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MR. JACKSON: Mr. and Mrs. Meyer D Silverman, 397 East Drive, May 15, 1976, [Charles] Jackson, [Charles] Johnson. As good a place as any to start maybe is, if you could tell us when and how you got here. 
MR. SILVERMAN: I accepted a job with the University of Chicago Metallurgical Laboratory. When I accepted the job via phone and telegram, I wondered what I as a chemist, chemical engineer, wondered what I was going to do in a Metallurgical Laboratory. I phone the director of personnel in Chicago and he said, “Don’t worry. You’ll be working in your field, but I can’t tell you what it’s all about. Just be assured that you’ll be in your field.” Well, at that time I was working for Permutit Water Conditioning Corporation, which at that time was the foremost company in the field of water conditioning. I had an alternate offer from another good firm, but the University of Chicago was glamour, big name. So we left New Jersey and took the job in Chicago. Meanwhile, stored the furniture in New Jersey and took an apartment in Chicago. We got there in November of ’43. We had an apartment several blocks from the University. When I got to the laboratory there, on opening day I was greeted by the director, and the associate director. The associate director was James Franck, the Nobel Prize winner in physics. He and Professor Hogelman [sp?] said, “Mr. Silverman, we don’t want you to have to go around asking anybody what this project is all about. Its aim is to make an atomic bomb. Now go into the library and read Pollard and Davidson,” which was a text that came out just about the beginning of the war, in which probably somethings were deleted, and said, “Catch up on some reading in this field and some associated reports.” So, I went into the library. Well, it turned out that a policy decision had been made just before I arrived there, to not pursue one of the types of reactors which was going to be a slurry water reactor, and that’s where my background was supposed to come in. The gentleman for whom I was going to work, incidentally, happened to be a former professor Hiskey [sp?] who was in the Chemistry Department at UT [University of Tennessee] but who had been somewhat suspect, and was in charge of the section, but also had a reserve commission. So when the policy decision was made not to pursue that line of research, Hiskey was called up on this commission and sent up to Alaska in the Quarter Master Corps. I was told I was a free agent and to go around and talk to the various heads of various sections and decide whom I wanted to be associated with, work for. So I talked to [Glenn] Seaborg, and several of his branch chiefs. I talked to Professor [Charles] Coryell, Milton Burton. These are all well-known names on the project, and were spoken to over the course of the next two weeks. In the meantime, the man who had been chosen director of the Clinton Labs and the associate director of research, that was Whitaker, M.D. Whitaker, and Dick Doone [sp?], Richard Doone. Both of them were students of Arthur Compton, at Chicago and apparently were the big men on the project. Of course, when all the demands for men in various fields arose as the project grew very quickly, they would immediately go looking for former students of theirs, graduate students, associates, where were they located, would they be willing to come on the project? In fact, a sort of standing joke was that, how Whitaker was selected is that one day Compton walked in the lab and said, “We’re building a lab down in Tennessee. Whit, you’re it. You’re going to be the head of it.” Well, as it turned out Doone and Whitaker were trying to interest personnel in coming down to Oak Ridge from Chicago. The Clinton Labs was being set up really as a pilot plant for Hanford. I had a degree both in chemistry and in chem engineering. So Whitaker and Doone interviewed me and asked me whether I would be interested in coming down. In Chicago, I probably would have worked as a chemist, but, and I had one spot that I thought of going to, would have been one of Seaborg’s groups, but most of the men were Ph.D.’s already and I just had a master’s degree. Since my bachelor’s in chem engineering was effectively coming out of industry, the job offer in Oak Ridge in chem engineering looked attractive and I wouldn’t be competing with Ph.D.’s. As it turned out later, I learned that I was probably earning a higher salary than the Ph.D.’s which would have been embarrassing. Well, I accepted the job offer and decided to go to Oak Ridge. Well, actually, just as the interview was ending, I forget whether it was Whitaker or Doone, asked me, “By the way, what does Mrs. Silverman do?” I said, “Well, recently she has been working as secretary to a couple of patent attorneys at RCA.” Doone said, “Hey Whit, you hear that! Grab them immediately!” They were short of competent professional secretarial help. What few gals they could get locally were not highly trained. Very few of them had a college background. Dot had a degree in languages, but she was making a living as a secretary because there were no teaching jobs when she got out. So we came down to Oak Ridge in December of ’43. 

MR. JACKSON: What was, coming into this area from Chicago must have been no mean shock. What was your first impression of the area?

MRS. SILVERMAN: We got in around the month of December, wasn’t it? Somewhere around there and I was assigned an office. I didn’t see anybody around, I guess, for a week. This must have been around Christmas time. I thought this was going to be neat. There was scarcely anyone around. Then one by one, they came straggling in, singly and it just seemed all of a sudden, there were a lot of people and it began. Six weeks of tumultuous flurry of activity. You failed to tell them, you knew immediately what they were doing. He didn’t tell me at all. 

MR. SILVERMAN: She did not know.

MRS. SILVERMAN: I didn’t know.

MR. SILVERMAN: Even though she was typing reports and stuff, but still, she’s not technically trained.

MRS. SILVERMAN: I’m not a scientist and I never, he could have told me [inaudible], but he didn’t. Then I was working for Isadore Perlman. He was from…

MR. SILVERMAN: Seaborg’s right hand man. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: He discovered I was a college graduate and literate and I could not take shorthand really, in all the chemistry technology, but I faked it. I kept on and we had a good office. We had a good thing going there. He was satisfied. It worked out. It was quite hectic. Momentum built up. 

MR. SILVERMAN: Dr. Perlman was sent down from Chicago, I believe, with 40 people roughly that he had charge of and were parallel to Seaborg’s sections working in Chicago on the plutonium separations end. DuPont was operating Clinton Labs at that time. The University of Chicago was directing the research. There were a lot of DuPont chemists and chemical engineers who were learning what it was all about and there were a number of us who came down from the University of Chicago who were not DuPont employees, but essentially Clinton Lab employees. Things went on at a merry pace. One of the reasons I think, in ’43, when we came down, we came down just before the week before Christmas and not only was it a messy winter, rain-wise. You know how some of our Tennessee winters can be, mostly damp, down around 40 degrees, no snow, slog around in mud, and it’s excellent for generating bugs and flu. The flu was going around at that time too. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: Was that why there wasn’t anyone there?

MR. SILVERMAN: A lot of people were out sick. Between Christmas and sickness, she didn’t see many people around for two weeks. 
MR. JOHNSON: Did you move directly into a house when you came down here, or into a dorm?

MR. SILVERMAN: When we came down housing was very tight. So they offered us separate dormitory rooms. Even the dorms were jammed so your bed might have been out in the hall. Well, we couldn’t quite see courting each other in the opposite dorm. So we looked around and located a room with a TVA economist and his wife. They had a room with a private bath in the Island Homes section of Knoxville. So we took that alternative, and we were there, I guess, approximately two to three months, while we were on the list for housing. 
MRS. SILVERMAN: First, we were in the Andrew Johnson Hotel.

MR. SILVERMAN: Yes. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: For how many weeks were we…?

MR. SILVERMAN: The first week we came down we were in the Andrew Johnson Hotel, so-called “living it up”. That is, until you located housing, that was the method that was used to temporarily station people. Well, after a week of hotel [inaudible], and war time I guess, Knoxville being what it was, it wasn’t exactly high class food center, you see. So I guess we got tired of it and so after the dorm bit fell through, well, we decided not to accept that. We ate out most of the time. We drove in for two to three months, six days a week.

MRS. SILVERMAN: From six a.m.

MR. SILVERMAN: Got up… Yeah, go ahead.

MRS. SILVERMAN: What was it? Six a.m. our neighbors began at six and ended at, what? Nine?

MR. SILVERMAN: About nine.

MRS. SILVERMAN: Six days a week.

MR. SILVERMAN: We were would leave about 6:30 to 6:40.

MRS. SILVERMAN: Really you…

MR. SILVERMAN: Picked up a car pool. In fact, once my engine had to be overhauled during that three months. Fortunately there was a garage in Knoxville, a Plymouth garage in Knoxville. They did the overhaul at night, and so we drove out. We’d get out here a quarter to eight, thereabouts, 7:40, eat breakfast out. What was it? One of the cafeterias, I think, was known as so-and-so’s [inaudible] café or something like that. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: I guess you’ve heard the word pukatorium.

MR. SILVERMAN: Central Cafeteria in Oak Ridge was known as the pukatorium. [Laughter]

MR. JACKSON: No, I hadn’t heard that.

MRS. SILVERMAN: It was a social hall.

MR. SILVERMAN: Well…

MRS. SILVERMAN: Let me just say this. Mike and I were married and we were of the elite because we had our own furniture. In fact, this is an original. We had, we came here and we finally were assigned an A house, but a lot of the people who came here were bachelors and single girls, single boys. We had a home and we had furniture. That was status.

MR. JOHNSON: Did you have a telephone too?

MR. SILVERMAN: Yes.

MRS. SILVERMAN: Yes. We had a telephone. We were civilized.

MR. SILVERMAN: We were offered a flattop about a month earlier, but looking, examining the flattop, there was a hole about two inches wide in the living room floor. They hadn’t put it together properly. Having sort of looked at the walls and the shape of the house, we decided we would wait for a more permanent dwelling and a month later, a cemesto became available. So we moved into Oak Ridge. We would now and then go in on a Monday night, which was a shopping night, into Knoxville and eat out of Oak Ridge, like Elle’s Steak House on Clinch Avenue. I think Spencer’s Men Store is near there, where that restaurant used to be. 
MRS. SILVERMAN: How about, I’d never eat there again after I saw a varmint about three inches long, crawling up the wall.

MR. SILVERMAN: We used to take some of the single men in with us who didn’t have a car. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: I was relieved to find, since you mentioned that cafeteria, Knoxville did not know really how to broil a steak. There was no way, no how that they could broil a steak.

MR. SILVERMAN: Fry it. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: Fry it, deeply fried it. That was just a little… But they’ve grown quite a bit.

MR. JACKSON: Do you have any other recollections of Knoxville at that point? Do you recall your impressions of Knoxville?

MRS. SILVERMAN: We met where [inaudible].

MR. SILVERMAN: We met Jack East and his wife. They were actually courting each other at that time. We had been married three years. We didn’t have any children at the time. We gave them a lift into town. They knew something about the area. Sundays there were no movies. There wasn’t any form of entertainment. Knoxville was dry. I guess Sundays were kind of dull in Knoxville after driving six days a week. We didn’t feel much like driving any place. We hung around most of Sunday. 

MR. JACKSON: Did you feel welcomed in Knoxville?

MR. SILVERMAN: For quite a while, no.

MRS. SILVERMAN: Well, I don’t think I had time to be too friendly with the people there. I heard that they were, they didn’t know what was going on and all these people, masses of people. They were curious, but I don’t think they were unfriendly. They were very, very curious, in my opinion, and what they don’t know they were kind of suspicious of, but I don’t think they were totally unfriendly. You began, I began using the word, some of their words.

MR. SILVERMAN: Poke.

MRS. SILVERMAN: Poke and things and I began to drawl a little bit and pretty soon I was pretty much a part of them, but…

MR. SILVERMAN: In a way we were flat land foreigners. As we had a decided eastern accent, or all the dots from all over the country.

MRS. SILVERMAN: No, I didn’t find them unfriendly. They were curious, asking people what was going on there. Mike’s folks lived in Connecticut, and we’d go back every year to visit them and they were curious. “What are you doing down there? What kind of…?” We never told them. “When are you going to leave that…?” What did they call this place down here? Desolation, wherever we were at here. How long are we going to stay here? We couldn’t tell them.
MR. SILVERMAN: We talked about screening in the porch on the cemesto and Dot looked at me and said, “We’re only going to be here until the war ends, so why bother?” Ten years later, we still hadn’t screened in the porch. We were still there. 

MR. JACKSON: So you figured when the war ended you would then go home.

MR. SILVERMAN: Probably go back to our home area, or someplace in that general vicinity. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: Truly we found this, I found this very exciting, an adventure, as I look back at it. I wouldn’t miss it. It was pioneering to me, in the true sense of the word and it was a feeling that people had for one another. It was truly a warm, very friendly feeling. I even have a feeling of it, there was a church called the…? What was the church?
MR. SILVERMAN: United Church.

MRS. SILVERMAN: United Church.

MR. SILVERMAN: Chapel-on-the-Hill. 

MR. JOHNSON: Chapel-on-the-Hill right up above the Guest House.

MRS. SILVERMAN: Yeah, we lived close to there, but Friday night, we belong to the Jewish faith. We’d go to services there and we’d have our candle lighting and then on Sunday’s another sect would come in, and perhaps another on Wednesday. To me it minimized a truly universal feeling of here it is, here we all are and we’re all the same. Variations on a theme, you know. But it was a feeling of very warm and solicitous of one another. We took all the bothersome things in stride. He’d get out and back then we’d do slightly a little pilfering of little pieces of soap, or little pieces of toilet paper. At that time, both of us worked six days a week, you know. We had to have a few things. 

MR. SILVERMAN: Shopping was…

MRS. SILVERMAN: Impossible by the time we got there, there was nothing left. We did have to have a few basics, but it wasn’t…

MR. SILVERMAN: Ten thousand people milled around one grocery store, standing in line for what have you. No toilet paper, soap. A line would form at the drug store Sunday morning you would automatically get into it. You didn’t know what the line was for, but you knew it had to be something out of the ordinary, either cigarettes or nylon stockings. In fact, for two or three months, that we were in Knoxville, Perlman’s associate, Dr. English, Bob English who later became assistant director of research for the AEC [Atomic Energy Commission], he was a heavy Camel smoker. So we would be hauling Camels back to Oak Ridge from Knoxville for Bob. So, Sunday mornings, that took place. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: We had some nice parties at our home. There was no class. You know some so-and-so, come on over. Whatever was available. 

MR. JACKSON: Who were your friends?

MR. SILVERMAN: Mostly single people at the time because, well, there were several married couples who had no children, but in the first year or so, most of the people were single that we knew. Probably because we had no children. We mixed with the single people. A lot of the men working in Dot’s section were single. In fact, there were some rather odd marriages that took place. A northern western boy with a doctorate or a lot of training and a local area girl without much background, maybe a high school education, but entirely different backgrounds because, one, companionship, loneliness, and two, tired of living in the dorm with poor food. So a number of these young chaps we mixed with. As a matter of fact, in those days, there was a decided scarcity of eligible young women. There were a lot of eligible, highly educated young men. Later it turned the other way and Oak Ridge became essentially a married town, 20 years later, most of the people married. It wasn’t an oasis for a single person. 
MRS. SILVERMAN: You asked what type of people. I remember we had this baby grand piano and as I said, we were quite civilized.

MR. SILVERMAN: Well, we got this in ’46. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: Yeah, well, I remember Alvin Weinberg banging away at the piano and we were all singing and carefree. I mean there was a real, you had to release… 

MR. SILVERMAN: Yeah, there were no night clubs.

MRS. SILVERMAN: No clubs.

MR. SILVERMAN: Liquor was not legal.

MRS. SILVERMAN: You had to form your own entertainment.

MR. SILVERMAN: So, entertainment was self-generated and took place…

MR. JACKSON: A lot in the home.

MRS. SILVERMAN: A lot at home. 

MR. JACKSON: Would you say that your friends were job related, or church related, or neighborhood-related?

MRS. SILVERMAN: Job-related.

MR. SILVERMAN: Combination of job and neighborhood-related. Not religious.

MR. JACKSON: The reason I ask is because you were talking about this kind of sense of warmth. We’ve been very curious as to the degree of the sense of community over the whole. Some people will say, “Well, it really was warm, and we had these friends, but the teachers stayed with the teachers and the people from the University of Chicago stayed with the people… 

MR. SILVERMAN: Yeah.

MR. JACKSON: So that you really end up hearing there were lots of communities, rather than one overall sense. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: Well, that’s probably true in a way because working six days a week, in our case, we never had a chance to meet other people other than…

MR. JACKSON: Other than the ones you were working with.

MRS. SILVERMAN: The ones we worked with, and we were not really highly church affiliated. I don’t think there were a lot of churches here that had grown with the traditionalism that they developed. I guess there is some truth to that.

MR. SILVERMAN: Actually, Clinton Labs was a small entity. I don’t think there were more than 1,000 people in early ’44 at the Laboratory, whereas Y-12 had up to 25,000 employees. In fact, the first day we were supposed to land out at Clinton Labs, getting the wrong directions at the hotel. We ended up out in the middle of Y-12. Nobody knew where Clinton Laboratory was. It took an hour of telephoning to find out where I was supposed to really go. None of the three projects were supposed to know what was going on at the other project. However, the people at the Metallurgical Lab and probably overtly where the origin started, were more knowledgeable than any of the others. We knew generally what was going on, what Y-12’s aim was, what K-25’s aim was, what our aims were. After Y-12 and K-25 were production plants, most of the personnel were not supposed to know what they were doing. Only the people in the top category knew. So imagine my surprise one day when I’m walking down to the tennis courts with my doubles partner who happened to be probably a chemical operator or foreman said to me, “Hey Mike, you people separating U-235 too?” I sort of looked at him. He’s not supposed to know this. His boss is supposed to know this. Then he said several months later, “Well, I decided I am going to quit my job and take another job as a welder for J.A. Jones because I found out my technical supervisor wasn’t earning any more money than I was. I can make more money as a welder. I can get overtime.” So that will give you an idea of some of the… So, therefore Clinton Labs people, University of Chicago people tended to mix in their own category more, and now we had during the war, we had a tennis league that consisted of eight plant teams. So there was some intermingling in the sports sense. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: We had a women’s league too, tennis. I was [inaudible].
MR. SILVERMAN: That was later. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: That was one way of…

MR. SILVERMAN: X-10, Y-12, K-25, AEC, then it was H.K. Ferguson, Berkeley, there was an Army unit here and a Navy unit, that made eight teams. Well, came the end of the war, the Army unit disappeared, the Navy unit disappeared, the H.K. Ferguson unit, that end of the project was abandoned. So the war ended and the plant league ended up with four teams.

MR. JACKSON: How about that, when the war ended, did your life alter substantially, or did it go on pretty much as before? Did things change noticeably here?

MR. SILVERMAN: Not for a while. For perhaps a year, during the course of that year, there was a lot of shifting and moving because quite a number of people were thinking of going back to universities. A large percentage of people at the Lab did not have their doctorate, the chemistry end. So they [inaudible].

MRS. SILVERMAN: When did you go for your doctorate, to…? After the war. 

MR. SILVERMAN: I decided, yes, to pursue my doctorate during ’45, ’46, I was taking a couple of courses. One with Professor Borts [sp?], who use to be head of the chem engineering department at UT. He was giving a course in Oak Ridge and, but chemistry was the only department that gave a doctorate in ’46. So I decided to go to chemistry. In ’46, I took a leave of absence for nine months and went into UT full-time, commuted and essentially fulfilled residency and passed my prelims and then came back to work at the Lab and ended up doing a thesis in chemistry, the Chemistry Division.  Now, there were also a sizable number of people who were in supervisory positions, doctorates in physics and chemistry who also had made up their minds to go back to teaching positions. Some of them had commitments, others did not know yet where they were going to go. They were making moves. The layoffs, there were a large number of layoffs of people at Y-12, K-25, had some sort of rippling effect. I don’t’ think it affected us too much because the later part of the war, I believe it was July 1945, DuPont stepped out of its contract and the Monsanto Chemical Company took over the operation of Clinton Labs and they brought in very few of their own personnel. So they let the University of Chicago people pretty well run the Laboratory. So they were there from the middle of ’45 until the end of ’47. So in that sense, there wasn’t any shock so far as administration was concerned. 

MR. JOHNSON: During the war, as things were going along, did you have a pretty good idea of the rate at which things were progressing? Did you have an idea of when it was going to come to fruition?

MR. SILVERMAN: Not really. We knew that we were demonstrating separation processes for plutonium up the hill from us, and that was going on all during ’44. We knew they were going to shut the plant down, the processing plant down as soon as Hanford got going and proved that they could operate their process. Since they  were irradiating uranium to a much higher degree to make more plutonium, we knew as soon as they got going, there was no point in keeping our processing plant going. We still let the Graphite Reactor go on, but shut down the processing plant. That took place at the end of ’44. Now we knew that Y-12 was busy separating uranium. We would get rumors that maybe things were coming near fruition, but we didn’t know. The Los Alamos end was kept pretty secret and you might say nothing of what they were doing looped back. Now it’s conceivable that several of our top people who were in contact with Los Alamos knew, because we made certain isotopes, like Charles Coryell. They were making a certain barium-lanthanum isotope that was used in certain tests out at Los Alamos and we knew it was being separated at Oak Ridge and then a shipment went out, let’s say once a month, and so forth. We had a feeling that was being tested as a detector for some effects of possibilities for weapons. That’s about it. 
MR. JACKSON: Were you here when the bomb went off, in Oak Ridge?

MR. SILVERMAN: No, we were actually saying good-bye to my folks. That summer they had left New Haven. They were down in New York at the beach and…

MRS. SILVERMAN: New Haven, Connecticut.

MR. SILVERMAN: Yeah, I was saying good-bye to them, when all of a sudden the announcement came over the radio, as to what had happened. The bomb had been dropped. So I said good-bye and I said, “Mom, Dad, now you know what I’ve been working on for the last couple of years.” We said so long and then we drove back to Oak Ridge and I think we left on a Saturday, and we stayed at a motel in Virginia, a tourist home, and we got the Sunday Washington Post late that Sunday morning, and there it was all over the headlines of the Washington Post. 

MR. JOHNSON: How did you, what was your response? How did you react?

MR. SILVERMAN: Well, I can’t really recall. We sort of knew that the thing was effective and we had gotten rumors that the first test had been successful out at Alamogordo. Those leaks, or rumors leaked back. Rumors leaked back. In fact, a petition was circulated at the Lab saying we shouldn’t drop it on an inhabited area without demonstrating to the enemy that, look, this is the weapon. You may as well surrender right now. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: When was the Association of Scientists formed?

MR. SILVERMAN: Oh, that wasn’t formed until after the war.

MRS. SILVERMAN: Much later.

MR. JACKSON: The petition was before.

MR. SILVERMAN: Yeah, the petition was before the bomb was actually dropped on Hiroshima. It raised holy hell at the Laboratory because it came down from Chicago and I think Professor [Leo] Szilard, the Nobel Prize winner, was one of the authors of it. It didn’t go down through channels, obviously. The military could have known about it and the sense of it. They had a big meeting. The heads of the Laboratory was there, gave a long speech about, well, we don’t think you ought to be involved, this sort of thing, and so forth, and so on. It fell on a lot of deaf ears because people had their own ideas whether this should be something that should be demonstrated on humanity or not. There was also that idea that was generated also to reinforce those who wanted the no warning, with respect to dropping the bomb. They said, “But suppose the second one doesn’t work after we made the first one work and we demonstrated on an uninhabited island. Do you know what would happen with respect to the war?” 
MR. JACKSON: Now, I hadn’t heard… That’s an interesting plan.

MR. SILVERMAN: Yes. We’d be a laughing stock, and not only that, but nobody would have believed us. Of course the actual dropping of the bomb and its devastation was enough to convince anyone. 

MR. JACKSON: Now, this would have been a total shock to you. You did not at that time…

MRS. SILVERMAN: After a while I began to know what I was doing.

MR. JACKSON: Oh, you knew before it fell. How did you know?

MRS. SILVERMAN: Well, all these reports and talking. The private secretary was right in there. How could I not know? 

MR. SILVERMAN: She was typing a lot of conversations and stuff. She was…
MRS. SILVERMAN: I didn’t know about…

MR. JOHNSON: Did you talk back and forth about it once you got an idea?

MRS. SILVERMAN: I didn’t talk to him about it.

MR. SILVERMAN: No, really we didn’t because Dot was non-technical and I was.

MRS. SILVERMAN: I’m not interested in science whatsoever. I hate to say this, but I’m a completely liberal arts person. I like music, culture, arts. Even then it was…

MR. SILVERMAN: See, Dr. Perlman by then had gone out to Hanford as a consultant for DuPont and Bob English was then her boss, but she got wind of things. Her section was involved with the processing, testing the processes and stuff. So they knew as soon as they had enough plutonium. When they knew then, it would probably go to the weapons center, and be fabricated into a weapon. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: I just guess I always felt it was a job, part of the war time effort, doing such a duty, doing what we had to do. We were involved in this thing, and here we are. Doing the best we can with it, whatever it be.

MR. SILVERMAN: One day in late ’44, I think it was, an associate of mine disappeared. James A. Lane. Would you have by any chance contacted him?

MRS. SILVERMAN: Oh he’s…

MR. SILVERMAN: James Lane was an associate of mine in the chemical engineering long range design group. James had been an exchange student in Germany in 1937, ’38. He also had combined degrees in chemistry, chem engineering. He was a DuPont employee and it was only three years later when he rejoined the project, decided to come back to Oak Ridge, that we learned what had happened in ’44, why Jim had suddenly been yanked out of our group. They felt he knew the German language. He had been there in Germany. He knew what was involved in a nuclear sense. He was an ideal person to be with some of the lead groups as [George] Patton’s Army tore across Germany to find out how far advanced were the Germans in the nuclear business. So Jim told some tales about riding in a Jeep, collecting a couple German swords, riding in a Jeep in the advance of Patton’s Army.
MR. JACKSON: Is this someone who is still here in Oak Ridge?

MR. SILVERMAN: Jim retired two months ago and he’s taken a position in Vienna with the International Atomic Energy Agency.

MR. JACKSON: Oh.

MRS. SILVERMAN: But his home is at Watts Bar.

MR. SILVERMAN: No, well…

MRS. SILVERMAN: They haven’t given up that.

MR. SILVERMAN: They probably still have the home on the lake, but he’s taken a position in Vienna for a year or too.

MR. JACKSON: We need to try to get a hold of him.

MRS. SILVERMAN: He’s still a consultant.

MR. SILVERMAN: Oh, certainly.

MRS. SILVERMAN: Oh yes.

MR. SILVERMAN: I don’t know when he will get back. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: You should follow him up [with him]. 

MR. SILVERMAN: He has a very good mathematical mind and he did a lot of…

MRS. SILVERMAN: Long range planning.

MR. SILVERMAN: Long range planning and analysis for both the AEC on leave and for the Laboratory. He played tennis and badminton with us. So we were friends in sports too. 

MR. JACKSON: You were talking about, we were talking about the bomb.

MR. SILVERMAN: Yeah.

MR. JACKSON: You said a while ago that you assumed that the war would come to a close and then you would go home. 

MR. SILVERMAN: Yes.

MR. JACKSON: A lot of people did, but you didn’t. Why not?

MR. SILVERMAN: Well, after the war ended, and I thought about the possibility of going back to graduate school to do a doctorate, the Chemistry Division at that time was led by Professor Warren Johnson of the University of Chicago. He was Perlman’s boss, who my wife worked for. I talked to him about a fellowship at the University of Chicago. Then Charles Coryell who later became the youngest professor at MIT, he was in charge of one of the other chemistry sections in the Chemistry Division. I had a lot of contact with these people because I was doing some long range chemical planning in the technical division as a chemical engineer, but they knew I had a chemistry degree too. So I could talk to them fairly on their level and they knew I was a potential doctoral candidate from my background. I talked to Coryell about the possibility of a fellowship at MIT. Professor Johnson said, “Well, Mike I can’t offer you a fellowship. The boys coming out of the Army will get first crack. Essentially, you by working during the war have gotten the equivalent of a scholarship.” I filled out the papers for MIT. About half way through I got fed up. I had a bachelor’s degree from Yale, but the extent to which MIT wanted information. The books, the professors, the chapters. I told Charles I refused to get involved like this. If they are not willing to accept me with the two degrees I have, I’m not going to fill out all this paper work. Finally, the third thing was although I had a master’s degree in chemistry from George Washington University, I had sounded out Professor Borts on what could I do for a doctorate at the University of Tennessee. He said unfortunately only the chemistry department at this time is offering a doctorate. There were two men in at UT who were doing the assisting during the war. They were both working on their theses. They were the first two Ph.D.’s from the University of Tennessee. That was the only department at that time. So I went in and talked with the department. There were some hurdles. Professor Beeler was head of the Chemistry Department. We were, let me say that the head of the Chemistry Division, which was where I was going to do the thesis. I was going to transfer out of a Technical Engineering division and go into a Chemistry Division before doing the thesis on the premise that passed my prelims. I’m trying to think of the director’s name at that time. He took over. Warren Johnson went back to the University of Chicago. He and professor Beeler were exactly opposites. He was a MIT professor, fast talking, thought very quickly, and extravert, heavy smoker. Here was professor Calvin Beeler, quiet reserved, Mid-Westerner, an introvert and there was a little friction at times generated by the fact that several of us from Oak Ridge wanted to do doctorates and the University didn’t know what we might be working on. So they weren’t, things were still pretty well classified, even after the war for a couple of years. Well, finally they straightened out several of the things and I decided I was going to do the doctorate in chemistry. The head of my technical engineering division in fact, advised me to do a degree in a fundamental science rather than engineering. He said, “I find my engineers forget their basics five years out of college. Go back to a fundamental science, do your doctorate in that. You get your engineering experience.” So I decided in late ’45, early ’46 that I was going to do a doctorate at the University of Tennessee. So we stayed.

MR. JOHNSON: That’s why you stayed.

MRS. SILVERMAN: Excuse me a minute. You know who was on the phone?  This might be a good lead for you two. Remember Dr. Rona?

MR. SILVERMAN: Yes.

MRS. SILVERMAN: When did she come to Oak Ridge?

MR. SILVERMAN: Oh, later. About ’48. ’47, ’48.

MRS. SILVERMAN: She was… ’47, ’48. You might give her background on Dr. Rona.

MR. SILVERMAN: Yes.

MRS. SILVERMAN: You might be interested.

MR. SILVERMAN: Dr. Elizabeth Rona worked in Madam Curie’s laboratory.

MR. JOHNSON: How do you spell the last name?

MR. SILVERMAN: R-O-N-A.

MRS. SILVERMAN: She is the biological, how old is she? She’s about 80.

MR. SILVERMAN: She’s a physical chemist by training. She worked for the Marine Laboratory at the University of Miami. She retired from the Institute here and then later took a job with the Marine Institute at the University of Miami, was there for a number of years. She’s a woman of about 80...

MRS. SILVERMAN: You should ask her why she chose to come back, and why she is living in Oak Ridge.

MR. SILVERMAN: …83, 84.

MRS. SILVERMAN: See why she found a town like this.

MR. JACKSON: That would be interesting.

MRS. SILVERMAN: She’s a very interesting person. She’s from Hungary.

MR. SILVERMAN: Yes. Well, we actually, I had thought once or twice after getting the doctorate about the possibility of leaving, but we didn’t.

MR. JACKSON: Were you…

MRS. SILVERMAN: We love the little town. We love the view. I’m sure you’ve heard this from all the people you have interviewed, but it is true. The natural beauty is a great deal…

MR. JACKSON: Of the area.

MRS. SILVERMAN: Yes.

MR. SILVERMAN: This area is very much like my home area. Upper Connecticut. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: Even you’re away from the stresses and strains of the big city. We still… That has been a factor.

MR. JACKSON: Were you troubled or concerned when it became clear that the Manhattan District was going out of business and things were going to go over to the AEC?
MR. SILVERMAN: Oh yes. The Federation of American Scientists was formed. I’m trying to remember whether that started at the University of Chicago, on the project there. The McMahon Act, which was the act that was going to turn the control of the atomic energy project, over to a civilian authority, was being argued about Congress in 1946. While I was in residence at the University of Tennessee, ’46, ’47, Dot went back to work to help support us. During that year, she worked for Dr. Waldo Cohn, who happened to be our neighbor too. It was during that year that all the petitioning and all the arguments regarding a civil authority versus a military authority for control of the atomic energy project, took place, petitions, lectures, I wrote an article for the Louisville Currier Journal on things connected with the project. A lot of the men gave lectures, wrote articles to raise money for the Federation.
MR. JACKSON: The Federation’s position was what?

MR. SILVERMAN: That the control of atomic energy should not be in the hands of the military. It should be a civilian authority set up to handle the project. 

MR. JACKSON: But you were not uneasy about how, what a shift like that could do to the community of Oak Ridge. 

MR. SILVERMAN: Well, we knew that, no, because in a security sense, I don’t know whether the original act said anything with respect to the security of the reservation for the projects, but the Act was passed in ’46, was my recollection and the project was kept as a closed security area until 1949, see. So it may have been that act was passed with the premise that the town itself was still going to be a closed area.

MR. JACKSON: I see.

MR. JOHNSON: What was your relations with the military during the war, in the Lab? Did you have a lot to do with military people, or very little?

MR. SILVERMAN: Very little. Now there were some boys from the SED [Special Engineering Detachment], GI’s who…

MR. JOHNSON: Who were working with you.  

MR. SILVERMAN: Who were working with us. In fact a couple of associates were called up in the draft. They were under 26. They were called up and a couple of them ended up back in uniform working for $50 dollars a month, instead of the $200 a month they had been making. I happened to be quite lucky. I was in, over 26 at the time and I was in the first contingent…

MRS. SILVERMAN: Flat footed.

MR. SILVERMAN: …that went down to Fort Oglethorpe for a physical in February 1944. I was one of three college grads out of a 1,500 man contingent that took a train out of Knoxville to Chattanooga and a bus to Fort Oglethorpe and then we killed a day, or a day and a half at Fort Oglethorpe, going through the rigmarole of physicals, Army, how shall I put it? Techniques of treating potential recruits and so forth and all three college grads had something wrong with them. We were all 1-A limited service in some respect, but I came within three days of being drafted because I got the reading card and at the project, exerted pressure for all its technical people. Since I was over 26, they were able to get me. You see what had originally happened was that when I left New Jersey, I was 1-A limited in August of ’42, or rather, August of ’43. We ended up in Chicago two months later, two or three months later. The draft board thought I was fleeing New Jersey. There I went to Chicago. One month later I was down in Oak Ridge, Tennessee. So finally the draft board caught up with a physical in February ’44. In fact, the draft board first ignored the deferment requests of the project. They deliberately ignored it because they thought I was… 

MR. JACKSON: But this came after you’re physical.

MR. SILVERMAN: The project exerted pressure for its technical people. 

MR. JACKSON: Did you feel when you were here, I was thinking about security. Did you feel you were being watched? Did you have the sense of being watched? 

MRS. SILVERMAN: No, I didn’t.

MR. SILVERMAN: Not really.

MRS. SILVERMAN: I have more of a sense of being watched right now, today…

MR. JOHNSON: Then you did then.

MRS. SILVERMAN: Then I did then. 

MR. SILVERMAN: Before the days of tape recorders and hidden microphones.

MRS. SILVERMAN: That’s right. 

MR. SILVERMAN: We knew that there were probably security people attached to the project, but in the more formal sense because in the building in which I worked, down the hall, there was a Captain and a Colonel who we would see daily and may talk to him a few words, but they knew what was going on technically. They in essence said, “You can see reasons why this stuff is classified.” 
MR. JACKSON: Did it bother you to live behind a fence? Did you feel contained or anything by virtue of having to live [inaudible].

MR. SILVERMAN: No, except for the few times we came in, during the war and just after the war, we came in from a civilized area and happened to have had a bottle or two of liquid refreshments and then were subjected to search. [Laughter]

MR. JOHNSON: And confiscation?

MR. SILVERMAN: And confiscation.

MR. JACKSON: There are those that believe that the confiscated bottles turned up in the officers…

MR. SILVERMAN: Oh, yes. We did definitely believe that. As a matter of fact, we [inaudible] the best parties were held in the Ridge Recreation Hall, during which people like the Colonel, Mr. Holly, who was Arthur Compton, and various other high level personnel, and we heard indirectly that nothing but the best brands of beer were there. [Laughter] 

MRS. SILVERMAN: Well, I don’t know. Let’s see. I worked for Waldo Cohn.

MR. JOHNSON: We talked to him incidentally. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: [Inaudible] I was in the early musical. I was in the symphony with him. Our hobbies were basically music and tennis. After the war, I went to, went back to teaching. I got in, I did some, are you interested in this?

MR. JACKSON: Sure, go ahead. 

MR. SILVERMAN: That was in ’58.

MRS. SILVERMAN: That was a long time ago. 

MR. SILVERMAN: That’s a long time after the war. 

MRS. SILVERMAN: So it’s a large jump.

MR. JOHNSON: You did play in the symphony with Waldo.

MRS. SILVERMAN: Oh yes. 

MR. SILVERMAN: We’re two of the charter members. There are about five of us who are left, who played in the first orchestral concert. There was a chamber orchestra concert in June of ’44. We’re two of the originals. I believe it was a 19 person group. 
MRS. SILVERMAN: Did Waldo tell you very much about his early orchestra?

MR. JACKSON: Yes. We had a very good conversation.

MRS. SILVERMAN:  I was the secretary in music and in the lab and everything. 

MR. SILVERMAN: She probably was as instrumental as Waldo because she typed all those letters in which they really started the US isotope program. They wrote a tremendous number of letters all over the United States. Getting things rolling and then when Paul Abersole came to the AEC, sometime in ’46, early ’47, Waldo had known Abersole from Berkeley. Abersole became the lead man for the AEC for pushing the isotope program.

MR. JACKSON: What do you think if you look back on that war period, what was the best thing about living in Oak Ridge? Any particular thing stand out?

MRS. SILVERMAN:  You talking to him or me?

MR. JACKSON: Both of you.

MR. SILVERMAN: Comradery. 

MRS. SILVERMAN:  Oh, I don’t know. You had a feeling of doing what had to be done, and ending the gruesome, gruesome war. I think we were young. I don’t think we looked bad. We were right there actively engaged in something. The time to think…

MR. JACKSON: Something important.

MRS. SILVERMAN:  We were doing what was important, actively busy. I don’t think we had too much attitude to philosophies. I’m speaking for myself.

MR. SILVERMAN: I think it was a sense of comradery amongst men on the project, especially, men in our area. There wasn’t a lot of formal organization that there is with a big company, like there is today, like that. A lot of men knew they were going to go back to school. There were far less problems with administration, what management was going to do, or who would be getting a head to be a leader, and stuff like that. Most of the guys were there to get a job done. They were interested in the technical end of things. There was a large exchange of ideas. A tremendous…
MR. JACKSON: They assumed it was temporary. Maybe that’s why…

MR. SILVERMAN: That’s right. 

MR. JACKSON: Maybe that’s why they weren’t kind of jockeying for…

MR. SILVERMAN: There was a tremendous thread of ideas among the people. There were conferences, discussions…

[End of Interview] 
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