Bijan Saniee
Hist 133B

Primary Source: Farm Hall Transcripts

After the defeat of Germany in the Second World War, Britain's MI6 kidnapped ten
prominent German physicists in an operation codenamed Epsilon. The place in Farm Hall,
England, where the physicists were housed over the next months was bugged with sound
recording equipment, yielding transcripts of the conversations the scientists had with each other,
presumably not suspecting they were being recorded. The transcripts were declassified in 1992.

As this primary source is a transcript, there is not one author, but rather the ten
participants in the transcribed conversation. These included German Scientists Otto Hahn,
Werner Heisenberg, and Max von Laue. As part of Operation Epsilon, in which the allies aimed
to discover how close Nazi Germany was to producing an atomic bomb, the British bugged farm
hall discretely, and kept their guests from July 3, 1945 to January 3, 1946. The question of how
close the Nazis were to building an atom bomb is not just a point of interest with respect to the
success of the Third Reich's physicists but also a point of moral interest, because after the war
the scientists had stated that they had not failed to produce a nuclear bomb because of
insufficient knowledge, but rather as a matter of principle. This question is one of lasting
significance in how it relates to an important question of the modern world: that of what the
social obligations of what the scientist are.

The context of the excerpt from GHDI is the dropping of “Little Boy”, a Uranium based
atomic bomb, on Hiroshima. The reaction of the German scientists to the news of Hiroshima is
one of surprise and triggers a discussion that sheds light on the central question of how close
Germany came to producing the bomb. The scientists' reaction is generally accepted by
historians as genuine and legitimate, without coercion on the part of the British handlers or
suspicion about the possibility of being recorded on the part of the scientists.

Because the Farm Hall transcripts were not declassified until January 1992, all secondary
sources come from after this date. Newspaper articles and events concerning the conversation
did not appear until after 1992, as the transcript was top secret and classified until that time.

However, the scientists captured in Operation Epsilon were well-known during their lifetimes.
Information already known about them can be used in conjunction with the Farm Hall
transcripts to add context to the information contained therein. In the case of Werner
Heisenberg, for instance, his correspondence with individuals such as Niels Bohr (another
prominent quantum physicist) and Robert Jungk, a journalist who focused on issues pertaining
that can be used in conjunction with the Farm Hall transcripts to theorize about his thoughts and
1ntentions.

It should be noted that most of the research on this issue tends to give a special place to
Heisenberg, or even to focus on him. This is expected, as he is the most well-known of the
group. Because of the undeniability of his place within the pantheon of historical physicists, the
added interest in his sensitivity to Nazi politics is understandable and probably warranted.



As expected, Google ngrams shows that the number of uses of “farm hall” sharply rises
after the transcript was declassified in 1992. This source is unique on the GHDI website as it is
a) a transcript of recorded conversations and b) the only source relating to science. The original
language in which the conversations occurred was, of course, German. The English translations
supplied by the British government were used in this research.
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