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FOREWORD

This volume, the third in the official history of the Atomic Energy Commis-
sion, makes sizable contributions in several areas, including the Eisen-
hower presidency. During the years in which work on the book has moved
forward, that presidency has been one of historiographical frontiers, an
area of exciting explorations and new developments. A “revisionism” has
emerged to challenge a conception that had taken shape earlier and was
quite negative in its appraisal of Eisenhower. Some findings of the revision-
ists now seem quite firmly established, but the new interpretation has not
swept the field. Challenges to it have also appeared. A volume focusing on
nuclear energy cannot make contributions to all aspects of the controversy
over President Eisenhower, but this book can and does have much to say
about some main features of the debate. In the process, the book illustrates,
as did the earlier volumes in the series, how very good “official history”
can be.

Early on; American historians were not enthusiastic about Eisen-
hower as president.! Journalists and other writers outside the historical
profession, including Samuel J. Lubell, Robert J. Donovan, Arthur Krock,
Merlo J. Pusey, Arthur Larson, and Clinton Rossiter, had developed posi-
tive appraisals in the mid-1950s, but by the 1960s most historians en-
dorsed the more negative views first presented by Norman Graebner, Hans
J. Morgenthau, Richard Rovere, Marquis Childs, William V. Shannon,
Walt W. Rostow, Richard Neustadt, James MacGregor Burns, and Emmett
John Hughes from 1956 to 1963. A poll by Arthur M. Schlesinger in 1962
and a much larger one conducted by Gary M. Maranell in 1968 revealed
that historians ranked Eisenhower in a low position among American pres-
idents, far below the great and near great.

Several themes characterized this interpretation of the president
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from Abiline. His critics in and out of the historical profession portrayed
him as a man who neither dominated nor controlled his own administration
and its policies. Instead, people such as John Foster Dulles ran things,
often badly. Moreover, the president had little understanding or liking for
his job, was weak and passive rather than energetic, muddled rather than
intelligent. Dulles, a pious dogmatist, damaged U.S. relations with other
nations and nearly precipitated World War I1I; the administration’s fiscal
and military policies weakened the United States. Although Eisenhower, in
spite of his close ties with corporate executives and conservative Republi-
cans, did preserve the New Deal and Containment, the domestic and inter-
national programs of Democratic administrations, he failed to take advan-
tage of his popularity, supply needed innovations, and define and act on
problems. Instead, he left them for solution by his more intelligent and
energetic successor.

Before the end of the 1960s, however, a new view began to take
shape and gain support. It emerged first outside the historical profession in
essays by Murray Kempton, Gary Wills, and Richard Rhodes from 1967 to
1970. It moved into historical scholarship in 1972, chiefly in a large work
by Herbert S. Parmet, and advanced in that world over the next several
years in essays and books by Barton J. Bernstein, Blanche Wiesen Cook,
Gary W. Reichard, and Charles C. Alexander. By the early 1980s, Richard
H. Immerman, Douglas Kinnard, Allen Yarnell, Elmo Richardson, and
R. Alton Lee had made various contributions to what was by then called
“Eisenhower Revisionism.” It reached a high point in works by Robert
Divine, Fred I. Greenstein, and Stephen Ambrose, published from 1981 to
1984. Since then, this revisionist movement has continued to roll forward
in writings of Mary S. McAuliffe, Anna K. Nelson, Walter A. McDougall,
and David Allan Mayers, among others. And such writings have had an
impact on the profession as a whole, for polls in this decade indicate that
Eisenhower has moved toward greatness in the eyes of many historians.

Why has the change taken place? The publication of a new round of
memoirs, including ones by Arthur Larson, Arthur Krock, and Milton S.
Eisenhower, made some contributions; the opening of new sources, espe-
cially the file developed by Eisenhower’s personal secretary, Ann Whit-
man, contributed even more, doing so by revealing features of his presi-
dency that had been hidden or unclear before. The times, however, deserve
most of the credit. Vietnam, Watergate, riots, high inflation, the economic
slowdown, soaring government spending, short-term presidencies, un-
precedented deficits in the federal budget, and other ills of American life
since 1965 provided new perspectives. Looking at Ike from those angles,
many observers found much to admire.

The revisionism produced by these forces had several major fea-
tures. One that links all the authors and justifies placing them in a group
was the portrayal of Eisenhower as a strong, active president. The writers
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presented him as a person of intellectual strength with a point of view
(although one they defined in varied ways), desire to push it forward, and
skill in doing so. He was self-confident, a good judge of people, possessed
detailed knowledge of what was going on, controlled his administration,
and used his subordinates for his own purposes. Providing what Greenstein
labeled “hidden hand leadership,” he often concealed the ways in which
he was working and frequently allowed his lieutenants to take the flak so
as to preserve his prestige and strength. Although his critics often lam-
pooned his speaking habits, revisionists insisted that he used language
skillfully and was clear when he wished to be, unclear when that served
his purposes.

Although not a solid bloc, many revisionists are united by admira-
tion of the results of Eisenhower’s efforts as well as his methods. Some see
him as a calm, quiet contributor to the destruction of Senator Joseph R.
McCarthy. Some present him as working effectively with the politicians to
reshape the Republican party and preserve the New Deal. Some argue that
he exerted a restraining influence on both right-wing Republicans and the
“military-industrial complex,” thereby avoiding both inflating prices and
an escalating arms race.

Above all, the most enthusiastic revisionists, such as Divine, see
Eisenhower as a man of peace. In their view, he, unlike his predecessor
and his successors, was restrained, moderate, and prudent in using power
and active and effective in promoting peace, his area of greatest concern.
Knowing how to act in a nuclear age, he ended the Korean War, avoided
military involvement on the side of the French in Vietnam, rejected “Lib-
eration” for “Containment,” and sought to end nuclear testing. Although
the times offered many opportunities to go to war, he did not seize any of
them, and he worked with some success to lower Cold War tensions, though
doing so often pitted him against hard-line Cold Warriors in his own party,
including Dulles. At the same time, the president did not back away from
action when an international situation demanded it. And he treated allies
with respect for he recognized that the U.S. needed their cooperation.

Although the revisionists exerted substantial influence, they did not
gain a monopoly on interpretations of Eisenhower. Even some of those who
contributed to the rise of the movement, such as Immerman and Cook,
parted company with their associates on important points. Nearly all writers
came to see Fisenhower as a strong president, at least in international
affairs, but many, such as Peter Lyon in 1974, and Stephen Schlesinger,
Stephen Kinzer, Thomas J. Noer, Bryce Wood, Stephen G. Rabe, George
Herring, and Robert J. McMahon more recently, dislike ways in which he
used his strength; at least one historian, Robert F. Burk, has reaffirmed
after much research the old view of this president as weak and seriously
inadequate in one major area: black civil rights.

Thus, recently opened sources now sustain antirevisionist as well as
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revisionist interpretations. The former, in addition to criticizing Eisen-
hower for giving little help to efforts to destroy racial injustices inside the
United States, charge that he lacked a coherent philosophy, failed to re-
shape the Republican party, and tolerated “McCarthyism” in his adminis-
tration, thereby damaging the State Department as well as individuals.
Antirevisionists maintain that he was a vigorous Cold Warrior, threatened
nuclear war more than once, and made defective disarmament proposals.
While often agreeing that the president sought to avoid nuclear war, they
demonstrate that he employed covert action by the Central Intelligence
Agency and other parts of the government to subvert or attempt to subvert
governments and reshape the world. He did so in Iran, Guatemala, Viet-
nam, Indonesia, Egypt, Laos, Eastern Europe, Cuba, and the Congo.

Just as antirevisionists portray Eisenhower as weak on race relations
at home, they object to his roles in the Third World. They maintain that he
made the United States the foe of revolution in Southeast Asia, brought the
Cold War to South Asia, failed to appreciate the strength of and adjust to
Arab nationalism, and was insensitive to and distrustful of nationalist
movements in Latin America and Africa and did not deal successfully with
them. By failing to give enough attention to Eisenhower’s failures in the
Third World, the revisionists have presented, Robert McMahon argues, “a
distorted and oversimplified view of American foreign relations during a
critical eight-year period.”?

There is significant disagreement among the antirevisionists. It con-
cerns the sources of Eisenhower’s actions. Some, such as Lyon, Schlesinger,
Kinzer, and Cook, see him as a captive of big business, seeking to serve
its interests, such as the interest of United Fruit in Guatemala. Others,
Immerman, for one, emphasize ideology, presenting the president as domi-
nated by anticommunism.

Out of the clash of points of view and the industrious exploration of
the sources, a complex portrait of Eisenhower is taking form. The early
book by Alexander, more recent articles by Thomas F. Soapes and Robert
Griffith, monographs by Burton I. Kaufman and H. W. Brands, Jr., and a
biography by Burk paint the man as complex and not easily appraised.
Ambrose, in his biography of 1983—1984 and also his 1981 book with
Immerman, on Eisenhower’s use of “spies,” makes an especially strong
effort to strike a balance.

Although Eisenhower historiography is still in an early stage, some
matters do appear settled, and the biggest problems seem defined. Clearly,
Eisenhower was an important president—an active rather than a passive
one. He was also a man of several parts who was working in a complex pe-
riod and engaging in varied activities. Scholars now face the difficult tasks
of weighing the different sides of his presidency. How important was each?
What deserves the most weight? Should we stress his avoidance of war or
his promotion of covert activities? Should we emphasize his efforts to re-
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duce conflicts with the Soviet Union or his Cold Warriorism and his rela-
tions with Third World nationalisms?

The new volume by Hewlett and Holl taps the recent writing on
Eisenhower and adds to our understanding of his presidency. The citations,
and also the good essay on sources by Roger M. Anders, indicate that the
authors and their team found the revisionists especially helpful. Thus, this
work cites Parmet, Eisenhower and the American Crusades (1972) and Am-
brose, Eisenhower: The President (1984), with Anders defining the first
as “a well-balanced, detailed study of Eisenhower’s first administration
but . . . much less thorough on the second” and pointing out the harmony
between Ambrose and Hewlett and Holl in interpreting the president.
Hewlett and Holl also draw upon Divine, including Eisenhower and the
Cold War (1981), “an excellent study, although limited to specific topics,”
according to Anders, as well as Blowing in the Wind: The Nuclear Test Ban
Debate (1978), which the essay on sources labels the best single-volume
study of the fallout controversy.

Although the revisionists provided more help than the antirevision-
ists, Hewlett and Holl are not uncritical in using any of their predecessors
and depend chiefly on primary materials. Like other recent works, this one
draws significantly on the now rich resources of the Eisenhower Library,
especially the Whitman file, and also rests upon other sources, including
congressional materials and records of the Department of State, the Federal
Bureau of Investigation, and, above all, the Atomic Energy Commission.
Even though some sources cannot yet be seen by historians, even ones with
the privileges that Hewlett and Holl enjoyed, the massive quantity of ma-
terials available for substantial topics in recent history provides a rationale,
as Anders points out, for team research.

This book on the Atomic Energy Commission is not a narrow history
of a government agency. Dealing with the AEC during the period when
issues concerning nuclear weapons and nuclear power emerged as large
public concerns, the volume ranges well beyond the commission. Much of
the work deals with Eisenhower. Although not uncritical, the authors find
much to admire in him.

Hewlett and Holl offer support for the conception of Eisenhower as
a strong, active president, determined to supply leadership. Subordinates,
such as Dulles, Lewis Strauss, and John McCone, did not dominate him.
Instead, he exerted a powerful influence on them, bringing them around to
his point of view or restraining, even frustrating them. He concealed his
“withering temper” from the public but not from his aides. He kept in
touch with developments, considered programs thoughtfully, searched for
answers, initiated his own ideas, acted both tough and flexible, engaged
in give and take with members of his administration and with outsiders,
and battled for his convictions. He played the political game with skill,
concealing at times his motives and moves from the press and the public

XV
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as Greenstein suggested, while appealing boldly for support on other
occasions.

Eisenhower was not a shadowy figure in his administration. He was
prominent, easy to see, at least for those who could and can get behind the
scenes. In this book, we see him playing many crucial roles. Determined
to have an impact, he participated vigorously in the affairs of government
in order to accomplish his purposes.

And one of his main purposes, Hewlett and Holl indicate, was
peace. Here, too, as in their conception of Eisenhower as an active presi-
dent, they are in harmony with the revisionists and contribute to developing
the revisionist interpretation. These historians of the AEC present this
president as passionately interested in and very active on behalf of peace,
and their issue area, which includes the bomb, provides one of the best
ways of illustrating these aspects of his presidency. Knowing little about
the destructiveness of nuclear weapons before he came to office, he quickly
learned what these new tools could do, was deeply troubled by what he
learned, and sought from the beginning to the end of his administration to
reduce the danger of nuclear war. He supplied leadership in developing
and promoting a series of proposals and programs: Operation Candor, At-
oms for Peace, disarmament negotiations with the Soviet Union, a world-
wide ban and an American moratorium on nuclear testing. And he suffered
deep disappointment over the narrow limits on his accomplishments. He
avoided a nuclear war in his time, but the danger of one still existed when
he left office.

The book also illustrates other sides of Eisenhower’s presidency. It
supplies some evidence of the influence of business leaders on him, more
on his preference for private rather than government enterprise. Here, the
issue was who would develop nuclear power, private corporations or public
agencies. The book also offers evidence on his interest in the unification of
Western Europe and the development of closer ties between that region and
the United States as means to peace, prosperity, and security.

Hewlett and Holl lend some support to antirevisionist themes. The
book illustrates Eisenhower’s difficulties in reshaping the Republican party
as an instrument of internationalism, and, while they do not advance our
knowledge of the president’s relations with Senator McCarthy, the authors
do show Eisenhower behaving in McCarthy-like ways. Even though he
came out for Operation Candor, an effort to give the public the facts about
the dangers of nuclear war, the president worried greatly about security and
had a strong bias in favor of secrecy where weapons were concerned, and
he played a major part in a sad story that featured the removal of J. Robert
Oppenheimer’s security clearance, thereby barring the physicist from fur-
ther contributions to the nuclear program.

Although these authors give less attention than the antirevisionists
to Eisenhower’s acceptance of Cold War assumptions, they do note that he
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was a Cold Warrior. They see him as less of one than were some other
members of his administration, including Lewis Strauss, the AEC’s chair-
man through much of the period. Compared with some other people of
importance, Eisenhower was less fearful and more willing to compromise,
but he did have a quite negative view of the Soviet Union and its ambitions.
Unlike some other historians, Hewlett and Holl neither challenge that view
nor argue that it was the key to the president’s failures as a champion of
peace. They merely point out that his concern about Soviet military strength
did hamper his efforts to end the arms race.

Eisenhower’s relations with the Third World, a topic of large signifi-
cance according to some recent writers on his presidency, are largely be-
yond the scope of this book, yet it does touch upon the subject and, in
doing so, does not challenge the antirevisionists. Hewlett and Holl have no
need to discuss covert activities, but they do call attention to the Europe-
first orientation of Eisenhower’s Atoms-for-Peace program. Also, they note
the importance for the nuclear enterprises of the United States and its Eu-
ropean allies of uranium deposits in such places as the Belgian Congo and
South Africa. And they point out that one motive for promoting nuclear
power in Western Europe, a major part of Atoms for Peace, was a desire to
reduce the region’s dependence on the oil of Third World countries.

Thus, the volume contributes many points to our understanding of
the Eisenhower presidency. Also, by the way in which it is written, the
book challenges critics of official history. Note the willingness to report
negative as well as positive sides of the agency’s record. See, for good
examples, the discussion of the Oppenheimer affair and especially the con-
clusion reached. See the discussions of radiation, of the conflict between
arms control and Atoms for Peace, of the AEC’s efforts to develop nuclear
power, and of the agency’s critics, such as Senator Clinton Anderson. Note
the penetrating essays on personalities, such as the comparison of Strauss
and McCone in Chapter 18. Above all, consider what is written about the
agency and disarmament. In this and other parts of the book, the authors
give their readers, including other scholars, the evidence and arguments
required to form opinions of their own. By doing so, the book establishes
bases for new advances on the Eisenhower frontier.

Richard S. Kirkendall
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PREFACE

This book begins with a surreptitious briefing of Dwight D. Eisenhower on
the status of nuclear technology in the United States a few days after his
election as President in 1952. So secret was the occasion that only Eisen-
hower himself and two government officials knew at the time that the meet-
ing had taken place, much less what was revealed. Some of the information
conveyed was considered too sensitive to be committed to paper, and the
official who spoke with the President-elect destroyed all his notes as soon
as he left the room.

The book ends in autumn 1960, just eight years later, as Eisenhower
was completing his second term. By that time he had become a central
figure in a growing national and international debate on the terrifying issues
that could lead to nuclear war or world peace. The place of nuclear power
in the world economy and in military strategy was no longer the concern of
a few thousand scientists, engineers, and government officials living in
secret conclaves sealed off from the rest of the world by elaborate security
barriers. Nuclear technology had now become a part of the political, the
economic, and even the social fabric of the United States and the industri-
alized nations of the West.

How this remarkable change occurred in less than a decade is a
question that historians have only begun to probe, and when they do they
will find it a subject of extraordinary complexity and interest. As one would
expect, some aspects of the emergence of nuclear technology are recorded
in the conventional records of national and international politics. But for
an adequate understanding of the subject, historians must also dig into
complex issues of economic policy, including the role of national govern-
ments and private industry in developing nuclear and conventional power
sources, the changing prospects of economic use of nuclear power in dif-




PREFACE

ferent parts of the world, and the impact of technological development on
these prospects.

Another area of critical importance is the perceived impact of nu-
clear technology on military strategy and tactics, on national defense sys-
tems, and ultimately on national security itself. Related to these military
issues are such difficult questions as the consequences (}\testing nuclear
weapons and the potential impact of nuclear warfare, not just on the struc-
tures of national governments but also on biological systems on which hu-
man existence depends. Even more difficult to assess are the subtle, long-
term social and psychological effects of the nuclear threat.

We touch upon all these themes in greater or lesser degree in this
book, and we make no pretense that all of them have been either adequately
introduced or fully explored. Rather this volume should stand among the
first of many that will need to be written before historians can presume to
understand the full implications of the evolution of nuclear technology. As
an initial study, this book focuses upon the role of the United States gov-
ernment in this evolution. Other nations, of course, have had a critical part
in this development, but as the first nation to use nuclear power for military
purposes and as a world leader in applying this energy source to civilian
uses, the United States is a reasonable place to start. Moreover, we have
not attempted to follow the evolution of nuclear technology in other coun-
tries, except to view that development from the American perspective.

In our research we soon concluded that even the American story was
too big to compress within the pages of a single volume. We also saw that
in some instances the problems of obtaining adequate documentation for
the whole story were insurmountable so soon after the events we were at-
tempting to describe. It was obvious that a fully balanced account of the
effort to build a nuclear industry in the United States would have to include
the activities of many corporations and industrial leaders as well as those
of elected officials and government administrators. But for many reasons
the records documenting the role of private industry are not now available
to historians and probably will not be for many years. Therefore, we de-
scribe events only from the government perspective.

We also made a conscious decision not to enter the vast and arcane
world of delivery systems for nuclear weapons, which involve technologies
far different from those associated with nuclear warheads themselves. To
follow the tortuous evolution and proliferation of delivery systems and their
relation to military organization and doctrine would have required another
volume at least as long as this one.

Thus, we chose to write this book primarily from the perspective of
the United States Atomic Energy Commission, the federal agency estab-
lished in 1946 with unprecedented authority that gave it a virtual monopoly
over all aspects of the development of nuclear technology for both military
and peaceful purposes. The history of the Commission before the Eisen-
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hower years has already been addressed in two earlier volumes: The New
World, 1939—1946, published in 1962, and Atomic Shield, 1947—-1952,
published in 1969. As a third volume in the series, Atoms for Peace and
War carries forward the story from the end of the second volume but with a
somewhat different approach and emphasis. The earlier volumes were writ-
ten as institutional histories and included chapters on organization and
management. Now that the Commission no longer exists, it seems more
useful to focus on its role in formulating domestic and international policy
in the nuclear field, particularly the Commission’s relationships with the
Eisenhower White House, than to probe the agency’s internal structure.

Practical considerations also influenced our decision to take this
new course. Most obvious, all the Commission’s official files were placed
under our control as official historians of the Commission and its successor
agencies. Thus, we had not only free access to the records but also respon-
sibility for organizing and maintaining the large collection of policy docu-
ments that make up the Commission’s archives.

Because we were among the first historians with security clearance
to seek access to the large and rich collection of classified files in the
Eisenhower Presidential Library, we were among the few able to use these
records before they were closed to research. Access to the detailed sum-
maries of meetings of the National Security Council and to the President’s
classified correspondence made it possible to examine policy issues for
both Eisenhower’s and the Commission’s perspectives and thus to gain an
insight into the decision process that offered an exceptional opportunity for
contemporary historians. As government historians we were also given full
access to classified nuclear policy records held by the Department of State.
This privilege enabled us often to add a third perspective to our analysis of
White House meetings on international affairs.

Thus, in exploring the evolution of nuclear technology during the
Eisenhower Administration we have built our narrative around the activities
of the successive chairmen of the Atomic Energy Commission and their
fellow commissioners as they strove to resolve the perplexing issues that
confronted them during these critical years. Never far from the scene, how-
ever, were the President’s senior advisers and Eisenhower himself. Indeed,
looking back on what we have written, we can only conclude that Eisen-
hower dominated the formulation of nuclear policy in a way that no other
President has before or since. In essence, then, this book records the ac-
tions of the President and the Commissioners with only enough technical
and administrative detail to keep policy considerations in context.

The opening chapter, which describes the first two secret briefings
of the President-elect, not only explains what Eisenhower learned about the
new technology but also gives the reader the background needed to follow
the narrative. Chapter 2 recounts how Eisenhower reacted to this informa-
tion, how he recognized the unprecedented threat to national security posed
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by nuclear weapons, especially the hydrogen bomb, and how he began to
give high priority to reformulating both domestic and foreign policy as a
response to this threat.

In Chapter 3 we follow the President’s long and frustrating search
for a new approach to the nuclear dilemma, beginning with hopes for
Operation Candor early in 1953 and ending with his historic address on
Atoms for Peace before the United Nations General Assembly at the end of
the year.

Growing out of the bitter controversies emerging from efforts to
understand the significance of the bomb in 1953 was the agonizing chain
of events that ultimately resulted in revoking the security clearance of
J. Robert Oppenheimer, one of the nation’s most distinguished and influ-
ential advisers on nuclear policy. In Chapter 4 we describe in detail for the
first time the actions taken by the President, members of his cabinet, the
Commission under Chairman Lewis L. Strauss, and J. Edgar Hoover of
the Federal Bureau'of Investigation in this tragedy. The Oppenheimer case
marked the begmmng of a new chapter in the Commission’s history and in
the process revealed to the public more about the life-and-death issues of
the nuclear era than Operation Candor ever could have done.

Chapter 5 describes the efforts of the Administration, the Commis-
sion, and the Congress to revise the Atomic Energy Act of 1946, a process
that raised serious questions about the role of the federal government in
developing nuclear energy as an electric power source and the degree to
which the Commission would be permitted to cooperate with other nations
in promoting the President’s Atoms-for-Peace proposal. The new Atomic
Energy Act of 1954 provides the statutory basis for the rest of the volume.

In Chapter 6 the narrative moves away from the nation’s capital to
describe the growing sophistication and destructive capability of testing
nuclear weapons, culminating in the Pacific test on March 1, 1954, that
forced a sweeping reassessment of the implications of nuclear warfare. The
chapter also includes an overview of the Commission’s nationwide complex
of mills, laboratories, and production plants built to transform uranium ore
and other special materials into nuclear weapons.

Chapter 7 examines the Commission’s plans to build experimental
nuclear reactors for generating electric power and its attempts to encourage
private industry to take part. The power demonstration reactor program is
explained in the context of the growing policy debate between a Republican
Administration and a Democratic Congress over the government’s role in
promoting nuclear technology.

Chapter 8 returns to the President’s Atoms-for-Peace speech in De-
cember 1953 and follows the initial proposals by the Commission and the
Department of State for realizing Eisenhower’s dream. Eisenhower, Com-
mission Chairman Lewis L. Strauss, and Secretary of State John Foster
Dulles are the leading characters in this drama. The scene shifts from
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Washington to Geneva and back to the United Nations in New York as
Western scientists and diplomats seek a workable formula for international
cooperation, with or without the Soviet Union.

Caught up in the worldwide enthusiasm over the peaceful atom, the
Commission in 1955 tried to concentrate its resources on projects that ap-
peared feasible in light of existing technology. Fending off proposals from
both the Administration and the Congress for full-scale development of
nuclear power reactors, the Commission opted for more modest, long-term
projects involving power reactor experiments, research in high-energy
physics, preliminary studies of controlled thermonuclear reactions, and re-
search on the biological effects of radiation. These activities are described
in Chapter 9.

The staggering dimensions of the thermonuclear test in the Pacific
on March 1, 1954, both in terms of destructive power and radioactive fall-
out, required a full-scale reassessment of nuclear weapon strategy and the
hazards of nuclear testing. Chapter 10 traces initial attempts to compre-
hend the implications of the test within the Administration and then the
Commission’s efforts to translate technical data into information the public
could understand. Before the end of 1955, fallout had become a national
and then an international issue on which the Great Debate of future years
would be based.

The Atoms-for-Peace plan posed an intractable dilemma: the need
to safeguard technical information on nuclear weapons against dissemina-
tion to unfriendly nations and the President’s desire to promote the use of
nuclear technology for peaceful purposes. Chapter 11 follows the evolution
of Administration policy to resolve the dilemma and the impact of the pro-
posed International Atomic Energy Agency and the EURATOM plan on
this policy.

By late 1955 the Eisenhower Administration was facing a wide range
of perplexing issues related to both the domestic and international aspects
of nuclear policy, and under the threat of increasing fallout from testing
and the power of the hydrogen bomb these were becoming issues of great
public concern. During the first half of 1956, as described in Chapter 12,
the President pushed both Strauss and Dulles to respond to this growing
concern with practical proposals for limiting or banning nuclear tests. At
the same time, Strauss and the Administration beat back attempts by the
Democratic Congress to launch a massive federal program to build full-
scale nuclear power plants.

Nuclear technology became a significant issue in presidential poli-
tics for the first time in the 1956 election. Building on Chapter 12, Chap-
ter 13 shows how the H-bomb became an issue in the campaign and how
Eisenhower used it to his own advantage.

After the 1956 election the President returned to his quest for an
end to the nuclear arms race. Chapter 14 recounts both the activities of
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Harold E. Stassen, the President’s adviser on disarmament, in drafting a
plan and the objections raised by Strauss and Dulles.

Building on the mandate that he saw in the President’s reelection
victory, Strauss launched out boldly in 1957 to entice private industry into
building and operating nuclear power plants. A part of this strategy was
creating a market for American power reactors in Europe through the
EURATOM plan. As Chapter 15 reveals, the prospects for nuclear power
had already begun to fade in the face of economic realities. By the end of
the year Strauss stood almost alone in his dogmatic fight for a private power
industry.

By 1957 the International Agency and EURATOM had become key
elements in Eisenhower’s grand plan to use nuclear technology to forge
strong economic bonds with Europe and to provide markets for American
reactors abroad. Chapter 16 examines the conflicts that the Commission
and the State Department encountered in promoting these organizations
as they tried to reconcile requirements for adequate safeguards with the
President’s plan, heralded in the United States’ impressive demonstration
of technical achievement at the second international conference on the
peaceful uses of atomic energy in Geneva in 1958.

Chapter 17 describes the growing public opposition to nuclear test-
ing both in the United States and abroad in 1957 and early 1958. As
Eisenhower continued to press for a test ban and a flood of publications
sensationalized the health hazards of fallout, Strauss and the Commission
justified further testing as a means of developing a “clean” weapon. Inter-
national pressure for a test ban reached new heights in the United Nations
in September 1957, and the shocking news of Sputnik the following month
brought into positions of influence a new group of scientists with a new
approach to a test ban. By the time Strauss left the Commission in June
1958, the President was considering a proposal to ban atmospheric testing.

With the appointment of John A. McCone as Strauss’s successor in
July 1958, the Commission began to take a more realistic and less dogmatic
approach to the development of nuclear power. Chapter 18 shows how
McCone worked with both the Congress and representatives of industry to
develop a new set of priorities. McCone’s efforts brought into public debate
for the first time some of the practical problems facing nuclear power
development.

During the last three years of the Eisenhower Administration the
Commission supported a broad range of projects to develop nuclear propul-
sion systems for aircraft, rockets, and submarines and auxiliary power sys-
tems for satellites. On the civilian side, the Commission continued to
finance basic research in high-energy physics, controlled fusion, and
peaceful uses of nuclear explosives. As Chapter 19 shows, McCone tem-
pered support for these projects with hard-headed appraisals of their cost
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and effectiveness. The chapter also relates his personal efforts to broaden
the exchange of scientific and technical information with the Soviet Union.

Chapter 20 describes Eisenhower’s final attempts to end the nuclear
arms race, culminating in his decision in 1958 to announce a unilateral
moratorium on nuclear testing and his continuing support of negotiations
with the Soviet Union until the end of his term in 1961.

Although most documentation for this book has been declassified,
some narrative covering significant policy issues rests on classified materi-
als cited in the notes but unavailable to the public. Because we have had
free access to records regardless of their classification, we can be confident
that our interpretations are based on all the sources available to us. At the
same time, we have not always been able to present all the relevant facts,
particularly on issues related to nuclear weapon technology, testing, and
test-ban negotiations. In a few instances, we have had to delete material
considered diplomatically sensitive in our description of negotiations with
the United Kingdom. We regret that we cannot point out where these defi-
ciencies occur, but we can assure our readers that we have tried to convey
the essential truth, if not all the details upon which it rests. As we sug-
gested at the beginning of this preface, this book represents more the first
than the last word on a subject of major significance in the recent history
of the United States. We trust that in time other historians and scholars will
ferret out the remaining details and examine other aspects of the subject.

Richard G. Hewlett
Jack M. Holl

Germantown, Maryland
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CHAPTER 1

A SECRET
MISSION

It was almost nine o’clock on a rainy November morning in 1952. Remnants
of a heavy ground fog still clung to the sodden terrain of the Augusta Na-
tional Golf Club in Georgia. Two men in the rear seat of a nondescript
sedan watched anxiously as the driver felt his way over the narrow road to
the clubhouse. The fog might have seemed a convenient cover for what was
a highly secret mission, but in fact it had almost prevented the travelers
from making their appointment. As the car stopped at the clubhouse en-
trance, the two men hurried inside. After a brief conversation one of them
was given a seat in the manager’s office, a small room on the ground floor.
He was Roy B. Snapp, the Secretary of the United States Atomic Energy
Commission. His mission was to brief General of the Armies Dwight D.
Eisenhower, who seven days earlier had been elected President of the
United States.

Snapp was a natural choice for this delicate assignment. As Secre-
tary of the Commission he was privy to the most closely held secrets of the
nation’s atomic energy program, those sensitive and sometimes extraordi-
nary bits of information that were reserved for the five Commissioners them-
selves. As a naval officer in World War II, Snapp had been deeply involved
in military intelligence and planning when he served with the secretariat of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff. At the end of the war he was special adviser to
Brigadier General Leslie R. Groves, who had spearheaded development of
the atomic bomb in the Manhattan Project. He had organized the Commis-
sion’s secretariat in 1947 and was also serving as liaison officer with the
National Security Council.!

While waiting for the President-elect to arrive, Snapp had an oppor-
tunity to compose himself after the harried flight from Washington. The
heavy fog had sent the small commercial airliner on a circuitous route,
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which terminated in Columbia, South Carolina, rather than Augusta. For-
tunately Bryan F. LaPlante, the director of the Commission’s Washington
security operations, had accompanied him and was able to keep in touch
with the Commission’s Savannah River Operations Office near Augusta.
Prompt dispatch of a government car had made it possible for Snapp to
keep his nine o’clock appointment with Eisenhower. He also had time to
reflect on the incongruity of the situation: a meeting with the future Presi-
dent in this small unpretentious office with carefree golfers on vacation
chattering and joking just outside the two open doors leading to the room.

A few minutes later Snapp heard familiar voices in the hall outside.
Suddenly he realized that he had a pistol under his jacket for safeguarding
a top secret document he was carrying. He leaned around the doorpost at
the rear of the office and alerted the Secret Service agent. By the time the
agent had reassured him that “we’re all carrying guns,” Eisenhower was in
the room. He recognized Snapp from his visits to the Joint Chiefs’ head-
quarters in Washington. As Eisenhower took a chair at the manager’s desk,
Snapp seated himself at the general’s elbow.

Before Snapp could open the double envelopes containing his top
secret message, Eisenhower launched into a discussion of atomic energy.2
The President-elect said he had been talking with Charles A. Thomas,
president of Monsanto Chemical Company, who had suggested that private
industry build nuclear reactors that would produce both electric power for
commercial purposes and plutonium for weapons.® As a well-known indus-
trialist with a firsthand knowledge of nuclear technology, Thomas could
command attention within both the new administration and American in-
dustry. Now, six years after the Commission had assumed responsibility for
the nation’s atomic energy program, industry was becoming restive over the
delay in realizing the commercial application of nuclear power. While most
of the nation was preoccupied with the election campaigns during autumn
1952, a clamor for a greater role in the development of atomic energy
was rising among power equipment manufacturers and the electric utility
industry.

Eisenhower quizzed Snapp on the feasibility of Thomas’s proposal
for a dual-purpose reactor. Completely unprepared for this line of question-
ing, Snapp had heard enough about the idea during the preceding year to
assure Eisenhower that the Commission had considered Thomas’s sugges-
tion. In large part, the feasibility of dual-purpose reactors depended upon
whether the military services increased their requirements for nuclear
weapons. Without going into details, Snapp reminded the general that the
Commission’s existing production complex, plus the very large additions
then under construction, would provide a truly impressive capacity. Only
in recent months, when this larger capacity was nearing reality, had a dual-
purpose reactor become feasible in a technical sense.

At this point the general philosophized a bit, declaring his approach
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to government in economic matters allowed private industry to do as much
as it could. Snapp assured him that the Commission expected private in-
dustry to take the lead in developing civilian nuclear power. The Commis-
sion, in Snapp’s opinion, was already vigorously pursuing the development
of nuclear reactors for a variety of purposes. Work was well advanced on
nuclear propulsion systems for submarines and naval ships. Snapp also
pointed out that many of the nation’s largest corporations, including du Pont,
General Electric, Union Carbide, and Westinghouse, were engaged in op-
erating production facilities and laboratories for the Commission. Snapp
wanted to remind Eisenhower that under the Atomic Energy Act of 1946
the Commission was still required to maintain ownership over all nuclear
facilities and fissionable material used to fuel reactors. Unless the law were
changed, it would be difficult for industry to have a major role in nuclear
development.

By this time, however, Eisenhower’s mind was moving in other di-
rections. He was reading the top secret memorandum that had required the
special security precautions LaPlante had arranged for the mission.* The
memorandum from Gordon E. Dean, the chairman of the Commission, re-
lated the extraordinary developments that had occurred during the nuclear
weapon tests then being conducted by the Commission and the military
services at the Enewetak > proving grounds in the Pacific. So awesome was
the information that President Truman had asked Dean to convey the news
at once to Eisenhower. “The significant event to date,” Dean wrote, “is that
we have detonated the first full-scale thermonuclear device,” which for
security reasons the Commission referred to as Mike. Snapp predicted that
the United States would not have a deliverable thermonuclear weapon for
at least a year. When Eisenhower asked why, Snapp explained in delib-
erately oversimplified terms that Mike had been designed as a scientific
experiment to determine whether heavy isotopes of hydrogen could be
“burned” in the fusion process. The experiment required a large device,
many times bulkier and heavier than could be carried in a bomber, plus
extensive associated equipment.

What made Mike exceptional was the awesome power of the fusion
reaction. Scientists at Enewetak estimated the blast as equivalent to more
than ten million tons of TNT, or five hundred times the power of the fission
weapon that devastated Hiroshima. “The island of the Atoll,” Dean wrote,
“which was used for the shot—Elugelab—is missing, and where it was
there is now an underwater crater of some 1,500 yards in diameter.”

Eisenhower paused to contemplate the significance of these grue-
some statistics. He was troubled about the growing power of the nuclear
weapons being added to the American arsenal. He favored scientific re-
search and understood the scientists’ interests in developing more powerful
and efficient weapons, but he thought there was no need “for us to build
enough destructive power to destroy everything.” “Complete destruction,”
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he said somewhat enigmatically, “was the negation of peace.” Certainly the
United States needed enough force to counteract the Soviet threat, but he
neither feared the Russians nor thought this kind of fear should influence
American foreign policy.

As Eisenhower read on, he paused occasionally to ask Snapp for an
explanation of a technical term. He was reassured to learn that the Com-
mission had so far released no information about Mike. In fact, the weather
had cooperated by keeping the remnants of the mushroom cloud over the
Pacific for seven days, thus making it difficult for the Soviet Union to obtain
samples and determine the nature of the explosion. Some information about
the test, however, would inevitably leak out, if only because of the size of
the detonation and the brightness of the flash, visible for several hundred
miles. The large number of military personnel and scientists involved in
the Mike operation would also result in some leakage of information about
the test. There had already been a speculative story reported in Los Ange-
les to the effect that the United States had detonated a hydrogen bomb. The
Commission had decided, however, to issue no statement about the test
until the entire series was completed. Then the Commission would release
only the cryptic words used after the 1951 series: “the test program in-
cluded experiments contributing to thermonuclear weapons research.”*

This proposal disturbed Eisenhower. He saw no reason to tell the
Russians anything about the tests. Only when Snapp had assured him that
the statement would be exactly the same as that used in the past did Eisen-
hower relent. Then in a reflective way he added that one of the greatest
problems in the military services was that they all wanted to publicize their
accomplishments. He thought it was a crime that air space reservation
maps for the Commission’s Hanford plant and other installations had been
issued to the public.

The last portion of Dean’s letter informed Eisenhower that the Com-
mission had prepared a top secret report describing the stockpile of nuclear
weapons, the organization and operation of the agency, relationships with
the President, the Department of Defense, and the Congress, and a sum-
mary of current problems facing the Commission. Eisenhower expressed a
strong interest in this information, but he observed that he would have no
place to store classified material until he set up his office in the White
House. In place of the written report he suggested a briefing by the Com-
missioners, preferably in New York because it would be “very awkward”
for him to be in Washington before the inauguration. When Snapp assured
him that the Commissioners would be glad to go to New York, Eisenhower
called his secretary and scheduled a two-hour meeting for the morning of
November 20 at his temporary headquarters in the Commodore Hotel.

Snapp had completed his mission, but the relaxed President-elect
had still more questions about the Commission’s facilities. Snapp described
the complex production chain from uranium ore to finished metal. The ex-

o
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pansion program, Snapp stressed, was a truly ambitious commitment on the
Commission’s part, one that did involve some risk. The Commission at that
time had assured supplies of uranium ore sufficient to satisfy only half
the capacity of the production chain when the expansion program was
completed.”

Eisenhower was obviously pleased, observing that he had always
had high regard for the Commission. He thought the present Commission
under Gordon Dean was doing an excellent job, and he looked forward to
the meeting in New York. The Commission’s program involved some of the
most difficult and far-reaching issues facing the new administration, and
Eisenhower intended to give it high priority. His interest in the Thomas
proposal showed that he recognized the peaceful potential of nuclear power.
Although he accepted the key role of nuclear weapons in national defense,
he did not overlook the enormous dangers that the existence of the nuclear
stockpile posed. From Snapp’s comments about the size of the Commis-
sion’s budget and the growth of the stockpile, Eisenhower detected the fact
that nuclear weapons were relatively cheap and getting cheaper. He ex-
pressed to Snapp his concern that some junior officer might decide that
they could be used like other weapons. To Snapp such a statement carried
special weight when it came from one of Eisenhower’s background.

The first thing Snapp did after the meeting was to burn the top secret
document. On the plane back to Washington he tried to jot down the details
of the conversation. Immediately after his return he would have to report to
the Commissioners and begin preparations for the briefing in New York on
the following Wednesday.

Dean was encouraged by Eisenhower’s reaction to his letter. He un-
derstood how important it was for the President-elect to understand the
Commission’s activities and especially its role in policy formulation. Dean
had cut his teeth as a Commissioner on the painful decisions that followed
the detonation of the first Soviet nuclear device in August 1949. In formu-
lating a response to the Soviet challenge Dean had demonstrated his ability
for clear thinking and independent action. Although a majority of his
colleagues opposed accelerating development of a thermonuclear weapon,
Dean had concluded that the project was imperative, if regrettable. With
Dean’s support, forces in Congress and the Executive Branch convinced
Truman to make his historic decision on January 31, 1950, to give the
thermonuclear weapon top priority.? In addition to being a law professor,
Dean had served in the criminal division of the Department of Justice dur-
ing the New Deal years and as executive assistant to two Democratic attor-
neys general. The fact that he had been a partner in a Washington law firm
with the late Senator Brien McMahon, chairman of the Joint Committee on
Atomic Energy, also explained his appointment to some veterans of the
Washington scene. Dean, however, had justified the confidence the Presi-
dent had expressed in him by appointing him chairman in summer 1950.
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Dean had proved himself an uncommonly able administrator, one who could
find his way through the snarls and snags of controversy that entangled the
Commission and come up with reasonably clear policies. He could also
hold his own with Cabinet officers and the President’s staff. But with Re-
publicans in control of the White House and the Congress, Dean’s power
was in eclipse. He expected to leave the Commission when his term expired
on June 30, 1953, if not before.

In preparing for the New York meeting, Dean relied upon Snapp and
Edward R. Trapnell to gather materials from the staff. Trapnell had worked
in Washington as a newspaper reporter and government public information
officer before World War II. He then entered the atomic energy project in
1945 as a public relations adviser to General Groves, helped to set up the
Commission’s public information staff in 1947, and took charge of congres-
sional relations in 1952. With all the charm of a Virginia gentleman, Trap-
nell could use his excellent knowledge of the Commission to accomplish
the most sensitive of missions.

Because he had heard of Eisenhower’s preference for terse, graphic
presentations, Trapnell elected to prepare a briefing book that would sum-
marize the essential facts on large poster cards.® Early in the presentation
Trapnell included a budget summary:

Atomic Energy Department
Fiscal Commission of Defense
Year (in billions of $) (in billions of §)
1951 2.0 47.8
1952 1.6 61.0
1953 4.1 52.1

Trapnell placed on the same display card the explosive equivalent of the
nuclear stockpile as it had existed at the end of World War II, as it stood
at the time of the briefing, and as it was projected for 1956 and 1966. The
top secret figures supported Eisenhower’s observation that nuclear weapons
were relatively cheap and getting cheaper.

Other charts explained the principal features of the implosion type
of fission weapon as consisting of a spherical core of fissionable mate-
rial (either plutonium or uranium-235) surrounded by concentric spheres
of natural uranium and high explosives. The latter consisted of shaped
charges or “lenses” of different kinds of explosives so designed that the
shock wave initiated on the outside of the weapon would uniformly implode
the core and set off the chain reaction. A chart of the six weapon types then
being produced for the stockpile revealed that the yields could be varied
by changing the nuclear components. Because the recent test of the ther-
monuclear device was considered the most sensitive bit of information on
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weapon development, the chart showed only that Mike was twenty feet high,
almost eight feet in diameter, and weighed eighty-two tons.

Another chart presented a simplified version of the vast complex of
plants and laboratories that produced the stockpile: uranium mills and sam-
pling stations, feed material plants, huge reactors for producing plutonium
and tritium, and mammoth gaseous-diffusion plants for producing uranium-
235. Oak Ridge fabricated the uranium parts for weapons while a new
Commission facility in Colorado finished the plutonium parts and assem-
bled the nuclear cores for weapons then in the stockpile.

The nonnuclear components were produced by contractors and sup-
pliers too numerous to mention in the Eisenhower briefing. But Trapnell’s
chart did include several plants: Burlington, lowa, and Amarillo, Texas,
produced the shaped charges of high explosives; the Mound Laboratory at
Miamisburg, Ohio, manufactured the high-explosive detonators and neu-
tron initiators; and the Kansas City plant assembled most mechanical and
electrical components. Overseeing the entire weapon production chain, the
Los Alamos Scientific Laboratory and the Sandia Laboratory, both in New
Mexico, were responsible for all research and development of nuclear and
nonnuclear components, respectively. The chart did not even mention the
new weapon laboratory at Livermore, California, which with Los Alamos
would conduct all tests of new weapon designs at both the Pacific and
Nevada sites.

For at least five years, if not from the very beginning of the Commis-
sion’s existence, the production of fissionable materials and nuclear weap-
ons for military purposes had been the primary mission. But the Com-
mission also had broad responsibilities for generally developing nuclear
science and technology and making available the results of this work for a
wide range of industrial, medical, and scientific applications. A few of
these applications, particularly the development of nuclear power, would
contribute obviously and directly to the military and civilian objectives of
the federal government. Thus, Dean asked Trapnell to give substantial at-
tention to the Commission’s reactor development efforts. The Eisenhower
presentation included a photograph and diagram of the first generation of
nuclear power in an experimental breeder reactor in 1951, a photograph of
the land-based prototype of a nuclear-powered submarine nearing comple-
tion at the national reactor testing station in Idaho, and descriptions of
several approaches to a nuclear-powered aircraft that were being studied at
the Oak Ridge National Laboratory.

Dean made certain that the briefing contained a clear statement on
the Commission’s plans for stimulating industrial development of nuclear
power. With the Commission’s encouragement, four industrial teams had
already completed feasibility studies of nuclear power and had submitted
proposals for joint ventures with the Commission in building nuclear power
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plants. A fifth industrial team was just then starting its own study, and other
groups were interested. In addition to amending the Atomic Energy Act of
1946, the Commission faced a critical policy question in determining how
the first companies having favored access to nuclear technology would be
prevented from obtaining an unfair advantage over others.

Although the long-term outlook for producing economic electric
power from nuclear fuel was good, the Commission made clear in the brief-
ing materials that this goal would not be reached easily or quickly. The first
practical use of electrical power would be in a submarine, where cost was
not controlling. The development of submarine propulsion systems and
other reactors for the military, however, would advance the technology of
civilian power systems. As for the suggestion that industry build dual-
purpose reactors, the Commission reiterated Snapp’s judgment that feasi-
bility of the idea would depend upon a continuing demand for nuclear
weapon materials. The Commission proposed to place a much heavier in-
vestment in developing breeder reactors that would substantially improve
the economics of nuclear power and the use of raw materials.

For the purposes of the Eisenhower briefing, the Commission found
it more difficult to describe its basic research in the physical and biomedi-
cal sciences. The Commission saw its first responsibility in biology and
medicine as safeguarding the health of atomic energy workers and the ci-
vilian population in general from the harmful effects of radiation, whether
from normal Commission operations, weapon tests, or enemy attack. But
beyond this, the Commission felt an obligation to exploit the beneficial uses
of atomic energy in studying and treating such diseases as cancer, in im-
proving soil management and crop yield for agriculture, in developing new
varieties of useful plants, in studying growth, nutrition, and the biological
functions of plants and animals, and in using radioactive tracers to study
living systems. Research was performed in the Commission’s Oak Ridge,
Argonne, and Brookhaven national laboratories and was supported by the
Commission in 250 colleges, universities, hospitals, and private research
institutions.

The Commission predicated its far-reaching research efforts in the
physical sciences on the assumption that scientific knowledge provided
the essential foundation for future technology. A better understanding of the
physical universe would stimulate more economical production processes
and new scientific applications. The research process itself would enhance
the nation’s scientific and technical capabilities and thus contribute to na-
tional security. As these statements appeared on the briefing charts, they
smacked of platitudes; but they did reflect the honest assumptions on which
the Commission’s physical research program rested. The Commission’s six
laboratories engaged in physical research employed nearly one thousand
scientists using facilities costing $200 million. Fifteen hundred scientists
worked on projects of interest to the Commission in ninety universities and
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private research institutes provided with government-owned equipment
worth $4 million. The preeminence of the United States in the nuclear
sciences by 1952 was almost entirely the result of the magnitude and ef-
fectiveness of Commission support.

Even this brief survey of Commission activities both in production
and research made clear the exceptional diversification of resources in at
least three senses. Organizationally the Commission was highly decentral-
ized as a result of the conscious efforts of David E. Lilienthal, the first
chairman, and his associates when they created the agency. The field man-
agers of the nine operations offices exercised a large degree of independent
authority and actually supervised most of the Commission’s employees. Of
the 6,600 employees on the Commission’s rolls in November 1952, only
1,600 were stationed in Washington. Almost as many reported to the direc-
tor of the Santa Fe operations office, which directed the Commission’s
weapon activities in the field, and more than one thousand were assigned
at Oak Ridge.°

Diversification also took the form of geographical dispersion. Al-
though many old-line executive departments, such as the Departments of
the Army and Agriculture, had employees in all forty-eight states, few had
major installations in such widely separated regions of the nation. The
Army had established the pattern of dispersal during World War II in the
interests of secrecy and military security. In a day before air travel had
become commonplace, it was no easy task for headquarters officials to
maintain effective communications and management control over the huge
but remote installations in Tennessee, New Mexico, and Washington State.
Since taking over the atomic energy project in 1947, the Commission, if
anything, had further dispersed its activities to include key installations in
Idaho, Nevada, South Carolina, Kentucky, and the atolls of the Pacific.

Another form of diversification rested upon the Commission’s deci-
sion to continue the Army’s policy of relying mostly upon private contrac-
tors working in government-owned facilities to perform both production
and research functions. Employment figures demonstrated the extent of
the Commission’s reliance on contractors. Compared to the 6,600 govern-
ment employees in November 1952, there were more than 137,000 con-
tractor employees, of whom 62,000 were engaged in operational activities
and 75,000 were working on construction projects. Among the contractors
were some of the largest and best known corporations in the country (see
Table 1).

Dean’s busy schedule left him little time to review the briefing cards
that Snapp and Trapnell were preparing, but he did find a few moments to
dictate three pages as an introduction.” Dean’s first concern was that the
new President understand the roles that the White House, the Department
of Defense, and the Commission had in determining national policy on
nuclear weapons. He wanted to stress that the Commission had never at-
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Table 1
Major AEC Contractors

PRODUCTION
Contractor Installation Job
General Electric Hanford, WA Plutonium
Union Carbide and Carbon Oak Ridge, TN U-235
Paducah, KY
Western Electric—Bell Lab. Sandia Lab., NM Weapons
(AT&T)
Bendix Aviation Kansas City, MO Weapon Parts

Monsanto Chemical
E. 1. du Pont de Nemours

American Cyanamid

Phillips Petroleum

Mound Lab., OH
Dana, IN
Reactor Testing Station, ID

Reactor Testing Station, ID

Weapon Initiators
Heavy Water
Operate Chemical
Processing Plant
Operate Materials
Testing Reactor

Dow Chemical Rocky Flats, CO Weapon Parts
RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT
Contractor Installation Job
University of California Los Alamos Scientific Weapons
Laboratory, NM
Radiation Laboratory, Basic Research

Union Carbide and Carbon
University of Chicago
Associated Universities

Westinghouse Electric

Berkeley, CA

Oak Ridge National Labo-
ratory, TN

Argonne National Labora-
tory, IL

Brookhaven National Labo-
ratory, NY

Pittsburgh, PA

Research and
Development
Reactor Development

Basic Research

Reactor Development

tempted to judge what weapon requirements should be in terms of numbers.
The Joint Chiefs of Staff initiated requirements for review by the Secretary
of Defense and the President. The Commission simply advised the Secre-
tary and the President whether it would be feasible to meet the require-
ments in terms of dollars, manpower, and critical materials. At the same
time, Dean noted, the Commission did have an important function in pro-
viding the basic weapon designs that ultimately became the source of mili-

tary requirements.

In the production and allocation of special nuclear materials such
as plutonium, uranium-235, and tritium, the Atomic Energy Act required
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Table 1, cont.
Major AEC Contractors

RESEARCH AND DEVELOPMENT
Installation
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Job

California Research and

Livermore, CA

Development Co. (sub. of

S.0. of CA)

General Electric

Iowa State College
University of Rochester

Knolls Atomic Power Labo-
ratory, NY

Ames Laboratory, 1A
Rochester, NY

Reactor Development

Reactor Development

Metallurgy
Biology and Medicine

CONSTRUCTION
Estimated
Cost in
Company Site Project Millions
du Pont Savannah River, SC 6 Heavy Water Reactors $ 15
Peter Kiewit & Sons Portsmouth, OH U-235 Gaseous Diffusion 1.3
Plants, X 25-33
F. H. McGraw Paducah, KY U-235 Gaseous Diffusion 922.0
Plants, C 31-37
Maxon Construction Oak Ridge, TN U-235 Gaseous Diffusion 462.0
Plant, K-33
Alloy Development Plant 35.0
Henry J. Kaiser Co. Hanford, WA 2 Graphite Reactors 260.0
Girdler Corp. - Dana, IN Heavy Water Plants 104.0
George A. Fuller Fernald, OH Feed Materials Produc- 78.0
tion Center
Atkinson-Jones Hanford, WA 1 Graphite Reactor 64.0
Construction Co.
Austin Company Rocky Flats, CO Weapon Facility 45.0
Bechtel Corp. Reactor Testing Chemical Processing 34.0

Station, 1D Plant

a presidential determination annually. The Commission used the military
requirements from the Joint Chiefs and its own estimates of how much
material could be produced in drafting the determination, which was sub-
mitted jointly by the Commission and the Secretary of Defense. Although
the chairman of the Commission was not a member of the National Security
Council, he had served from time to time on a special committee of the
council that had included the Secretaries of Defense and State. The special
committee had advised the President on such important matters as the
acceleration of thermonuclear weapon development in 1950 and the $3-
billion expansion of production facilities approved in January 1952. With-
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out explicitly claiming a role in policy formulation in the White House,
Dean wanted to make clear that there was a precedent for Commission
participation.

Dean hurried from one appointment to another on Tuesday, Novem-
ber 18. That evening he spoke to the Kiwanis Club in nearby Rockville,
Maryland, and then took the overnight sleeper train to New York.'? Also
riding on the train were Snapp, Trapnell with the clumsy leather portfolio
containing the briefing charts, and LaPlante, who served as a security es-
cort. To avoid the possibility that someone might recognize them and guess
that the entire Commission was going to New York to see Eisenhower, the
Commissioners had decided to travel separately.

There was something bizarre about the members of the Atomic En-
ergy Commission sneaking off to New York for a meeting with the President-
elect. In this instance, as in Snapp’s trip to Augusta, the reason lay in the
Enewetak test. The Commissioners had hoped that even the simple fact
that the test had occurred would be concealed from the Soviet Union, if
only to avoid providing a stimulus for a similar effort in that country. At the
very least, it was important to conceal the information as long as possible
so that scientists in other countries would miss the fleeting opportunity to
collect samples of airborne debris that would provide information about the
nature of the test. But even beyond these considerations, a curious silence
surrounded anything related to the hydrogen bomb. The enormous magni-
tude of its implications was almost too terrifying to contemplate. Even the
Commissioners and those few members of the staff used to discussing
the subject could not speak casually in the awesome presence of the
bomb. This partially subconscious restraint, as well as the more obvi-
ous security considerations, caused the Commissioners to hope that they
could meet Eisenhower without arousing further public curiosity about the
Enewetak event.

Commissioner Henry D. Smyth, the Princeton physicist who had
written the famous Smyth report on the wartime atomic energy program,
boarded the train alone. Appointed to the Commission with Dean in May
1949, Smyth by reason of seniority and his extensive knowledge of nuclear
science and technology was an especially influential member of the Com-
mission. The son of a university professor, Smyth had spent almost his
entire life at Princeton, first as a child, then as a Princeton student, and
later as a member of the physics department. Smyth’s Ivy League back-
ground and his standing in the academic world as much as his capabilities
as a physicist made him a valuable asset to both the wartime Manhattan
Project and the current Commission. His soft-spoken and reflective manner
marked him as a scholar who could exercise the detached judgment of a
scientist. But he was also a man of strong principles. More than once,
especially on the thermonuclear weapon decision, he had proved himself
capable of fighting tenaciously for his convictions.
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In the morning the members of the group made their separate ways
from Pennsylvania Station to 686 Park Avenue, the apartment of Commis-
sioner Thomas E. Murray. At sixty-one, Murray was the oldest member of
the Commission. Thin, sober, and tight-lipped, Murray personified the gray
eminence. His stern sense of morality grounded in an intense loyalty to the
Roman Catholic Church influenced all his thoughts and actions; he saw his
Commissioner duty as one of defending his nation and his church against
atheistic communism. A Yale graduate in 1911, Murray had established
himself as a highly successful engineer and business executive in New
York. He had two hundred patents to his credit, and by the time he was
appointed to the Commission in March 1950 he had been president of his
own company, board member of his family company and several large cor-
porations, trustee of several banks, and receiver of the Interborough sub-
way system. A conservative Democrat, Murray brought to the Commission
a shrewd, analytical mind, the hard-headed practicality of an engineer, and
an unswerving determination to keep the United States second to none in
nuclear technology.

Breakfast at Murray’s apartment gave Dean and his colleagues a
chance to discuss the strategy for their meeting with Eisenhower. Shortly
before nine they left for the Commodore Hotel, where they were to meet the
fourth Commissioner, Eugene M. Zuckert. Like Murray a Democrat, a New
Yorker, and a Yale alumnus, Zuckert was the youngest member of the Com-
mission. After a few years as an attorney with the Securities and Exchange
Commission, Zuckert had joined the faculty of the Harvard business school
and organized the first advanced management course ever offered there.
During most of World War II Zuckert directed a training program in sta-
tistical control for Air Force officers and served briefly as a naval officer
in a management position. After the war Zuckert became a protégé of
W. Stuart Symington and served as his special assistant in the Surplus
Property Administration, the War Department, and the Department of the
Air Force, where he became assistant secretary in 1947. As a member of
the Commission since February 1952, Zuckert had taken a strong interest
in management. Still young and aggressive, he could be blunt and out-
spoken with both his fellow Commissioners and the staff.

By the time the Commissioners had reached the Commodore, Snapp,
Trapnell, and LaPlante had already arrived at the service entrance and had
taken a freight elevator to the seventh floor. After the Commissioners ar-
rived, the entire group used a back stairway to reach the Eisenhower suite
on the sixth floor. Only in this way could they avoid the horde of reporters
stationed in the lobby.

While Trapnell put the charts in order, Snapp introduced the Com-
missioners.'* Dean remarked that the Commission had nothing of para-
mount importance to present, but he thought he should bring Eisenhower
up-to-date on the thermonuclear test. Dean expressed his regret that there
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had been so many security leaks about the recent test. Some military per-
sonnel attached to the operation at Enewetak had written letters home de-
scribing the tests, and the newspapers had picked up the story. This com-
ment triggered an outburst from Eisenhower, who did not even wait for
Snapp and Trapnell to leave the room. He said he could not understand
why security could not be better, citing “that Smith report” in summer 1945
that gave away much vital information about the atomic energy project and
particularly the exact location of the production plants. Perhaps trying to
save Eisenhower from embarrassment, Dean mentioned that Smyth, the
author of the report, was in the room. This information did not deter Eisen-
hower at all as he continued to denounce the report for giving away too
many details to no purpose.

By this time Snapp and Trapnell had left, and Dean pulled out his
three pages of opening remarks. In a conversational style he gave a few
words of background about each Commissioner and noted one vacancy to
be filled. Then Dean turned to his presentation.

Many of Eisenhower’s reactions were similar to those he had ex-
pressed in Augusta. When Dean explained the thermonuclear test, Eisen-
hower returned to the question of secrecy. He said he wished the Commis-
sion could keep all information about the test out of print. He would have
preferred that the Russians find out about it on their own; his theory was
that it would upset the Russians if they came to the conclusion that the
United States had progressed so far in weapon development without boast-
ing about it. The Russians, in Eisenhower’s opinion, expected the Ameri-
cans to brag about everything they did, and silence would throw them off
balance.

During most of the briefing Eisenhower took no particular exception
to the Commission’s presentation. He thought the projection of a $4-billion
budget in fiscal year 1953 was reasonable in terms of an $80-billion federal
budget. He again expressed his doubts that the Russians were looking for
a chance to start a war or to use nuclear weapons. Only when Dean came
to the chart on nuclear-propelled aircraft did Eisenhower react. He was
dismayed that the Commission was spending so much money on such a
fanciful idea. Zuckert attempted to reply by suggesting that the Commission
was merely trying to provide what the Air Force wanted. Eisenhower inter-
rupted and pulled himself out of his chair. Looking out the window he
declared that this kind of reasoning was wrong. If a civilian agency like the
Commission thought a military requirement was untenable or wasteful in
terms of existing technology, there was an obligation to oppose it. He hoped
to establish a board of outstanding industrialists and scientists who could
review projects like this one. Nuclear propulsion for submarines was a
different matter—that made sense.

The last few briefing charts described the Commission’s plans for
encouraging industrial development of nuclear power plants. Eisenhower
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again mentioned his conversation with Charles Thomas and his interest in
involving private participation as much as possible. Toward the end, Eisen-
hower again brought up the general question of security and expressed great
confidence in J. Edgar Hoover, director of the Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation (FBI). It was almost eleven o’clock when the Commissioners took
their leave after a full and useful briefing.

The following Monday Dean called Truman to report on the session
with Eisenhower. Dean explained that no one except those present knew
about the briefing and he was trying to keep it quiet. Truman said he was
pleased to hear about it because he wanted the incoming President to have
as much information as possible. !

Certainly the session with the Commission had been helpful to Ei-
senhower. From the nature of his questions, it was apparent that he had
had very little understanding of either the military or civilian aspects of the
atomic energy program before the election. From the briefing the Commis-
sioners could conclude that the new President now had some conception of
the size and nature of the nuclear weapon stockpile and the growing capac-
ity for producing special nuclear materials and weapons. On the peaceful
side, Eisenhower now had some comprehension of the wide-ranging capa-
bilities of the scientists and engineers supported by the Commission for
exploiting the beneficial aspects of nuclear technology. One of the most
intriguing possibilities was using nuclear power to generate electricity.

For their own part, the Commissioners also acquired some helpful
intelligence during their visit to New York. They could not help but be
impressed by Eisenhower’s intense interest in atomic energy. The subject
had been high on his agenda during his stay in Augusta, and he had given
the Commissioners two hours in New York when prospective cabinet offi-
cers and leading Republican senators could command only a few minutes
of his time. It was also clear that Eisenhower fully supported the Commis-
sion’s efforts rapidly to enlarge the arsenal of nuclear weapons and to main-
tain that strength as a bastion of national security.

At the same time, the new President displayed a remarkable am-
bivalence about nuclear energy. Perhaps only a man with Eisenhower’s
experience in leading his nation in what was believed its greatest military
operation could be as sensitive as he was to the extraordinary dangers in-
herent in the possession of so much physical power. Eisenhower seemed to
understand the possibilities for human failure, misdirected ambition, in-
trigue, treachery, and death in the nuclear era. Thus, behind Eisenhower’s
realism was an intense concern with secrecy and security. This penchant
of the new President would manifest itself in other parts of his Administra-
tion, but nowhere else would it have greater impact than in the Commis-
sion’s programs. Finally, Eisenhower had demonstrated his dedication to
economy in government, in terms of both funding and federal power. Surely
this attitude had profound implications for an agency with unprecedented
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authority and largess in the development of a new and frightening tech-
nology. Eisenhower seemed determined to see the atom developed for both
peaceful and military uses, but in a way counter to some of the strongest
trends toward the aggrandizement of power in the federal government dur-
ing twenty years of Democratic administrations. With the Eisenhower vic-
tory in 1952, a new day was dawning for both the nation and the Commis-
sion. To that change and challenge the Commission would have to respond.




CHAPTER 2

THE EISENHOWER
IMPRINT

The Commission’s secret session with the President-elect on November 19,
1952, provided a valuable insight into Eisenhower’s character and inter-
ests. It left on the Commissioners an indelible impression of the exceptional
import the new chief executive would attach to both the military and civil-
ian uses of atomic energy. But the brief session in New York did not give
the Commissioners any degree of permanent entrée to the new President or
his Administration. After twenty years in the political wilderness, Repub-
lican leaders, especially in the Congress, eagerly anticipated the opportu-
nity to overhaul the vast bureaucracy they attributed to five Democratic
administrations. Whatever personal confidence Eisenhower may have had
in the Commissioners, as Truman holdovers they were not to be welcomed
into the new Administration’s official family. Roy Snapp, the Commission’s
secretary, had to go hat in hand to the Republicans for invitations that
would permit the Commission to participate in the inauguration.!

Reading the newsclips during the seven weeks between the election
and the inauguration, the Commissioners could get some sense of the im-
print Eisenhower was attempting to make on the bureaucracy and the na-
tion. The announcement of most Cabinet posts two days after the Commo-
dore meeting made clear that American industry with its conservative
economic principles would have a strong voice in the new Administration.
President of General Motors Charles E. Wilson, named Secretary of De-
fense, reinforced that theme a few weeks later by selecting four industrial-
ists to fill the positions of the deputy secretary and the three service secre-
taries. The nomination of John Foster Dulles to Secretary of State and the
President-elect’s trip to Korea early in December revealed a determination
to take new and decisive initiatives in international affairs. On the cruiser
Helena returning from Guam to Honolulu, Eisenhower discussed possible
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ways of cutting the Truman budget. His “team” included Dulles and
Wilson; Treasury Secretary-designate George M. Humphrey; Douglas
McKay, who would become Secretary of the Interior; Joseph M. Dodge, the
future director of the Bureau of the Budget; and General Lucius D. Clay.?
The geographical distance between the Helena and the Commission’s head-
quarters building on Constitution Avenue in Washington was no greater
than the figurative displacement of the Commissioners from the center of
power in the new Administration.

NEW PRIORITIES

Even before the November conference with Eisenhower, Dean and his fel-
low Commissioners had understood the need for new priorities in a new
Administration. Their secret conference with the President-elect and more
public evidence of the course Eisenhower intended to follow reinforced
Dean’s impression that a major reorientation in the Commission’s programs
would be necessary, but such adjustments were never easy. Additional re-
sources in terms of larger budgets and more personnel seldom accompanied
new requirements. Somehow the Commission would have to produce more
with the same or smaller resources.

By late January 1953, Dean could almost guess what the Eisenhower
impact would be. First, the President obviously desired to build a strong
nuclear arm as part of the nation’s defense; that interest would require more
nuclear weapons and materials. At the same time Dean could not overlook
the Republicans’ interest in reducing federal expenditures and reversing
what they saw as an invasion of the sphere of private industry by the gov-
ernment in two decades of Democratic rule. Although Dean and most of his
fellow Commissioners were conservative in terms of economic policy, this
latter concern of the Republicans posed potential difficulties. Since Octo-
ber 1950, the Commission had been engaged in a vast expansion of its
facilities for producing special nuclear materials and weapons. The budget
for fiscal year 1954, which Truman had approved late in 1952, included
$1.156 billion for operating expenses and $436 million for plant and equip-
ment, compared to the 1950 figures of $414 million for operations and $256
million for plant and equipment. The almost threefold increase in operating
expenses reflected only the beginning of the heavy funding requirements
that the Commission would face as new plants still under construction were
completed.?

Huge plants were under construction to increase capacity at each
step in the production chain: the new feed materials production center at
Fernald, Ohio; a plant to produce large quantities of lithium-6 at Oak
Ridge; a third and fourth gaseous-diffusion plant at Paducah, Kentucky; a
whole new gaseous-diffusion complex at Portsmouth, Ohio; two “jumbo”
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reactors and a separation plant for producing plutonium at Hanford; and
five heavy-water reactors at the Savannah River site in South Carolina for
producing tritium from lithium-6 as well as plutonium. In the nationwide
weapon production network, there was much activity: the new weapon as-
sembly plant at Rocky Flats, Colorado; a major expansion of research fa-
cilities at Los Alamos; new buildings at Albuquerque, New Mexico, Bur-
lington, Iowa, Livermore, California, and Amarillo, Texas. Plans had
already been completed for testing eight weapon devices at the Nevada
Proving Ground in spring 1953 and for another series including full-scale
thermonuclear weapons in the Pacific beginning late in the year. The Com-
mission’s expansion program represented one of the greatest federal con-
struction projects in peacetime history.*

The astronomical figures in the President’s 1954 budget were still
more than $800 million below the Commission’s original request, the larg-
est dollar cut falling on production facilities. Most significant, however,
was the $176-million cut in obligations for reactor development facilities,
which represented a reduction of 77 percent in the Commission’s request.
This substantial reduction reflected a lack of confidence in the Commis-
sion’s efforts to reorient its reactor development efforts from plutonium pro-
duction units to civilian power reactors.

Within a few days after Truman sent his budget to the Congress, the
Bureau of the Budget announced its intention to review the entire document
against the new Administration’s own priorities. On February 3, 1953,
Budget Director Dodge informed all executive departments and agencies of
the need not only to set new priorities but also to balance the federal bud-
get.5 A few discreet inquiries by the Commission’s budget staff indicated
that Dodge’s admonitions were not to be taken literally; the Commission
would be permitted to increase its personnel ceiling to meet the needs of
its expanding program.®

The Commission’s primary defense against budget cuts was to cite
the rapid growth of the military program. As Dean explained to the National
Security Council in February, it was not possible to reduce expenditures
and at the same time continue to produce nuclear materials and weapons
at ever increasing rates in the new production plants that would be coming
into operation. On this point the Commission presented a united front with
the military services. A week earlier Dean had told the military liaison
committee, the statutory group of officers charged with advising the Com-
mission on military applications of nuclear energy, that recent improve-
ments in the operation of the Hanford reactors and design changes in the
Savannah River plants would enable the Commission to exceed the original
goals of the 1952 expansion program. The Commission thus had been able
to save funds, as Dodge had ordered, by cancelling a sixth reactor at Sa-
vannah River. The members of the military liaison committee, however,
bristled at the idea of reducing fissionable material production for weapons
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and assured Dean that if they had known that greater production would be
possible, they would have raised the production targets for the expansion
program.’

For several years Dean had been irritated by the unwillingness of
the Department of Defense to set firm requirements. Now that the Commis-
sion was faced with substantial budget cuts, it was imperative for the De-
partment of Defense to make firm commitments. If cuts were required, how
large should they be in materials for weapons, nuclear submarines, the
nuclear-powered aircraft carrier, and the nuclear-powered bomber? Dean
complained to Defense Secretary Wilson: “To assume . . . that some arbi-
trary figure must be taken from the atomic energy program would seem to
run counter to the principle that choices must be made.” Yet Dodge, per-
haps at the suggestion of Wilson, took just this approach in a propesal that
Eisenhower approved in March 1953. Because the Commission’s budget
was “essentially determined by the Defense Department requirements,” the
National Security Council should evaluate the Defense and Commission
budgets together. The study was to be coordinated by the new assistant to
the President for atomic energy matters, Lewis L. Strauss.®

Strauss had been one of the original Commissioners appointed by
Truman in 1946. The son of a shoe merchant in Richmond, Virginia,
Strauss had made his own way in the world. At the age of twenty in 1917,
he talked himself into a position on Herbert Hoover’s staff in organizing the
Food Administration and later served as Hoover’s personal secretary on the
Belgian relief mission. Strauss then made his mark on Wall Street with
the international banking firm of Kuhn, Loeb & Company. During World
War II he served in the naval reserve on James V. Forrestal’s staff and
retired in 1945 with the rank of rear admiral. During his three years on
the Commission Strauss established himself as hard-working and con-
scientious, if somewhat overbearing in advancing his opinions. He took a
great interest in matters of security and intelligence, took credit for estab-
lishing the long-range detection system that had revealed the Soviet nuclear
test in August 1949, and led the uphill fight with Dean to accelerate the
development of the hydrogen bomb. With that accomplished, Strauss re-
turned to his financial career in New York but continued to serve as a
consultant to the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy in evaluating the ade-
quacy of the Commission’s production efforts. Although a conservative Re-
publican in the Taft wing of the party, Strauss maintained his friendship
with Dean. The two occasionally had lunch together and kept in touch by
telephone. _

Strauss had no desires or expectations to return to federal service
even after Eisenhower’s election. He had scarcely known Eisenhower and
had not supported Eisenhower’s drive for the Republican nomination.
Strauss was therefore surprised when the President called him home from
a Caribbean vacation in late February 1953 and asked him to make an
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independent study of the atomic energy program. Within a few weeks Ei-
senhower suggested that Strauss take over the chairmanship of the Com-
mission from Dean, who had announced on February 10 that he would
retire within three months. Strauss refused the offer on the grounds that the
Commission’s chairman was necessarily involved in a large number of rou-
tine matters that prevented him from giving full attention to larger policy
issues. Strauss thought he could better serve the Administration as special
assistant to the President for atomic energy matters, and Eisenhower ap-
proved the appointment on March 7, 1953.°

Dean was delighted with Strauss’s appointment. Not only did the two
men understand each other, but Strauss was also knowledgeable about the
Commission. Furthermore his interest in the expansion program suggested
that he would fight for an adequate Commission budget. Dean offered
Strauss full cooperation in preparing his report to the National Security
Council.’ In the meantime, Dean was turning his attention to the difficult
question of formulating a policy for developing nuclear power.

NUCLEAR POWER: SEARCH FOR A POLICY

Long before the budget uncertainties of 1953 arose, Dean and his fellow
Commissioners had seen the need for a clear-cut policy on nuclear power
development. The sharp cuts that the Truman Administration had made in
the Commission’s reactor development budget reflected the failure to for-
mulate a coherent plan in the face of the extraordinary pressures and con-
flicting demands of the expansion program. Dean himself recognized these
shortcomings a few days before the inauguration. He wrote the other Com-
missioners that “we have been too indecisive” in responding to proposals
from industry," and the lack of direction in the Commission’s reactor pro-
gram was in part a result of that indecision. The fact was that public interest
in nuclear power had overtaken the Commission’s diffuse and largely inef-
fective efforts to formulate a policy.

The Commission’s own accomplishments in developing new types of
power reactors were in part responsible for the rise in public interest. In
June 1952, Truman had caught the nation’s attention in laying the keel for
the world’s first nuclear-powered submarine, an event that seemed to bring
nuclear power close to reality. In October the Commission released the
hitherto classified information that a small experimental breeder reactor,
designed and built by the Commission’s Argonne laboratory, had actually
generated electricity from nuclear power and was proceeding to test the
principle of breeding.'?> These accomplishments, plus the enthusiastic re-
ports of the four industrial study groups that had been admitted behind the
Commission’s security barriers, gave public interest in nuclear power a
stimulus it had not experienced since 1945.
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Reflecting this new enthusiasm, the Joint Committee on Atomic En-
ergy had been proposing for six months to hold hearings on the Commis-
sion’s plan for industrial development of nuclear power. During autumn
1952, the committee staff had compiled a four-hundred-page volume of
information, Atomic Power and Private Enterprise.”* The committee’s own
statement reflected the conviction that the Commission’s activities in de-
veloping plutonium production reactors, power reactor experiments, and
military propulsion reactors had demonstrated the feasibility of nuclear
power. The great question was how much it would cost.

The Joint Committee summarized industry’s role since 1947 in de-
veloping nuclear power, largely under Commission contracts; but most in-
teresting of all were the results of an informal opinion survey of “company
executives, government officials, scientists, lawyers, and others” in fall
1952. There was general agreement that the Commission should develop
prototype reactors, but opinion on the government’s role in building full-
scale units ranged from full support to no support. There were three al-
ternatives for ownership of reactors, fissionable material, and handling
facilities: exclusive government ownership; permissive, licensed private
ownership; or mandatory exclusive private ownership subject to government
regulation. Government financing of reactor development at least through
the prototype stage was generally accepted. Some scientists believed that
complete government financing would bring the quickest results, but many
business executives thought industry could build the full-scale plants if the
government offered reasonable tax advantages and subsidies. Within in-
dustry some feared that the Commission under existing legislation would
compete with private efforts to build power reactors. Industry spokesmen
in general advocated revising the existing law to permit more nearly normal
operation of the free enterprise system. Others, including many lawyers
and government officials, opposed changing the law until the Commission
had built a prototype power reactor and the needs for revision were clearer;
some argued that revising the law would cause all planning to stop for six
months while Congress debated the issue and another twelve months while
the new legal provisions were being studied.

The Joint Committee report made clear several points: first, techno-
logical developments had created a broad interest in nuclear power; sec-
ond, development of nuclear power would require administrative and finan-
cial arrangements not possible under the existing Atomic Energy Act; and
third, the new interest in nuclear power was becoming the principal incen-
tive for a fundamental revision of the act. Redefining the relationships be-
tween government and industry in the atomic energy enterprise, however,
involved a host of political, economic, and social issues that only extended
discussion and debate could settle.

Even in summary form, Atomic Power and Private Enterprise indi-
cated the extraordinarily complex issues facing the Commission in devising
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a nuclear power policy. The Commission’s staff was not well equipped to
handle issues of this nature. Reactor development had been approached
almost entirely as a technical problem by scientists and engineers. The
division of reactor development, headed by physicist and engineer Law-
rence R. Hafstad, had been forced to concentrate its efforts almost entirely
on production and military propulsion reactors. Not much more than one-
tenth of the operating funds for reactor development were going directly
into power reactor projects. Even if Hafstad and his engineers had been
able to give more thought to power reactor systems, they would have found
it hard to address the relevant political and economic questions. That fact
was clear in late 1952 when Hafstad presented to the Commission a plan
for reorienting the Commission’s efforts. Essentially an engineering analy-
sis, the proposal did not consider many larger issues raised in the Joint
Committee report.'*

William Lee Davidson, who for seven months had been director of
industrial development, came closer to the mark in January 1953, when he
briefed the Commissioners. Davidson was also a scientist, having come to
the Commission from the research division of the B. F. Goodrich Company,
but he at least had an industrial perspective if not the talents of an econo-
mist. > Working with Hafstad, Davidson proposed a “moderately expedited
development program,” intended to promote reactors capable of producing
significant amounts of commercially competitive power within a decade.
The existing Commission program of working through industrial study
groups would take at least fifteen years. Davidson’s proposal, costing about
$100 million over ten years, would encourage private projects without of-
fering direct financial support, government financing of small pilot plants,
and possibly Commission construction of one nuclear power plant for its
military or prestige value.'®

By late February 1953, Davidson’s ideas had been transformed into
a succinct Commission policy statement for the President.!” In lieu of high-
flown language about the historical significance of nuclear power, the Com-
missioners atiributed the need for a policy statement to budgetary expedi-
encies and to pressure from the Joint Committee. The Commission found
“the attainment of economically competitive nuclear power to be a goal of
national importance.” It would be a major setback for the nation if its lead-
ership in nuclear power development should pass to other countries. The
Commission would help industry by continuing to support research and
development and by promoting the construction of experimental reactors.

The Commission suggested to Eisenhower several forms of assis-
tance. The Commission proposed to finance construction of an experimental
power reactor using sodium as a coolant and graphite as a moderator. The
sodium-graphite reactor was expected to generate 7,500 kilowatts of elec-
tricity. Private industry would then be invited to build a full-scale reactor
(100,000-200,000 kilowatts) with private funds on the condition that the
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Commission would protect the owners against excessive losses. Finally, the
Commission would offer private industry technical assistance from the na-
tional laboratories in building a full-scale power-breeder reactor. The price
tag was identical to the Davidson-Hafstad proposal: $10 million per year
over ten years.

The suggestions did not receive a warm reception from the National
Security Council when Dean presented them a week later. Eisenhower did
not want to approach Congress until the Executive Branch had agreed on
Administration policy. Furthermore, after his discussions with Charles
Thomas of Monsanto, Eisenhower doubted that industry would agree to
participate without a heavy government subsidy. In Eisenhower’s estima-
tion the subsidy might go as high as $100 million; Dodge guessed it might
be even higher. Secretary Wilson thought the Commission was moving too
fast and should wait at least six months before making a commitment on
subsidies. Secretary Humphrey went even further and urged construction
of a pilot plant before any subsidies were considered. Dean shrewdly sug-
gested that it would be unwise to limit the plan to one government-built
pilot plant. He thought nuclear power development would come more
quickly with industrial participation, but that would require changes in the
Atomic Energy Act. Jumping on this point, Eisenhower declared that modi-
fication of the act should come first; in the meantime, he would consider
only a small subsidy. In the end, the council agreed to refer the report to
its group of outside consultants and hold funds for the sodium-graphite
reactor to the $3 million included in the budget.!®

During the last three weeks in March 1953, Dean had numerous
opportunities to assess the Commission’s position on nuclear power. There
were several discussions of a preamble to the policy statement that would
help the consultants from the National Security Council to put the statement
in proper context. Most Commissioners, including Dean, met with the con-
sultants to brief them on the fundamentals of nuclear technology. Dean took
pains to see that Strauss had all the information he needed for his report on
the Commission’s budget, not only because Strauss represented the Presi-
dent but also because Dean had heard from the National Security Council
staff that Strauss might be his successor. "

Dean again encountered stiff resistance to his proposed budget cuts
when the National Security Council reconsidered them on March 31. He
failed to restore earlier reductions in funds for the sodium-graphite reactor,
but Eisenhower reaffirmed his desire to amend the act in order to make
industrial participation easier. Strauss had investigated various possibili-
ties for wringing another $200 million out of the Commission’s budget, but
he admitted that none of these seemed prudent. Secretary Humphrey ex-
pressed his reluctance to abandon any hopes of cutting the expansion pro-
gram. What could the council do? Then Charles Thomas, one of the con-
sultants, came up with an idea: why not eliminate the project for building




THE EISENHOWER IMPRINT

nuclear propulsion plants for aircraft and for the aircraft carrier? This ac-
tion would save $254 million in the first two years. Eisenhower thought the
idea had merit; these projects could be delayed until the success of the first
nuclear submarine had been determined. The President was not ready to
make a final decision, but no one had given him any solid reasons why
these projects should be continued.®

NUCLEAR POWER AND PRIVATE ENTERPRISE

When the March 31 decision of the National Security Council filtered back
to the Commission and the Department of Defense, the instinctive reaction
in the bureaucracy was to gird up for a battle of the budget, but some astute
observers saw a more fundamental issue at stake. Commissioner Murray
wrote Dean that he considered the cuts in the reactor budget “merely a
symptom” of the differing views of the Commission and the council. The
Commission had proposed government development of nuclear power with
private assistance; the National Security Council had reversed these roles
by calling for private development with government assistance. Murray was
convinced from two years of experience in consulting with industry on nu-
clear power projects that development would be much too slow to maintain
American leadership in nuclear technology if the nation relied upon antici-
pated private profits for incentive. “Although I have consistently urged pri-
vate construction and operation of nuclear power plants, I am convinced
that successful and rapid development demands retention of Government
leadership at this time.” !

Because almost every issue discussed by the National Security
Council was considered top secret, few people in the atomic energy estab-
lishment besides the Commissioners themselves could appreciate the sig-
nificance of the March 31 action. Not even the Commissioners were privy
to the warning of the seven consultants who had submitted to the council a
strongly worded, almost alarming analysis of the government’s ability to
support national security programs. The consultants expressed “grave
doubt that our national substance will stand the strain of its protracted
diffusion over the world in the form principally of nonproductive munitions
of war.” The costs of rearmament during the Korean conflict had been ex-
cessive, and the consultants “deplored the profligate use of scientific and
engineering manpower in military programs.”

At the same time, the consultants recognized a growing need to
strengthen American defenses. This need could be met, not by pouring
resources into military projects in a conventional way but by restructuring
military preparedness. The consultants advocated more stress on produc-
tion capacity as a military reserve than on stockpiling military hardware.
Defense should depend more heavily on “more powerful nuclear weapons
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and increasingly effective means of delivery.” The consultants also recom-
mended more attention to tactical nuclear weapons and their deployment to
NATO forces. Through careful planning and stern measures of economy it
would be possible to achieve adequate material security with a balanced
budget in 1954.2

Eisenhower and his advisers did not take such an extreme position
on the need for economy, but the consultants had some influence. “The
survival of the free world,” in the National Security Council’s opinion, de-
pended upon “a sound, strong economy” in the United States and that
rested in turn on balancing the budget, if not in 1954 or 1955, then as soon
thereafter as possible. Within these financial limitations the United States
would “continue to assist in building up the strength of the free world” and
would seek “to contain Soviet expansion and to deter Soviet power from ag-
gressive war.” The Commission could contribute both to increased security
and to the balanced budget by effecting the expenditure reduction suggested
by Strauss and Thomas and by advancing the development of nuclear power
“primarily by private, not government, financing.” In addition to reducing
government spending, private financing would “tap the great scientific
laboratories of private enterprise,” stimulate competition between govern-
ment and private laboratories, automatically disperse nuclear production
plants, and “create new industries, new employment, and new sources
of taxes.” 2

Implicit in this argument for industrial development of nuclear
power was a corollary that did not appear in government memorandums: if
industry lost the initiative in developing this energy source of the future,
then the last hope for keeping electrical energy generation in private hands
would go down the drain. Late in winter 1953 few politicians or government
officials were anxious to begin a new round in the old battle between public
and private power interests, a struggle going back to the establishment of
the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) in 1933 and the epic victory of the
New Deal over the power trust, a triumph embodied in the Public Utility
Holding Company Act of 1935. Harry S. Truman, who as a freshman
senator had voted for the act, kept the issue alive during his presidency
by denouncing “the million-dollar propaganda campaigns” of the private
power lobby. One trade magazine for the electric utilities industry re-
sponded by calling Truman’s talk of cheap public power a political “lolli-
pop” in the presidential campaign of 1952; that publication welcomed Ei-
senhower’s victory as a blow to the “planned drive toward socialization” of
the industry.?*

Most enthusiasm for nuclear power in spring 1953 arose from sin-
cere convictions, as Newsweek put it, that “atomic power is at the finger
tips of this generation.” The Joint Committee’s Atomic Power and Private
Enterprise demonstrated clearly the broad base of optimism about nuclear
power within American industry. The addition of a fifth industrial study
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group to the Commission’s cooperative nuclear power program in April
1953 suggested a growing and even impatient interest, even if the Commis-
sioners and the staff privately discounted the significance of such arrange-
ments. Four days later former Commissioner T. Keith Glennan, who for
more than a year had spurred industry to enter the nuclear field, announced
the incorporation of the Atomic Industrial Forum, an organization of busi-
nessmen, engineers, scientists, and educators interested in the industrial
development and application of atomic energy. Based in New York, the
forum was to serve as both a clearinghouse for information and a stimulant
to industrial participation. The board of directors included the presidents
or atomic energy executives of thirteen large corporations and institutions
of higher education. Later that same week Walker L. Cisler, president of
the Detroit Edison Company, and eight other executives representing the
Dow Chemical-Detroit Edison study group, met with the Commissioners to
offer amendments to the Atomic Energy Act that would enable private in-
dustry to invest in nuclear projects. The following week Congressman
James E. Van Zandt, a Republican from Pennsylvania and member of the
Joint Committee, introduced in the House of Representatives a bill autho-
rizing private industry to own or hold nuclear fuel on long-term lease.?

Imbedded in this mass enthusiasm, however, were some indications
that nuclear power could become a pawn in the endless struggle between
public and private power interests. The same trade magazine that had wel-
comed Eisenhower’s election as a boost to the defenders of private utility
companies looked upon strong industry initiative in nuclear power devel-
opment as a way of getting the government out of the power business. Van
Zandt announced in the Congressional Record that one purpose of his bill
was “to prevent an atomic TVA by prohibiting the Atomic Energy Commis-
sion from selling power except as produced in conjunction with manufac-
ture of weapons materials.” Public power advocates voiced their own anxi-
eties in letters to the Commission. The American Public Power Association
opposed any change in the Atomic Energy Act until steps could be taken
“to prevent any monopolistic advantage accruing to any private person or
corporations.” The association advocated Commission development of pilot
plants and participation by publicly owned electric utilities in development
contracts. Using even stronger language, the Congress of Industrial Orga-
nizations supported the proposition that “the Atomic Energy Act should be
strengthened by requiring that the actual operation of all facilities can be
handled by the government itself and not by large monopolistic corporations
like DuPont and Monsanto.” %

Within the Eisenhower Administration the public-versus-private
power issue was not stated in such stark terms, but it was evident that
important elements within the Administration were determined to see that
nuclear power was developed as a private enterprise. Addressing the Na-
tional Security Council on April 22, 1953, Roger M. Kyes, Deputy Secre-
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tary of Defense, argued for canceling altogether, rather than merely post-
poning development of, the nuclear bomber and the nuclear aircraft carrier.
Kyes justified his proposal as an economic measure, but Dean immediately
recognized it as a threat to the Commission’s reactor development effort.
He reminded the council that, by eliminating the sodium-graphite reactor
and now the aircraft and carrier reactors, the Commission would no longer
have a single nuclear power experiment. Because the Department of De-
fense had rescinded its requirements for the two military reactor projects,
the Commission could no longer justify them in terms of national security.
But Dean suggested that portions of the projects helpful to producing an
economical power reactor might be continued. Eisenhower said he would
be happy to consider such a recommendation from the Commission.?

Dean’s ploy may have seemed like a slender reed to Kyes and others
at the meeting, but Dean was acting on more than a hunch. A week earlier
Murray had proposed that it might be possible to transform the carrier pro-
ject into a central station power reactor. The carrier reactor itself was to be
a land-based prototype capable of generating a substantial amount of
power. The project had been set up largely at Murray’s insistence in April
1952. Because Westinghouse had been working on the reactor under the
close scrutiny of Captain Hyman G. Rickover and his naval reactors branch
for more than a year, the Commission could hope to move ahead quickly
on a scaled-down version of the plant after some naval features had been
eliminated.?

Rickover had occasion to explore Kyes’s reasons for opposition to
the carrier project in a lively discussion at the Pentagon on April 30. The
feisty naval officer, who never hesitated to speak his mind in defending the
naval reactors program, found Kyes philosophically opposed to any project
that remotely threatened to give the federal government a place in nuclear
power development. Kyes, a young General Motors executive whom Wilson
had brought to the Pentagon from Detroit, was convinced that American
industry was ready to invest in nuclear power and that industry could com-
plete a power reactor much more quickly than Rickover could build the
carrier prototype. There was no possibility, Kyes said, of reopening the
decisions of the National Security Council.?

Although the carrier reactor was dead, the Commission saw a real
possibility of converting it into a nuclear power project. While Dean was
out of town, Murray and Smyth took up the cause. In a firm letter to the
President on April 29, Smyth expressed the heart of the argument for the
civilian power project. The Commission recognized the importance of in-
dustrial participation, but all the Commissioners were convinced that “even
after statutory obstacles are removed, private industry will not assume a
major part of the expensive, long-term development work that must precede
the attainment of civilian power.” Two days later Smyth and Murray dis-
cussed with Strauss how best to approach the President in a meeting Strauss
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had arranged for May 4. When Smyth and Murray entered the Oval Office
that day, they found that Strauss had laid the groundwork for a favorable
reception. The President seemed impressed with Murray’s argument that
the new version of the carrier reactor would assure the United States the
world’s first large-scale nuclear power plant at a cost of $50 to $60 million
less than the estimate for the carrier reactor. Eisenhower told the two Com-
missioners that the Department of Defense had already proposed a new
version of the aircraft propulsion reactor, keeping that project alive at a
lower cost.*

With the President’s support Smyth had no trouble selling the new
reactor project to the National Security Council on May 6, 1953. In addi-
tion to approving a new and scaled-down approach to the aircraft reactor,
the council agreed to use Westinghouse’s work on a pressurized-water re-
actor for the carrier in a new central station nuclear power plant; the total
cost would be $100 million, “unless private financing should become avail-
able before completion.” That same afternoon Murray turned in a masterful
performance before the Joint Committee in making clear why private fi-
nancing was not likely. Reading from letters he had received from Cisler
and others, Murray declared that private industry had no money available
for power reactor development. Unless the government stepped in with
something like the new pressurized-water reactor, the nation would lose as
much as ten years in attaining commercial nuclear power.®! This kind of
argument was certain to win the support of committee members who ques-
tioned either the wisdom or feasibility of turning nuclear power develop-
ment over to private industry.

By dropping casual references to National Security Council docu-
ments Murray was able without violating executive privilege to signal the
committee that the council had come to some decision on a nuclear power
policy; but by not saying so specifically, Murray left to the committee the
option of requesting once again the briefing that Dean and the Commission-
ers had so long postponed. The committee was quick to invite the Commis-
sion to testify on May 26 and to provide further information on the National
Security Council’s action.

Dean was sharp enough to see great possibilities in the situation.
The White House could not very well object to the Commissioners’ present-
ing the nuclear power statement that the National Security Council had
approved on April 22. Nor would the President be displeased if the Com-
mission offered draft legislation amending the act to permit greater partici-
pation by industry; the President himself had given that project top priority.
But Dean was also careful not to mention to the White House staff anything
about the Commission’s own power statement. Thus, when Dean appeared
before the Joint Committee on May 26, he was free to read the entire Com-
mission statement into the record. When the time came to present the
policy statement adopted by the National Security Council, however, Dean
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carefully omitted the references to the Administration’s preference for “pri-
vate, not government, financing.” He thereby left the impression that the
Commission and the council were essentially in agreement; the main dif-
ference was how much load the government would have to carry. Dean
covered himself by later submitting the full text of the National Security
Council statement for the record.3?

Likewise, Dean took advantage of the opportunity to present the
Commission’s version of new legislation on industrial participation before
the Bureau of the Budget and the Administration were able to revise it. He
admitted that the proposal was no more than a draft, but he hoped to give
the committee a starting place. The Commission favored a separate act, not
a series of amendments to the Atomic Energy Act. Industry, under Com-
mission license, could own power reactors, processing facilities, and fis-
sionable materials used or produced in such operations. The Commission
would regulate the safety and security aspects of licensed activities and
could make long-term commitments for the sale or lease of nuclear materi-
als to licensees. The Commission could but would not be required to pur-
chase fissionable and by-product materials produced by licensees.

Dean realized that he was cutting corners in not being completely
candid with either the White House or the Joint Committee, but he saw no
other way out of a difficult situation.? He rightly concluded that Wilson
and Kyes, among others who had recently taken positions in government,
did not fully appreciate the subtleties of policy formulation, especially
given the tendency of new government officials to attempt sweeping reforms
with simplistic measures. Dean also knew that he had avoided a head-on
collision between the new Administration and the Joint Committee, a result
he could rationalize as a potentially creative act. Much of Dean’s success
as chairman had resulied from his pragmatic view of events and his ten-
dency to avoid theoretical arguments. But there was an inherent danger in
Dean’s attempt to finesse the philosophical differences over the govern-
ment’s role in developing nuclear power. Postponing the debate might mean
that the issue would never be raised in a constructive context. Dean himself
would be leaving the Commission and the government in a few weeks, and
he had assurances that his successor, probably Strauss, would pursue the
course he had so adroitly established.

THE NEW CHAIRMAN

Despite the rumors that Strauss would succeed him as chairman, Dean had
received no official notice from the White House as late as June 1 and
decided to raise the question in a formal letier to the President. The next
day Eisenhower confirmed the rumors. Because Strauss had not yet severed
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all his business connections in New York, the appointment was not to be
announced for several weeks. Dean was pleased with the choice not only
because he thought Strauss well qualified for the position but also because
his successor’s knowledge of the atomic energy program would make the
transition easier than it might have been.3¢

Not until June 19 did Strauss inform the President that he was pre-
pared for an announcement of the nomination “if you continue so dis-
posed.” By the time the news broke on June 24, Strauss had drafted a brief
statement for the press. He noted that he had never intended to return to
public life after his resignation from the Commission in 1950, but he could
not fail to respond to a call from the President. He recalled his interest
over two decades in the therapeutic uses of nuclear energy and expressed
the hope that his return to the Commission would “coincide also with an
era of vigorous progress in the benign uses of this great natural force—that
is to say, for industrial power, for healing, and for widespread research.”?

The press and members of Congress applauded Strauss’s nomination
without exception. Citing Strauss’s interest in nuclear science, his previous
service on the Commission, his promotion of the detection system that
provided evidence of the first Soviet nuclear detonation, and his fight for
the thermonuclear weapon, many editorial writers and columnists found
Strauss “uniquely qualified,” a “wise choice,” “the right man for the job.”
General Groves called the appointment “the best thing that could have
happened for the country.” Strauss, the general said, “knows the subject
and he’s a 100 percent American.” Only the newspapers in the nation’s
capital questioned Strauss’s penchant for security, “a kind of intellectual
isolationism” that would suggest his opposition to broadening access to
nuclear technology. The Senate section of the Joint Committee, meeting
three days later, voted unanimously to recommend Strauss’s confirmation
without asking him a single question.3®

Strauss received a warm welcome in his first appearance before the
Joint Committee on July 20, 1953. He took advantage of the occasion to
introduce Joseph Campbell, who just four days earlier had been nomi-
nated as the fifth member of the Commission. A New York accounting
executive, Campbell had served as treasurer of Columbia University during
Eisenhower’s presidency there. Strauss had urged the President to appoint
Campbell, whom Strauss admired for his “meticulous judgment” and “per-
sonal loyalty.” %

Just as Dean had opened the series of fourteen hearings on atomic
power development and private enterprise on June 24, Strauss closed them
by appearing as the last witness. Claiming that he had not been on the job
long encugh to have fixed opinions on the subject, Strauss did little more
than read the Commission’s policy statement into the record. He foresaw dif-
ficulties in formulating a new patent policy that would give industry a larger
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role in developing atomic energy than was possible under the existing pro-
visions of the Atomic Energy Act, but he hoped to be able to present pro-
posed amendments before the end of 1953.4

The hearings demonstrated widespread concurrence in the Commis-
sion’s evaluation of the status of nuclear power. Despite the Eisenhower
Administration’s initial hopes for early production of nuclear power by pri-
vate industry, it was clear from the hearings that indusiry was not yet pre-
pared to assume the full cost and that Commission support of research and
development and its regulation of nuclear activities would have to continue
indefinitely.

If the Administration accepted this fact in the abstract, it was not
yet prepared to take any positive action on a government reactor project.
Only the direct intercession of Congressman Cole, the new chairman of the
Joint Committee, provided the House appropriations committee with the
information it needed to add $12 million to the Commission’s 1954 budget
for the project. Cole, a Republican lawyer from upstate New York, had
proven himself a conscientious and effective member of the Joint Commit-
tee since 1949. He seemed determined to demonstrate that a member of
the House of Representatives could be as dynamic and influential in ad-
vancing the cause of atomic energy as his famous predecessor, Brien Mc-
Mahon, had been.#

For the immediate future the Commission’s principal reactor project
would be the pressurized-water reactor, the civilian version of the prototype
propulsion system for an aircraft carrier. After a heated debate within the
Commission’s staff during July, Rickover and his naval reactors branch
were given full responsibility. Initially Strauss had questioned whether the
reactor would gain public acceptance as a civilian effort if Rickover’s group
were in charge, but Rickover and Murray had convinced the new chairman
that the project was truly civilian. Some members of the reactor develop-
ment staff and the general advisory committee argued that the proposed
reactor was neither large enough nor novel enough in design to offer a
promising demonstration of nuclear power. Some electric utility executives
attempted to keep the new venture out of Rickover’s control on the grounds
that Rickover would give industry little real chance to participate. Murray,
however, resolutely countered these arguments and induced the Commis-
sion to settle the issue in Rickover’s favor. Although the Commission did
not announce the decision until October, Rickover’s group and the West-
inghouse team at the Bettis laboratory near Pittsburgh were already at work
on the new project.*

In the July hearing before the Joint Committee, Strauss had been
able to avoid specific commitments to a plan for developing nuclear power,
but the Congressional concession was only temporary. The bright promise
of the nuclear age had swept over Republicans and Democrats alike in the
Congress. If Strauss intended to gain the initiative, he would have to move
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quickly before Congress reconvened in January. Less obvious to the public
but more telling to Strauss than the Congressional pressure was the Presi-
dent’s determination to find some redeeming value in nuclear technology.
Nuclear power for civilian purposes seemed an obvious answer, but only
under certain conditions. The Administration’s economic and budgetary
policies would not condone large federal expenditures for that purpose.
Rather, Eisenhower looked to Strauss and the Commission to break the
government monopoly by proposing amendments to the Atomic Energy Act
so that private industry could take the lead. The new President had left his
imprint on Commission policy; it was Strauss’s task to see to it that his
imprint was observed.
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CHAPTER 3

THE PRESIDENT
AND THE BOMB

In his inaugural address on January 20, 1953, President Eisenhower said
nothing explicit about atomic energy, but there were unmistakable over-
tones in his careful phrases. He asked the nation:

Are we nearing the light—a day of freedom and of peace for all
mankind? Or are the shadows of another night closing in upon
us? . . . This trial comes at a moment when man’s power to achieve
good or to inflict evil surpasses the brightest hopes and sharpest
fears of all ages. . . . Science seems ready to confer upon us, as its
final gift, the power to erase human life from this planet.!

The recent test of Mike at Enewetak must have been on Eisenhower’s mind
as he read these words.

THE THERMONUCLEAR QUESTION

Eisenhower’s veiled reference to the hydrogen bomb showed that he rec-
ognized the significance of Mike, but the new President could not have
suspected that on the very next day he would be faced with a profound
disagreement among leading nuclear scientists, a controversy that raised
serious questions about the adequacy of the Commission’s thermonuclear
program. The day after the inauguration Representative Carl T. Durham,
acting chairman of the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy, told the Presi-
dent that the Joint Committee staff had compiled a massive chronology
purporting to document the argument that the Commission had been less
than enthusiastic in its efforts to develop a hydrogen bomb. Eisenhower
expressed interest and a few days later asked Durham for a copy of the
study.?



THE PRESIDENT AND THE BOMB

The disagreement had its origins deep within the atomic energy es-
tablishment, in life-and-death issues that aroused passions and emotions.
Like most things related to the hydrogen bomb, however, the debate over
the scope and pace of the thermonuclear program was known to relatively
few people, even among those who worked behind the security barrier that
sealed off the world of atomic energy from the rest of American life. Old-
timers in atomic energy development like Edward Teller could trace the
dispute back to the early 1940s. Teller was an extraordinary theoretical
physicist whose creative imagination had many times proven invaluable in
developing ideas for nuclear weapons. He had long been intrigued with the
idea of a bomb that would draw upon the enormous amounts of thermonu-
clear energy that powered the stars. But Teller was also a passionate indi-
vidualist driven by strong emotions and original conceptions that raced far
beyond the realm of existing reality. After the announcement of the first
Soviet nuclear weapon test in September 1949, Teller had been a leader in
the successful attempt to convince President Truman that the United States
should answer the Soviet challenge by accelerating the work at the Los
Alamos weapon laboratory on a hydrogen bomb.?

Despite aggressive efforts at Los Alamos, Teller was not convinced
that either Los Alamos or the Commission was doing enough to assure the
earliest possible achievement of a thermonuclear weapon. Teller’s contri-
bution had been crucial in supplying the design principle that would make
the Enewetak test possible, but he continued his criticisms of Los Alamos
and the Commission, even to the point of leaving Los Alamos and openly
advocating early in 1952 the establishment of a new laboratory for thermo-
nuclear research.*

In this new venture Teller drew upon old allies in the thermonuclear
dispute; Senator Brien McMahon, chairman of the powerful Joint Commit-
tee on Atomic Energy, and William L. Borden, the committee’s executive
director. McMahon and Borden, like Teller, were men of passionate beliefs
who lived in daily fear of the Soviet menace. McMahon, with his energetic
leadership and the assistance of Borden’s keen intellect, had dominated
the Joint Committee since 1949. Their constant concern was whether the
Commission was moving fast enough in developing and producing weapons.

Perhaps with Teller’s prodding, perhaps on their own initiative,
McMahon and Borden launched two further inquiries into the adequacy of
nuclear weapon development in February 1952. In the first hearing, with
the Secretary of Defense and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, McMahon raised the
question that Klaus Fuchs, the German-born British scientist who had been
convicted of Soviet espionage in 1950, had acquired during his stay at Los
Alamos some essential principles of the thermonuclear weapon. Convinced
that American efforts had been less than expeditious, McMahon feared that
the Russians might already be ahead of the United States in the thermo-
nuclear field.> In a second hearing two weeks later Borden presented the
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Commissioners with an alarming interpretation of recent intelligence re-
ports about the nature of the third Soviet test, information that suggested a
dangerous underestimation of Soviet capabilities in producing both fission-
able and thermonuclear materials by isotope separation.®

In both instances the attempts by McMahon and Borden to acceler-
ate weapon development failed. In the first, the Department of Defense
found no grounds for concluding that the Commission’s efforts were inade-
quate.” In the second, Commissioner Smyth displayed his command of pro-
duction and weapon technology by convincingly discounting the signifi-
cance of the reports about the Soviet test. A few weeks later, however, in
March 1952, the same stories about Fuchs and the recent Soviet test stirred
up enough concern in the new Deputy Secretary of Defense William C.
Foster to result in a meeting of the National Security Council’s special
committee on atomic energy. After Teller had briefed the committee on the
history of weapon development, Dean with considerable difficulty con-
vinced the Secretaries of Defense and State that there was nothing new or
particularly significant in Teller’s fears.®

Although Dean succeeded in keeping the thermonuclear question
out of the National Security Council, he could not contain Teller within the
atomic energy establishment. The issue of whether to create a second labo-
ratory inevitably embroiled the Commission’s general advisory committee
and its chairman, J. Robert Oppenheimer. A man of exceptional ability as
a physicist, administrator, and leader, Oppenheimer had built and directed
the Los Alamos laboratory during World War II, had sparked much of the
United States’ effort to establish international control of atomic energy after
the war, and, as chairman of the Commission’s principal advisory commit-
tee since 1947, perhaps more than any other individual had influenced the
Commission’s course in its formative years. Oppenheimer also served on
important committees in other executive departments. Like most members
of the general advisory committee, Oppenheimer was not convinced that a
seconid laboratory would necessarily enhance weapon development.® Indi-
rectly Oppenheimer criticized Teller for promoting the second laboratory
for political rather than technical reasons. The committee members also
complained among themselves that they were being blamed for deficiencies
at Los Alamos that they had tried to correct much earlier.

One scientist with whom the committee consulted on the second
laboratory was Hans A. Bethe, the distinguished theoretical physicist from
Cornell University who had long been associated with weapon development
at Los Alamos. Bethe was disturbed by what he heard at the committee
meeting, particularly by Dean’s reports of growing dissatisfaction within the
Defense Department over the thermonuclear project. He decided to write
the Secretary of the Air Force a letter setting the record straight. His sum-
mary of thermonuclear development since 1946 was designed to show that
Fuchs was not exposed to vital information about design of the hydrogen
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bomb and that Teller’s conception in April 1951 was essential to the Ameri-
can success. Teller, when he read Bethe’s summary, came to exactly the
opposite conclusion.'

Borden’s reaction to Bethe’s analysis and Teller’s critique was one
of frustration and alarm. In Borden’s opinion the Bethe analysis was noth-
ing but a “white wash,” perhaps even the result of a conspiracy by Oppen-
heimer and the Commission to hide the inadequacy of the thermonuclear
program.! There was no consolation for Borden in the fact that Oppenhei-
mer had retired from the general advisory committee on June 30, 1952;
Oppenheimer still had ample means of exerting what Borden considered a
negative influence on military developments. Borden had also been dis-
heartened by McMahon’s death a few weeks after Oppenheimer’s retire-
ment. With McMahon’s strong voice silenced, Borden felt that he alone
would have to shoulder the leadership for awakening the nation to the lag-
ging development of nuclear weapons, especially the hydrogen bomb.

Borden decided first to set the record straight by compiling a “his-
tory” or “chronology.” For this task he recruited John T. Walker, like him-
self a Yale law graduate, who would serve also as the Joint Committee’s
counsel. From the committee’s voluminous files Walker compiled a com-
pendium of excerpts from correspondence, reports, and hearing transcripts
that seemed to demonstrate the failure of the Commission, the general ad-
visory committee, defense officials, and military officers to understand the
overwhelming importance of thermonuclear weapons. The excerpts were
arranged in chronological order with a minimum of editorializing; but, like
a lawyer’s summary of evidence, the chronology moved inexorably to its
intended conclusion.

The nature of Walker’s assignment made it impossible for him to
turn to the Commission staff or to Los Alamos for technical assistance.
Instead, he relied on John A. Wheeler, the theoretical physicist who di-
rected Project Matterhorn as a part of the Commission’s thermonuclear ef-
fort at Princeton University. Wheeler not only had expert knowledge of the
subject but also as a Commission consultant was cleared for access to
highly classified information. He had the further advantage of being close
to Teller’s views, thus generally sympathetic with Borden’s purpose. In ad-
dition to reviewing the chronology, Wheeler also agreed to comment upon
a reexamination of the Fuchs question that Walker had prepared as part of
his study. 2

THE WHEELER INCIDENT

By New Year’s Day, 1953, the chronology was in final form, presumably
incorporating Wheeler’s latest suggestions,'* but Walker was still deeply
immersed in the Fuchs question. Walker, with Borden’s encouragement,
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attempted to outline in detail how Fuchs might have picked up the germ of
the thermonuclear principle as early as 1946. During the first week in
January Walker mailed Wheeler his analysis of the evidence. The press of
business did not give Wheeler time to read the Walker document, and he
finally took it with him on a trip to Washington, when he would have an
opportunity to discuss it with Walker.

Thus the stage was set for the calamity that threw the thermonuclear
debate into the lap of President Eisenhower. Although Wheeler took spe-
cial precautions to keep this and other highly classified documents in his
possession during his overnight train ride to Washington, the following
morning he inadvertently misplaced the envelope containing the docu-
ments. He was able to retrieve the envelope, but the Walker document was
missing. After a frantic search Wheeler reported the loss to the Joint Com-
mittee. Borden personally called railroad and Pullman officials to impound
the sleeping car and all laundry and trash from the train. Not until some-
time before noon did Borden call the FBI. An exhaustive search, including
partial dismantling of the Pullman car, failed to locate the document.

The loss seemed certain to hold awesome consequences for both
Wheeler and Borden. In the first place, the document contained a succinct
summary of the American thermonuclear program, including the design
and operating principles of the Mike device, important code names, and a
summary of the Bethe-Teller “debate.” ' It was hard to imagine how anyone
could have selected a more sensitive document of so few pages concerning
the hydrogen bomb. Second, a document of this sensitivity should have
been handled as top secret material, which, according to Commission se-
curity regulations, was to be transported only by an armed courier in a
private compartment. Third, Wheeler, while serving under a Commission
contract and traveling on Commission funds, had lost the document in the
process of compiling material that would reflect unfavorably on the Com-
mission’s management of the project.

Whether by design or circumstance, the loss of the Walker docu-
ment did not immediately come to the attention of the Commission. Not
until January 13, almost a week after the incident, did John A. Waters, the
Commission’s director of security, receive a routine letter from J. Edgar
Hoover, director of the FBI, informing the Commission that Wheeler
had lost a “confidential document . . . summarizing the Atomic Energy
Program.” s

Because Hoover’s letter did not suggest the true significance of the
lost document, Waters handled it as a routine matter.'® Nine days later,
when Waters learned that the FBI had not yet obtained a copy of the lost
document from the Joint Committee, he became concerned and notified the
Commission’s general manager, Marion W. Boyer. After several discussions
with Borden, Waters finally arranged to see a copy of the Walker report on
February 4, but even then Borden would not permit the Commission to have
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a copy. Waters and a Commission classification officer who saw the docu-
ment were aghast at its contents and immediately informed the Commis-
sioners. Dean personally called the FBI to alert the agency to the extreme
sensitivity of the lost information, and Commissioner Murray briefed
Hoover on the serious nature of the loss. Not until that day did Borden give
the Commission a copy of the Walker document.

Borden had every reason to try to avoid confrontation over the
Wheeler debacle. At last realizing the full implications of the case, Hoover
decided to report the loss to the White House. Eisenhower, appalled by
such an incredible security lapse in the waning days of the Truman Admin-
istration, seized an opportunity before a scheduled meeting of the Commis-
sioners with the National Security Council to demand an explanation of the
incident. Lined up like five school boys before the master’s desk, Smyth
later recalled, the Commissioners meekly witnessed an extraordinary dis-
play of presidential anger. Murray had never in his life seen anyone more
agitated. In the Army, Eisenhower observed, a security offender was dealt
with swiftly and surely. At first Eisenhower was convinced it was an “inside
job,” purposely designed to get the papers into Russian hands.!” Dean at-
tempted to explain the complexities of the case: that the lost paper was not
a Commission document, that Wheeler was no ordinary physicist, and that
the Joint Committee was deeply implicated in the affair.

Why was it necessary for the Joint Committee to have such sensitive
materials in the first place? Eisenhower’s inquiry unwittingly echoed the
question some Commissioners had been asking themselves. Dean patiently
explained that under the terms of the Atomic Energy Act the Commission
was required to keep the committee “fully and currently informed.”'® Ei-
senhower thought this provision was a mistake and expressed doubts about
the committee’s leadership. Dean explained that since McMahon’s death
the preceding summer the committee had been effectively without a chair-
man. Durham, the ranking Democrat on the committee, had taken Mc-
Mahon’s place; but now that the Republicans controlled the Congress, it
was not clear who would be chairman. Until Durham had taken over the
chairmanship, the committee had always elected a senator as chairman,
but now there was a bitter dispute within the committee over whether Sena-
tor Bourke B. Hickenlooper of lowa or Congressman W. Sterling Cole of
New York would get the post. Dean also mentioned to the President that
neither he nor any of his fellow Commissioners had seen a copy of the
Walker paper; he was not even certain that the Joint Committee staff had
informed all commitiee members about the loss.

The President, clearly shocked by the affair and not satisfied with
Dean’s reply, announced that he would call Hickenlooper and Cole to his
office the following morning and demand that they decide at once the ques-
tion of the chairmanship. He was also going to recommend reorganizing
staff functions to prevent a similar loss in the future. Still unnerved by the
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incident two days later, Eisenhower discussed the problem with the Na-
tional Security Council on February 18.'° He understood that the technical
staff of the committee was to be abolished when the new chairman was
selected, but this action would not lessen the appalling danger created by
the loss of the Walker paper. Several council members expressed their
opinions that the incident could not be attributed to carelessness but to
nothing less than treason and espionage. Vice-President Richard M. Nixon
suggested a complete FBI investigation of every member of the committee
staff, and there was some discussion about whether Hoover and the FBI
could take custody of the committee’s classified files.

The strong reactions of Eisenhower and the National Security Coun-
cil may have been stimulated by the growing pressure of the Rosenberg
case. When Wheeler had made his ill-fated trip to Washington on the night
of January 6, many Rosenberg sympathizers were coming to the nation’s
capital to demonstrate at the White House for presidential clemency for
Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, the convicted atomic spies whose execution
had been stayed until the President could act. On February 11, just a week
before Eisenhower learned of the loss of the Walker document, the Presi-
dent had denied clemency on the grounds that the Rosenberg’s betrayal of
the nation’s atomic secrets to Russia “could well result in the deaths of
many, many thousands of innocent citizens.” 2

In the face of this decision, how could Eisenhower have viewed the
loss of the Walker document with less concern? After all, the Rosenbergs
had presumably passed on unevaluated information about the early designs
of atomic weapons; the Walker paper was a detailed and authentic descrip-
tion of the operating principles of the hydrogen bomb. There was, however,
a certain irony in the outcome of the Wheeler affair: Wheeler, who admitted
his carelessness, suffered no public embarrassment; moreover, no one who
really knew him or anything about the incident ever questioned his loyalty
or integrity. In a most serious predicament, which might have resulted in
the loss of Wheeler’s security clearance, the Commission’s chairman had
defended Wheeler before the President as a scientist of exceptional abili-
ties, a man so gifted that the nation could not afford to lose his services.
Wheeler received an oral and written reprimand from Dean, but the inci-
dent was completely concealed behind the security barriers.

Borden, on the other hand, stood to lose most of the influence he
had come to wield over national policy on nuclear weapons. Before Mc-
Mahon’s death Borden had been one of the most powerful and effective
spokesmen for nuclear weapons in the atomic energy establishment, but he
now realized that his days with the Joint Committee were numbered. Even
before the Republican victory in the November elections Borden had con-
sulted Strauss and others about a position in private industry. The Wheeler
incident now made the inevitable more imminent. Dean seized the oppor-
tunity afforded by Wheeler’s lapse to break Borden’s grip on the committee.
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By bringing the incident to the attention of the President and some com-
mittee members before Borden reported it, Dean undermined confidence in
Borden in places that counted most. In spring 1953 Borden began in ear-
nest to wind up his affairs on the Hill.

If Borden had any regret over leaving his committee post, it was that
he might not have time to complete his campaign for the thermonuclear
weapon. The planning and hard work of the preceding three years had
culminated in the thermonuclear chronology, which he considered a mas-
sive indictment of the Commission’s efforts. Walker had worked day and
night to complete the study before he left the Joint Committee staff in early
1953. No doubt Borden had paved the way for Congressman Durham to
raise the thermonuclear issue with Eisenhower the day after the inaugura-
tion. The new president had acknowledged receipt of the chronology on
February 14, 1953,2! but could hardly have grasped the significance of the
bulky and somewhat turgid document before he heard the alarming news of
the Walker paper. The irony was that Borden, who had tried with all his
considerable powers to speed the building of a thermonuclear arsenal, had
through the Wheeler incident destroyed his own effectiveness in advancing
that cause.

THE SHADOW OF THE BOMB

Since Roy Snapp’s secret visit to Augusta in November 1952, Eisenhower
had been struggling with the staggering implications of a weapon that could
destroy not only an entire city but perhaps civilization itself. Dean and his
colleagues had explained the hydrogen bomb in a technical sense, as a
piece of hardware that could be produced if sufficient materials were avail-
able. They had outlined the Commission’s plans for testing components of
a deliverable thermonuclear weapon at the Nevada Proving Grounds during
the spring and achieving an emergency capability after a full-scale test in
the Pacific early in 1954. The President still had faith in the Commission’s
technical competence in these matters, despite the indictment set forth in
the Joint Committee chronology.

From his very first exposure to the subject, however, Eisenhower
saw the hydrogen bomb as much more than a matter of weapon technology.
He focused immediately on the enormous power of the new weapon, the
falling ratio of cost to destructive capability, and the desperate problems of
control in a hostile world. However competent the atomic energy establish-
ment might be, the Commissioners did not speak to these larger considera-
tions; at least they had not (and perhaps could not) in the limited context
of a presidential briefing. Outside the Commission virtually no one had
enough facts to discuss the situation knowledgeably.

A rare opportunity to wrestle with some larger issues presented by
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the hydrogen bomb came in February 1953 when the President received a
report on “Armaments and American Policy” prepared by a group of State
Department consultants.?? The report had originated in a request from Sec-
retary of State Dean G. Acheson in April 1952 that a group of consultants
take a fresh look at the strategy that the United States was using in the
increasingly meaningless sessions of the United Nations Disarmament
Commission. Because Acheson was thinking of a wide-ranging, original
study similar to that prepared by the Acheson-Lilienthal group in 1946, he
appointed two members of that group to the disarmament panel: Oppenhei-
mer and Vannevar Bush, the eminent electrical engineer and administrator
who had had a key role in formulating government policy on science and
atomic energy for more than a decade. The other members of the panel
were John S. Dickey and Joseph E. Johnson, both former State Depart-
ment officials who were now prominent in academic circles, and Allen W.
Dulles, deputy director of the Central Intelligence Agency. McGeorge
Bundy, then on the Harvard faculty, served as secretary and Oppenheimer
as chairman.

The Oppenheimer disarmament panel did not take a narrow view of
its assignment but rather chose “to consider the problem of arms limitation
in the context of a general study of the political meaning of modern weapons
in the present deeply divided world.” In this broader context the panel soon
became convinced that the proper center of study was not arms regulation
itself but the larger range of problems that came under the general heading
of armaments and American policy. Reviewing the history of arms control
since the time of the Acheson-Lilienthal study, the panel saw no real sign
of likely agreement, largely because of the intransigent and deceitful atti-
tude of the Soviet Union. The differences between the “free world” and the
Soviet Union were “so deep-seated that no genuine, large-scale political
settlement seems likely within the present generation.”

The panel was convinced, however, that something had to be done
about the frightening acceleration of the arms race in which devastating
power was accumulating on both sides at an unprecedented rate and in a
way that would put the heart of both nations, not just international borders
and armies, on the front lines of any future war. Even more dangerous was
the fact that few people, even inside the government, understood the spe-
cial character of the nuclear arms race. Because nuclear weapons were so
dangerous, men hesitated to think hard about them, and the resultant
high level of security reduced “the quantity and quality of responsible
discussion.”

What most people, both inside and outside the government, failed
to understand, the disarmament panel claimed, was not only that the nu-
clear stockpiles on both sides were growing at a phenomenal rate but also
that the destructive force of the weapons in the stockpiles was increasing
rapidly as new models replaced old. The panel saw no real long-term short-
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age of fissionable material for any major power and considered nuclear
weapons relatively cheap. The Soviet Union might never have as many
bombs as the United States at any given time, but the panel pointed out
that the Russians easily could have as many as the Americans had had a
few years earlier. In a matter of five or ten years the Soviet Union would
have enough nuclear weapons to destroy American society beyond hope of
recovery.

Because few Americans understood the unprecedented implication
of the nuclear arms race, the panel believed that the United States govern-
ment had reacted to the growing Russian threat with the knee-jerk response
of trying to stay ahead of the Soviet Union in weapon development and in
building the capability for a massive nuclear attack in case of war. The
United States, in the panel’s opinion, had backed itself into a rigid policy
of massive nuclear retaliation that left the nation without flexibility for
response.

To provide more flexibility, the disarmament panel first recom-
mended “a policy of candor toward the American people—and at least
equally toward its own elected representatives and responsible officials—in
presenting the meaning of the arms race.” Public understanding was essen-
tial to the American system, and Americans did not show a responsible
awareness of the dangers of nuclear weapons. There should be a straight-
forward statement from those who knew the facts, including quantities of
weapons and rates of increase. The State Department advisers did not be-
lieve that the facts would cause hysteria; the present danger in the United
States was not hysteria but complacency. Americans should understand the
rate and impact of the Soviet danger, and the government should go beyond
the point of just keeping ahead of the Russians.

The panel’s other recommendations were not spelled out in as much
detail, but they were firmly stated. The United States, in the consultants’
opinion, should help other nations in the free world to understand the nu-
clear threat and their relationship to America’s nuclear strength so that
some sense of responsibility might be shared outside the Soviet bloc. The
panel urged much more attention to continental defense of the United
States, not to prevent entirely a Soviet nuclear attack, but rather to mini-
mize its effects and to give the United States more freedom to act in a crisis.
Finally, the consultants recommended that the United States disengage it-
self from the hopeless and misleading disarmament discussions in the
United Nations and develop better communications with the Soviet Union.

Unlike many reports by consultants, Bundy’s final draft of the panel
study reflected a broad understanding of the subject, careful analysis, a
judicious balance of the ideal and the practical, and above all succinct and
direct language. Eisenhower was so impressed with the report that he dis-
cussed it at some length with the National Security Council on February 18,
1953.22 He was particularly taken with the first recommendation—more
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candor in explaining the nature of the arms race to the American people.
The President asked the council members to read the report and be pre-
pared to discuss it the following week.

The council meeting on February 25 gave Dean and all the members
an opportunity to express their views on the report. Dean had arranged to
discuss it with Allen Dulles, a panel member, before going to the meeting.
Dean favored the first recommendation on the grounds that better under-
standing of the growing power of nuclear weapons would have a salutary
effect on both the Kremlin and the American people. Secretary Wilson led
the opposition to the panel’s recommendations, primarily on the grounds
that a candid explanation of the arms race would frighten the American
people rather than reassure them. Eisenhower was now concerned about
the first recommendation for Operation Candor. He could see that a better
understanding of the catastrophic implications of nuclear warfare both in
the United States and throughout the world would be a step toward peace.
At the same time, the President was deeply impressed with the importance
of secrecy and particularly its value in keeping the Russians off balance.2*
Like many things in government, candor was good in theory but hard to put
into practice.

THE BATTLE REJOINED

Eisenhower’s favorable reaction to the panel report represented no small
accomplishment for Oppenheimer and his colleagues. In the hostile and
strident atmosphere of the Cold War, it was not easy to sound the note for
openness and public discussion of policies affecting the national security.
By catching the President’s attention, Oppenheimer had reason to hope that
the deadly issues surrounding the development and production of ever more
efficient nuclear weapons would not be buried once again from public view.
To bring the issues into public debate Oppenheimer presented an unclas-
sified version of the panel report at a meeting of the Council on Foreign
Relations in New York on February 17.%

Oppenheimer’s very success, however, increased the likelihood that
adversaries who had been trying to drive him from the government since
1949 would join forces once again to challenge him as the panel report
raised old issues in a new form. Just as the President had seized on the
Candor proposal as the most intriguing idea in the panel report, so others
would use Candor as a symbol encompassing the complex of philosophical
arguments that arose from the contemplation of thermonuclear war. Thus,
Candor served as a lightning rod that inevitably drew old rivals back to the
great debate over thermonuclear strategy.

For Oppenheimer nothing was more fateful than the circumstances
that made it possible for two of his most skillful and dedicated adversaries
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to join forces once again just as the Candor breakthrough occurred in Feb-
ruary 1953. Although Borden was on his way out as executive director of
the Joint Committee, he had the determination and fortitude to hold on for
one more skirmish with Oppenheimer on national security issues. In his
lonely battle as a Democratic holdover in a Republican Administration he
had the immense good fortune of acquiring the support of a former ally
who was to become the President’s closest adviser on atomic energy. On
March 7, two weeks after Oppenheimer’s meeting with the President, Lewis
Strauss became Eisenhower’s special assistant on atomic energy.

Development of the hydrogen bomb had been the common interest
that first brought Borden and Strauss together. In 1949 both men had felt
strongly enough about the urgency of the weapon to look upon the reserva-
tions of Oppenheimer and the general advisory committee with incompre-
hension and dismay. The two men had worked together to redirect the trend
of events that Oppenheimer’s committee had set in motion, and they had
emerged victorious when President Truman decided to accelerate research
on the hydrogen bomb in January 1950. After Strauss left the Commission
a few weeks later, Borden arranged to have Strauss serve as a special ad-
viser to the Joint Committee on the expansion of the Commission’s capacity
for producing fissionable material, and the two men kept in touch after that
assignment ended. During summer 1952 Strauss had helped Borden and
Walker in providing information from his personal records for the thermo-
nuclear chronology.? :

Strauss and Borden were also drawn together by their growing dis-
trust of Oppenheimer’s motives, integrity, and judgment, particularly after
their experience during the hydrogen bomb debate in 1949. Borden prob-
ably first learned about the derogatory information in Oppenheimer’s secu-
rity file a few weeks after President Truman’s hydrogen bomb decision,
when J. Edgar Hoover testified before the Joint Committee; he also had an
opportunity to review the file briefly in November 1950.%

The FBI's file on Oppenheimer went back to March 1944, when an
FBI investigation revealed that Oppenheimer had belonged to several or-
ganizations infiltrated or dominated by communists. The FBI also learned
that early in the 1940s Oppenheimer’s brother, wife, and former mistress
had been communists. Even after he became involved in the Manhattan
Project, Oppenheimer continued to associate with members of the Com-
munist party. Strauss had known about the contents of the file at least as
early as March 1947, when as a Commissioner he had reviewed it and
agreed that it contained no new information warranting further considera-
tion of Oppenheimer’s clearance.

Strauss’s attitude toward Oppenheimer was ambivalent at best. On
the one hand, he was impressed by Oppenheimer’s intelligence and ability
as an administrator and scientist. As a trustee of the Institute for Advanced
Study, Strauss had urged Oppenheimer’s appointment as director; and as a
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Commissoner, Strauss had offered Oppenheimer assistance in his work as
chairman of the general advisory committee.?> On the other hand, the two
men disagreed on many issues in addition to those related to the thermo-
nuclear weapon: the merits of exchanging nuclear information and material
with other nations, the need for rigid security in research activities, and
the feasibility of Operation Candor. Common among Commission staff
members was a story, based on one dramatic incident, that Oppenheimer
had earned Strauss’s undying hatred by ridiculing him before the Joint
Committee in a public hearing for his opposition to the shipment of iron
isotopes to Norway in 1949. The event had occurred, but it hardly seemed
a sufficient explanation for Strauss’s feelings about Oppenheimer. Strauss
was sensitive to personal slights, but he was also sophisticated enough to
consider many factors in making any decision.3

Both Strauss and Borden were able in 1951 and 1952 to suspend
any personal judgments about Oppenheimer’s loyalty, but they continued
to worry about his effect on thermonuclear development. In August 1951
they had shared exasperation over what they saw as Oppenheimer’s efforts
to discourage scientists from working on the hydrogen bomb. The decision
led inevitably to speculation about Oppenheimer’s motivations, and the
two men once again mulled over some of the troubling information in
Oppenheimer’s security file. In spring 1952 Borden was among those who
attempted to remove Oppenheimer’s influence from the atomic energy pro-
gram by making certain that he was not reappointed to the general advisory
committee when his term expired on June 30. There is no evidence that
Strauss was directly involved, but he was probably aware of the successful
efforts by Teller, Murray, and Willard F. Libby to prevent Oppenheimer’s
reappointment. !

Oppenheimer’s decision not to seek another term in the face of the
opposition did not end the matter. Although no longer a member of the
general advisory committee, Oppenheimer did obtain a consultant’s con-
tract from the Commission and several government boards. Hence Borden
had no reason to relax his concern about Oppenheimer. Probably at Bor-
den’s suggestion, Senator McMahon invited Francis P. Cotter, a former FBI
specialist in Soviet espionage techniques, to join the committee staff.
Cotter’s sole function was to dig into every scrap of evidence, to check out
every lead in the Oppenheimer file. Both Borden and Cotter followed with
interest the government’s case against Joseph W. Weinberg, at one time a
graduate student in physics at the University of California, for perjuring
himself in testifying that he had never attended a communist meeting in
Berkeley in 1941, when one such meeting was allegedly held in Oppenhei-
mer’s residence. Perhaps Borden’s suspicions were further aroused when
the case against Weinberg was suddenly dropped.32

During summer 1952 Cotter continued to run down snippets of in-
formation in Oppenheimer’s security file. In November he completed a
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working paper presenting a fair and straightforward distillation of Oppen-
heimer’s record. Then came Walker’s round-the-clock efforts to complete
the thermonuclear chronology, the successful plan to bring the chronology
to the attention of the new President, and the Wheeler incident, which
continued to haunt Borden into the spring of 1953, as both J. Edgar Hoover
and Gordon Dean faulted the Joint Committee (and by implication Borden)
for lax security practices revealed by the Wheeler case.* In one way or
another, all the issues with which Borden had been struggling for four years
seemed to be coming to a head.

SECURITY AND CANDOR

During Strauss’s first six weeks at the White House he had little time for
Borden, Oppenheimer, or Candor as he tried to protect the Commission’s
nuclear projects from the Administration’s efforts to balance the budget.
Because Borden was persona non grata in Administration circles after the
Wheeler incident, any contacts with Strauss must have been informal and
discreet. The first recorded contact between the two men in 1953 occurred
on April 28, when Borden called Strauss’s office at the White House and
arranged to bring over “a paper,” which he delivered personally on the
afternoon of April 30. Borden’s call may have been related to launching an
open attack upon Oppenheimer. That same day Strauss had telephone con-
versations with six other men who were deeply involved in the movement.3*

The medium of attack was to be an anonymous article in the May
issue of Fortune magazine. The author, the public was to learn months
later, was Charles J. V. Murphy, an editor of Fortune who had served as an
Air Force reserve officer with Secretary Thomas K. Finletter. Murphy’s ar-
ticle purported to summarize over a period of six years Oppenheimer’s per-
nicious influence on the development of nuclear weapons, especially the
hydrogen bomb. Rife with inaccuracies and oversimplifications, the ar-
ticle cast a sinister connotation on many events familiar to those in the
atomic energy establishment: the lack of progress on thermonuclear devel-
opment at Los Alamos during the years when Oppenheimer dominated the
Commission’s weapon development policies through the general advisory
committee; Oppenheimer’s opposition to Teller’s demand for a second
weapon laboratory; Oppenheimer’s leadership in opposing an accelerated
thermonuclear program in 1949; and his subtle efforts to discourage scien-
tists from joining the project after 1950.%

Murphy, however, gave much more attention to another conflict less
familiar to those in atomic energy circles. This dispute involved Oppenhei-
mer’s disagreements with Air Force officials over the role of air power in
nuclear war. As Murphy explained it, “a life-and-death struggle” had de-
veloped over national military policy “between a highly influential group of
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American scientists and the military.” The “prime mover among the scien-
tists” was Oppenheimer, who had “no confidence in the military’s assump-
tion that SAC [Strategic Air Command] as a weapon of mass destruction is
a real deterrent to Soviet action.” Murphy supported his thesis with a facile
and oversimplified account of Oppenheimer’s alleged success in subverting
a series of study projects financed by the military to investigate some stra-
tegic and tactical implications of nuclear war. These studies included Pro-
ject Charles at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology to evaluate de-
fense systems against atomic attack, the creation of the Lincoln Air Defense
Laboratory in 1951 to study air defense systems, the Vista study at the
California Institute of Technology in 1951 to investigate the tactical uses of
nuclear weapons, and the Lincoln Summer Study in 1952 to determine the
feasibility of a continental air defense system against a Soviet nuclear
attack.%®

In what appeared to be an accurate description of the fears and
suspicions circulating at the highest levels of the Air Force at that time,
Murphy explained how Oppenheimer and other scientists close to him al-
legedly undermined the original intent of these studies and transformed
them into clever repudiations of the Air Force doctrine of strategic bomb-
ing. By summer 1952, Murphy declared, Oppenheimer and his associates
were united in a sinister conspiracy calling itself ZORC (based on the ini-
tials of the four alleged conspirators). ZORC, Murphy alleged, was deter-
mined to strip the United States of its nuclear superiority in a misguided
and naive hope that such action would reduce the threat of nuclear war.%

Strauss was not the only man of influence in Washington to be
aroused by Murphy’s innuendoes. On May 12 Senator Joseph R. McCarthy
called on J. Edgar Hoover to discuss the possibility of starting an investi-
gation of Oppenheimer. McCarthy hinted at bipartisan support when he
noted that Senator Stuart Symington, a Democrat and former Air Force
Secretary, was concerned enough about Oppenheimer’s controversy with
the Air Force to consider an investigation. Hoover tried to discourage Mc-
Carthy by suggesting that such a move might involve a jurisdictional dis-
pute with the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy or the Jenner committee.
But Hoover’s main concern was Oppenheimer’s broad popularity, especially
among scientists. Whatever the committee decided to do about Oppenhei-
mer, Hoover advised, “should be done with a great deal of preliminary
spade work” so that, when the investigation became public knowledge, the
committee “would have substantive facts upon which to predicate its ac-
tion.”* Strauss, who was in close contact with the FBI at the time, must
have found the threat of a McCarthy investigation alarming. Not only would
it put the Administration on the defensive on the Oppenheimer case, a
position Strauss would not have relished, but it could also stir up enormous
popular support for Oppenheimer if the case presented against him was not
convincing.
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By this time Candor was beginning to enter Strauss’s field of vision,
perhaps for the first time, and with it came a deepening concern about
Oppenheimer’s influence on Administration policy. In February, when
Eisenhower had first discussed the report of the disarmament panel with
Oppenheimer, Candor was a fresh idea, if somewhat naive and impractical.
But since the death of Stalin in March, the President had taken a more
optimistic view toward relations with the Russians and in a speech to
newspaper editors on April 16 had invited the new Soviet leadership “to
awaken . . . to the point of peril . . . and to help turn the tide of history.”
The more seriously the President and others within the Administration took
it, the more worried Strauss became. The planning board of the National
Security Council had appointed a special committee to meet with Vannevar
Bush, a member of the disarmament panel, to draw up recommendations
for implementing the panel’s report. On May 8 the committee endorsed
most ideas of the Oppenheimer report in a paper distributed as NSC 151 to
members of the council, its staff, and most likely to Strauss.3®

The committee thought that the government could acquaint the
American people with the nature of the arms race without causing them “to
lose heart in the present struggle or to seek a solution through preventive
war.” Neither could the proposal require any release of technical data on
nuclear weapons or any compromise of intelligence sources. At the same
time, the committee noted, the Candor proposal would require an important
change in existing policies. The government would be releasing not only
certain facts about the arms race but also its official analysis of those facts.
And to be effective the release could not occur on just one occasion; it
would have to take place over a period of time. Such a plan would require
some understanding by the Congress and some mechanism for deciding
what information should be released and how.

The committee then proceeded to outline the kinds of information to
be released; the essential principle was that the government would not con-
tinue its “negative” policy of releasing fragments of information only when
pressed but rather would adopt a “positive” policy of continuous publica-
tion of information. “It would mean that the President and his principal
officers would regularly take the people into their confidence in the convic-
tion that in a democracy an informed public is the best safeguard against
extreme public reactions.” The committee recommended that specific in-
formation be released on the degree of defense possible and that the state-
ment be tied to the panel’s recommendations on continental defense.

One of the touchiest topics was the proposed description of the
United States stockpile of nuclear weapons. Stopping far short of the
panel’s recommendations, the committee did not propose to release actual
numbers of weapons but to speak rather of the growing destructive power
of stockpiled weapons, perhaps only in terms of the number of square miles
that would be devastated by such a weapon. The American people would
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be told that the feasibility of thermonuclear weapons had been demon-
strated, but it was not yet clear how thermonuclear weapons would alter the
nature of atomic warfare in view of the already enormous destructive capa-
bility of fission weapons. As for Soviet capabilities, the nation would learn
that within two years the Soviet Union would have “a stockpile numbered
in the hundreds, and not many years thereafter in excess of a thousand.”

OPPENHEIMER AND CANDOR

Now that Candor was becoming the centerpiece in the Administration’s
plans for responding to the dangers of thermonuclear war, Strauss did not
dare to attack the proposal directly, although his every instinct must have
rebelled at any significant release of weapon information that might help
the Soviet Union. One recourse was to point to the disadvantages of Candor
in his discussions with the White House staff. Another was to undermine
Oppenheimer’s influence and, by raising questions about the scientist’s se-
curity record, perhaps remove him from the Administration’s policy coun-
cils altogether. The latter course suggested that Strauss and Borden might
cooperate in seeking an answer to the old question of Oppenheimer’s
reliability.

By mid-May 1953 Borden was devoting most of his time at the Joint
Committee to the Oppenheimer case and continuing salvos against the
Commission in the Wheeler security controversy. Perhaps at Strauss’s in-
stigation, the FBI asked the Commission’s security office to forward any
information it received about Oppenheimer’s plans for foreign travel, a
move suggesting that Oppenheimer’s activities abroad might somehow risk
a compromise of classified information. One week later Borden called Wa-
ters at the Commission’s security office to ask whether there was “anything
new” in the Oppenheimer case. Before ending the call Borden asked Wa-
ters to send him Oppenheimer’s security file.*

With Cotter’s working paper on Oppenheimer already in hand, Bor-
den did not need Oppenheimer’s file for a quick review of the facts but
rather for a thoughtful study of every shred of evidence, every implication
and nuance that might shed some light on the Oppenheimer mystery. Ex-
cept for a brief interruption on May 19 and 20 for another acrimonious
exchange of correspondence with the Commission on the Wheeler incident,
Borden buried himself in the Oppenheimer case. After wrestling in his
mind one more time with each scrap of evidence, he compiled fifteen pages
of questions ranging from serious to frivolous. His questioning, legitimate,
improper, and silly, implied that Oppenheimer had been unjustly shielded
from the requisites of a thorough security review.*

Gradually Borden began to see the Oppenheimer case in the same
light in which he viewed the whole hydrogen bomb development. That is,
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just as he believed that the thermonuclear program had been neglected
through lack of attention, so he thought that the Oppenheimer case had
been ignored by being “kicked under the rug.” The more he thought about
them, the more Borden analyzed the two issues in the same vein, conclud-
ing that the same kind of attitude, almost the same kind of conspiracy, was
working with respect to the H-bomb issue and Oppenheimer. But the
Oppenheimer question needed, Borden thought, a single document, like
the thermonuclear chronology, that pulled together all the disparate facts
to show the Commission’s reluctance to face the Oppenheimer question
squarely.

Strauss in the meantime was becoming more and more preoccupied
with Oppenheimer and Candor. On May 25 he confided to an FBI official
his suspicion that Oppenheimer’s communist sympathies were not yet dead.
A Commission report, which Strauss had requested, revealed that David
Hawkins, a physicist and former member of the Communist party, had been
hired to work at Los Alamos during the war at Oppenheimer’s instigation
and had remained there until July 1947. Strauss also described in detail
his opposition to Oppenheimer’s attempt to bring Felix Browder, the son of
the American Communist party leader, to the Institute for Advanced Study
on a fellowship. Strauss’s anxieties had been aroused because Browder
was reportedly not an outstanding scholar and because Oppenheimer, in
Strauss’s estimation, had employed questionable tactics in trying to push
through the appointment.*

Just the week before, Strauss had discovered that Oppenheimer had
called the White House to request a meeting with Eisenhower on an urgent
matter that he would reveal to no one but the President.* Privately, Strauss
could only guess that the request had something to do with the forthcoming
meeting of the National Security Council to discuss the Administration’s
plans for Candor. Or was it possible that Oppenheimer had caught wind
of the renewed interest in his security file and was trying to protect him-
self? Strauss asked the FBI whether it would cause any difficulty if he men-
tioned his concerns about Oppenheimer to the President when Strauss saw
him that afternoon; the FBI had no objection. Strauss’s misgivings about
Oppenheimer were also heightened by a report from the Commission that
Oppenheimer had written a letter to the New York security office outlining
his plans to visit Brazil in June and Japan in September.* Could these trips
conceivably be designed to provide Oppenheimer a chance to talk freely
with scientists abroad or possibly even with communist agents? Strauss
requested a copy of the letter immediately.

Strauss could take some satisfaction in the fact that he had been
alert enough to prevent Oppenheimer from catching the President unaware
either at his private session with Eisenhower, now scheduled for May 29,
or at the council meeting on Candor on May 27. But the results of that
meeting were hardly comforting to Strauss, who saw Candor as foolishness
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at its best and a threat to national security at its worst. Much discussion at
the council meeting reiterated the positions taken on February 25: the Pres-
ident’s infatuation with the Candor idea despite its incompatibility with his
strong instinct for secrecy and the opinions of Secretaries Wilson and Hum-
phrey that Candor would scare the American people. In the end the argu-
ment seemed to move the President in the direction of Candor, but he still
had reservations. These led him to the idea, and then to a decision, that
all government statements in the future should avoid any reference to ther-
monuclear weapons and should use only the generic term “atomic weap-
ons.” Before making a final decision, Eisenhower wanted to see a draft of
a speech that he might use to launch the project.*

Oppenheimer’s new success in promoting Candor with the President
must have heightened Strauss’s anxiety about the scientist’s influence over
national security policy. If Oppenheimer was a security risk—a possibility
Strauss had been unable to reject—his support of Candor could be inter-
preted as an attempt to compromise atomic secrets. The gnawing doubts
that Oppenheimer’s security file had raised in the minds of Strauss and
Borden were now more pertinent than ever before.

For information on security matters Strauss had well-established
lines of communication with both the Commission and the FBI. Not only
could he telephone Dean and J. Edgar Hoover directly, but he also had
informal contacts at the working level in both agencies through Bryan
LaPlante and Charles Bates, Hoover’s liaison agent with the Commission.
During the next year Bates would be an inconspicuous but almost daily
visitor to the Commission’s headquarters building.

On June 4 Strauss called the FBI and asked once again to see the
bureau’s summary of the Oppenheimer file. When Bates arrived at Strauss’s
White House office a few hours later with the summary, Strauss told him
that Eisenhower had drafted him against his wishes to serve as chairman of
the Commission. Strauss had warned the President that “he could not do
the job” if Oppenheimer were connected in any way with the program.
Strauss had spoken very frankly to the President about Oppenheimer and
intended to do the same with Robert Cutler, who handled national security
affairs for the President. Approaching Cutler would be tricky, Strauss said,
because Cutler served with Oppenheimer on the Harvard Board of Over-
seers and “did not like to hear criticism of his ‘friends.” "%

Strauss would have been even more concerned had he known about
a new development in the Oppenheimer affair. During Oppenheimer’s visit
to Washington the previous week, the scientist had asked Dean to extend
his consultantship with the Commission for another year beyond its expi-
ration date of June 30. Time was short; Oppenheimer would be leaving for
Brazil within two weeks, and by the time he returned Dean would no longer
be chairman. It was also quite likely that Dean and Oppenheimer knew
that Strauss would by then be in charge of the Commission, a situation that
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would end all chances for Oppenheimer’s reappointment. In light of the
strong opposition to Oppenheimer revealed by Murphy’s article, continua-
tion of his Commission consultantship was the only way of retaining Oppen-
heimer’s voice in the government in national security affairs, and specifi-
cally Candor. Without taking time to discuss the issue with the Commission
or the staff, Dean instructed the general manager’s office to renew Oppen-
heimer’s contract. The renewal was dated June 5, perhaps the most fateful
day in Robert Oppenheimer’s life. As Strauss wrote nine years later: “It
was this contract which involved the AEC in the clearance of Dr. Oppen-
heimer and which required that the Commission, rather than some other
agency of the Government, be made responsible to hear and resolve the
charges against him.”*

By the first week in June the future looked promising for Candor.
Oppenheimer’s renewed contract assured that Candor would continue to be
well represented in national policy councils. There was also every assur-
ance that the President’s speech launching Candor would be drafted
quickly and efficiently. The task had been assigned to Charles D. Jackson,
the ebullient editor of Time magazine who had joined the Eisenhower cam-
paign as a speech writer in 1952. Far more imaginative and adventuresome
than his boss, Jackson was constantly bombarding the President with all
sorts of ideas for selling the Administration’s policies to the American pub-
lic. Operation Candor had struck a resonant chord in Jackson, and he took
up the cause with enthusiasm. He even went so far as to sound out his
friends in the advertising business in New York on how the job might be
done. As Jackson often discovered, however, he quickly moved far beyond
the President’s wildest expectations. Eisenhower refused Jackson’s sugges-
tion that he use the dedication of the nuclear submarine prototype in Idaho
as an occasion for announcing Candor. The President was no more recep-
tive to a State Department draft of a Candor kick-off speech that Jackson
submitted about the middle of June.*

While Jackson was trying to bring the President’s thoughts on Can-
dor into focus, the idea of informing the American people about the arms
race was gaining public currency. For one thing the informed public knew
that the study by the State Department panel existed although the full con-
tents of the report had not been released.* Oppenheimer, however, known
to be chairman of the panel, removed some ambiguity in June, when For-
eign Affairs published an article based on his February speech before the
Council on Foreign Relations.* Oppenheimer had been careful to separate
his personal views from any government policy discussions, and he had
cleared a draft of the article with the White House. But anyone who knew
anything about the situation could see that Oppenheimer was not writing in
a vacuum. In describing the arms race, Oppenheimer complained that “I
must tell about it without communicating anything. I must reveal its nature
without revealing anything.”
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Oppenheimer did relate information that had already been released
about the Soviet program, namely that the Russians had accomplished
three nuclear explosions and were producing fissionable material in sub-
stantial quantities. He also stated his own personal guess that the Russians
were about four years behind the United States and that their scale of op-
erations was not as big as that of the United States four years earlier. The
American people, however, should know “quantitatively and, above all,
authoritatively where we stand in these matters.” Oppenheimer confessed
that he had never discussed the classified facts about the nuclear arms race
with any responsible group “that did not come away with a great sense of
anxiety and somberness at what they saw.” The United States’ four-year
lead over the Russians would mean little as the nuclear stockpile grew;
America’s twenty-thousandth bomb would be of small comfort when the
Russians had their two-thousandth. Then he added the sentence that would
long outlive him: “We may be likened to two scorpions in a bottle, each
capable of killing the other, but only at the risk of his own life.”

One obvious frustration Oppenheimer encountered in writing his ar-
ticle was that he could say nothing at all about thermonuclear weapons,
which lay at the center of the panel’s original concern and undoubtedly
sparked Eisenhower’s interest in the panel report. The frustration was the
same for Eisenhower, Dean, or anyone else in the government who was
privy to the facts. On the one hand, there was a natural tendency to with-
hold information about the thermonuclear test as much as possible; on the
other, the results were so obviously significant to national security that
others had to know.

Dean had sensed this feeling late in May 1953, when he saw for the
first time a special film prepared by Joint Task Force 132 on the Enewetak
test in November 1952. The film explained in detail the physical principles
involved, the working components of the Mike device, and the elaborate
preparations taken to gather technical data about the detonation. Although
the film contained enough Hollywood clichés to annoy many viewers, it did
effectively build suspense for more than an hour as the spine-tingling mo-
ment of detonation approached. The climax came in the extraordinary
technicolor shots of the detonation, supported by statistical data that helped
to put the incredible scale of the explosion in perspective.!

Dean was so impressed that he immediately called Robert Cutler at
the White House to urge that the President see the film. On June 1, the
President, the Cabinet, the National Security Council, the Joint Chiefs of
Staff, and the Commissioners assembled in the East Wing theater to view
the uncut, top secret version. The following day Dean and the President
discussed how some of the more sensitive technical information in the film
could be deleted so that a shorter version, still classified secret, could be
shown to a larger audience.*? Within the Administration the film probably
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did far more than Oppenheimer’s article to stimulate interest in Operation
Candor.

Dean took up the Candor theme in the closing moments of his vale-
dictory press conference as chairman of the Commission on June 25, 1953.
Always the practical man, Dean cited the need to amend the Atomic Energy
Act to give the Commission more flexibility in dealing with other nations
and the need to release more technical information to industry. But most
important of all in Dean’s estimation was the release of information about
atomic weapons in order to develop an informed public opinion, “which is
the only realistic base upon which our defense and foreign policies can be
built in the atomic age.” Both Oppenheimer’s and Dean’s statements re-
ceived wide attention in the American press. As the Christian Science
Monitor noted, “A strong current has begun to flow in the direction of less
secrecy and more information for the American people about the atom.”5

STRAUSS AND CANDOR

The current of public opinion running in favor of Candor continued to pick
up speed during the first week of July 1953. In response to a question about
the Oppenheimer article and the Dean valedictory, the President admitted
at a press conference on July 8 that

personally I think the time has arrived when the American people
must have more information on this subject, if they are to act intel-
ligently. . . . I think the time has come to be far more, let us say,
frank with the American people than we have been in the past.

As the new chairman of the Commission and as a member of Eisenhower’s
inner circle of advisers on national security, Strauss could not entertain for
a moment the idea of contradicting the President, but he was not ready to
give up the fight. He would not, as the Washington Post hoped in an edi-
torial on his appointment, move with the Candor current.>

Even within the Commission Strauss had to be careful not to oppose
Candor openly, but he did do so indirectly. His first opportunity came when
he received a comprehensive analysis of the Commission’s policy on secu-
rity and classification, which Smyth had prepared in the closing weeks of
the Dean administration. Smyth had concluded that it would be in the na-
tional interest to permit a greater exchange of technical information with
Belgium, Canada, and the United Kingdom and to release much more data
on reactor technology to American industry. In some areas, like thermo-
nuclear weapons, continuing the most severe security restrictions was in
order, but Smyth accepted the general thesis of the Oppenheimer panel
that the public should know more about the nature of the arms race.>
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Strauss had also received a letter from the Joint Committee on
Atomic Energy citing the favorable comments by the President and Dean
on Candor and requesting a detailed study of the need to revise the Atomic
Energy Act to permit a wider dissemination of technical information. With-
out expressing his views on these specific questions, Strauss suggested that
both the Smyth paper and the Joint Committee letter involved the same
general issues, which he proposed to discuss in September, when he
planned to take his fellow Commissioners on a weekend retreat at White
Sulphur Springs, West Virginia.>

Some hint of Strauss’s current views on security appeared in his
correspondence with Senator Alexander Wiley, chairman of the Senate For-
eign Relations Committee. Wiley wrote Strauss of his deep concern about
American vulnerability to a Soviet nuclear attack, commenting that until
the American people were acquainted with the given facts of the nuclear
arms race they would be living in a “fool’s paradise.” In his reply Strauss
did not mention Candor, but he was quick to stress the need for balancing
the value of such information to the American people and the value of the
same information to potential enemies. “All of us pray,” he wrote Wiley,
“that history will vindicate the wisdom of our judgments, both as to what is
revealed and what is continued secure.”

The Commission’s staff had numerous occasions during Strauss’s
first month as chairman to observe his sensitivity to all matters dealing with
security and the control of information. On July 14 he questioned an earlier
Commission decision authorizing the transmittal of unclassified drawings of
a Brookhaven accelerator to a group of high-energy physicists in Europe.
Strauss and Murray were both fearful that the drawings, although unclas-
sified, would help other nations build accelerators to produce fissionable
material. When Smyth assured him that this was not likely, Strauss still did
not believe that the Commission would receive any direct benefit from the
release and chose to delay a decision until he could discuss the problem
with Emest Lawrence. The clear implication was that the Commission was
unlikely to benefit from research performed by other countries with Ameri-
can materials or technical data. Reaching back to the period of his earlier
service on the Commission, Strauss requested information on whether a
technical report had been received from Norway on research conducted
with a radioactive iron isotope that the Commission had released over
Strauss’s objection in 1949. Strauss also opposed releasing an unclassified
report on the Commission’s reactor development program to the Joint
Committee and expressed grave concern over the numbers of emergency
clearances and missing top secret documents.® For old-timers on the
staff Strauss’s readiness to pounce on security matters reminded them of
sarlier days.

Strauss was careful to make no public statements about Candor but
he worked behind the scenes to counter the Oppenheimer and Dean state-
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ments and even, in a subtle way, the remarks by the President himself.
After April 28, when he apparently first discussed with Charles Murphy
the article exposing the alleged Oppenheimer conspiracy, Strauss was in
frequent contact with Murphy and most probably helped him to prepare a
second article, which appeared in the August 1953 issue of Fortune. More
temperate and accurate than the first article, the second attempted to refute
Oppenheimer’s main arguments in Foreign Affairs without mentioning the
insinuations of conspiracy in the May article. By reporting the President’s
remarks in the opening paragraphs without comment, Murphy gave his
readers an opportunity to apply his criticisms of Oppenheimer’s position
indirectly to the President. The Murphy article contained arguments typi-
cally used by Strauss to support rigid security for weapon information and
particularly for stockpile figures. Also like Strauss, Murphy placed infor-
mation about nuclear power plants in a separate category as potentially
suitable for release to the public. On July 16, the day Murphy sent his
manuscript to the printer, he called Strauss’s office for some last-minute
advice. Almost as a credit, the article included one photograph, a portrait
of Strauss with the caption: “Strauss believes in keeping a tight lid on
information about U.S. atomic weapons.” >

Although Murphy and Strauss had been too circumspect in the For-
tune article to be accused of challenging the President, the article left no
doubt about Strauss’s position in the minds of Administration leaders.
C. D. Jackson brought up the subject over cocktails with Strauss on August
4. Strauss reassured Jackson that he was neither involved in a feud with
Oppenheimer nor opposed to the President’s speaking to the nation on Can-
dor but that he did object to the use of “any comparative arithmetic” on
American and Soviet nuclear stockpiles.®

JOE 4

Any relaxation of security that Operation Candor might have inspired was
suddenly blocked by new developments in the international arms race dur-
ing August 1953. On August 8, in a speech before the Supreme Soviet in
Moscow, Premier Georgi M. Malenkov announced that the United States no
longer had a monopoly of the hydrogen bomb. In response to press inquiries
Strauss blandly replied that the United States had never assumed that the
bomb was beyond Soviet capabilities and for that reason had embarked on
its own project three years earlier.®

On August 12 Strauss and the Administration received from the Air
Force long-range detection system the first fragmentary evidence that
Malenkov’s statement was not a hollow claim. The Soviet Union had appar-
ently conducted its fourth nuclear weapon test, which the Americans called
Joe 4. Because the detonation had been quite powerful, the Americans
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thought it was possibly a thermonuclear device, but direct evidence would
not be available until airborne samples of radioactive debris from the test
could be collected and analyzed. In the meantime it was extremely impor-
tant for intelligence reasons to prevent the information from becoming pub-
lic; the longer that event could be postponed, the more easily could the
government conceal the degree of efficiency and accuracy of the long-range
detection system. Perhaps for this reason, Strauss did not immediately in-
form his fellow Commissioners but chose rather, as special assistant to the
President, to work with the White House staff in drafting announcements
that might be used under a variety of circumstances.

Strauss and Jackson met with the President in New York on the
morning of August 19 to discuss both Candor and the Soviet test. Eisen-
hower, although reluctant to make any announcement, finally approved for
later release a simple statement to the effect that the Russians had con-
ducted an atomic test. Later the same day in Washington, after conferring
with the other Commissioners and State Department and CIA officials,
Strauss decided not to release any announcement until information from the
first samples arrived later in the evening. In Strauss’s office at the Commis-
sion headquarters at eight o’clock, scientists from the Air Force long-range
detection system stated conclusively that “a fission and thermonuclear re-
action had taken place within Soviet territory.” Despite State Department
assurances that the Russians were not likely to elaborate on Malenkov’s
statement of August 8, Strauss learned at ten-thirty that evening that Mos-
cow radio had announced a Soviet test involving a hydrogen reaction sev-
eral days earlier. After redrafting the public announcement to contain a
reference to thermonuclear reactions, Strauss decided that he would have
to clear the release with the President in view of Eisenhower’s order not to
mention the hydrogen bomb in public statements. Because the President
was at that time flying to Denver, Strauss was unable to clear the release
until almost midnight. The next day some of the nation’s newspapers car-
ried the headline: “REDS TEST H-BOMB.”’s?

For most Americans, perhaps even for Strauss and others in the
Administration, that simple statement sufficiently described Seviet capa-
bilities. The hydrogen bomb was more than a weapon; it was a symbol of
military capability that gave Oppenheimer’s analogy of “two scorpions in a
bottle” a new and more terrible significance. As Congressman Cole of the
Joint Committee pointed out to the American Legion in October 1953, the
Russians had detonated a hydrogen weapon “only nine months after our
own hydrogen test.” Although Strauss, like all other members of the
Administration, was enjoined by the President from public comment on
hydrogen bombs, Strauss did confide to others in classified discussions his
fears that the Soviet Union had bypassed some earlier refinements of fission
weapons and had concentrated on thermonuclear designs several years ear-
lier, probably before the United States accelerated its own thermonuclear
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program in 1950. The President himself in a press conference on Septem-
ber 30, 1953, had referred to the Soviet achievement as the creation of a
hydrogen bomb.*

The fact was, however, that neither the Commission nor the Admin-
istration had any incontrovertible evidence on August 20 or even on Octo-
ber 12 that the Soviet Union had developed a thermonuclear weapon. As
the Commission’s original statement carefully put it, the initial evidence on
August 20 merely confirmed that the detonation involved both fissionable
and thermonuclear materials. It was apparent that the general statements
made in 1953 and later years about Soviet superiority in thermonuclear
weapon development were far from the whole truth. The Soviet scientists
had not detonated a “true” hydrogen weapon within nine months after
Mike. They had not developed an airborne thermonuclear weapon before
the United States. And it was not true that the Americans had taken the
wrong path in using deuterium while the Russians had struck out directly
for the more practical lithium-deuteride approach.

Why then did these misconceptions arise and then persist in discus-
sions of national security issues? First, the inherent limitations of intelli-
gence-gathering systems made it impossible in 1953, or even many years
later, for American scientists to construct an authoritative description of all
features in Joe 4. The nation’s most experienced and talented scientists
could and did disagree in interpreting some evidence. Second, and more
important, the extreme secrecy that surrounded both the American ther-
monuclear program and the intelligence reports on Soviet developments
caused much confusion. Some Commissioners apparently were not apprised
even of the simple facts deduced by the scientists.® Although some facts
did leak into the public press, distortions inevitably occurred as reporters
speculated on the fragmentary evidence and the Commission for security
reasons refrained from confirming or denying the accuracy of such specu-
lations. For more than two decades the most elementary facts about Mike
and Joe 4 were unconfirmed, and a full description of these devices will
probably not be revealed in this century. Lacking a full understanding
of the qualitative differences between the Soviet and American devices,
Strauss and others in the Administration had no compunctions in assuming
the worst about the Soviet thermonuclear challenge.

THE QUEST FOR CANDOR

During summer 1953, Jackson by his own admission had had little success
in producing an acceptable draft of the Candor speech for the President.
No matter what approach he took to the meaning of the thermonuclear
weapon, Jackson found that he ended up with a gruesome story of human
destruction. Unless the Administration could find some positive hope to
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present to the American people and the world, the horrifying consequences
of nuclear warfare would simply generate fear, and, as the President re-
marked, the public could not be expected to reach an intelligent under-
standing in an atmosphere of fear.*

Joe 4 seemed to heighten the tension that the threat of thermonu-
clear weapons had already created in both the government and the nation.
On one side, Joe 4 represented a massive increase in the Soviet Union’s
nuclear capability, a trend that seemed to make the arguments for Candor
even more urgent. There now seemed to be that much less information
about American weapons to conceal from the Russians, and it was all the
more imperative to acquaint the American people with the truth of their
predicament, however unpleasant that knowledge might be. On the other
side, it was possible to argue, as some did, that Joe 4 required a tightening
of belts, a new dedication to enlarging the United States’ own nuclear ca-
pabilities, and a need to protect every technical secret that still remained
in American hands.

Eisenhower himself apparently felt these same kinds of tensions.
Although he was among the most conservative of his Administration in
wanting to seal off the details of weapon technology from the nation’s poten-
tial enemies, the President refused to abandon his initial conviction that
the world needed to understand the awesome dangers of the thermonuclear
age if unspeakable disaster was to be avoided. Thus, despite his dissatis-
faction with Jackson’s drafts, Eisenhower continued to push for Candor. By
early September, Jackson, with help from his friends in the National Ad-
vertising Council, had proposed an elaborate scheme for a series of seven
television programs beginning in October. The President himself would
lead off with his own statement on “The Safety of the Republic in the
Atomic Age.” On successive Sundays Cabinet officers and other Adminis-
tration officials would participate in round-table discussions similar to
those Eisenhower and some of his Cabinet members had presented on June
3, 1953. These discussions would cover international affairs, the capabili-
ties of the Soviet bloc, the need for strengthening the free world, the dan-
gers of subversion at home, and the role of civilians in an age of peril.

From the outset Jackson’s television series seemed doomed to fail-
ure. Some government officials, J. Edgar Hoover for example, were reluc-
tant to participate; of equal concern to Jackson were those anxious to speak
their minds. Jackson had been careful to exclude Defense Secretary Wil-
son, who had already demonstrated his vulnerability to baited questions in
press conferences. Even with careful selection of participants and prepa-
ration of a script, it would be difficult to predict the impact of the programs
in the still relatively unfamiliar medium of television. Given the excep-
tional sensitivity of the subject, it was frightening to contemplate the poten-
tial damage of a casual remark in a series of relatively unstructured
discussions.%
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In the end two developments during September 1953 killed the tele-
vision series. First, the idea itself inevitably leaked to the press with dis-
astrous consequences; now, no matter what the President decided, some of
the press would probably accuse him of being less than candid about Can-
dor. Second, “a Babel of conflicting statements,” as columnist Arthur Krock
put it, developed about the imminence of the Soviet thermonuclear threat.
Strauss himself, in a speech before the National Security Industrial Asso-
ciation on September 30, voiced publicly for the first time his fears that the
Soviet Union had bypassed research on fission weapons to beat the United
States to the punch in developing the hydrogen bomb. Arthur S. Flemming,
director of the Office of Defense Mobilization and an advocate of industrial
dispersion, had stated in a public report on October 4 that “Soviet Russia
is capable of delivering the most destructive weapon ever devised by man
on chosen targets in the United States.” Congressman Cole, remarking that
he preferred “financial ruination” to “atomic devastation,” urged the ex-
penditure of $10 billion for air defense. Val Peterson, whose Federal Civil
Defense Administration budget had been severely cut by the Eisenhower
Administration, saw no hope for a peaceful settlement of the Cold War. But
Secretary Wilson thought the Soviet Union was three or four years behind
the United States in developing both thermonuclear weapons and the air-
craft to carry them.®

These and other contradictory statements on the threat posed by Joe
4 had reached epidemic proportions in the nation’s press by the second
week in October. After a long discussion of the problem at the National
Security Council meeting on October 7, 1953, Eisenhower decided to ac-
cept Strauss’s proposal that all statements about thermonuclear weapons by
Administration officials first be cleared with the chairman of the Atomic
Energy Commission.”

The next day at his weekly press conference, Eisenhower read a
carefully prepared statement on Joe 4. The Soviet Union had tested “an
atomic device in which some part of the explosive force was derived from a
thermonuclear reaction.” The Soviet Union now had “the capability of
atomic attack on us, and such capability will increase with the passage of
time.” The President did not “intend to disclose the details of our strength
in atomic weapons of any sort, but it is large and increasing steadily.” The
statement, repeating words used by Sirauss in his September 30 speech
and by Senator Hickenlooper, a conservative Republican member of the
Joint Commitiee, seemed to kill a ceniral proposal by the Oppenheimer
panel for Project Candor. That statement, plus the President’s assignment
of Strauss as the Administration’s watchdog over thermonuclear informa-
tion, led the press to conclude that Candor was now dead.”

The President, strangely enough, did not seem to share that view.
Because he believed that the people of the United States and of the world
could be given the facts they needed about the dangers of nuclear warfare
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without revealing such details, he had never considered detailed revela-
tions about thermonuclear capabilities or the weapon stockpile an essential
element of Candor. But Eisenhower wanted some positive suggestion that
would give hope for the future. He was intrigued with developing an idea
that had occurred to him during his vacation in Denver during August.
When he had returned to Washington briefly for Chief Justice Fred M.
Vinson’s funeral on September 10, he had asked General Robert Cutler,
who handled national security affairs, to convey his idea to Strauss and
Jackson. “Suppose,” the President suggested, “the United States and the
Soviets were each to turn over to the United Nations, for peaceful uses, X
Kilograms of fissionable material.”?2

STRAUSS AND OPPENHEIMER

Strauss may well have taken some comfort in the President’s suggestion as
a move away from what he saw as Oppenheimer’s dangerous and naive
proposal for Candor. But were Oppenheimer and his friends merely naive,
or were there sinister motives behind their continuing efforts to promote
Candor even in the face of the terse Soviet announcement of Joe 4? How
could an intelligent person like Oppenheimer support such a hair-brained
idea when the Soviet Union was obviously out to overtake the United States
in nuclear weapon development? The gnawing doubts about Oppenheimer’s
loyalty that Strauss had shared with Borden since 1950 continued to haunt
both men.

Borden seemed to drop out of Strauss’s world after leaving the Joint
Committee at the end of May 1953. Except for one telephone conversation
on July 16, there is no evidence that the two men communicated during the
remainder of that year. Borden, unable to fathom the Oppenheimer mystery
posed in the scores of questions that he had assembled on the subject, left
Washington for his vacation retreat near the St. Lawrence River. There he
would continue to ponder the shadowy record of Oppenheimer’s past and
the scientist’s impact on the development of nuclear weapons.™

Strauss had no such opportunity to retreat from the Oppenheimer
enigma. As chairman of the Commission, he was now directly responsible
for protecting what he saw as the little that was left of the nation’s su-
premacy in nuclear weapon technology, and he now knew to his dismay
that his future as a government official was closely linked to Oppenhei-
mer’s. Dean’s action in extending Oppenheimer’s consultant contract had
seen to that, and for Strauss there was no easy escape. He and J. Edgar
Hoover had agreed that it would be dangerous to attack Oppenheimer di-
rectly unless there was convincing evidence against him.? Strauss was not
eager to risk his cordial relations with America’s scientific giants, some-
thing he greatly cherished, and his leadership of the Commission in a dra-
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matic showdown with a scientist as popular and prestigious as Oppenhei-
mer. Patience and the expiration of Oppenheimer’s contract on June 30,
1954, might take care of the Oppenheimer problem. But in the meantime
Strauss could not afford to overlook any scrap of evidence that might con-
vince the public that Oppenheimer could not be trusted. If such information
should fall into his hands, Strauss would have no choice but to risk his
political future to protect the national security.

During summer 1953, Strauss pursued his discreet inquiries of
Oppenheimer’s activities with the help of Bryan LaPlante, now his security
aide, and Charles Bates of the FBI. Strauss continued to be concerned
about Oppenheimer’s plans for foreign travel, presumably because trips
abroad would offer him a chance to contact communist agents or even to
slip behind the Iron Curtain. When the first intelligence reports on Joe 4
arrived, Strauss’s level of anxiety rose. On August 18, the day before the
Soviets announced Joe 4, Strauss asked for Oppenheimer’s security file,
which had remained at the Joint Committee since Borden requested it on
May 14. The next day, before meeting with the President to discuss Joe 4
and Candor, Strauss complained privately to his fellow Commissioners
about Oppenheimer’s request for classified defense documents. The Com-
mission could refuse Oppenheimer only with difficulty because Dean had
extended Oppenheimer’s consultant contract in June. Strauss was further
annoyed to learn on August 31 that Oppenheimer had been seeking infor-
mation from the Commission staff about the recent Soviet test series, ap-
parently in disregard of Strauss’s instructions that all such information
would be disseminated only through his office. In an attempt to head off
Oppenheimer, Strauss told the staff that he would speak to Oppenheimer
personally on September 2.7

Unknown to his fellow Commissioners, Strauss had already been in
direct contact with Oppenheimer, who had called Strauss at his Virginia
farm on August 28 for an appointment in Washington on September 1.
When Strauss had suggested an afternoon meeting on that day, Oppenhei-
mer had begged off, saying that he had an important appointment at the
White House. Anxious to know what Oppenheimer was up to, Strauss asked
LaPlante to arrange to have Oppenheimer put under FBI surveillance dur-
ing his visit to Washington. The bureau dutifully reported back on Septem-
ber 2 that Oppenheimer had not gone to the White House but had spent
the entire afternoon in the men’s bar of the Statler Hotel with columnist
Marquis Childs. The surveillance also revealed that Joseph Volpe, Jr., a
former general counsel of the Commission and Oppenheimer’s lawyer in the
Weinberg case, had visited Oppenheimer at the hotel for a half hour that
evening. Volpe had then been trailed to a food store, where he purchased
groceries and took them to the home of a former Commission employee who
had worked as a special assistant to Chairman Lilienthal. Strauss guessed
that Oppenheimer was giving Childs information for articles in the Wash-
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ington Post supporting Oppenheimer’s views on national security. The in-
formation that Volpe had visited the former Commission associate, a woman
who, the FBI said, had a record of some association with communist-front
organizations, conjured up images of illicit and possibly treasonable rela-
tionships reminiscent of those in which Oppenheimer had been involved
during the 1930s. Oppenheimer’s obvious lie to Strauss about his commit-
ments for September 1 reinforced Strauss’s conviction that Oppenheimer
and his friends fell short of acceptable standards of morality and to that
extent were less than fully trustworthy.’®

NICHOLS AND OPPENHEIMER

After his morning conference with Oppenheimer on September 2, Strauss
looked forward to a more pleasant meeting. He had invited Commissioners
Murray and Zuckert to lunch with Major General Kenneth D. Nichols,
Strauss’s candidate to replace Marion W. Boyer as general manager. Nich-
ols, a West Point graduate and a career Army officer with a Ph.D. in engi-
neering, had served with General Groves in the Manhattan Project. Follow-
ing World War II Nichols had been a consultant to the Joint Committee.
Nichols already had a reputation for being tough, principled, and opinion-
ated. Rejected outright for any position on the Commission staff in 1947
because of his strong ties to the Manhattan Project, Nichols had continually
challenged the Commission’s authority in military matters. With Oppen-
heimer, Nichols had raised the ire of the Air Force by advocating greater
emphasis on tactical weapons; but in contrast with the Princeton physicist,
Nichols was also counted among the staunchest proponents of the hydrogen
bomb.””

The luncheon began with some reminiscences about the Manhattan
Project, and then conversation turned to Oppenheimer’s position on the
hydrogen bomb and the renewal of his clearance in June. Murray seized
the opportunity to explain how the contract with Oppenheimer had been
executed. According to Murray, Dean had not consulted the other Commis-
sioners before renewing the contract. Murray’s inference was clear: once
again in the interest of expediency unwarranted shortcuts had been taken
to maintain Oppenheimer’s clearance.™

The luncheon meeting cleared the way for Nichols to assume the
office of general manager on November 1, 1953, with a clear mandate to
carry out the atomic energy policies of the Republican Administration
as interpreted by Strauss. For over a decade Nichols’s position on the
Oppenheimer case, although complex, had remained consistent. Intimately
familiar with Oppenheimer’s record, Nichols never shared Strauss’s and
Borden’s fears that Oppenheimer might be a Soviet agent. Nevertheless
Nichols maintained that Oppenheimer was a major security risk and should
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not be granted clearance. Nichols had opposed granting Oppenheimer’s
clearance in 1942; when the war ended and the need for taking chances
was past, Nichols attempted to instigate a review of all questionable clear-
ances, including Oppenheimer’s. Whenever possible Nichols encouraged
officials, particularly in the Department of Defense, to discontinue consul-
tation with Oppenheimer. Nichols was more or less satisfied with the pro-
gress made in gradually terminating Oppenheimer’s various clearances.
Now, as general manager, Nichols was in a position to complete the
process.™

TOWARD THE PEACEFUL ATOM

During September and October 1953 the Oppenheimer case was a matter
of chronic but not paramount concern for Strauss. Much higher on his
agenda was the President’s suggestion that the United States and the Soviet
Union might divert equal amounts of fissionable material to peaceful pur-
poses. At first Strauss did not see any practical advantage in Eisenhower’s
suggestion. What good would it do to contribute fissionable materials to
peaceful uses if the United States and the Soviet Union both retained large
amounts in the form of weapons? And how would it be possible to protect
the contributed material from falling into the hands of an aggressor nation?
Not willing to take his fellow Commissioners into his confidence on so sen-
sitive a matter, Strauss confined his discussion of the subject to breakfast
meetings with Jackson at the Metropolitan Club in Washington. From these
sessions the new effort took the name of Project Wheaties.®

By mid-September Strauss began to think better of the idea and
suggested that it be considered by an ad hoc committee on disarmament
within the National Security Council. With the President’s approval Strauss
set out to put his ideas on paper. Starting with the assumption that any
agreement with the Soviet Union “would be presently unenforceable by any
known means,” he concluded that any plan for partial or total atomic dis-
armament would have to be “clearly and unequivocally advantageous” to
the United States and that any proposal would have to benefit the United
States, even if the Soviet Union rejected it. Such an agreement would have
to be “independent of reliance upon continued good faith or enforcement”
because absolute accountability for all fissionable material produced would
be impossible. The agreement would have to be acceptable to nonnuclear
nations and could not rely on international ownership, control, or operation
of any facilities within the United States or the Soviet Union.*!

Building on Eisenhower’s idea, Strauss proposed that all uranium
and thorium mines be shut down for ten years. All plutonium production
reactors would cease operation except for one facility in each country for
producing radioactive isotopes for research. Each nuclear nation would de-
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liver a fixed amount of fissionable material each month to a “World Atomic
Power Administration.” To provide maximum protection for the material,
Strauss proposed that it either be stored as a highly diluted solution in
underground tanks at some isolated location, such as Ascension Island, or
be dispersed to a large number of scattered sites. Strauss acknowledged
that the plan would not immediately reduce the threat of biological, nu-
clear, or conventional warfare, but it did offer “a means of impounding
gradually the devastation of atomic warfare and, by its simplicity and plau-
sibility, it would be likely to attract the adherence of the small neutrals and
the enthusiastic support of plain people.”

Strauss’s preoccupation with the security aspects of the proposal was
not likely to appeal to Eisenhower or Jackson, but the plan did embody the
President’s basic strategy—to approach world disarmament, not in one dra-
matic proposal, but in small steps in tune with existing realities and simple
enough for the public to understand. Complex plans for balanced reduc-
tions of both nuclear and conventional armaments, such as those the State
Department proposed in October 1953, were not amenable to presentation
in a presidential address but would require months, if not years, of secret
diplomatic negotiations. In autumn 1953 Eisenhower had no intention of
limiting the Administration’s efforts to diplomatic channels.?2

Despite the debacle that had overtaken Operation Candor in Sep-
tember, Eisenhower had never abandoned the idea of speaking out on the
growing dangers of nuclear warfare. Always before, the overwhelming pes-
simism of the Candor drafts had caused the President to hold back; but
Strauss’s plan, which offered small but positive hope for a way out of the
nuclear dilemma, now seemed to make Candor possible. A special oppor-
tunity lay in the fact that the United Nations General Assembly was then
meeting in New York. A speech there would give Eisenhower a world,
rather than just a national, platform.

Late in October Jackson began to assemble the ingredients for a
speech before the General Assembly. From the dozen drafts of the Candor
speech, he could extract the grim statistics on the nuclear arms race: the
destructive capability of the United States’ nuclear stockpile compared to
that of all the munitions used in World War II and the fact that the Soviet
Union had the hydrogen bomb. From the State Department’s latest proposal
he could borrow material that would describe the trouble spots in Europe,
Korea, and Southeast Asia that were breeding grounds for new global con-
flicts. From Strauss’s paper he could extract the proposal for a positive
contribution to world peace.

The essential structure and tone of the speech were fixed on Novem-
ber 6 when Jackson read his second draft aloud to the President, Strauss,
and United Nations Ambassador Henry Cabot Lodge, but revisions contin-
ued apace. The fifth draft completed on November 28 barely survived a
sustained attack by Secretary of Defense Wilson and his deputy, Roger M.
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Kyes. Undaunted, Jackson immediately began work on a sixth draft, which
he expected to have ready in a few days.®

THE BORDEN LETTER

Although both Strauss and Nichols would have been happy to see Oppen-
heimer excluded from national security information, neither man wanted to
precipitate that action in a way that would damage the atomic energy pro-
gram or their own effectiveness as government officials. They had bided
their time too long on the Oppenheimer case to take any rash or ill-
considered action. Yet, within a week after Nichols took over as general
manager, William Borden, most likely without contacting either Strauss or
Nichols, dispatched to the FBI a letter destined to change the lives of all
four men.

On November 12, Lou B. Nichols, an FBI official in Washington,
received a letter addressed to J. Edgar Hoover from Borden, whom he had
known as executive director of the Joint Committee. After reviewing the
extraordinary scope of Oppenheimer’s activities in national security affairs
since World War 11, Borden concluded that Oppenheimer was and for some
years had been “in a position to compromise more vital and detailed infor-
mation affecting the national defense and security than any other individual
in the United States.” As chairman or as a member of “more than thirty-
five important Government committees, panels, study groups, and projects,
he [had] oriented and dominated key policies involving every principal
United States security department and agency except the FBL.” Then with-
out so much as a sentence of transition, Borden went to the purpose of his
letter: “to state my own exhaustively considered opinion, based on years
of study of the available classified evidence, that more probably than not
J. ROBERT OPPENHEIMER is an agent of the Soviet Union.”8

Borden’s charges were so serious that they could not be ignored, but
Agent Nichols and his associates at the FBI received the letter with some
skepticism. Why had Borden waited so long after leaving the Joint Com-
mittee to make his charges? Did he really have some evidence against
Oppenheimer, or was he merely trying to put his worst fears on the record?
Borden had not backed up his letter with any solid evidence of Oppenhei-
mer’s alleged treason but merely summarized in single sentences some
twenty instances purporting to show Oppenheimer’s ties with communists.
The FBI staff noted that Borden’s allegations followed the FBI summary of
Oppenheimer’s file, “except Borden has included his own interpretations
and conclusions, which are not factual in every instance.” Because Bor-
den’s reliability was in doubt, the FBI staff proposed to Hoover that he send
a special agent to Pittsburgh to interview Borden to determine whether he
had any concrete evidence. In the meantime the FBI wanted to keep Bor-
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den’s letter from leaking to Oppenheimer or the press, but the FBI felt
compelled to warn all departments and agencies that had granted Oppen-
heimer access to classified information. Painstaking review of the draft
within the FBI delayed dispatch of the letter until November 27,85

BORDEN AND MCCARTHY

Concurrent events explained the extreme sensitivity that the FBI exercised
in handling the Borden letter. On November 6, the day before Borden
mailed his letter, Herbert M. Brownell, Jr., Eisenhower’s Attorney Gen-
eral, accused former President Truman of nominating Harry Dexter White
to be director of the International Monetary Fund despite the fact that he
knew White had been a communist spy. Thereafter Truman went on nation-
wide radio and television to defend himself, accusing Brownell and the
Eisenhower Administration in turn of “McCarthyism.”

As the issue of McCarthyism boiled up in the nation’s press, Murray
became increasingly concerned about Strauss’s growing tendency to im-
merse himself in security matters. As he told J. Edgar Hoover on November
23, he was shocked that Strauss had employed as his special assistant
David S. Teeple, a former aide to Senator Hickenlooper and former security
investigator for the Manhattan Project, a man known around Washington
for his excessive zeal in security matters. Teeple, at Strauss’s behest, was
reportedly digging around in old files and launching “many investigations
into things that had happened in the past.” Murray asked Hoover whether
the FBI had given Strauss any information that had caused him to employ
Teeple and step up security activities. At first Hoover could think of noth-
ing out of the ordinary, but then he recalled somewhat nonchalantly the
Oppenheimer case. He mentioned to Murray his efforts during spring 1953
to head off Senator McCarthy and his special investigator, Roy Cohn; Hoo-
ver was convinced that McCarthy had been successfully contained. Almost
as an afterthought, Hoover mentioned the Borden letter. Hoover could not
explain why Borden had written the letter, but he supposed that Borden
“had a lot of these things on his mind and decided more or less to dump
them into the lap of the FBL.” Giving Murray no indication he was particu-
larly alarmed by the Borden letter, Hoover promised to send Murray copies
of all important FBI communications with the Commission, including spe-
cial reports to the chairman and a copy of the Borden letter.

Hoover was correct in asserting that he had steered McCarthy away
from the Oppenheimer case. On the day after Murray’s visit to the FBI,
McCarthy demanded and received equal time over radio and television to
respond to Truman. According to C. D. Jackson, McCarthy’s sensational
speech, aside from announcing an open season on lambasting Truman,
openly “declared war on Eisenhower.”8 While the Borden letter was still
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in FBI channels, Eisenhower and his staff at the White House discussed
the President’s response to McCarthy. C. D. Jackson and others in the
Administration argued that appeasing McCarthy would wreck the Republi-
can party and lead it to defeat in 1954 and 1956. Eisenhower, however,
was adamant; on December 2 he declared he would not “get in the gutter”
with McCarthy.

On that same day Hoover began to receive responses to his memo-
randum forwarding the Borden letter and the Oppenheimer summary to the
White House and the heads of seven departments and agencies. The first
to call was Secretary of Defense Wilson, who was “shocked” by the news.
He recalled the Wheeler incident and wondered whether Oppenheimer
might have been involved with Wheeler in the loss of the top secret docu-
ment. Wilson had already talked to Brownell and Strauss, who had said he
did not know whether Oppenheimer was a communist but he knew that the
scientist was a “liar.” Wilson wanted to be certain that Oppenheimer was
cut off from any access to classified defense information. Hoover suggested
that Wilson consult General Cutler at the White House and Strauss before
taking any formal action. Hoover also reminded Wilson that the FBI had
not yet interviewed Borden about his letter.*

Apparently dissatisfied with Hoover’s cautious approach, Wilson
called Eisenhower directly. Because Cutler had not yet brought the matter
to the President’s attention, Eisenhower did not at first know what Wilson
was talking about. But as the Secretary proceeded to describe the FBI
summary of the Oppenheimer case and the charges in the Borden letter,
which both he and Strauss had received, the President became greatly con-
cerned. “Jolted” by the news about Oppenheimer, Eisenhower bravely pro-
fessed not to be worried about the McCarthy threat, but his subsequent
action that day showed that he did not take the matter lightly.* The Presi-
dent sent immediately for Strauss, who found Cutler and others gathered in
the Oval Office when he arrived at the White House. The President was
determined to act quickly, but he wanted to check first with Attorney Gen-
eral Brownell to make certain that the evidence against Oppenheimer was
solid. The next morning, before the meeting of the National Security Coun-
cil, Eisenhower met with Wilson, Strauss, Under Secretary of Defense
Kyes, and Cutler to decide what should be done. Still deeply troubled, the
President directed that, pending further investigation, “a blank wall”
should be placed between Oppenheimer and any sensitive or classified
information.”!

Just how that “blank wall” was to be constructed the President
allowed Strauss and others to decide. The most obvious measure was to
revoke Oppenheimer’s clearance for atomic energy information, a step
Strauss immediately explored. Hoover saw two dangers in this approach.
First, he worried that Oppenheimer, then traveling in Europe, might defect
to the Soviet Union if he learned of the action against him before he re-
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turned to the United States. Second, Hoover warned that lifting Oppenhei-
mer’s clearance would give him the opportunity to request a public hearing.
Unless the evidence against Oppenheimer was convincing, Hoover feared
that he might use clever lawyers to vindicate himself and “then a martyr
would have been made of an individual who we know morally is a security
risk.” Much of the evidence against Oppenheimer, Hoover contended,
could not be introduced in a public hearing without revealing confidential
sources. Furthermore, Hoover was not at all confident of Borden’s reli-
ability. He had dispatched an FBI agent to Pitisburgh to interview Borden
that evening; unless Borden had some solid evidence against Oppenheimer,
Hoover was not sure that the government would have a good case.”

Hoover much preferred the alternative of disbanding the one govern-
ment committee of which Oppenheimer was still a member (in the Office of
Defense Mobilization) so that his clearance would automatically lapse.
Abolishing that committee, however, was found impractical, and Strauss
noted that merely allowing the clearance to lapse would not be sufficient to
cut Oppenheimer’s many lines of communication with scientists in the
atomic energy establishment. In fact, Strauss on the afternoon of December
3 considered notifying the directors of all the Commission’s laboratories
that Oppenheimer’s clearance had been suspended. But both LaPlante and
Hoover warned Strauss that such a directive would likely leak to Oppen-
heimer, who might then decide to defect. Thus, Strauss decided to revoke
the clearance but to issue no instructions to the field and to delay informing
Oppenheimer until he returned to the United States on December 13. Run-
ning through all these discussions on December 3 was the pressure to act
quickly. As Cutler told Strauss, “he wanted a record established of very
prompt action.”®® Such a record would presumably protect the President in
any subsequent investigation by McCarthy, and the best way to take prompt
action was to suspend Oppenheimer’s clearance.

As Nichols astutely observed, there was an important coincidence
between the Harry Dexter White—McCarthy incident and the Oppenheimer
case.® Indeed, McCarthy had forced the President’s hand in dealing with
Oppenheimer, but not for the reasons generally assumed. Eisenhower had
little reason to fear that McCarthy would exploit the Oppenheimer case,
but, in the atmosphere created by Brownell’s charges against Truman and
then McCarthy’s accusations against the Administration, Eisenhower knew
that he faced a crisis of confidence with his immediate staff. McCarthy had
presented the inexperienced President a delicate political problem to which
he instinctively responded with caution approaching timidity. The Oppen-
heimer case, however, lay in the familiar area of national security where,
cloaked in secrecy, the former general could react with the same kind of
dramatic swiftness that he had demonstrated in the Wheeler affair. In short,
with Dulles, Jackson, and others worried about presidential leadership, it
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was almost inevitable that Eisenhower would respond boldly to Borden’s
challenge.

Strauss may have been correct when he said that the President
wanted to get rid of Oppenheimer. But as Eisenhower wrote in Mandate for
Change, the charges against Oppenheimer “were brought not by an un-
known citizen,” but by Borden, who had directed the Joint Committee staff
“under the preceding Democratic administration, and who obviously was
aware of the gravity of his charges.” Under the circumstances, which in-
cluded the fact that the President was due to leave for an international
conference in Bermuda, Eisenhower had few alternatives. There was no
time for a calm and leisurely deliberation. Finally, because Eisenhower
had no direct knowledge of the Oppenheimer file except through Hoover’s
report and no authority to revoke the physicist’s clearance by presidential
order, he could only suspend Oppenheimer’s access to classified informa-
tion pending a hearing by the Atomic Energy Commission. Thus, almost
before anyone knew it, events had advanced to the point where few viable
options were left.?

ATOMS FOR PEACE

On the morning of December 3, 1953, before the meeting of the National
Security Council that decided Oppenheimer’s fate, the President reviewed
C. D. Jackson’s sixth draft of the United Nations speech with Strauss, Wil-
son, Dulles, and Kyes. Jackson later wrote that Wilson was “still mumbling
around in his cave,” but Kyes had reversed himself after his bitter attack
on November 30. The session resulted in a few more changes that Jackson
managed to complete later that day.%

Eisenhower probably would have addressed the General Assembly
in November had it not been for the Bermuda conference with Prime Min-
ister Winston Churchill and Premier Joseph Laniel of France. Because the
British and French leaders had not been told of the plan, the President
decided not to seek an invitation from the United Nations until he had
arrived in Bermuda. Strauss explained his proposal for a nuclear pool to
Lord Cherwell, Churchill’s scientific adviser. Although Cherwell predicted
that the pool would be difficult to establish, he agreed to support the plan.
Churchill, who had already read the speech, then approved it with only a
few suggestions for minor changes, which Eisenhower accepted.®’

Arrangements had been made for the presidential party to fly di-
rectly from Bermuda to New York, where Eisenhower was to address the
General Assembly on December 8. As soon as the President boarded the
plane, he called Dulles, Strauss, Jackson, and James Hagerty, his press
secretary, to his cabin and began to edit the speech line by line. As each
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page was completed, it was retyped on stencils and reproduced on a mim-
eograph machine in the rear luggage compartment. As the plane ap-
proached La Guardia Field, Dulles, Strauss, and others helped to staple
copies that would be distributed at the United Nations.%

As Eisenhower mounted the rostrum at the General Assembly that
December afiernoon, he was realizing a hope he had been pursuing since
the first weeks of his Administration—to arrest and, if possible, reduce the
growing danger of a world holocaust made possible by the development of
fission and thermonuclear weapons. The United States proposed that the
nuclear nations “begin now and continue to make joint contributions from
their stockpiles of normal uranium and fissionable materials to an Interna-
tional Atomic Energy Agency” to be established under the aegis of the
United Nations.*

In nine weeks the President had moved far beyond Strauss’s pro-
posal for an international pool of fissionable material. Instead of isolating
the material in underground tanks, Eisenhower was now proposing to use
it to develop power for peaceful purposes. “Who can doubt,” the President
asked, “if the entire body of the world’s scientists and engineers had ade-
quate amounts of fissionable material . . . , that this capability would rap-
idly be transformed into universal, efficient, and economic usage.” Nuclear
power itself was to save the world from nuclear devastation.

Balancing the nuclear threat with nuclear power was an idea that
Eisenhower seemed to have vaguely in mind in his very first comments to
Snapp in Augusta more than a year before. The idea’s simplicity and di-
rectness were appealing. It electrified the United Nations General Assembly
and the world as few political statements had done since Bernard Baruch’s
address in June 1946.'° But in the very simplicity of the idea lay its limi-
tations. Could atomic energy, which had heightened world tensions and
distrust, now become a unifying force for peace? And was nuclear power
as imminent as the President seemed to think? These were questions the
Atomic Energy Commission would have to answer.




CHAPTER 4

THE OPPENHEIMER
CASE

When Lewis Strauss returned to Washington on December 8, 1953, follow-
ing the President’s speech at the United Nations, he plunged back into the
Oppenheimer case. Because Oppenheimer’s only significant access to clas-
sified information was through his consultant contract with the Commission,
Strauss knew that he and his fellow Commissioners would have to under-
take on behalf of the government whatever formal action was brought
against Oppenheimer. The extreme sensitivity of atomic energy information
had prompted the Commission to develop detailed procedures for handling
personnel security cases. Since 1947 these procedures had been tested in
numerous cases and had come to be regarded by many security experts-as
a model that other government agencies might well follow." In two respects,
however, the Commission’s security procedures were not well designed for
the impending Oppenheimer case: they had been used almost exclusively
at the Commission’s field offices rather than at headquarters, and they had
never been applied to a person of Oppenheimer’s prestige and influence.

TROUBLE AT HOME

Strauss’s first priority was to set things right with his fellow Commussioners,
who knew only that the President had ordered Oppenheimer’s clearance
suspended. During the hectic hours on December 3, when Strauss was
trying both to respond to the President’s order and to prepare for the Ber-
muda conference, there had been no opportunity for a Commission meet-
ing. Although Smyth had technically served as acting chairman during
Strauss’s absence in Bermuda, he had been bedridden with a sinus infec-
tion and sore throat during that week and had the benefit of only one brief
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and guarded telephone conversation with Strauss before the chairman’s de-
parture. To bring the Commission up-to-date, Strauss scheduled an execu-
tive session for December 10.2

Murray was the only Commissioner who had already responded to
the events of the previous week. While Strauss was in Bermuda, Murray
completed a memorandum that set forth his views on the Oppenheimer
case. Reminding Strauss that he had known of Oppenheimer’s record since
joining the Commission, Murray wanted to make clear that he had not been
ignorant of or complacent about the matter. But it had been his understand-
ing that Oppenheimer’s record “was not sufficiently derogatory to call for
stopping his access to restricted data.”* Nevertheless, after reviewing Op-
penheimer’s “strong negative position” on the hydrogen bomb, Murray be-
lieved that the physicist’s usefulness had been severely reduced. Murray
had been especially determined to eliminate Oppenheimer’s unhealthy “ex-
cessive influence” over the general advisory committee and had argued in
1951 against the reappointment of Enrico Fermi to the committee in order
to establish a strong precedent against Oppenheimer’s reappoint