THE

ASTOUNDING

INVESTIGATION:

__THE
MANHATTAN PROJECT’S
CONFRONTATION WITH

SCIENCE FICTION

Albert |. Berger

Most Analog readers
have heard the story
of Cleve Cartmill's “Deadline” and
the attention it drew |
from the government. But here
are some facts about it
you've never read before.

““Count Katsu Irohibi, Minister of War
for Japan, announced at 11:55 A.M. to-
day that Japan was prepared to drop
bombs of a new nature upon any part

of the world by remote control unless

Russian aggression in Central Asia ceased
immediately, and unless the United
States and England permitted her to
compete with them in the development

of Asia.”’
‘*Colossus,”’ by Donald Wandrei

Astounding Stories, January, 1934

““We were searching . . . for a way to

use U235 in a controlled explosion. We
had a vision of a one-ton bomb that
would be a whole air raid in itselfs@
single explosion that would flatten out*
an entire industrial center. . . . The
problem was, strangely enough, to find
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a time, and stable enough to blow up*
only on request. If we could devise a

really practical rocket fuel at the same §
time, one capable of driving a war. :
rocket at @ thousand miles an hour, op“
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more, then we would be in a position 4




to make most anybody say ‘uncle’ to
Uncle Sam.”
““*Solution Unsatisfactory,”’ by Anson
MacDonald (pseud. Robert Heinlein)

Astounding Science Fiction, May,
1941

““The Codes of Wartime Practices for
the American Press . . . request that
nothing be published . . . about ‘new
or secret military weapons, . . . exper-
iments.’ In extension of this highly vital
precaution, you are asked not to pub-
lish . . . any information whatever re-
garding . . . Production or utilization
of atom smashing, atomic energy, atomic
fission, atomic splitting, or any of their
equivalents. . . . The following ele-
ments or any of their compounds: po-
lonium, uranium, ytterbium, hafnium,
protactinium, radium, rhenium, thor-
ium, deuterium.’’

““‘Note to Editors and Broadcasters,’’

Byron Price, Director of Censorship,

June 28, 1943

““U-235 has been separated in quantity
sufficient for preliminary atomic-power
research and the like. They get it out of
panium ores by new atomic isotope
“““separation methods; they now have

quantities measured in pounds. . . . But

they have not brought it together, or any
_ysmajor portion of it. Because they are not
S @t all sure that, once started, it would
“Sstop before . dl of it had been con-
. sumed. They could end the war
'!';.,% ovemn@t wnth controlled U-235 bombs.
| So far they haven’t worked out any

to control the explosion, .
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Astounding Science Fiction, March,
1944

Science fiction writers are often asked
where their ideas come from. It gets
boring, and only once has the answer
been of consequence. That was in the
spring of 1944, when agents from the
Manhattan Project’s security division
asked the question of Cleve Cartmill and
John Campbell in the wake of Camp-
bell’s publication of Cartmill’s short

story ‘‘Deadline’’ in the March, 1944
issue of Astounding Science Fiction.
The story had been nominally set on
an alien but Earth-like planet, and de-
scribed the adventures of a commando

-assigned to destroy an atomic bomb held
by a Nazi-like power before it could be

used in a war against the commando’s
democratic homeland. It stated that
within the fictitious universe of the
story, U-235 had been separated from
non-fissionable isotopes and was ready
to be detonated in a functional bomb,
whose details were described. Inciden-
tally, the commando succeeded.

As described, Cartmill’s bomb would
not work; and it did not resemble the
uranium bomb being built by the Man-
hattan Project. However, suspecting a
leak from the Project (whose most dif-
ficult engineering problem with ura-
nium was its separation into fissionable
and non-fissionable isotopes), agents
interviewed both author and editor.
““Where did you get this idea?”’

The incident has become part of sci-
ence fiction folklore. Campbell spoke
of it often before his death, and it is
often referred to by members of the sci-
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ence fiction community, usually in the
context of discussing the genre’s antic-
ipation of actual scientific and techno-
logical developments. However, the
~ military intelligence agents kept records
of the investigation, records which have
just been released in response to a re-
quest under the Freedom of Information
Act. Seven separate documents, com-
prising some thirty-nine pages of reports
and memoranda filed under Cleve Cart-
mill’s name, show just how the people
who were guarding the building of the
real atomic bomb responded to the news
that a disreputable pulp fiction magazine
was apparently keeping pace with this
recent and most secret research. Co-
incidentally, they shed light on Astound-
ing’s fabled editorial practices just as
World War 1l was disrupting the *‘sta-
ble’’ of famous science fiction writers
John Campbell had assembled there be-
tween 1937 and 1941.

The earliest reports in the file are
dated April 3, but that was the date on
which they were written and sent off.
The actual dates and circumstances of
the interviews are not in the reports. The
investigation had gotten underway al-
most a month earlier, on or before
March 10, when Captain B. W. Menke,
of the Intelligence and Security Divi-
sion, Manhattan Engineer District, te-
letyped the Berkeley branch office asking
for an investigation of Cartmill (who
then lived in Manhattan Beach, Cali-
fornia with his wife, children, and par-
ents) and the methods through which he
-had obtained the technical material in
his story. Later references in the file
indicate that Campbell had already been
interviewed before March 10; surveil-

The Astounding Investigation

lance of the Cartmill mailbox revealed
that he had received a letter from Camp-
bell ‘‘immediately following the New
York interview with Campbell,”’ “‘dur-
ing the latter part of the week ending
11 March 1944.""

Campbell’s interviewer was Counter-
Intelligence Corps (C.1.C.) agent Ar-
thur E. Riley. In their conversation,
Campbell assumed complete responsi-
bility for the story’s technical matenal,
which he said that he had originated
based on his technical background, in-

cluding his work 1n physics at M.1.T.
He told Riley that, “*hé tries to make

‘Astounding’ appeal to those of a sci-
entific mind, and to do so edits and sug-
gests usually technically correct and
sound material.”’ He also claimed that
Cartmill had no technical background

" whatever and that the sole source of the

material in ‘“‘Deadline’’ was his own
knowledge and imagination.

Riley was a good observer, but un-
familiar with science fiction and pulp
publishing. He came away convinced
that Campbell was an egotist, ‘‘as il-
lustrated by a statement, ‘I am Astound-
ing Fiction Science [sic].” *’ This, as
many in the science fiction world might

testify, could be near the mark for the

editor’s character under the right cir-
cumstances, but as documents later re-
vealed in the course of this same
investigation show, the editor’s asser-
tion was also accurate. Campbell also -
impressed Riley ‘‘as one who is always
looking for a story regarding technical
and scientific matters or projects which
have some basis in fact in order to im-
part his coloration to them when fre-
quently they are the items of work on
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