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[Slide One] 

Introduction 

I would like to take this opportunity to outline a historical project which is currently 

being conducted at the University of Kent. In November 2003 Dr Ulf Schmidt, Modern 

History lecturer at Kent, was awarded a Wellcome Trust Project Grant. [Slide Two] 

The project is entitled ‘Cold War at Porton Down’: Medical Ethics and the Legal 

Dimension of Britain’s Biological and Chemical Warfare Programme, 1945-1989. The 

project is intended to examine the history of chemical and biological warfare 

experiments on humans at the government’s chemical warfare establishment at Porton 

Down. 

 

Maddison Case 

Briefly I should explain the background to the project. Many of you will be aware of 

the recent developments in the inquiry concerning the death of Leading Aircraftsman 

Ronald Maddison at Porton Down. [Slide Three] Maddison died on the 6th May 1953 

at Porton Down after being exposed to the nerve agent Sarin. He, and hundreds of 

other servicemen, volunteered for the experiments but had no idea as to their true 

nature or what they were being exposed to. As the Treasury Solicitor at the time 

pointed out, the volunteers had responded to notices at their units which indicated the 

tests involved “not the slightest element of danger”, a term he deemed to be 

“misleading”.  

 

At the initial Coroner’s Inquest a verdict of ‘misadventure’ was passed. However, 

continued complaints about this death led to the commencement of ‘Operation Antler’ 
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by Wiltshire Police in the late1990s, to investigate the death of Maddison. In 2002 the 

Attorney General, Lord Goldsmith, ordered a fresh inquest and in November 2004 the 

Coroner’s Inquest ruled that Maddison had been ‘unlawfully killed’ at the hands of the 

State. It was during this inquest that Dr Schmidt became involved as an expert witness. 

The Ministry of Defence sought to appeal against the verdict but recently on the 13th 

February 2006 the MoD dropped its efforts to overturn the verdict and accepted that 

he had died as a result of ‘gross negligence’ in the ‘conduct and planning’ of the 

experiment. 

 

Kent Project 

Maddison’s death and the subsequent inquests represent the tip of the iceberg with 

regards to human experimentation at the Porton Down chemical warfare establishment 

during the Cold War. The Porton Down Veteran’s Support Group represents around 

350 veterans who are seeking recompense for the damage to their health that they 

claim was caused by the experiments carried out on them at Porton Down. Interviewing 

a number of these veterans is an important part of the research being carried out by 

Dr Schmidt and myself which is concerned with wider issues of human experimentation 

at Porton Down. To examine the scale and conduct of human experimentation of this 

kind the project is looking to answer a number of key questions, such as: [Slide Four] 

 

1. Were the research subjects volunteers?  

2. How was consent obtained?  

3. Were the participants informed about the nature of the experiments and about the 

risks involved?  

4. How and from what sections of society were the subjects recruited? 

5. What role did race, gender, age, occupation and service department play in the 

selection process? 

6. What safeguards were taken? 

7. Who were the scientists carrying out the experiments? 

 

We hope to disseminate this research as widely as possible and our website, which will 

be up and running within a fortnight, will act as a resource for those interested in this 

field. 
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Existing research into the subject differs in its approach and the project intends to shed 

fresh light on the issue, not only through new material, but also through the 

methodology. For example, the existing in-house accounts by Carter avoid criticism of 

the establishment. Evan’s Gassed, published in the year 2000, concludes that the 

soldiers were deceived into participating in the research, and that mistakes were 

suppressed. Harris and Paxman’s book A Higher Form of Killing utilises an approach 

which details events from the top to bottom. The Kent project seeks to build upon this 

work and examine the interdependencies between medical ethics, law and ideology 

which shaped the nature of the experiments. 

 

The work at Porton was influenced not only by circumstances in this country but it was 

heavily influenced by the United States and Canada who shared information and 

results. Therefore our work necessitates archival research in these countries in addition 

to research in the United Kingdom. In this country research has already been 

undertaken by my predecessor, in the archives here at Kings College and in Sussex 

where the Harvard Sussex Programme kindly allowed us access to their impressive 

archive. 

 

Veterans Interviews 

As a result of Dr Schmidt’s involvement we have access to the transcripts of Maddison 

inquest and continue to search for new sources of information. But personally so far the 

most compelling insight into the experiments has come from interviews with the veterans 

themselves. [Slide Five] In many of their recollections the Common Cold ‘myth’ features 

predominantly, as it does in contemporary media coverage. The assertion is that 

veterans volunteered under the pretence that they were participating in a cure for the 

common cold, a claim denied by the authorities. When viewed in this context the sense 

of confusion and disappointment at their treatment becomes clearer, as one veteran 

stated to me:  

 

‘I volunteered for common cold tests, I hadn’t a clue they didn’t tell you 

anything … I just thought it was taking a liquid or a pill’ 
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In addition to being misled, according to the veterans, others suffered frightening 

reactions to the experiments with nerve agents, chemical weapons and LSD. One such 

veteran recounted the effect of his exposure to a deadly gas: [Slide Six] 

 

‘After we had come out of the gas chamber I could not walk, I could hardly see. 

I could hardly breathe, my eyes, nose, mouth were streaming and there was 

this noise in my ears. As I said we were taken outside and I remember we must 

have had a bad dose because we were not performing some of the tests that 

they wanted to do with us after the experiment. They sat me down and put 

these headphones on to try to do some hearing tests and I remember this young 

lad saying ‘its no point doing it on this one, he’s too far gone’ 

 

And such episodes were by no means isolated, a third veteran explained to me how, 

despite previously being a top marksman before attending Porton Down his vision was 

shot to pieces after ‘recovering’ from two days of blindness as a result of an 

experiment involving him in a gas chamber.  

 

These volunteers were all young men, some aged just 19, who by their accounts, and 

backed by the evidence of the Treasury Solicitor, had volunteered for supposedly 

harmless tests. Instead some experienced terrifying reactions as this final veteran’s 

account demonstrates: [Slide Seven] 

 

‘What they injected me with I do not know. Within seconds I collapsed my head 

was just blowing up. I was sweating profusely, I was vomiting and apparently I 

was rolling around on the floor having fits. I can remember these doctors or 

scientists with face masks on running around, I knew it was something serious the 

way they were running about. They isolated me in a room, there were no 

windows in the room, it’s like a science fiction film with glass in the door and 

that was locked. They wouldn’t let me see anybody’ 

 

Many of these experiments and field trials appear to have been filmed and 

photographed by staff at Porton Down, some of which have been collated by the 

Imperial War Museum. [Slide Eight] Within this collection are films of men subjected to 

LSD and sent into the field, resulting in the cancellation of the mock operation as the 
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soldier’s discipline gave way to uncontrollable laughter and one man attempting to 

feed the birds by climbing a tree. What the final edited version of the film with its 

commentary does not show are the additional scenes of a clearly distressed 

serviceman in a Porton hospital ward, consumed within his own distorted world. 

 

Conclusion 

These sources are particularly relevant in light of the current situation regarding 

compensation, the veterans and the government. Last week, on the 24th February 

2006, the UK’s Secret Intelligence Service agreed to pay compensation to three 

servicemen exposed to LSD at Porton in the 1950s. Alan Care the solicitor representing 

the veterans met the news welcomed the news, pointing out that they believed this was 

the first time a claimant had been successful in suing the SIS for damages but mindful 

of the fact that hundreds of cases remained unresolved.  

 

[Slide Nine] From the other side a Foreign Office spokesman insisted that the veterans 

‘weren’t duped into taking tests. Its history; no one knows precisely what happened 52 

years ago’. Despite this view we hope to be able to discover exactly that history and 

follow the developments of this as yet unresolved chapter of Britain’s Cold War 

history. 
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