sidelights. The first con-
cerns British reasons for acquiring an
atomic bomb. The second has to do with
how that might be achieved in coopera-
tion with the United States. At the end of
1945 Prime Minister Attlee set up a re-
search establishment to inquire into all
aspects of atomic energy. One atomic
pile was authorized, which at full produc-
tion would be capable of producing
enough plutonium for 15 bombs a year.
But the decision actually to make nucle-

ar bombs was left until January 1947.
This delay is surprising. In certain re-
spects an independent decision to make
bombs would have been more com-
prehensible in 1945: Britain did not have
an ally; her relations with the United
States were not particularly good; and al-
ready Russia loomed as a potential ene-
my. A bomb might help to deal with a
number of future contingencies. By
1947, however, while relations with Rus-
sia were no better (possibly worse), rela-
tions with the United States had greatly
improved. The United States in Decem-
ber 1946 had agreed to transfer to Britain
classified information on the American
order of battle, military research and de-
velopment, and intelligence and classi-
fied technical and scientific data per-
taining to matters other than atomic ener-
gy. A military standardization agreement
had been reached. Influential U.S. policy-
makers were saying informally that they
regarded Britain as America’s major al-
ly. But atomic energy cooperation be-
tween the United States and Britain was
at its nadir. The McMahon Act of 1946
had effectively ended any possible ex-
change of information. The act violated
the Quebec Agreement of 1943 and the
tripartite accord of November 1945 be-
tween the United States, the United
Kingdom, and Canada, both of which en-
visaged such a flow. Of course, Britain
did not decide to develop a bomb merely
because the United States refused coop-
eration. Her 1945 decisions had looked
toward a military program even though
no decision had been taken. She knew
that from 30 to 120 atomic bombs deto-
nated on British cities might cause a na-
tional collapse and that possession of her
own atomic weapons would be the most
effective deterrent for an atomically
armed adversary. In addition, as Gowing
says, ‘“The atomic bomb was the last
word in weapons so Britain must have
it”” (vol. 1, p. 209). But if the informa-
tion exchange agreements had been
honored, Britain might have concurred
in a pooling of atomic weapons produc-
tion. The result could have been a joint
program with bombs allocated to Britain
from the common effort.

The second episode in Anglo-Ameri-
can misunderstanding occurred with the
negotiation of the modus vivendi of Janu-
ary 1948. The British were in a uniquely
favorable bargaining position. They
knew that the United States wished to
obtain a greater share of the Congo ore
then stored in Britain in addition to ac-
quiring all new Congo production. In re-
turn the British would ask for a resump-
tion of information exchange. They were .
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also willing to cancel the provision in the
Quebec Agreement that gave them a
veto on American use of the atomic
bomb, and they knew that the United
States would not try to restrict their com-
mercial exploitation of atomic power, as
it had once insisted upon doing. But the
British did not want to give away their
advantages; in exchange for ore they
wanted fissionable material to study plu-
tonium metallurgy. As it turned out they
got neither the material nor the informa-
tion; they did, however, provide gener-
ously for U.S. needs for ore. The infor-
mation exchange was confined to cate-
gories in which the British might help the
Americans, and even in these areas ex-
change was greatly truncated. The Brit-
ish got no weapons information, no mate-
rial, and little general scientific informa-
tion of value. In fact, the American
proposal for the talks had been based
wholly on the need ‘‘to buy British ac-
commodation in uranium at rock-bottom
price’” (vol. 1, p. 254). The British went
along, hoping that a general improve-
ment in relations with the United States
would eventually lead to a more forth-
coming attitude on atomic matters. In
this they were deluded.

The most important episode in British-
American dealings on the subject came
at the end of 1949. The Soviet atomic ex-
plosion had greatly accelerated the
American program and increased the
need for ore allocations from Britain. In-
deed, if Britain developed her third pile it
would encroach upon ore supplies badly
needed in the United States. The British
acquiesced in such reasoning and
dropped their third pile (not too unwill-
ingly). They hoped that in return there
might be some progress toward an infor-
mation exchange or perhaps even toward
a greater pooling of nuclear efforts. At
their maximum position the British were
prepared to give up a fully independent
production of nuclear weapons in the
United Kingdom, retaining only proto-
type plants that might be developed for
such purposes later on. In return they
wanted a store of bombs in the United
Kingdom (a minimum of 20) with the
others from the joint production efforts
in the United States stored in Canada
as well as in the United States. They
would send their scientists to work in
the United States. They would keep
two piles and a low-separation diffusion
plant in the United Kingdom because of
their relevance for peaceful energy uses;
all bomb fabrication would take place in
the United States.

The Klaus Fuchs spy case, which
broke on 2 February 1950, put an end to
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such proposals, but in any event the
United States would not have accepted
them. Congress would not tolerate any
vestige of an independent U.K. bomb
program, and it did not want any bombs
stored in England, fearing they would be
vulnerable (a point that no British of-
ficial could possibly accept). The final
result, of course, was that the British pro-
ceeded on their own; they did not re-
ceive help from the United States. Even
the American offer to allow the British to
test their bomb in the United States was
so hedged with security restrictions that
the Australian site seemed a better alter-
rative. The British exploded their bomb
at Monte Bello, on 3 October 1952.

The American case for not providing
help to Britain was based on a series of
rationalizations. At first it seemed that
the McMahon Act ruled out all coopera-
tion, but then it turned out that the
United States would press for an ex-
change that was valuable to America,
but not to Britain. Congress was the cul-
prit on many occasions, expressing sur-
prise at the independent British bomb
program and its size. (It must be remem-
bered at this stage that the British were
planning three piles at the time that the
United States was moving to five, and
that British planning documents aimed at
a stockpile of some 200 bombs between
1957 and 1960 whether or not they had
help from the United States. [The U.S.
stockpile before Korea was probably
about 100 bombs.]) United States offi-
cials insisted on visiting the most sensi-
tive British facilities before agreeing to
any pooling arrangements, but the Brit-
ish were not allowed into American facili-
ties. Information on graphite, plutonium
metallurgy (which would be useful in a
separation plant), and other matters was
denied the British at a time when it
would have been very helpful. Nor was
the problem one of British security, for
on other matters highly confidential infor-
mation was being exchanged.

It is in retrospect difficult to avoid the
conclusion that American attitudes re-
flected hubris and a desire to throttle de-
velopments in other countries, with no
necessary gain in security or strength vis-
a-vis the Soviet Union. Two alternative
attitudes would have been more defen-
sible. America could have refused all pro-
posals for cooperation and made the Brit-
ish proceed on their own. This might
have limited American ore stockpiles,
but it would certainly have stimulated
the British program, which, as we have
seen, was not small. The United States
would also have proceeded much more
rapidly to develop American ore sources.

Or America could have offered a full pool-
ing of information and exchange (as later
came with the 1958 amendments of the
McMahon Act) and induced the British
to give up the final stages of their efforts,
concentrating them in the United States.
This also would have provided for basic
security for both sides, as British pluto-
nium would be sent to the United States
for inclusion in the more efficient Ameri-
can bomb designs. What happened ac-
tually had the worst features of both al-
ternatives: the British labored on at a
fairly large program without help from
the United States, and the United States
dilatorily developed its own bombs, em-
phasizing technological skill more than
quantity until the Soviet detonation of
August 1949,

At no point, of course, was there a pos-
sibility that the British would give up
bombs altogether. But they would have
been willing to go into a production pro-
gram with the United States (in which
Canada would be a partner) which would
have meant the effective end of a sepa-
rate national effort.

In the longer run, of course, the strate-
gy of joint programs would not have
greatly circumscribed the spread of pro-
duction technology, for the United
States could not go on indefinitely coop-
erating with newcomers in the nuclear
business. After 1958, it effectively drew
a line excluding France from such collab-
oration, and it could not have included
many others. Nonetheless, if Britain and
the United States had really cooperated
in the early years after the war an impor-
tant precedent would have been set, and
the joint U.K.-American program would
have appeared much harder for other na-
tions to match. If Britain had pooled her
efforts, the stimulus to independent
French development, though still pres-
ent, would have greatly declined.

Gowing also makes clear in fascinating
detail the degree to which the British de-
pended upon Canada in the early devel-
opment years. The Canadians had the
second producing reactor in world poli-
tics; they provided plutonium for British
experiments when the United States
refused to do so. They provided informa-
tion and consultation that were entirely
lacking on the American side. Whatever
may have been true in other areas, Gow-
ing conclusively demonstrates that in
atomic energy there was no special rela-
tionship between the British and the
Americans in the years immediately fol-
lowing the war.
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