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Taking Up Hilda’s Torch  
By Commander Robert Green, Royal Navy (Ret’d)* 

[Edited 30.1.23] 

Dr Richard Webb was the heavyweight spanner I threw into the works of the nuclear 
industry at a second public inquiry into plans for a Pressurised Water Reactor (PWR), 
this time at Hinkley Point on the southern side of the Bristol Channel near 
Bridgwater. The concerns we raised, and delays we caused, played a crucial part in 
delaying Hinkley Point C.   
 
In September 1984, presenting my beloved aunt Hilda Murrell’s critique of the 
Government’s policy on radioactive waste management at the public inquiry in 
Suffolk into Sizewell B, Britain’s first PWR, had been my initiation into opposing 
nuclear power. However, over the next four years I had been preoccupied pursuing 
the truth about my distinguished rose grower aunt and mentor turned pioneer 
environmentalist and anti-nuclear campaigner Hilda’s murder in Shrewsbury, 
Shropshire six months earlier. When the Chernobyl nuclear power plant exploded on 
26 April 1986, I was taking the huge decision to stop cooperating with the West 
Mercia Police, after evidence emerged that MI5 had been involved in what amounted 
to Hilda’s assassination, and were harassing me.  
 
Meanwhile, Don Arnott was in demand after the catastrophe at the stricken nuclear 
reactor in the Ukraine. A veteran radio-chemist living near Welshpool whom Hilda 
went to for advice on nuclear waste, he became a key source of independent and 
trusted assessment of the consequences, not least for farmers whose fields and 
animals had been contaminated by radioactive fallout carried on the wind to North 
Wales and deposited in heavy rainstorms. 
 
Early in 1988, however, two events conspired to make me realise that, as well as 
investigating Hilda’s death, I also had to pursue her cause with all the effort and 
determination I could muster. 
 
The first jolt came in a conversation with Don about the Sizewell B Inquiry. We had 
never discussed in detail the evidence he would have presented had he not suffered a 
suspicious heart attack in 1983. Only now did I begin to comprehend the significance 
of his “bombshell” discovery: the control rods designed to shut down the nuclear core 
had failed at Three Mile Island in 1979, causing a partial core meltdown. Disaster had 
only been averted thanks to luck and the timely intervention of a certain Dr Webb. 
 
The second was when the Government announced its plan to hold a similar inquiry for 
Hinkley Point C. The site already had four nuclear power plants: two first generation 
Magnox reactors and two second generation Advanced Gas-cooled Reactors (AGRs).  
Hinkley Point C, replicating Sizewell B, would be very similar to the one at Three 
Mile Island – and it would have the same control rods. 
 
Suddenly I realised I had an unarguable qualification to take part in this public 
inquiry. With the prevailing westerlies, my home village in Dorset was only about 35 
miles downwind from Hinkley Point. I would have the opportunity to raise the issue 
of the PWR control rods, with Don as my expert witness. 
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However, Don was not enthusiastic: “Thanks very much: you want me to have 
another heart attack?”  “Don’t worry, Don, this time I’ll be with you.” Recalling my 
slashed tyre outside his front door in 1986, he was not reassured. He advised that I 
needed a nuclear engineer to check his discovery – ideally someone with experience 
of PWRs and Three Mile Island. Richard Webb was the only candidate. 
 
Peter Bunyard, former editor of The Ecologist, warned me that Webb was heavily 
committed working for Greenpeace, living near Munich in southern Germany after 
being declared persona non grata by the US authorities. 
 
Bunyard lent me some of Webb’s writings, and a set of audiotapes which made 
compelling listening. Webb had recorded every phone call made during the Three 
Mile Island accident, interspersed with news bulletins and his own commentary.  It 
seemed he was completely justified in claiming that he had averted a core explosion 
on the scale of Chernobyl by persuading the Governor of Pennsylvania to follow his 
advice, not that of the nuclear industry. Don agreed that I should approach Webb for 
help.  

**** 
 
My first contact with Dr Richard Webb was a series of lengthy and tortuous phone 
calls. I quickly learned I would need steady nerves dealing with him. 
 
He eventually agreed to come to my home in Dorset to meet me. A clean-cut 
American in his early forties with deep brown eyes and thinning black hair, his dress 
was casual: jeans, sweater and white trainers.  
 
I took him home, where he made straight for the phone and rang the Nuclear 
Installations Inspectorate (NII). I assured him that, as it was 5 pm on a Friday, he had 
no chance of getting through to anyone. To my amazement, he succeeded in arranging 
a meeting with the Deputy Chief Inspector the following Wednesday.   
 
I later found him trying to phone the Secretary of State for Energy, Cecil Parkinson, 
“because he’s the guy who decides if Hinkley Point C gets built and I’ve got some 
questions for him.”  He was assured that the Secretary of State was not available – but 
he did get through to one of his secretaries and extracted most of the answers he 
wanted on Government policy. 
 
This was typical of Webb’s “if you don’t ask, you don’t get” attitude and his lack of 
deference to authority – a deep inhibition for me after twenty years in the Navy. Yet 
he had served four years in the US Navy. As a young engineer Lieutenant in the 
Division of Naval Reactors, he had been on the staff of the legendary Admiral Hyman 
G. Rickover, dubbed “the father of the nuclear submarine”. Rickover had headhunted 
him for the elite team who had developed the prototype civilian PWR at Shippingport, 
extrapolated from a submarine propulsion plant.  
 
Having left the US Navy after refusing to serve in the Vietnam War, Webb was 
snapped up by a nuclear electricity generation company in Michigan. There he began 
to understand the potential for accidents and the catastrophic consequences. 
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Over supper that first night he talked a little about his former life as a husband, father 
and nuclear industry scientist and engineer. When he had abandoned his job, his wife 
had left with their two sons. He had become increasingly engrossed in his research 
into nuclear accident hazards. Very few anti-nuclear organizations were willing and 
able to support him. 
 
As we got out of the taxi at the dingy Health and Safety Executive building where the 
NII was housed, Webb looked at it and drawled: “They have no power.”  
 
Inside, the Deputy Chief Inspector had made himself scarce and delegated the task of 
meeting us to a lower ranking bureaucrat.  He looked startled when I told him my 
name – and Webb registered the potency of the Hilda Murrell case for the first time. 
Webb gave a virtuoso performance, reducing the official to bluster as he challenged 
him and two hastily summoned engineers to read his treatises which he thumped,  
one after another, onto the desk.   

**** 
 

My top priority was to submit an outline Statement of Case to the Inquiry, with Webb 
as my main expert witness. The drafting process was traumatic: he summarily rejected 
successive attempts as weak and ineffective until the fifth draft, which I begged him 
to accept on the eve of the submission deadline. He rewarded me with a copy of his 
1976 book, The Accident Hazards of Nuclear Power Plants. 
 
My statement, RDG1, began by focusing on the posthumous views of Valery 
Legasov, who had led the investigation into Chernobyl for the Soviet regime.  He had 
committed suicide on the second anniversary of the disaster, warning that any similar 
reactor had the same potential for death and destruction. In a note he left he had 
written: “We have not found, and will not find, a reliable system for this type of 
power station.” 
 
I contrasted this with the blasé response to the disaster by the Central Electricity 
Generating Board (CEGB): “Extensive analysis carried out by the CEGB has not 
indicated any fundamental shortcomings regarding the UK Pressurised Water Reactor 
and no design changes are necessary.” My statement went on to stress the credentials 
of my expert witness and significance of his research, which had anticipated Three 
Mile Island. I emphasised his warning about unforeseen accidents at nuclear power 
plants: “These so called ‘beyond design basis’ accidents were considered incredible 
by the nuclear industry and government. However, one such accident subsequently 
occurred at Three Mile Island.” 
 
Webb’s latest work had uncovered a similar potential for disaster in Advanced Gas-
cooled Reactors, like the ones already built at Hinkley Point. 
 
I proposed that the Government should appoint a special Scientific Commission to 
review the accident hazards of all reactor designs used in the UK. Already I had 
hugely expanded my original intention of just questioning the PWR control rod 
design. 
 
I installed Webb in a garret room of a Sherborne hotel, where he stayed for over six 
weeks until the end of October. Bunyard visited him, and fired him up about the 
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Inquiry as an unrivalled opportunity to test and publicise his work. Indeed, as Webb 
researched the UK PWR safety case and its almost unopposed passage through the 
Sizewell Inquiry, it became clear that he wanted to challenge the entire case at 
Hinkley Point.  
 
To Don’s and my alarm, Webb dismissed his “bombshell” out of hand. He had not 
studied the control rods, and had no metallurgy or chemistry expertise. He would not 
be deflected from exposing the potentials for extreme accidents like steam explosions.  
 
The inquiry got underway on 4 October 1988 in Cannington, an attractive village 
about ten miles inland from Hinkley Point. Proceedings were held in the converted 
chapel of a former manor house, Cannington Court. 
  
Webb accepted that he should continue his work back in Bavaria.  He could return, 
having prepared his statements and questions, in two or three months when the 
inquiry took evidence on safety issues. 
 
I bought a set of suitcases for all the additional documents Webb had accumulated; 
and we travelled together, by train and two taxis, via Heathrow to a village near 
Munich. He checked in 13 bags, exceeding the weight allowance by 150kg; the 
Lufthansa stewardess took pity and only charged me an extra £105.  
 
In December 1988 I abandoned my plan to devote a few weeks to my post-Navy 
occupation roof-thatching – my master thatcher Richard Fryer was yet again very 
understanding. Instead, I produced five ring-bound sets of Webb’s eight major 
treatises.  It was the next best thing to getting them published, and meant they could 
be placed on the record as official inquiry documents, whereupon the nuclear 
industry’s lawyers and experts would have to read them. 
 
The typing and photocopying seemed endless, as did the demands for documents 
needed by Webb in Bavaria. Christmas was approaching: so I decided to take the 
requested papers, along with a set of the copied treatises, over to him myself.  
 
When I arrived at his apartment I saw another side to my earnest and intense expert 
witness. Suddenly he insisted that we cycle to the next village for supper where he 
knew the owners of a restaurant. So off we went on a magical moonlit cycle ride 
through the frozen snow: I had never thought that Webb could be so adventurous and 
such fun. 
 
My second German expedition also gave me a chance to concentrate on my own 
studies, clarified during discussions with Webb. I gained a much better understanding 
of nuclear reactors, the possible accidents and appalling consequences – worse than 
even I had ever imagined.  
 
A PWR core meltdown could lead to molten core material dropping into what was left 
of the cooling water lying in the bottom of the pressure vessel. Webb had calculated 
that the resulting steam explosion cou1d propel the core material upwards with such 
energy that it would sever the reactor pressure vessel closure head and take it with it 
through the top of the reinforced concrete containment to a height of 5,000 feet. This 
could result in a far greater release of radioactive fission products than at Chernobyl.  
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In this process the pressure vessel would act like a muzzle-loaded gun barrel, and is a 
feature unique to the PWR design. So much destructive energy was involved that any 
surrounding reactors would be vulnerable to damage, causing similar loss of control. 
 
This is why Webb could argue in his treatise A Warning for Europe that such an 
accident in, for example, the row of six French PWRs at Gravelines on the English 
Channel coast had the potential to make much of Europe uninhabitable from 
radioactive fallout.   
 
The more I learned, the more I found shortcomings in the published studies carried 
out by the nuclear industry.  I was reading research designed to deceive and obscure. 
Reactors never experienced accidents, only “incidents”. A fire involving the zircaloy 
cladding of PWR fuel rods is a “self-sustaining exothermic zirconium-air reaction”. 
By contrast, Webb was thorough and honest. I understood why it was so important to 
him that evidence should be given under oath during the Inquiry. 
 
As I walked to his apartment for a final meal before returning home, I looked around 
me. The village was a snowy fairyland dotted with silver-lit Christmas trees. I thought 
of all the happy family gatherings ahead; then of one stranger amongst them who was 
striving to help preserve such beauty and peace.  Webb would be alone on Christmas 
Day, in a country where he could not speak the language, his own family scattered.  
He would probably work straight through it. 

 
**** 

 
In the New Year of 1989 I accompanied Webb back to Somerset, carrying only nine 
bags this time but with £200 worth of excess weight.  My wife had prepared a 
wonderful welcome as he arrived at the cottage we had found for him near 
Cannington. He was clearly overwhelmed as he tucked into a belated Christmas 
supper.  
 
I told Dick Fryer that I would not be thatching for at least two weeks while we 
presented our evidence to the Inquiry; this turned into three months. 
 
On 10 January, the Hinkley Point C Inquiry resumed after the festive break to 
examine issues of safety. I had drafted a procedural statement I wanted to make on the 
need to take evidence under oath, which he had first suggested to me. On reading it 
through, Webb challenged my phrase “a tendency to duplicity”: “Why not, ‘lying with 
impunity’?”  Those words became my punchline – and Webb provided plenty of 
evidence to substantiate them. 
 
The Inquiry Inspector, Michael Barnes QC, tried to justify his decision against using 
the oath. Webb intervened and asked him about the 1977 Windscale Inquiry into plans 
for a nuclear reprocessing plant in Cumbria: “Were witnesses required to be under 
oath there?” Barnes had to admit they were; but he refused to follow that precedent. It 
was, at least, a moral victory, and one that brought us publicity, including TV 
coverage. 
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Webb had another complaint to make: the poor hall acoustics.  He was right – yet the 
Inquiry had been sitting for more than three months. When we emerged outside, 
however, I pleaded with him: “Dick, you can’t say that sort of thing; it’s disrespectful 
and could damage our credibility.” He turned to me, smiled and purred: “Rab, I think 
it’s time you stopped being a subject and started being a citizen!” A new public 
address system was installed in the hall; and I learned more about my ingrained 
deference. 
 
Ten days later, I won approval to leave all the questioning to Webb – a vital 
achievement – and he was about to tackle Brian George, the PWR Project Manager. 
Despite the morning’s mad dash, Webb was calm and assured as he opened with 
questions about the impact of a steam explosion in a PWR, asserting: “No-one knows 
for sure what the effects might be, because there have never been any trials despite a 
recommendation for a full-scale test programme made in a US report.” 
 
A surprisingly nervous George conceded this before making an outrageous admission: 
“In a sense, you could argue that Three Mile Island was that test.” So the CEGB 
regarded potentially catastrophic accidents as useful experiments in pursuit of nuclear 
power. 
 
George acknowledged that nuclear weapons had been tested, but still did not believe it 
was a good idea for nuclear reactors. “Why not?”, asked Webb: was it because he was 
worried about the results?  George responded: “It is undoubtedly true that some 
experiments give surprises; but that is nearly always where the experiments are badly 
designed.” Where did this leave Newton’s experimental philosophy of science? 
 
George then admitted that, after Three Mile Island, the CEGB had installed backup 
protection in the PWR, releasing concentrated boric acid, a powerful neutron 
absorber, into the water coolant. Webb had evidence that this Emergency Boration 
System would not act quickly enough to avert disaster. 
 
Webb turned to Chernobyl, pointing out that the UK was the only nation not to have 
re-evaluated its reactor designs after the disaster. George admitted there were many 
similarities between the RBMK reactor which exploded at Chernobyl and the two 
AGRs at Hinkley Point.   
 
Then Webb presented a scenario involving a loss in the flow of carbon dioxide gas 
used to cool the AGR core. The stainless steel fuel cladding would rapidly melt, 
potentially causing a runaway chain reaction: “Then what would happen?”, he asked. 
George replied: “If you do the straightforward physics calculations that you postulate, 
it is true we will get a core melt in about 30 to 35 seconds.  That is not in dispute.” 
Webb had cross-examined him for four hours when we had been told he would only 
get three. New Scientist journalist Roger Milne interviewed him immediately 
afterwards for a major article, which was published. 
 
A week later Webb caused more drama in the Inquiry hall when he cross-examined 
David Western, the CEGB’s Manager for Emergency Planning. Webb quoted from  
the Sizewell Inquiry report on the impossibility of a nuclear explosion in a PWR.  
Where, he asked, was the evidence for this? Western could not point to any. Even 
Lord Silsoe, the CEGB’s veteran lead counsel, could not earn his rumoured £3,000 a 
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day fee by finding any supporting reference. Barnes stopped the Inquiry to consult his 
advisers. Webb had shown that the Sizewell Report had misled the public by 
assuming a nuclear explosion was impossible.  
 
Inquiry hours became brutal, often overrunning into the evening, leaving me 
exhausted by the time I had driven the 40 miles back home. The pressure was 
compounded by the need to submit our proofs of evidence. With Dick endlessly 
diverted by new issues and questions arising from his cross-examinations, I could see 
little chance of him finishing his own testimony. It was vital, therefore, that I 
submitted mine. I escaped for a weekend to write in the home of friends in 
Shrewsbury. 
 
I also had a chance to confer with Don Arnott. He had discovered that the UK Atomic 
Energy Authority had been conducting experiments on what happened when PWR 
control rods overheated. The tests had been reported without much detail in the 
UKAEA’s journal ATOM. Here was the smoking gun we needed: the UKAEA was 
sufficiently worried about the risks of the control rods failing in an overheating core 
to have ordered research into the implications.  
 
However, Webb had made it clear that he did not want to get involved with the 
control rod issue.  So I had no choice but to raise it myself. I met the deadline for my 
proof of evidence on safety, which became RDG 2; but I warned the Secretariat that 
there would be an addendum on the low melting point of the PWR control rods.  
 

**** 
 
My slot for presenting a summary of my evidence was 15 March. I began with two 
quotes from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar: “The Ides of March are come,” followed by 
“Your wisdom is consum’d in confidence”. Even Lord Silsoe beamed as Michael 
Barnes quipped back: “Who said those?” I had the answers ready: “The first was 
Caesar; the second his wife, Calphurnia.” I got off to a good-natured start. 
 
Next, I referred to “a fellow ex-naval officer, Dr Webb.” I drew attention to his 
philosophy:  
 
“Because of the scoping calculations that I have done showing enormous eruption 
potentials and near-full release of fission products and plutonium into the atmosphere 
which could ruin most of Europe with radiation… we should not take the risk. We 
should shut them down and put our money and resources into evaluating the 
alternatives to nuclear energy, to seriously investigate is there a better way to live and 
power our industry?”  
 
To illustrate the depth of this problem, I cited an internal 1965 US report which had 
advocated a programme of full-scale experiments before proceeding with a power 
reactor programme. The nuclear industry had chosen to ignore it – and with it 
Newton’s experimental philosophy – for the most dangerous engineering system ever 
created by man. I spelled out the consequences so far, focusing on Webb’s 
conclusions that Chernobyl could have been massively more disastrous had it erupted 
to its full potential. Echoing Hilda, I continued:  
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“Here at last was a well qualified and experienced nuclear scientist reflecting the 
Ordinary Citizen’s gut feeling that Chernobyl couldn’t be wished away as if it had 
been some explosion at a badly run chemicals factory in the Third World… 
 
Suicidally heroic Soviet firefighters saved Europe from the potential holocaust of all 
four RBMK reactors plus their spent fuel storage erupting at Chernobyl. Has the 
CEGB learnt that no fireman can be expected to get them off the hook next time? 
From the dismissive way in which the CEGB asserts that Chernobyl has changed 
virtually nothing for them – it merely provided them with another interesting 
experiment at minimal risk to themselves – I conclude that the nuclear industry has 
recklessly spurned the opportunities which these warnings offered to acknowledge 
that the atom is indeed mighty and that there is nothing harsher in its retribution if its 
lethal nature is not honestly recognised.” 
 
I emphasised that Webb’s approach was “pro-public safety” rather than “anti-
nuclear”.  Put simply, he considered the hazards first, not last, and then invited the 
decision-makers to weigh his findings against the benefits of nuclear power. 
 
Then I recalled how the nuclear industry had descended into denial and dishonesty 
following a fire at the Windscale nuclear reactor in 1957. First the fire had been 
hushed up, and then an attempt had been made to expunge it from history by changing 
the name of the plant to Sellafield. 
 
I went on to expose weaknesses which even a layman like me could recognise in the 
design of PWRs. These included cladding the nuclear fuel with zircaloy, a mixture of 
zirconium, tin, nickel and chromium, which does not easily corrode or absorb 
neutrons. However, it burns in steam and gives off hydrogen in the process, which 
seems to be asking for trouble in a water-cooled reactor. Then there were the control 
rods, made from an alloy with a lower melting point than the fuel in the reactor which 
it was meant to control.  To me this looked fundamentally unsound in the event of an 
accident overheating the core. 
 
Quoting from a booklet by Don Arnott, I described the PWR design as truly a “system 
under pressure”, its efficiency depending on water coolant at 2250 pounds per square 
inch being pumped up through the core at a mass flow of nearly 20 tons per second 
moving at 17 feet a second:  
 
“All pipes, pumps, and valves in this circuit must operate perfectly, because a 
malfunction at such pressure can cause mechanical shock to the system. Even the fuel 
rods must be pressurised internally to stop them collapsing inwards. One has only to 
look at a cutaway drawing of a PWR core to shudder at the compression, complexity, 
tiny clearances and thicknesses, with no tolerances for error in manufacture, 
installation, or unexpected events – in sum, an unforgiving exercise in technological 
brinkmanship. And if even only a part of the core melts – and there is no radioactive 
release, as at Three Mile Island – it cannot be repaired.” 
 
Barnes questioned me closely, and then pondered why the problem was not already 
common knowledge and openly discussed.  Why indeed. I ended my presentation 
with a message of comfort for all those scientists and engineers working in the nuclear 
industry. I was not threatening them with ruin: “A vast new industry is about to be 
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born to sort out all the problems created by nuclear power. If that does not attract you, 
you could redirect your talents to researching the alternatives, for the sake of your 
children and generations to come.” 
 
The next morning, Webb had shrewdly decided his best tactic was to read out just a 
one page summary of his evidence, so that most of his allocated time could be 
devoted to cross-examination by Silsoe. His answers were so thorough that he only 
faced a couple of Sisloe’s questions before the lunch adjournment. Silsoe began by 
challenging his “values and opinions which you are asking the Inspector to adopt on 
the basis of your evidence.”  Webb explained that he was asking Barnes to 
recommend the creation of a scientific commission to investigate the issues he had 
raised – only a commission could carry out a thorough appraisal, and only then could 
an informed decision be made. 
 
Silsoe then challenged Webb to say whether he recommended closing down all the 
AGRs at Hinkley. “Yes, immediately,” was the firm response. “All the operating 
reactors amount to a grand experiment which is going on right now.” 
 
Unwisely, Silsoe attempted to dispute a succession of scenarios which Webb had 
alleged would lead to catastrophic failure within a PWR. Webb turned each one into 
another opportunity to demonstrate how the dangers were being overlooked or 
ignored. “Sometimes I get the impression that when they conclude they cannot 
tolerate something, they just conclude it is incredible,” he added. 
 
When Silsoe tried to discredit the possibility of steam explosions, Webb gave a 
masterly reply, offering several ways in which they could be caused and highlighting 
the absurdity of not a single one being mentioned in the Sizewell Pre-Construction 
Safety Report. 
 
Finally, Silsoe wanted to know the probability of a PWR core meltdown causing a 
steam explosion to breach the containment dome. Dick calmly made the following 
points: 
 
   *    He reiterated the importance of Newtonian scientific philosophy that 
         “the only way we know how nature behaves is to observe it.” 
 
   *   Although there had been no steam explosions in reactors yet, he cited tests 
        which had produced unexpected and widely varying results. 
 
   *   Those tests confirmed that a catastrophic explosion could not be ruled out. 
 
   *   However, the tests were incomplete, and the conclusions from them were  
        therefore no more than subjective judgments. 
 
   *   In conclusion, he could not exclude a 100% probability. 
 
As soon as the session ended, a crowd of fellow objectors surrounded Webb to 
congratulate him.  

**** 
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In June 1989, the Inquiry moved to Cardiff for two days for the benefit of those who 
found it too difficult to travel from Wales to Cannington. Here was an opportunity to 
present our latest concerns about the PWR control rods. To my relief, Don finally 
agreed to give evidence despite his earlier fears. We had gained a lot of information 
through a stream of letters – all placed on the Inquiry record – asking questions of the 
CEGB experts. 
 
It was a powerful moment for me when, on 19 June, Don took the stand in a packed, 
stifling hall in the Welsh capital city. In his measured and authoritative tone, Don 
outlined how he had discovered in the official report on the Three Mile Island 
accident that its control rods were made of an alloy of 80% silver, 15% indium and 
5% cadmium. After quickly calculating that the melting point was only about 800 
degrees C – the lowest of any material in the core – he had checked and found that the 
same alloy was to be used in the British PWR design.  
 
Furthermore, the control rod cladding was paper-thin stainless steel, less than half a 
millimetre thick, probably to maximise reactor performance to the detriment of safety. 
Each long, thin rod was welded at top and bottom and pressurised with helium to 
2250 psi to counteract the enormous pressure of the water coolant, which was needed 
to superheat it to 325 degrees C for more efficient steam generation. Each cluster of 
control rods moved inside guide tubes of zircaloy, which burns in steam, producing 
hydrogen.  
 
Don continued: “The Three Mile Island accident in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania began 
on 28 March 1979 when pumps supplying cooling water tripped, which caused the 
coolant temperature to rise, and with it the reactor core pressure until a relief valve 
opened automatically. The control rods “scrammed” correctly, dropping by gravity 
into the core to shut down the nuclear reaction. However, the valve then stuck open: 
core pressure was lost, and mishandling of the emergency core cooling system meant 
the coolant level dropped as it boiled away through the relief valve.  
 
“Now the internally pressurised helium would have placed huge strain on the welds of 
the control rod cladding. As the core overheated, the cadmium inside each control rod 
would not only have melted, but boiled at less than 800 degrees C, with a very high 
vapour pressure. This plus the helium would have caused most of the control rods to 
burst, whereupon the molten silver and indium would have flowed down to the 
bottom of the core – which is where a pile of these materials was found after the core 
had cooled enough for a camera to be inserted.  
 
“In the lower part of the core still covered by water – which in a PWR acts as both 
coolant and moderator – the resulting loss of neutron absorber would have caused a  
reactivity surge, dramatically raising the core temperature to the point where the 
centre of the core began to collapse. Core pressure and coolant flow were restored just 
in time, and the stricken reactor was gradually brought to a safe state. More than half 
the core had melted; the power plant was a write-off, and would take years to 
dismantle, effectively bankrupting the utility company operating it.” 
 
Don then explained the first of our new evidence, about the significance of hafnium. 
In the mid 1970s, Westinghouse had unexpectedly introduced a new control rod 
design made of this extremely rare metal. “There is an obvious explanation… 
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Hafnium melts at 2200 degrees C and boils at 1000 degrees hotter than that. On these 
grounds it is an altogether safer choice in a control rod than alloy which melts at 800 
degrees and contains a vital ingredient which volatilises if it breaks loose. And now 
comes the punch-line. Hafnium was the first choice for the control rods in nuclear 
submarine PWRs. Surely it is not cynical to assume as a matter of course that this was 
not done for reasons of economy? He who made the choice – it was the late Admiral 
Rickover – did not do so to cut the cost, but because he wanted the best possible 
combination of rod thermal stability with fluctuating core temperatures which can go 
high in emergency.” 
 
However, Don revealed that the hafnium had been swelling inside the stainless steel 
cladding, causing the control rod to jam in its guide tube. So Westinghouse had gone 
back to the suspect alloy. This was probably because the uniquely high power density 
of the PWR demanded higher neutron absorption capability in its control rods than 
any other reactor design. Also, the high-pressure water flow up through the core 
needed the weight of silver to drop by gravity against it in the event of loss of 
electrical control. The silver also probably provided a compatible containment for the 
neutron absorbers indium and cadmium. Don added that our discovery that the 
UKAEA had been conducting experiments on PWR control rods gave the lie to the 
CEGB claim that this was not a problem. 
 
As Don ended, applause broke out and filled the hall. His statement hit Barnes like a 
bolt, especially as he had not had time to read it beforehand. He and another assessor 
cross-examined him for 15 minutes, before Silsoe made a lame but careful statement 
about having to consult his CEGB employers. Don had completed the job at last, and 
far more effectively than if he had tried at Sizewell. We had done our best and learned 
a lot – from which our concerns had grown. 
 

**** 
 
At last I could go back to thatching, and regain some balance in my life. However, 
there was still my submission on nuclear power and democracy to write.  
 
On the morning of 25 July, with Don in the audience, I presented RDG 6, Can 
Democracy Survive With Nuclear Power?.  I opened with a challenge: “In the 
introduction to my Proof of Evidence RDG 2 I mentioned that I had been encouraged 
to appear as an individual objector at this Inquiry by the Prime Minister’s advocacy of 
the concept of the Active Citizen.  
 
“Now this was not entirely tongue-in-cheek. For, if we in this country are to pride 
ourselves on having evolved the model for Parliamentary democracy espousing the 
ideals of individual freedom in an indivisibly open society constrained only by the 
needs of national security, then my point should not have been considered as a vehicle 
for cynical humour.  
 
“In exercising my democratic right to object, like my late aunt Hilda Murrell I 
discovered that the necessary homework to make a considered decision to do so was 
well within the capability of the average Active Citizen. Yet both she and I have been 
accused of being manipulated by organised anti-nuclear protest groups, invariably 
labelled left-wing by those who seem particularly intolerant of dissent from 
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Government policy on nuclear power. Active Citizenship in this area suddenly 
becomes subversion. How could this have happened with a Government in effectively 
unopposed power for ten years with a mandate to ‘Set the people free’?  
 
“In this Proof of Evidence I will try to explain why I believe that the Government’s 
selective view of freedom is an inevitable consequence of its Faustian contract with 
nuclear power. I go on to outline the crucial role that I believe this Inquiry can play in 
reinvigorating the democratic process through which we can choose a coherent energy 
policy in the face of the threats to our survival from the pollution crisis.”  
 

I introduced how nuclear electricity generation had been born as a by-product of the 
Bomb, the world’s first nuclear power plant at Calder Hall being built to provide 
plutonium. The true nature of Calder Hall had been concealed from the young Queen 
Elizabeth II, who so trustingly came to open it in 1956. I went on: “After such an 
appalling beginning, the lie had to be sustained while vast resources were diverted 
without Parliament’s knowledge let alone approval, just at a time when the country 
was struggling to recover from the Second World War. Secrecy having become a 
habit, political and economic pressures now demanded success. Any major problems 
could not be permitted to surface – too much prestige had been invested, and there 
was that desperate need to keep ahead of the Americans for once as the inferiority 
complex set in with loss of Empire.”  
 
I chronicled the pressure on nuclear industry scientists to suppress unfavourable 
findings because these threatened their careers: “Small wonder, then, that the result of 
their work – based upon narrow, ill-informed, and biased judgments outside the 
democratic process – has been a series of unsuccessful projects.” 
 

In a section headed “Treatment of Heretics”, I explained how the incestuous 
relationship between its military and civil arms enabled it to hide behind secrecy.  
Citing Professor Ross Hesketh’s whistleblowing about diversion of civil plutonium to 
use in weapons, I compared his treatment by the CEGB as more like that of the KGB 
than to that normally associated with our so-called “democracy”. I took the chance to 
mention the contract from an unknown client to an investigation company chaired by 
Lord Chalfont, to check out Active Citizens at the Sizewell B Inquiry.  
 

I went on to address the dilemma of who should decide matters of a highly technical 
nature with apocalyptic safety implications. Until the 1980s this had been dodged by 
the Ordinary Citizen: it was so much easier to trust the politicians and the scientists 
who should know what they were doing. Anyway, they went ahead with it regardless 
in the deepest secrecy ‘for reasons of national security’, so the Ordinary Citizen had 
no choice.  
 
Only recently had the true picture emerged of what the nuclear industry and 
successive governments had done when left to their own devices: “Both the Magnox 
and AGR programmes went through without any proper public scrutiny. We see 
clearly now how inefficient they are as producers of electricity, and how profligate of 
resources and Ordinary Citizens’ money they have been. Moreover they were built in 
the knowledge that no solution to the waste disposal problem was even in sight – 
anyway, they hardly tried to tackle it.  
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“The poisonous hulks of the reactors will scar the landscape for generations to come 
as monuments to the folly of undemocratic management based upon a lie; while the 
Irish Sea will similarly suffer as the most heavily polluted with radioactivity in the 
world…  
 
“So our political leaders, in their panic over the gas-cooled reactor shambles, turned 
to the United States to sustain their machismo. But almost immediately the devilish 
backlash began.  
 
“Three Mile Island not only punctured Westinghouse’s propaganda about the superior 
qualities of the PWR: more importantly, for the first time the Ordinary Citizen’s blind 
faith in the industry was shaken. The resulting public outcry, combined with the 
politicians’ abrupt and unconvincing abandonment of 30 years of British investment 
and experience in gas-cooled reactors, caused the Government to pay lip service to 
democracy by holding a public inquiry into Sizewell B.  
 
“Ever compliant, the nuclear industry buckled down to the new challenge of justifying 
the dream in a public forum; and inevitably they prevailed through weight of 
resources and political muscle. The Active Citizen objectors, starved of funds and not 
as well organised, did their best; and at least they established a beach-head into the 
industry’s propaganda, and learnt a great deal.  
 
“Chernobyl struck too late to help the Active Citizen at Sizewell; but it was in time 
for its lessons to be absorbed and deployed here, reinforced by the recently available 
evidence of the nature of the damage at TMI. There is no doubt in my mind that 
without the knowledge of these two disasters this Inquiry would have been a pushover 
for the nuclear industry and Government.” 
 
I then acknowledged the Inquiry’s key role in helping to stimulate a real debate on the 
whole future of civil nuclear power in Britain. My concluding section, headed “We 
Must Save Them From Themselves”, opened with this: “Chernobyl should have 
taught the nuclear industry and Government that nuclear fission is a lethal blind alley 
leading us all to the ultimate abyss of a new and far more terrible Dark Age in which 
the Earth’s entire ecosystem would be destroyed.  
 
“Instead, the Government hotly denies such defeatist talk – having shot the messenger 
who tried to bring the bad news about the hazards and real costs of the Faustian 
Contract. It argues that, on the contrary, nuclear power and its attendant secrecy are 
indispensable to preserve our freedoms and way of life – and now even our existence 
in the face of the global warming threat.  
 
“Such a propaganda onslaught must not be allowed to conceal the track record of 
nuclear power and its anti-democratic influence on Governments. How best then can 
the Active Citizen reassert democratic control over the nation’s destiny?”  
 

I reiterated my proposal for a Public Inquiry Commission into Energy Policy, before 
closing: “My experience in opposing civil nuclear power has shaken me out of my 
innocent trust in the British system of Government. The record shows that it has been 
abused and corrupted by the proponents of nuclear power, whilst ignoring Newton’s 
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experimental philosophy of science for the most dangerous engineering system ever 
created by man. 
 
“I see this Inquiry as one of our last chances to make this record clear to the people of 
this country, and to rouse them to reassert their sovereign rights before it is too late.” 
 

To my surprise, Michael Barnes asked me some questions about the undemocratic 
nature of the government, making the point that this was not a party political issue, 
but a criticism levelled at both Tory and Labour administrations and the 
establishment.  I agreed. 
 
In my closing submission RDG 7, I stressed that the CEGB, NII and National 
Radiation Protection Board must no longer be allowed to get away with the lie that 
accidents involving radioactivity can be compared directly to those in other industries, 
or even road accidents. The radiological hazard uniquely combines the following 
characteristics:  
 

 It is not limited to the time, place and people concerned.  
 It threatens the whole environment.  
 It has genetic effects.  
 Unlike chemical and biological poisons, it cannot be destroyed. It can merely 
      be contained or dispersed – decontamination only removes it from point A to  
      point B. 
 

While considering radioactive waste, I took the chance to cite Hilda’s Sizewell paper. 
Then I added: “Sir, I see this Inquiry as a last opportunity to exert pressure on the 
Government to at the very least not make this nightmare any worse for the generations 
yet to come. The enormous resources being poured into the UK PWR programme 
should be redirected not only as Hilda suggested, but also to tackling the waste crisis 
with the determination that it now demands following decades of neglect, 
procrastination, and self-delusion that waste would present little problem.” 
 
On re-reading this now, I am struck by how relevant it remains, as the Government 
tries to revive the nuclear energy industry.  
 

**** 
 
Dick Webb made his closing submission on 5 September, speaking with authority, 
especially when it came to Three Mile Island.  He picked up on Barnes’ 
understandable incredulity at my claim that “enormous luck and Dr Webb saved the 
north-eastern United States.” 
 
Webb described how he had arranged for the shorthand writers to make a transcript of 
the highlights from his collection of tape recordings of his key telephone discussions 
with the Pennsylvania State authorities and Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC).  
Now he summarised his role. He knew from a former colleague that a main cooling 
pump was running.  However, the NRC and the plant engineers “were planning to 
switch off that pump and to go onto something called natural circulation cooling…  
I said: ‘Leave that pump running, stay with what is working. We don’t know the state 
of that core, it could be molten. If you turn off that pump you could generate a core 
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meltdown.’” Later he had had intense discussions with state advisers who had passed 
his recommendations to the Governor and his emergency team. The pump had been 
left running. 
 
The next day it was Don’s turn. He took the opportunity to point out to Barnes that 
nobody had asked whether the Three Mile Island accident could have been mitigated 
if the control rods had maintained their integrity. Every other reactor design in the 
world had control rods which “neither melt nor burst their cladding and are probably 
the last things to go in the event of a core fire.” He also highlighted the NII’s failure 
to review its safety analysis of the PWR following the Three Mile Island disaster: 
incredibly, its update for the Sizewell Inquiry had not even mentioned it. Don 
concluded by asking Barnes to reject the application because “the PWR is the most 
dangerous of all choices”.  
 
Meanwhile, Webb discovered that a neighbour was the union safety representative at 
Hinkley Point. The man told him that a vilification campaign had been mounted 
against Webb by the CEGB. He was frightened: “I love my job, but I don’t want to 
end up in a ditch dead.” 

**** 
 
On 27 September, Lord Silsoe was drawing to the end of the CEGB’s closing 
submission when the Inquiry was interrupted for a special announcement.  The PWR 
Project Director Brian George confessed that costs for Sizewell B had been reviewed, 
and would probably be 10% over the original budget. The economics were a key part 
of the Inquiry, and this clearly angered Barnes. He decided to give objectors the 
opportunity to question George, and adjourned the Inquiry until 7 November. 
 
My first and only cross-examination of George took 15 minutes; with Don unwell, 
Barnes let me stand in for him. I focused on the costs of replacing the controls rods: 
the CEGB had budgeted for changing the rods once every ten years, but replacement 
had been needed after five years in France. He could not explain the difference.  
 
George then revealed that Westinghouse had proposed hafnium control rods for 
Sizewell B, but the CEGB had turned this down because there was no operating 
experience, and “we weren’t going to take the risk.”  The irony of this escaped him. 
When I asked if he foresaw a situation where the control rod problems might be found 
to be insoluble, he replied: “There is no possibility of this.”   I had done all I could. 
 

**** 
 

As I emerged from the hall, the corridors were awash with rumours that nuclear 
power plants would not be included in the privatisation of the electricity industry.  
Already, back in July, the Government had abruptly announced that the nine old 
Magnox power plants would no longer be offered for sale, because of increased costs 
of spent fuel reprocessing and waste treatment.  
 
On 9 November, the new Energy Secretary John Wakeham announced in Parliament 
that all nuclear power plants would stay in state hands. What was more,  
the Government had imposed a moratorium on building any new plants until 1994.  
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The objectors had won at least a five year delay in the construction of Hinkley Point 
C, even if approved by Barnes.   
 
Lord Marshall, Thatcher’s PWR champion, resigned as CEGB Chair. He did so 
reluctantly and with bad grace, predicting accurately that he saw “no future this 
century for new nuclear power in the UK.” His job went to John Collier, head of the 
UKAEA. This was the man with whom, ten years earlier, Hilda had sparred on the 
Guardian letters page in 1979 about zircaloy cladding for PWR fuel rods. 
 

**** 
 
When the Inquiry reopened on 21 November, the CEGB stubbornly announced that it 
was pressing on with its application for a grant of consent for Hinkley Point C.  The 
Inspector accepted this, but agreed to allow supplementary closing submissions before 
the Inquiry closed on 1 December.  
 
I presented my extra closing submission, RDG 8, on 29 November and started by 
commenting on the Government’s remarkable rendezvous with reality: “Firstly,  
after all the time and effort spent at this Inquiry alone on the subject, it accepts 
unconditionally that nuclear power is more costly than power from fossil-fuelled 
generating stations. Where does that leave the Layfield Report, and hence the main 
justification for the construction of Sizewell B, which in turn is meant to justify 
Hinkley Point C? More serious still, the Government has acknowledged that the 
CEGB had concealed some of the true costs of nuclear power. The good news is that 
these changes have bought some breathing space, which offers an opportunity to 
develop a proper national energy policy.”  
 
On safety, I warned that it was possible that the CEGB had deliberately played down 
certain known weaknesses in the UK PWR design, both at Sizewell and now at this 
Inquiry. I drew attention to the fact that the new CEGB Chair, John Collier, had said: 
“The pause allows us to look at other options than replicating Sizewell.” He had 
added that these other options should include “inherently safe designs which would 
not require a Byzantine complexity of safety systems.” The clear inference was that 
the Sizewell B PWR design was not inherently safe.  
 
Collier’s words contradicted repeated assertions made by other apparent CEGB 
experts. It meant that Barnes should not accept any unsubstantiated assurance that 
there were no problems with the control rods. The doubts and the risks were too great. 
 
Finally, I felt thoroughly vindicated to have raised the issue of nuclear power versus 
democracy: “The revelations about the CEGB concealing the truth about the 
economics of nuclear power merely add to the record, which shows that the 
democratic process has been abused by the nuclear industry.” It was at such a moment 
as this that the need for a public forum was so important to help resolve the way 
ahead. “And who knows how many more twists the nuclear power debate might take 
before the nation has a recognisably coherent energy strategy in the face of the threats 
from the pollution crisis?” Little did I realise how topical my words would still be 
twenty years on.  
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My final recommendation was that Barnes should propose no decision in his report; 
instead, a standing Public Inquiry Commission into Energy Policy should be set up as 
soon as possible. On 1 December, Lord Silsoe gave his final “final” speech. On the 
control rod issue, he simply said that the CEGB “would not repeat their arguments.” 
So Don and I had had the last word.  
 
That afternoon, I brought Webb to meet the Inquiry Secretary Sam Collett, who said: 
“Dr Webb, you have made an important contribution.” We were the last to leave the 
Secretariat office.   

**** 
 
On 11 February 1990 came news of an accident at one of the AGRs at Hinkley Point.  
The Yeovil office of local MP Paddy Ashdown had been phoned by five workers: 
“The power station was without cooling.”  
 
Apparently, it was caused by salt build-up on insulators in a storm: this was a new 
vulnerability for all reactors in exposed coastal sites – which meant most of them.  
There had been a total loss of the electricity grid supply. It had taken 20 minutes to 
start up the gas-turbine standby generators, during which neither the gas circulators 
nor boiler feed pumps were running, which threatened to boil the boilers dry and 
overheat the fuel cladding.  
 
Ashdown’s office phoned Webb, and also sought advice from Greenpeace, a leading 
local activist Crispin Aubrey, plus Don and myself. Webb had a long phone 
discussion with the resident scientist at Hinkley Point, who did not know the outcome 
of various scenarios Webb raised with him: “How close did the eight AGR boilers 
come to boiling dry? How long did they have before the fuel cladding could have 
melted?” He was referred to Nuclear Electric HQ, which shrugged it off as no 
problem.  
 
Ashdown went on BBC West TV to ask Webb’s questions, which prompted a 
statement from Collier accusing Ashdown of irresponsible exaggeration. Webb 
immediately phoned Collier’s office, to find he was “abroad”. 
 
Then came another anonymous phone call from a worker at the reactor: “You can take 
it from me that despite the ministerial denials, it did happen. Nuclear Electric are 
spending thousands of pounds on gifts, dances, even firework displays for the workers 
– the staff are fed up with it.” Also, an anonymous engineer told Webb that there had 
been a “control system failure”.  
 
Webb wrote a report raising the unanswered questions, which Ashdown forwarded to 
Energy Secretary Wakeham. In early July 1990, Webb flew back to Munich.  
 

**** 
 
Michael Barnes’ report on the Inquiry was published on 6 September 1990.  It was an 
utter whitewash; and a PWR at Hinkley Point was given approval in principle. 
 
I spoke at the Stop Hinkley Expansion press conference the next day in the Inquiry 
hall, attended by a few local papers and a Harlech TV camera crew.  I poured scorn 
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on the irrelevance of the report, a third longer than the one on Sizewell. It created 
even more confusion and contradictions: while a PWR was being given the go-ahead 
by Barnes, it was being rejected by the Parliamentary Energy Select Committee. Lord 
Marshall had admitted to the committee that “although the position is to be reviewed 
in 1994, this is the end of our PWR construction programme.” 
 
My copy of the nine-volume report was delivered a week later. To my surprise, when 
I settled down to read Volume Six, The risk of accidents, I began to find errors in the 
analysis and interpretation of the evidence. Indeed, by the time I finished it I was 
convinced that the report was out of character with the often high-calibre and 
constructive comments from Barnes during the Inquiry.  
 
Most of one chapter, “Specific Safety Issues,” was devoted to responses to arguments 
put forward by my team. Even so, Barnes had brushed aside our concerns about the 
control rod design. Webb’s expertise and assessment of the risks had been more 
difficult to dismiss. Instead, Barnes had resorted to concluding that he must be wrong 
because none of the other experts agreed him – even though they all worked for the 
nuclear industry. 
 
With ironic timing, Barnes’ endorsement of nuclear power was followed by news of 
another accident at Hinkley Point. Some escaping hydrogen had exploded inside the 
turbo-alternator for AGR 1, requiring the reactor to be shut down. The fire brigade 
had been called, but the carbon dioxide quenching had extinguished the fire thirty 
minutes later. Hydrogen apparently improved the efficiency of the turbo-alternator – 
obviously at the expense of safety. The accident suggested poor maintenance and low 
morale.  

**** 
 
Webb mounted the most serious challenge by any objector to the CEGB’s safety case.  
In so doing, he made a major contribution to extending the Hinkley Point C Inquiry 
long enough for Lord Marshall’s UK PWR programme to become fatally ensnared in 
the realities of electricity privatisation.  
 
Webb’s effect on me was equally profound: he had turned a brainwashed, deferential 
subject into a real Active Citizen. From him I learned about effective advocacy, which 
prepared me for my much more radical work opposing nuclear deterrence, and writing 
a book A Thorn in Their Side on my pursuit of the truth about Hilda’s murder which 
lay ahead. 
 
As for Don’s “bombshell” which had started all this, with no help from Webb we had 
accumulated enough new evidence to validate our suspicion that the low melting point 
of the PWR control rod alloy had turned a reparable accident into a write-off at Three 
Mile Island, with the potential for a catastrophic steam explosion. Moreover, there 
was no easy solution – which had major implications for the proposed UK PWRs.   
 
This helped explained why Don had been under surveillance in the run-up to the 
Sizewell B Inquiry – and that Hilda’s meeting with him after his recovery from his 
heart attack would have prompted the nuclear industry and MI5 to move against her 
before she tried to present her evidence at the Inquiry. 
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**** 
 
I had been diagnosed with tennis elbow. A specialist had ordered complete rest for a 
month. Little did I realise that this meant the end of thatching for me.  Don Arnott, 
however, kept me busy after I visited him to discuss the Hinkley Inquiry report in 
October 1990. 
 
One of my concerns during the Inquiry had been a disagreement over the nature of the 
explosion in the Soviet-designed reactor at Chernobyl. The industry claimed it was a  
steam explosion, while Dick Webb had concluded it was hydrogen. I asked Don:  
“So who was right?”  “Neither. They were both wrong. It was a nuclear explosion.” 
As he explained his reasoning, I knew this was his latest “bombshell”: 
 
       *     In the first explosion, which had flipped the loose-fitting 3,000 ton concrete 
              lid, known as the pile cap, of the reactor core vertical like a huge valve, the 
              extremely short time involved – less than a second – had precluded any form 
              of chemical explosion. There was not enough water coolant in the system to 
              create even a fraction of the energy, let alone pressure, needed for steam to  
              have done this; and before the cap lifted there had not been enough oxygen to  
              ignite the hydrogen. 
 

  *    The second explosion, some 3-4 seconds later, had therefore also been 
        primarily nuclear, but no doubt had included steam and hydrogen.  Only a  
        nuclear runaway could have created the enormous thermal energy needed to  
        blow the cap vertical and fling chunks of burning fuel a mile high, returning  
        to the ground sintered. Also, the instantaneous duration of the blast – less  
        than a second – meant it could not have been chemical in nature.  
 
 *    The most compelling clue, however, was that Don had noticed that Tellurium  
       132 was predominant among the radioactive isotopes which had drifted across 
        Europe and contaminated land in western Britain. This was evidence of  
        extremely high temperatures – far too high for those generated in a steam 
        explosion. 
 

Don had not finished. He also realised that the loose-fitting design of the reactor pile-
cap – not bolted down like a PWR pressure vessel closure head – released much of the 
energy vertically and helped to disintegrate the fuel, which effectively “blew itself 
out”. Had the lid been tightly secured, and the power plant – at the end of a row of 
four similar units – encased in thick concrete like all Western designs, the thermal 
energy would have been contained until it blew the entire structure apart. This would 
have enormously increased the fission product release, and probably detonated Unit 3, 
the spent fuel storages and so on to engulf Units 2 and 1.   
 
In sum, Chernobyl was the first, albeit inefficient, nuclear explosion in a nuclear 
power plant – which was meant to have been impossible, and which threatened to link 
nuclear energy with nuclear bombs in the public mind. However, the loose-fitting 
pile-cap had effectively acted as a safety valve, confining the catastrophe to that 
reactor. Don even dared to suggest that the RBMK design showed that the Soviet 
engineers had understood this; and the disaster had demonstrated that it was probably 
the safest reactor in the world. 
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I discovered Don was not the only scientist to have uncovered what really happened at 
Chernobyl. Russian biologist, historian and dissident Zhores Medvedev had analysed 
the realities for his book The Legacy of Chernobyl: 
 
“In effect a slow nuclear explosion had occurred so powerful that it had destroyed the 
reactor instantly. It would probably have breached any modern containment vessel; 
there is not effective protection against a nuclear explosion. However, the accident 
was presented as the result of a sequence of so many improbable and 
incomprehensible human errors that the incompetence and irresponsibility displayed 
by the Soviet operators and engineers seemed to be irrelevant to nuclear energy in the 
rest of the world.” 
 

Don and I decided we had to expose the lie that nuclear explosions could not occur in 
nuclear power plants, and demonstrate that the consequences would be even more 
catastrophic in a Western reactor. 
 
My role in this project was to act as interpretive scribe for Don.  For two months we 
worked intensively through nine drafts of a paper which came to be called  
Chernobyl: Unique Safety Valve for a Reactor Nuclear Explosion.  This involved 
detailed study of the accident and the design. Don insisted on co-authorship by me, 
which was fair but made me vulnerable to criticism for having no scientific 
qualification beyond Physics “A” Level. 
 
As a break from this, I visited a national roofing exhibition in Birmingham. There I 
found Dick Fryer helping man the first-ever stand sponsored by the National Council 
of Master Thatchers’ Association (NCMTA). Dick and I had played a key role in 
forming the association to protect the craft from cowboy operators.  It was gratifying 
to watch the crowds gather around dummy roofs for demonstrations of thatching skills 
performed by young people wearing NCMTA T-shirts while smartly suited master 
thatchers commentated from below. 
 
Concluding Update 
 
In the event construction of Hinkley Point C was delayed until 2013 ( 
https://infrastructure.planninginspectorate.gov.uk/projects/south-west/hinkley-point-c-
new-nuclear-power-station/ and http://oro.open.ac.uk/30107/ ). 
 
Finally, there is the hidden agenda behind nuclear power plant construction, because 
of the need to sustain the expertise and infrastructure for submarine propulsion and 
nuclear weapons ( https://www.theguardian.com/science/political-
science/2018/mar/29/why-is-uk-government-so-infatuated-nuclear-power ). Ambrose 
Evans-Pritchard, World Economy Editor for the Daily Telegraph, wrote on 16 
December 2022 (https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2020/12/16/britains-push-
nuclear-power-makes-no-sense-unless-hidden-subsidy): 
 
“Britain's push for nuclear power makes no sense, unless it is a hidden subsidy for the 
Royal Navy. We can either choose to rely on offshore wind as the backbone of British 
power, linked to a smart, flexible, 21st century grid. Or we can opt for a nuclear 
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revival based on the old-fashioned concept of baseload power. But we cannot 
rationally do both. One cuts across the other.  
 
“Big nuclear plants run 24/7. They cannot be switched on and off to match the 
intermittency of renewables. Trying to do both at the same time delays the cost gains 
of critical scale. It slows the push for a modern digital grid and cheap energy storage. 
It confuses investors.  
 
“There is no commercial case for giant new reactors in any developed country. They 
cannot meet post-Chernobyl and post-Fukushima safety demands at viable cost and 
have been priced out of the global energy market. Precipitous falls in renewable costs 
over the last five years have rendered the technology effectively obsolete in the West.  
 
“Existing plants are closing early across the US because they cannot compete. One 
reactor at Indian Point in New York closed in April. Its sister unit will go next year. 
The Virgil C. Summer project in South Carolina has been abandoned at a cost of 
$7bn. In the US the competitor is shale gas. In the UK it is offshore wind. In much of 
the world it is now utility-scale solar.  
 
“The reason is that Britain’s decision to press ahead with nuclear expansion - almost 
alone, along with France - has nothing to do with energy supply. The true motive is to 
underpin the military-industrial complex. The Government is being coy about 
admitting this. ‘They are willfully concealing it. The energy debate is being rigged 
and it’s not healthy,’ said Professor Andrew Stirling from Sussex University.  
 
“By contrast, President Emmanuel Macron openly stresses the military rationale. Last 
week he cited the need for a flourishing French nuclear industry to sustain the 
country’s fleet of submarines and its next nuclear-powered aircraft carrier. "Our 
strategic future and our status as a great power depends on the nuclear nexus," he said. 
Perhaps there are advanced Small Modular Reactors with radically different 
technology, such as molten salt or using convection, that are cleaner, more flexible, 
and can pull off a quantum shift in costs. But if so, why waste finite money on white 
elephants such as Sizewell C and Bradwell B?”  ENDS 
 
* Commander Robert Green served for twenty years in the British Royal Navy from 1962-82. As a 
bombardier-navigator, he flew in Buccaneer nuclear strike aircraft with a target in Russia, and then 
anti-submarine helicopters equipped with nuclear depth-bombs. On promotion to Commander in 1978, 
he worked in the Ministry of Defence before his final appointment as Staff Officer (Intelligence) to the 
Commander-in-Chief Fleet during the 1982 Falklands War. 
 
Commander Green chaired the UK affiliate of the World Court Project (1991-2004), an international 
citizen campaign which led to the International Court of Justice judgment in 1996 that the threat or use 
of nuclear weapons would generally be illegal.  A new edition of his 2010 book, Security without 
Nuclear Deterrence, was published in 2018 with a major new Foreword by Vice Admiral Sir Jeremy 
Blackham KCB MA (http://www.spokesmanbooks.com/). The 2013 UK edition of his book A Thorn in 
Their Side about the murder of his aunt Hilda Murrell, with a Foreword by Michael Mansfield QC, is 
also still in print (https://hildamurrell.org/ ). He lives in Christchurch, Aotearoa-NZ. 

 


