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On August 29, 1949, the first Soviet test bomb, dubbed First Lightning, exploded
in the deserts of Kazakhstan. The startling event was not simply a technical
experiment that confirmed the ability of the Soviet Union to build nuclear bombs
during a period when the United States held a steadfast monopoly; it was also an
international event that marked the beginning of an arms race that would
ultimately lead to nuclear proliferation beyond the two superpowers.

 

Following a trail of espionage, secrecy, deception, political brinksmanship, and
technical innovation, Michael D. Gordin challenges conventional technology-
centered nuclear histories by looking at the prominent roles that atomic
intelligence and other forms of information play in the uncertainties of nuclear
arms development and political decision-making. With the use of newly opened
archives, Red Cloud at Dawn focuses on the extraordinary story of First
Lightning to provide a fresh understanding of the origins of the nuclear arms
race, as well as the all-too-urgent problem of proliferation.
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On August 29, 1949, the first Soviet test bomb, dubbed First Lightning, exploded in the deserts of
Kazakhstan. The startling event was not simply a technical experiment that confirmed the ability of the
Soviet Union to build nuclear bombs during a period when the United States held a steadfast monopoly; it
was also an international event that marked the beginning of an arms race that would ultimately lead to
nuclear proliferation beyond the two superpowers.

 

Following a trail of espionage, secrecy, deception, political brinksmanship, and technical innovation,
Michael D. Gordin challenges conventional technology-centered nuclear histories by looking at the
prominent roles that atomic intelligence and other forms of information play in the uncertainties of nuclear
arms development and political decision-making. With the use of newly opened archives, Red Cloud at
Dawn focuses on the extraordinary story of First Lightning to provide a fresh understanding of the origins of
the nuclear arms race, as well as the all-too-urgent problem of proliferation.
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Editorial Review

From Publishers Weekly
The world waited anxiously for the other shoe to drop, according to this history of the fraught period
between America's atomic bombing of Japan and the Soviet Union's 1949 test of its first nuclear device.
Princeton historian of science Gordin (Five Days in August) treats the era as a study in the pitfalls of
incomplete information. American officials tried to keep nuclear technology secret (but not too secret: they
fretted that not publishing crucial data would tell the Soviets what to look for) and conjectured endlessly
about when Russia would get the bomb. Meanwhile, the Soviets, working from espionage and revealing
American public sources, wondered whether their information on bomb making was trustworthy and
struggled to overcome huge gaps in their knowledge. When American radiological monitors detected a
Soviet nuclear blast in 1949, American officials worried about the geopolitical fallout from revealing their
knowledge of the Russian success, which Stalin kept secret. Gordin's suggestion that the mania for
information control furthered an arms race that might have been avoided seems dubious, but his account of
the epistemological hall of mirrors that was the early cold war is fluent. 7 b&w illus. (Oct. 7)
Copyright © Reed Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.

Review

Praise for Red Cloud at Dawn

“Gordin has crafted a quite wonderful book . . . [It] greatly expands what we should know about the contest
for nuclear supremacy in the early Cold War. Heartily recommended.” —Ed Goedeken, Library Journal

“More than a tale of scientific ingenuity, [Red Cloud at Dawn] probes the human motives of those involved
in a high-stakes drama . . . A perceptive study, rich with implications for a twenty-first-century world still
fraught with nuclear tensions.” —Bryce Christensen, Booklist

“Michael Gordin brings vividly to life the end of the American atomic monopoly. By focusing on what each
side knew—and did not know—about the other, he sheds new and original light on the origins of the U.S.-
Soviet nuclear arms race. This is a stylish book, with important implications for how we think about nuclear
weapons past and present.” —David Holloway, author of Stalin and the Bomb

“Nothing about the early cold war can be understood without grasping the terrifying first few years of
nuclear weapons. Everything was in play: who would have them, who would control them, would they be
used to enforce a pax Americana. Spies, diplomats, treaties, and detonations—nothing gripped decision
makers as much as the atomic arsenal, from screaming headlines to the silent intelligence analyses on both
sides of the divide. In Red Cloud at Dawn, Michael Gordin zeros in on the crucial years from Hiroshima to
the first flash of ‘Joe 1’ in 1949, the first Russian bomb and the ninth nuclear explosion. Using a spectacular
variety of sources from Soviet and American sources, Gordin gives us a book that must be read to understand
how we came to the sprawling nuclear proliferation in which we now live.” —Peter Galison, Joseph
Pellegrino University Professor, Harvard University

“Beginning with Truman’s revelation to Stalin that the United States had an unusually powerful weapon,



Michael Gordin tells the story of the Soviet A-bomb and the origins of the Cold War arms race. The
‘dialectical dance’ of the superpowers entailed a deadly embrace that cost millions but miraculously avoided
nuclear holocaust. This is a story of intelligence in both senses of the word—of spies and scientists, of
information rather than simply fissionable material and devices. The red mushroom cloud rose on August 29,
1949, and, as Gordin’s compelling narrative shows, the fallout, in its many senses, remains with us today.”
—Ronald Suny, Charles Tilly Collegiate Professor of Social and Political History, University of Michigan

About the Author

Michael D. Gordin is an associate professor of the history of science at Princeton University. He is the
author of Five Days in August: How World War II Became a Nuclear War.

Users Review

From reader reviews:

Michael Brown:

Have you spare time for any day? What do you do when you have much more or little spare time? Sure, you
can choose the suitable activity regarding spend your time. Any person spent their particular spare time to
take a move, shopping, or went to often the Mall. How about open or maybe read a book eligible Red Cloud
at Dawn: Truman, Stalin, and the End of the Atomic Monopoly? Maybe it is to become best activity for you.
You know beside you can spend your time with your favorite's book, you can cleverer than before. Do you
agree with the opinion or you have some other opinion?

Patrick Pierce:

The book Red Cloud at Dawn: Truman, Stalin, and the End of the Atomic Monopoly make one feel enjoy for
your spare time. You may use to make your capable a lot more increase. Book can to get your best friend
when you getting stress or having big problem with your subject. If you can make studying a book Red
Cloud at Dawn: Truman, Stalin, and the End of the Atomic Monopoly to become your habit, you can get far
more advantages, like add your personal capable, increase your knowledge about a number of or all subjects.
You can know everything if you like wide open and read a publication Red Cloud at Dawn: Truman, Stalin,
and the End of the Atomic Monopoly. Kinds of book are several. It means that, science e-book or
encyclopedia or other people. So , how do you think about this book?

Laura Crabtree:

What do you about book? It is not important with you? Or just adding material when you require something
to explain what you problem? How about your spare time? Or are you busy person? If you don't have spare
time to accomplish others business, it is give you a sense of feeling bored faster. And you have spare time?
What did you do? All people has many questions above. They must answer that question due to the fact just
their can do that. It said that about guide. Book is familiar on every person. Yes, it is right. Because start
from on kindergarten until university need this kind of Red Cloud at Dawn: Truman, Stalin, and the End of
the Atomic Monopoly to read.



Kenneth Cunningham:

This Red Cloud at Dawn: Truman, Stalin, and the End of the Atomic Monopoly is great publication for you
because the content that is full of information for you who have always deal with world and have to make
decision every minute. That book reveal it details accurately using great plan word or we can declare no
rambling sentences inside it. So if you are read the item hurriedly you can have whole information in it.
Doesn't mean it only will give you straight forward sentences but difficult core information with beautiful
delivering sentences. Having Red Cloud at Dawn: Truman, Stalin, and the End of the Atomic Monopoly in
your hand like having the world in your arm, facts in it is not ridiculous 1. We can say that no book that offer
you world with ten or fifteen second right but this book already do that. So , this really is good reading book.
Hey Mr. and Mrs. busy do you still doubt that?
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