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  [Access article in PDF]  Memoirs: A Twentieth-Century Journey in Science and Politics. By Edward Teller and Judith Schoolery. Cambridge, Mass.: Perseus, 2002. Pp. xii+628. $18.95. 
 
  Whatever one thinks of his controversial political positions, Edward Teller's intellect cannot be denied. Historians might want to take special note of his remarks on learning from history: "Thinking that a course of events could have unfolded only the way that it did is reassuring but unjustified. . . . I believe that the only way to learn from history is to consider what was and what might have been" at certain crossroads (p. 216). Teller shows what he means in several extended speculations on might-have-beens scattered throughout these memoirs. What might have happened, for instance, if the United States had not mounted the Manhattan Project? Or if Harold Urey's proposal to separate isotopes by centrifuge (now the most widespread method but rejected by the Manhattan Project in favor of diffusion) had been adopted and the bomb was ready a year earlier for use against the Nazis? Or if President Truman had decided to accept a plan to demonstrate the bomb to the Japanese before wiping out a city? Or if Nelson Rockefeller rather than Richard Nixon had won the 1960 Republican nomination? But for the most part Teller neglects his own advice, eschewing speculation about alternatives to his own courses of action.
 The book comprises forty-two smoothly written chapters in fundamentally chronological order. Framed by a brief introduction and epilogue, it can be divided into four parts of roughly equal length. In the first thirteen chapters, Teller relates the story of his growing up in Budapest, becoming a physicist in Germany, and establishing himself in America. Chapters [End Page 460] 14-22 cover the decade 1939-49, when Teller pursued his scientific work under military auspices. After the war, he sought to resume his career in academic physics, but retained close connection with nuclear weapons research at the weapons laboratory in Los Alamos, New Mexico.
 The third part of the book, chapters 23-31, addresses what may have been the most crucial period in Teller's life. It began with the Soviet Union testing its first atomic bomb in 1949 and ended five and a half years later in the aftermath of the Atomic Energy Commission hearings that stripped J. Robert Oppenheimer of his security clearance. Until 1949, Teller had remained primarily a scientist. After 1954, his major activities were primarily political. This period saw Teller campaign strenuously for an accelerated H-bomb program, strongly promote the founding of a second nuclear weapons laboratory at Livermore, California, and testify with damaging effect at Oppenheimer's hearing. The final section of the book offers a sketchy account of Teller's activities during the last forty-five years of the twentieth century.
 The first half, when Teller acts like a scientist, seems to me the book's most persuasive part. His account of his childhood, youth, and young manhood struck me as particularly engaging. Science also dominates his generally straightforward account of work on the Manhattan Project. But politics begins to intrude as Teller dwells inordinately on his emerging perception of Oppenheimer's "complexity" and other manifestations of hard-to-understand behavior. This seems clearly an attempt to lay the groundwork for his testimony a decade later in the Oppenheimer hearing.
 As Teller's tale shifts from a life in science to an increasingly larger role in the politics of science, his version of events becomes distinctly one-sided, often evasive if not tendentious. This is especially true of the final section. Do not expect to find, for instance, a balanced or evenhanded account of such major Teller-promoted efforts—which ultimately failed—as Project Plowshare (peaceful uses for nuclear explosions) or Star Wars (shield in space against nuclear missiles). Neither should you expect any startling revelations.
 Thoughtful readers approach any memoir with suspicion. Memoirists are seldom completely honest, but that is not the real problem. Neither is their natural tendency toward one-sidedness. We...
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