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Fg Off. Christopher Donne, in flying gear, outside his Canberra bomber. Christmas Island, 1958. 
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An egregious injustice occurred several years ago when Flt. Lt. Christopher 

Donne, RAF (Rtd.), applied for a War Pension as he lay dying from cancer from his 
exposure to deadly radiation. Radiation absorbed while on Active Duty, as he was 
performing his duty as a sampling pilot during the British nuclear tests. These were 
held in Australia and at Christmas Island (Kiribati). Many of the facts concerning the 
circumstances of his radiation exposure where known, but were kept well hidden.  

New evidence has since surfaced, to expose the many travesties that were forced 
upon him and the Squadron members who flew their devastating, and crippling 
missions through nuclear clouds.  

This is a ‘prima fascia’ case of neglect, and dereliction of duty by the authorities; 
that was experienced at one time or another, by all the UK and Commonwealth 
servicemen who took part in every one of the nuclear test detonations. The many 
different forms of cancer Chris suffered, one time or the other, were all due to his 
service in the Royal Air Force. 

There was also, the sad case of Flt. Lt Eric Denson, and the human experiments 
performed on him and his crew by members of the Atomic Weapons Research 
Establishment (AWRE). A wholly owned subsidiary of the Ministry of Defence. 
These are all well documented. Including a detail analysis of the inadequacies of 
the radiation Film Badges, by AWRE’s own scientists. 

Then there is the dreadful case of Flt. Lt. George Dack, RAF, DFC and his crew who; 
due to a malfunctioning Radiation Recording Instrument, where ordered to fly 
through the same nuclear cloud, not once, not twice, not three times, not four 
times, not five times, BUT SIX TIMES. The feeble instruments they had been issued 
only recorded a total dose of 20 Rontgen full body dose. EVEN THAT DOSAGE, IS 
TWICE THE MAXIMUM AMOUNT PERMITED FOR ANYONE, AND WAS 
DOCUMENTED IN ALL THE STANDARD OPERATING PROCEEDURES (SOP’s). 

Worse still, an interpolation of the numbers taken from other instruments, 
indicated that George and his crew, had each received a total individual whole- 
body radiation dose over 100 Rontgen. 
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AWRE was a power unto itself, it could make the rules and break the rules 
whenever it wanted. Including, deciding which radiation count it could pick, and 
which ones it would discard and throw away. For standard radiological sampling 
passes through radioactive nuclear clouds, the normal maximum passes for each 
aircraft, was no more than three times. To be ordered to fly through a radioactive 
cloud six times, was outrageous. 

As a newly minted Pilot, trained and flying with the Royal Air Force Bomber 
Command, Pilot Officer Donne’s first call of duty was as a bomber pilot flying a 
Canberra Mk. B2 during the Suez Crisis in 1956.  

Barely a few weeks after qualifying as a ‘Combat Class’ crew, the minimum com- 
bat level category needed to be ordered into a ‘fire fight’, he was thrown into 
battle. Flying for Queen and Country, he flew a total of four combat missions during 
that engagement. One of the targets for his thousand-pound marker bombs was 
the Cairo Radio Station. Whether he hit it or not remains classified.  

For his efforts, his next tour of duty took him to the far side of the World, where a 
clandestine operation was taking place, unreported by the BBC or other media, and 
generally unnoticed by the general public. The Top Secret, UK Nuclear bomb testing 
program. Silenced by The Official Secrets Act of the UK and of its Colonies, it was 
officially a ‘Black Op’, with a ‘need to know’ secrecy surrounding it, and all who took 
part in the proceedings. In 1956 he was posted to No. 76 Squadron, RAF, based in 
Adelaide, South Australia. The nuclear cloud sampling Squadron. 
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For his first nuclear sampling mission into an atomic cloud, held at the Maralinga 
range in South Australia, he was issued with a Film Badge. But was never given 
further details, or radiation readings, of his personal radiation dose after the 
nuclear event had taken place. This was just one of the many hundred thousand 
radiation doses that went missing throughout the nuclear tests. 

In 1957 the UK nuclear program was ‘upscaled’ from atomic to hydrogen bomb 
status. The United States had detonated a Hydrogen Bomb several years before, 
followed shortly afterwards by the Soviet Union. In order to stay in the nuclear race, 
it was necessary for the United Kingdom show that it had the capability of 
producing, and the ability to deliver a strategic Hydrogen Bomb. Hence, a maximum 
effort was demanded. At any cost. To design, build and test a Hydrogen Bomb. Time 
was short. An International Test Ban was being negotiated, to stop all atmospheric 
testing of nuclear weapons. There was no time to build a bomb and test it on the 
ground. It had to be created, and fitted into a bomb case, that could be dropped 
from one of the new class of V Force bomber aircraft. 

By 1957 every square inch of Australia had received nuclear fallout on its soil. 
Starting with the Monte Bello Islands explosions, followed by Emu Fields and finally 
Maralinga. The Australians needed no more nuclear fall-out, and made it clear that 
the UK needed to find another site to play with hydrogen bombs.  

The UK then turned to New Zealand for use of some of the its smaller islands as 
potential sites for Hydrogen Bomb tests. Fortunately, these overtures were 
rejected by the New Zealand Government.  

Finally, the UK turned to the vast Pacific Ocean, and decided upon Christmas Island, 
right in the very centre of it. Far-away from the prying eyes of other nations. An 
ideal site for testing. The main drawback being that it was located on the other site 
of the Globe, and the logistics of equipping it with all the resources necessary were 
a mind-blowing task for any Quartermaster. The need to transport, and stock the 
necessary manpower, equipment and supplies was a challenge. Let’s not forget the 
toilet paper that would be needed. An expensive challenge at that. However, 
money was no object. Spend what you need! Just get the job done, and done fast! 
There is no time to waste! 
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Christmas Island was first discovered by Capt. Cook on Christmas Day 1777, when 
the Trade Winds blew him onto it. It is sited in the very centre of the Pacific Ocean, 
one degree above the Equator, and 1400 miles due South of Hawaii. The largest 
coral atoll in the World, more than a thousand miles from anywhere.  

This was where the hydrogen bomb tests would take place. A combined services 
Task Force was assembled, using Christmas Island as the operating base, and 
initially the near bye Malden Island, as the point of bomb detonation. The code 
name for the test was Operation Grapple. When Grapple Yankee was initiated in 
1958, all weapons would be detonated at, and on Christmas Island itself. The first 
hydrogen bomb effort was designated X-Ray in 1957. It did not go well. It did not 
work. Back to the drawing boards! 

Fg. Off. Donne flew as pilot in the second Sampling aircraft, call-sign Sniff Two. The 
nuclear detonation at Malden Island was an hours’ flight away from Christmas 
Island. According to the documentation, he should have been wearing three 
radiation monitors. Two Film Badges and a Quartz Fibre Electroscope. (QFE). There 
was no mention made of the main Cumulative dosimeter (Code name Charlie) built 
into the aircraft, this was totally ignored.  

CHARLIE was a critical instrument! During the live sampling runs through the 
nuclear cloud, this was the only instrument available to the crew, indicate the 
cumulative radiation rate, and Roentgen levels that they were absorbing.  

During Grapple X-Ray, the dosage from one of his Film Badges was missing, so the 
one remaining Film Badge reading was assigned to him and the rest of his crew as 
well. Why? Why wasn’t the Charlie meter used instead? What happened to the 
other crew members personal dosimeters? Were they lost? Stolen? Why was the 
reading from the QFE ignored completely?  

The QFE was the backbone radiation tool of the Royal Observer Corp (ROC), based 
in the UK, for more than several decades after World War 2. The ROC was the first 
line of defence in the event of a nuclear war on Britain. The QFE was their ‘go to’ 
instrument in any nuclear crisis as it provided immediate personal radiation 
absorption numbers. So, why were the QFE’s denigrated during Operation Grapple, 
in favour of Film Badges? For Grapple X, why was Fg.Off. Donne listed as having 
received only 9.5 Roentgen of gamma radiation? Who was deciding? Why pick the 
lowest radiation reading available? Who was in charge?  
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Even the AWRE scientists knew that Film Badges were useless for sampling nuclear 
clouds. Here is the documented opinion of one of them:  
 

 

A few additional inadequacies of Film Badges, is that they could only register 
gamma radiation. They were unable to detect, capture or measure alpha or beta 
radiation, that radiation was never measured, counted or considered at all during 
the entire nuclear testing programme. This was the ‘low level’ radiation count, 
which struck down the vast majority of the ground troops involved in the nuclear 
testing program. With devastating consequences.  
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The reason that AWRE chose the lower readings of 9.5 Rontgens is obvious and 
self-evident. The QFE was recording a whole-body radiation dose of 13 Rontgens. 
This means that the entire three-man crew were overdosed with radiation, and 
would not be able to fly any more sampling missions for a full 6 months. And 
would have been sent back to the UK, necessitating having to bring a fresh new 
crew to fly the sampling aircraft all the way out from England to re- place them. 
Their value, as flyable assets, would immediately turn them into wasted 
burdensome liabilities. Instead Fg. Off. Donne was kept on full operational duty, 
to be available for the next series of hydrogen bomb tests, when he flew as pilot 
for Sniff Three, on the Grapple Halliard nuclear bomb test during Grapple Zulu.  

The Halliard shot was a test of an atomic trigger, which would be needed to 
detonate a Hydrogen Bomb. Atomic bombs were needed to produce the incredibly 
high energy and heat required to detonate the fusion process of a hydrogen 
weapon.  

The Halliard shot was tethered to the ground. It was detonated from a line of 
barrage balloons that hoisted the weapon more than a thousand feet above the 
surface of the island.  
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The following day, when the entire island was stood down, the enterprising Chris 
was able to commandeer a Land Rover and set off on his own for Ground Zero (GZ). 
While ‘officially’ Ground Zero was out of bounds to all personnel, Chris did not 
encounter any barriers or anyone to stop him. So, he went on his merry way to the 
devastated GZ Balloon site. He recalled that when he arrived, there was an uneasy 
stillness in the air. There was no sign of life of any kind. No birds. No land crabs. No 
bugs or mosquitos. Nothing! Just an eerie silence. And, there stretched out in front 
of him was a vast plateau of a verdant shining flat mass, of what looked like glass.  

He became spooked and decided to beat a hasty retreat. Which was just as well, as 
he did not have a Geiger Counter with him, to alert him to the amount of high 
intensity radiation that was ‘shining’ from the green glass. On his way back to the 
main camp, he spotted a white sea bird, obviously in distress. He loaded it into the 
Land Rover and brought it back to his tent.  The unidentified bird had a white 
feather body, with black feathers at the wing tip. The black feathers were badly 
singed and burnt off. The bird was adopted by various people in the surrounding 
tent line, and a few of us all chipped in to try to nurture it back to health. It was 
given the name of George, and we tried to feed it with tinned Sardines and water. 
We only managed to keep it alive for a few days before it succumbed, to who knows 
what. 

 

Christmas Island Tent line (and laundry) 1958. From left, Fg Off Tony Tolcher, George the bird, Fg Off Chris Donne and Flt Lt Alan Gardner 
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The ‘official’ radiation readings for Operations Flagpole and Halliard follow. They 
show the ‘false’ and doctored readings assigned to Flt. Lt. George Dack and his 
crew. A Court of Inquiry was convened after the occurrence, to investigate the 
cause of the major radiation overdose. George Dack and his crew were never 
interviewed, because they were whisked off Christmas Island on the first available 
Hastings Transport aircraft, and they were never informed or advised on what had 
happened. Nor, that they had each received a massive radiation overdose. They 
were flown back direct to Adelaide, where their families were located; then within 
a week, they were all swept up, and flown back to the UK, then dispersed and 
hidden in different units. They never were able to exchange information again. 
There were no medical follow ups. They just disappeared into the night.  

Reviewing all the ‘official’ radiation doses published and assigned to individual 
members of the Sampling aircraft; on all nuclear tests, appears to be a deliberate 
attempt to throw out lots of meaningless data. With the aim to confuse any 
possible understanding of what the numbers really meant. What is the truth? “Tell 
lies, big lies. Keep telling them, and sometime soon, someone will believe them”. All 
those different numbers are meaningless, they seem to have been cast out in an 
effort to muddy the waters. Now is the time to question, and verify the accuracy of 
the data. Because it is obvious that it was all deliberately understated, and was very 
inaccurate.  
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Whole body gamma radiation doses accumulate over time. The effects are 
cumulative. The whole-body dose count keeps growing and growing with each 
exposure. The high intensity gamma and neutron radiation passes through the 
body, damaging the genes and DNA for ever. The damaged DNA gets passed from 
one generation to the next, and next, and next……….. 

With the greatly (artificially) reduced doses recorded in official documents, on this 
test and at this point, Chris Donne had amassed an absolute ‘official’ minimum of 
9.5 Rontgen during Grapple X (not 13 Rontgen as recorded on his QFE). Together 
with another ‘official’ 6.2 Rontgens during Grapple Z, adds up to a minimum total 
of 15.7 Rontgens cumulative. Well in excess of the 10 Rontgen maximum permitted 
radiation dosage.  
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With one final nuclear trigger test scheduled to perform; here was the culmination 
of a multi-million-pound, multi-year project, that gave the UK a seat at the 
International Nuclear Table, along-side the USA and the Soviet Union. 

Who was chosen to fly as Sniff Boss for the final mission? None other than Fg. Off 
Christopher Donne. A junior pilot, with not too many flying hours under his belt. He 
was chosen to lead a critical mission, that he had not been trained for. He was 
barely 23 years old. Already seriously overdosed with radiation, and should have 
been grounded. He should not have been permitted to fly. Who was doing the 
choosing? Who was calling the shots? There must have been at least 6 to a dozen 
people within the ‘decision chain’ to select him for the task. Didn’t anyone question 
the choice of Fg. Off. Donne?  

According to Mr. R. Cockerill, AWE Approved Dosimetry Service:- 

“Personnel who, having been given permission to receive up to 10r, ACCIDENTLY 
exceed this figure, will not be permitted to receive further exposes within 3 years 
except under conditions (D) below...This dose will be allowed only if essential to 
the success of the trial, AND ONLY TO PERSONNEL WHO ARE NOT NORMALLY 
EXPOSED TO RADIATION, AND THEN ONLY WITH THE PERSONAL PERMISSION OF 
THE SCIENTIFIC DIRECTOR AFTER CONSULTATION WITH THE HEALTH PHYSICS 
ADVISOR AND THE MEDICAL ADVISOR”.  

Time to retire him and send him back home for a well-deserved rest and recovery. 
After all, somebody was deliberately choosing his lower radiation doses for each 
mission. But no! Things then went crazy. Nobody seemed to be in charge. There 
was one final nuclear atmospheric detonation scheduled, and availability of 
equipment and people was stretched to the maximum. There were no more spare 
parts (or people) available anywhere. 

The main crew of Sniff Boss had already flown through a total of four nuclear 
clouds, during Yankee and first part of the Zulu tests. They had reached their 
maximum allowable ‘official’ radiation limits. Need to swap them out with another 
‘healthy crew’. Who to choose? Who was choosing? There were a number of senior 
experienced pilots available, who were well below their maximum radiation 
dosage. Why were they passed over in favour of a sprog? 
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Here was the culmination of a multi-million-pound, multi-year project, that gave 
the UK a seat at the International Nuclear Table. Why risk it all, by using a ‘throw 
away’ crew for the final grand effort? It does not make any sense. 
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Was Fg. Off. Donne normally exposed to radiation? Did he not fly through nuclear 
clouds filled with ionizing radiation? Had he not exceeded the 10 Rontgen limit? 
Were the aircraft he was flying radioactive? Each of the sampling aircraft that flew 
through a nuclear cloud was highly radioactive! There was a ‘gamma shine’ field 
that emanated from within 30 yards of each nuclear sampling aircraft. It was a 
radiation bubble surrounding each aircraft. Everyone who serviced or flew in the 
‘dirty’ aircraft was picking up unrecorded radiation. It was possible to measure the 
gamma shine field with a Geiger counter, just by walking up to an aircraft.  
 
This situation caused an International incident when one of the ‘dirty’ radioactive 
Canberra aircraft was dispatched to Singapore on a routine mission. One of the 
airfield security guards at Changi airfield, who was guarding the aircraft, just 
happened to have a Geiger counter with him. When his Geiger counter started 
going ‘off’, everything hit the fan! This event was well documented, and created 
quite an International problem. Until it was hushed up.  

As the sampling aircraft flew through the nuclear clouds, the flames from fuel 
burning in the combustion chambers fused radioactive isotopes and material, that 
were sucked into the engine, into the very metal of each engine. Everyone who 
flew or was in contact with the sampling aircraft was being irradiated by the 
engines. This included Fg. Off. Donne who was flying inside the radioactive aircraft.  

According to the standards that had been established, he should not have been 
allowed to fly as active crew member, after his flight through Zulu Halliard, in 
September, 1958 or permitted to have received any more radiation exposure until 
3 years later. That would have been September, 1961. Notwithstanding the 
operating procedures, did the Scientific Director consult with both the Health 
Physics Advisor and the Medical Advisor, before they ordered him to fly the deadly 
mission? Or was he one of their many guinea pigs? They were obviously not using 
“Best Practices”. In fact, there appears that there were none. The only thing that 
appears to have occurred were that they were using, just the very worse “Bad 
Practices”.  

There appear to have been many GODS, but no one seemed to be in charge. Didn’t 
the Squadron Leaders on 76 Squadron have anything to say? There were two 
Squadron Leaders on the Squadron roster. How about the Adjutant? Didn’t he 
know what was going on? Who was in charge?  
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Fg. Off. Donne was ordered to fly as pilot of Sniff Boss for Operation Burgee. He 
flew with a new crew, which was unthinkable, given his inexperience and the 
sensitive and difficult nature of the task. Why was he only allowed to have just one 
single practice rehearsal before the main event? Even the Air Controller sitting by 
his side was relatively new. He hadn’t flown as Air Controller on the prior four 
nuclear detonations.  

Previous events, and normal procedures required several rehearsals before any 
nuclear detonation. The function of Sniff Boss and the Sniff Samplers are like Apples 
and Oranges. Completely different! Flying a Canberra bomber in the thin air that 
exists at the heights the sampling aircraft were flying is no simple task. The wings, 
rudder and controls do not ‘key’ into the thin air to provide firm positive control of 
the aircraft.  

Flying at these altitudes is an art. The slightest unintentional movement will cause 
the aircraft to slip, slide or yaw. It is not like jumping into a car, and going for a short 
ride. It is very spongee. 

For the Burgee detonation, the ‘official’ radiation readings recorded for each 
aircraft and crew members are shown below. It can be clearly seen that all the 
radiation recording instruments were ALL completely useless.  
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None of them gave the same reading. Either for the same person, or for people 
who were sitting side by side. So, what did AWRE Dosimetry Services do? Why did 
they always choose the lowest radiation dose? Why did they always choose Film 
Badge radiation readings?  

Perhaps if they didn’t like the reading; or if it was too high, they probably threw the 
instruments away, or just plain lost them. Hundreds of cases of lost or missing 
radiation reports and readings have been well documented, for an untold number 
of participants during the nuclear tests.  

 
 

Log Book Page – Showing Grapple X-Ray flight as 2nd Sampling aircraft 
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Logbook Page – Showing Grapple Zulu Halliard shot flying as Sniff 3, then just over a week later flying 

the AIR CONTROLLER mission on Grapple Zulu Burgee. 

Apart from the fact that the Film Badges had to be shipped, unexposed, from 
halfway around the World, Film Badges had yet another major limitation, they had 
limited accuracy. Part of it was the human element. Once a Film Badge had been 
exposed to any form of radiation, it needed to be developed in the ‘old fashion way’ 
of immersion into liquid chemical developers, washed, then soaked in fixers, finally 
the film needed to be dried. In a hot humid climate? GOOD LUCK ON THAT. Once 
dry, the radiation exposed film has to be physically compared to a separate grey 
scale indicator. This is where the ‘human element’ comes back into play again. In 
the hot, sweaty location such as Christmas Island. Under the blazing sun, locked in 
a dark, unventilated or air-conditioned dark room, permeated by the heavy odour 
of chemicals, it was not a pleasant job. With the many thousands of Film Badges 
that had to be processed IMMEDIATELY after each detonation, there just were not 
enough Dark Rooms available to do the job.  

And with the HUMAN ELEMENT, there were not enough people trained or avail- 
able to do the job properly either. Which would, in part, account for inaccurate and 
chaotic renderings of all the final radiation dose numbers. This is also the reason 
that Film Badge readings took almost a week to be delivered.  
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Christmas Island Film Badge Processing – FOI Inquiry 
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Every picture tells story’. WHAT DO THE SECRET “BURGEE” NUMBERS TELL? To the 
untrained eye, possibly nothing. Not even when compared to the earlier radiation 
doses for Operation Flagpole and Halliard. To an experienced radiation analyst, the 
numbers leap right off the page and hit you right between the eyes. This is a WOW 
moment! It is a real gob smacker!  

When Chris, flying Sniff Boss, made the first cut through the Burgee cloud, the 
radiation readings went through the roof. Higher than anyone had ever expected. 
The Navigator monitoring and broadcasting the readings (Martin Paskin) yelled out 
on the intercom “Get the hell out of here – it’s too hot”. Flt. Lt. Paskin had flown as 
Navigator in Sniff Boss during the previous three Grapple Zulu detonations. He was 
well qualified to judge a disastrously bad radiation level better than most. It was 
easier said than done. You can’t turn quickly at ultra-high altitude, especially in the 
middle of a nuclear cloud. Turn too violently, and you risk stalling the engines, and 
without engines, being in a nuclear cloud would be fatal. The radiation readings 
were too high, because the incorrect procedures were being followed. This would 
not have happened if the correct procedures had been followed, and the pilot 
had been properly briefed and trained.  

Fg. Off. Donne was ‘set-up’ to fly as Sniff Boss. He was ‘set-up’ to fail. He was not 
advised on the intricacies of flying the Sniff Boss mission, as opposed to flying a 
regular sampling aircraft through a nuclear cloud. The Sniff Boss task was fraught 
with danger, as it required the experienced judgement of being able to determine 
when sampling aircraft could be ordered to fly into the main body of the cloud, for 
a deep penetration with a degree of safety. One of the unwritten concerns with any 
sampling penetration was that you could fly into a nuclear cloud, but there was no 
guarantee that you would ever fly out. During World War 2, medals would be 
handed out for many of the similar risks taken by the sampling crews. But this was 
a ‘Black Op’. Top Secret! ‘It did not happen (sic)’. Need to know, and all that other 
Official Secrets Act stuff.  

After detonation, as the nuclear clouds started to rise, flecks of multi-coloured 
magma were seen flashing out of the sides of the cloud. Burning at 5000 degrees 
Celsius, if you were to encounter one of these flying through a nuclear cloud, the 
aircraft (and crew) would all melt.  
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As Sniff Boss was always the first aircraft to ‘test the waters’ and enter the cloud, 
the first cut was always a delicate run through a narrow side bulge of the cloud. 
This was important, not just to check the level of radiation, but also to ensure that 
enough air and moisture had mixed within the cloud, for there to be enough oxygen 
to keep the engines alight.  

The second cut would be more aggressive, to determine the amount of radiation 
and turbulence in the cloud. Then if the visual, radiation and aircraft handling 
seemed to be at acceptable levels, then it was ‘off to the races’ and the main 
radiological sampling would start, using the main sniffer aircraft.  

But, the second major fault that Sniff Boss made on the first pass through the 
Burgee cloud, was that he didn’t wait long enough before flying the first cut. He 
flew into the cloud just 10 minutes after the weapon was detonated. Ridiculous! It 
was too soon after detonation! The energy from the radiation pulse was still at a 
formidable strength. It was too hot (radiation)! Far too hot for sampling. There was 
too much gamma and neutron radiation beaming out, and being emitted by the 
liquid nuclear magma. Previously, on earlier detonations, Sniff Boss did not enter 
the cloud until at least 20 minutes after detonation. Chris Donne had not been 
briefed properly.  

During sampling operations, the CHARLIE meter was the key instrument, as Film 
Badge readings wouldn’t be available for a week, and the QFE’s were too awkward. 
The Burgee CHARLIE readings indicate that instead of making a delicate cut through 
a fine slice of the cloud. The second major error was that the aircraft flew right 
through the centre of the cloud. As though it was making a regular full sampling 
cut. This was confirmed by the reaction by Martin Paskin to the radiation levels in 
the cloud. Chris had not been properly briefed for the mission. Putting him, his 
crew, the aircraft and the entire mission in jeopardy.  



 

The tale of Christopher Donne and his strife with the Ministry of Defence 22 

Compare these Charlie readings with those obtained by an experienced Sniff Boss 
crew during the Flagpole and Halliard detonations.  
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Many years after having completed his Short Service Commission, flying as a 
General Duties Officer with the Royal Air Force, Flt. Lt. Donne, RAF, (Rtd) started to 
experience medical problems with his skin. These were diagnosed as deep- seated 
Skin Melanoma. Two very deep incisions were made to remove the malignant cells, 
and it was not known if any residual cancer remained. The surgery was not followed 
up with either chemotherapy or radiation, to ensure that all malignancies had been 
removed. It was never confirmed that all the cancer had been removed from his 
body.  

As most nuclear veterans suffering with cancer know, radiation cancer can go into 
remission, but still lies dormant within the body. The individual’s DNA has already 
been damaged and corrupted. The cancer may return again, and again, in a 
different form and in different organs. It can metastasize, spreading throughout the 
body. Several years later Chris was diagnosed with prostate cancer. This 
metastasized to his Bladder, bowel and bone. Realizing that his end was near, he 
applied for a War Pension in order to provide for his wife. His application reached 
a ‘faceless’ civil servant working in the MoD, who apparently went through his list 
of items of approved cancers. The reply that was sent back basically said, ‘Sorry, 
you have the wrong cancer’. ‘War Pension denied’. He obviously did not have all 
the facts. He didn’t have half the facts. He did not have any facts at all. All he had 
was his list of what cancers were approved for a full-blown War Pension. The MoD 
list of radiation caused cancers is a sham!  

The reality being that Chris had been deliberately subjected to high intensity 
gamma and neutron radiation, which far exceeded the maximum permitted 
radiation dose. The minimal Film Badge counts he was awarded were:-  

ALL Grapple ‘Official Totals’  

6.2 Rontgens  + 9.5 Rontgens + 8.2 Rontgens = 23.9 Rontgens  

The truth being that the real and accurate radiation count was much greater. 
Probably even as high as 40 Rontgens, and possibly more, of full body gamma 
radiation dosage. Not even considering exposure to alpha and beta radiation, 
which most of the ground and sea troops were exposed to as well. Or the gamma 
shine, from flying and being near radioactive aircraft. Who was responsible? Was it 
the people in AWRE? Was it Grapple Task Force Command? Most probably, it was 
both!  
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After an agonizing death, and under the circumstances, his next of kin reapplied for 
benefits including a burial gratuity. The paltry War Pension was denied once again 
as he had died from the wrong type of cancer. The reality being that the Death 
Certificate was in error – it showed that death was caused by the wrong type of 
cancer. 

A burial gratuity was also denied. But as compensation, the Ministry of Defence 
paid a small ‘one-time’ gratuity, as they recognized that ACTINIC KERATOSIS and 
BASAL CELL CARCINOMA were ‘attributable to service’. But only 6 -14%. Very good 
of them. After all it was not their money, and it was nothing to write home about. 
How did anyone decide that his cancer was only worth 6 – 14%? Was it the medical 
staff, a civil servant, or a Doctor? Why not 60 or 100%. Perhaps it was not on the 
list. But who decided all of that?  

Chris was screwed by the AWRE. He was screwed by Grapple Task Force Command. 
He was screwed once more by the MoD. These were all the people who should 
have been looking after his back. Instead, the MoD did everything to deny any form 
of compensation. MoD spent millions of pounds of Tax Payer money doing this. Just 
ask any of the British War Veterans who have applied for War Pensions. They were 
made to jump through hoops, one at a time. MoD made sure that they were 
prevented from filing a Class Action suit. MoD also successfully delayed as many 
War claims as possible. You couldn’t file a claim until you had one of the horrible 
diseases. By which time, you only had a limited amount of time to live. Too many 
applicants died before their cases were heard. Let’s not forget the Statute of 
Limitations! These events occurred decades ago. If you don’t apply within 3 years 
of an event, then you’re too late. But you couldn’t apply because you were 
subjected to The Official Secrets Act of Great Britain and of the Commonwealth. 
You had to keep your mouth shut, or face being sent to Prison. Not to mention that 
radiation cancers did not strike, until many years after the nuclear tests.  

Finally, he was screwed by his own Government. The very people who sent him 
into the fray! Serving Queen and Country, Chris and all the other veterans gave it 
their all, they put everything on the line. They were provided with inadequate 
equipment and no protection from radiation whatsoever. No attempt was ever 
made to follow any of the servicemen who took part in the UK nuclear tests. The 
many Governments, from Winston Churchill on, have so far, gotten away with 
murder. Literally!  
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With the possible exception of the ‘dodgy’ MR185 program, which took/ takes 
various body pieces from cadavers of highly radiated people from Nuclear Power 
Plants, Nuclear Tests and other radiation leakages. To determine the 
long-term effect that different forms of radiation have on the human body. Another 
worthy question is who looks at the body bits, and where to the results from MR185 
go? Can we get access to MR185 through a Freedom of Information inquiry? Chris 
did one thing wrong, he died from the wrong type of cancer, according to the 
outdated MoD list of cancers, which were attributable to his service. English Law 
has developed as the epitome for legal systems around the World, but it is far from 

perfect and could well do with improvements and updating to the 21st Century. The 
Law Courts and Supreme Court are able to handle the intricacies and the marital 
problems, and difficulties of Russian Oligarchs admirably. But the Law Courts are 
unable to bring justice to the plight and sufferings of British and Commonwealth 
nuclear test veterans. Can’t anyone in Government see this? Do people in 
Government really believe everything that the MoD tell them?  

In a landmark legal case, the voice of God, in the form of the UK Supreme Court, 
using the voice of Lord Wilson, declared that the British nuclear veterans would 
never be recognized, never cared for, never compensated for their taking part in 
nuclear tests. After all, they only suffered from ‘low level’ radiation. While, the 
governments of the remainder of the World have recognized the physical and 
mental damage to their own people, the Government of the UK has chosen to 
ignore the truth. Every other nuclear nation, with a few odd-ball exceptions, such 
as the UK, North Korea and Israel (what a fine Club they make) have acknowledged 
the dreadful illnesses that occur from radiation poisoning. Even the USA, Russians, 
Chinese and the French have recognized the radiation illnesses, and are helping, 
assisting and compensating their own countrymen and women.  
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In the case of Flt. Lt. Donne, someone was responsible for him being subjected to 
multiple radiation overdoses. The question is who? Was it the scientific community 
at Aldermaston? Was it the Task Force command on Christmas Is- land? Or did both 
parties conspire, to use him as their guinea pig? When Grapple Zulu was 
successfully completed, the Squadron flew back to base in Australia. Shortly 
afterwards, Flt. Lt. Donne; who had far exceeded the cumulative radiation dose; 
and should have been ‘grounded’ from flying duties, was then ordered to ferry one 
of the Squadron aircraft half-way around the World, from Australia back to the UK. 
All of this has been confirmed by his RAF Flying Log Book, and the ‘official’ whole 
body doses of ionizing radiation flying through three very radioactive nuclear 
clouds. And, having said that he died an agonizing death from the wrong type of 
cancer to warrant a nuclear War Pension. He did his bit, he served his time, and he 
didn’t even get a cruddy tin medal.   

The last years, months, weeks and days of Flt. Lt. Donne’s life, are best told by his 
widow: 

I know that Christopher’s death certificate states the cause of death as prostate  
cancer on 18/11/2015. As I mentioned he was officially diagnosed with this 
condition in 2002 or 2003. This was treated initially by intensive radiotherapy, 
followed by various forms of hormone medication. In the intervening years between 
then and his death he had several health issues including the removal of 6 or 7 
carcinoma from his face, hands and arms. In the summer of 2013, he was suddenly 
struck down with acute angina - this resulted in immediate hospitalization for 2 
weeks whilst waiting for a bed in the specialist heart hospital. He eventually had a 
quintuple heart bypass which I understand is unusual for someone who has no 
previous history of heart disease. He recovered well and went on to be a volunteer 
in our local heart rehabilitation centre.  

Several months later his prostate flared up again and his medication was changed 
to a new drug, Abiraterone, which seemed to work for a few months. He had been 
self- catheterising for about 18 months before needing a complete hip replacement 
in February 2015. Several complications arose following surgery and he had two 
more operations on his hip. From then on, he had various infections and was 
hospitalised several times during the following five months.  
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Luckily, we lived in Chichester quite close to the hospital as I had to take him to the 
A&E department in the small hours no less than four times before he was admitted 
again. I visited him at least twice each day during every stay. I was summoned to 
the hospital on 04/07/2015 when the surgeon told us Chris’s cancer had spread to 
his bladder and this was preventing the kidneys from draining. We were given a 
choice.  

Do nothing other than he be given pain relief, and he would gradually fade away as 
his organs shut down and live for maximum of 8 or 9 days - Secondly, a dangerous 
operation on his kidneys, not recommended, but the surgeon was pre- pared to try 
this as Chris was such a strong character. Even then, if successful, it would only give 
him a few months, with probably several infections & operations requiring 
hospitalisation. We took the second option and he was operated on later that 
morning. He had a further 6 procedures done over the following months, all 
requiring general anaesthetic.  

His was admitted for the last time about 14th September, and on 30th September 
2015, we were told there was nothing further they could do for him as the cancer 
had spread to the bowel & bones. We were supplied with a hospital bed at home 
and all the other paraphernalia required. He was discharged a couple of days later. 
Some palliative care was supplied by the local hospice and I nursed him at home 
with their assistance until he died on the 18th November. It had been the most 
traumatic 18 months of my life. No one should suffer such indignities. Christopher 
was a brave man. The only consolation is he had been in an induced coma for the 
last 7 days of his life and he died at home with his family around him.  
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Epilogue  

This article describes the types of things that were happening right at the very 
‘point’ of the UK nuclear tests. At the ‘very top’ of the food chain. Where everyone 
was watching, and some semblance of monitoring radiation dosages was occurring. 
Even though, no attempt was made to provide any form of protection from 
radiation, for the people who were the most actively exposed, the cloud-flyers. 
With these things happening at the very top; is anyone surprised that even less 
effort was made to protect, safeguard and look after the thousands of ground 
troops who were involved, and were an essential and intricate part of the ‘big 
picture’?  

A special accolade and medal should be awarded to all the groundcrew of 76 
Squadron. Those who serviced, repaired, refuelled the radioactive Canberra’s, that 
flew through the nuclear clouds. They were also given the unenviable tasks of 
decontaminating the radioactive aircraft after each mission. Which meant trying to 
wash-off radioactive barrier paint, while the contaminated aircraft sweltered in 
high humidity under the blazing Sun, as they sat on the decontamination pans at 
Christmas Island. Radioactive water pouring down their backs, through thin cotton 
overalls. Rubber boots filled with radioactive water. These poor souls were totally 
unprotected, not even monitored for any type of radiation absorption. They were 
not listed on any manifest, because they were never issued with Film Badges or 
QFE’s. This was a deliberate ploy, ordered by Task Force Command. It was to 
convince the Authorities at International airports that the aircraft would stage 
through; such as Nandi, Fiji and Canton Island, that there was nothing wrong with 
radiation on the Canberra aircraft. After all, the groundcrew servicing them had no 
radiation protection, and they did not have any personal radiation measuring 
instruments issued to them either. Poor souls, there are none left.  

Chris was born 1935, At the age of 11, his Birthday gift was a flight in an Auster 
aircraft. Ever since, all he wanted to do was to fly. In 1953 he joined the RAF and 
he was selected to be trained on the newest RAF jet bombers, at RAF Bassingbourn. 
Eventually qualifying as a Combat Class crew pilot, he was very quickly called to 
action. Tensions in the Middle East exploded into a major skirmish which became 
the Suez Crisis. Chris was posted to Cyprus, and flew four bombing missions, one 
target being the Cairo Radio Station. After that stint, Chris was reassigned to 76 
Squadron to take part in the UK nuclear tests in Australia. He flew on Operation 
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Antler at Maralinga 1956, then in 1957, Operation Grapple X- Ray at Christmas 
Island. In 1958 he flew two radiological sampling missions during Grapple Zulu. On 
the final detonation, he was chosen to fly as Sniff Boss, the Air Controller duty 
during Zulu Burgee.  
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