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DR. HOLIFIELD: …and he taught me the tailoring business in his shop. At the age of…
MR. LARSON: You and Harry Truman had somewhat similar background.

DR. HOLIFIELD: I got a story to tell you about that too. So, at the age of 15 and a half, when I was in the eleventh grade, almost through the eleventh grade, I left home and came to California. I ran away from home as they say and I never went back. So I landed in California in May after I was 15 in December. I liked it so much out here that I stayed. I bought a little cleaning and pressing shop in an oil field town of Montebello. They had just discovered oil there and it was a kind of a boom town, you might call it, 10 miles east of Los Angeles. It’s now about, well at that time it was about 2,000 people that lived there and now it’s about 60,000. I started this dry cleaning shop there, when I was 17, and when I was 24 I turned it into a men’s wear store. I kept my dry cleaning business going in the back with a couple of people that I hired to do that kind of work, but I fixed the front end of my store as a stylish men’s wear store for the young fellows that worked in the oil fields, who always wanted the latest styles and everything. It wasn’t long until my haberdashery business became predominant and I did away with my dry cleaning business, but I kept it for three or four years until I was sure that I was on the way, you know. Then in 1931, the Depression hit California. It started in ’29, back in the East, and by that time, Mrs. Holifield and I got married, just before I was 19 in November and December before we were, and September, we’re only 11 days apart, but we were 19 in December. Well, the children came along and by 1931, I had built my own home and paid for it and I had a business that was making me at that time about $10,000 a year, which is what they paid the Congressmen at that time.

MR. LARSON: I was going to say that was a handsome salary.

DR. HOLIFIELD: Then the Depression hit and we were unfortunate enough to lose one of our four daughters then, a little girl. She passed away suddenly, and I was injured on a hunting trip over on Catalina Island. I was disabled for three years and during that time, I lost my home and my business and went in debt deeply. As soon as I got to where I could work again, I shot across the leg here and I had a big piece of bone blown out. I’m not going to tell all this on the television, but I’m just telling you so you can kind of get a little background of mine because I have no college education. I had to go through the college of hard knocks and I had to study. I was a voracious reader. I was very much interested and I became particularly interested in politics when the Depression hit and I saw my customers losing their jobs. We had a third of the people then. There was about 33 million people working and about a third of them were out of work, 33 and a third percent were out of work in the Depression, you know. We’ve got nine or 10 percent unemployment now. We think that’s pretty bad, but we had a third of the people out of work and the banks were all closing. My bank closed at that time too, my little bank that I had my account in, so I lost my bank account. I lost my home. I had to put a mortgage on it to take care of my medical expenses. So by 1934 when I was able to really go back to work and stand on my feet again, I was pretty well wiped out, you see. I moved my store about five miles from Montebello, down towards Los Angeles, where the population was thicker and from the very start, it prospered. 

MR. LARSON: Let’s see. Congressman Holifield, I think that what you’re telling me is exactly what I would like to have on tape. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: This is why I’m telling you…

MR. LARSON: If you don’t mind….
DR. HOLIFIELD: …if this fits in with what you want.

MR. LARSON: I think this is a perfect introduction to how you got into your political career because…

DR. HOLIFIELD: It was the Depression that brought me into it.

MR. LARSON: So…

DR. HOLIFIELD: I started to work, that was at the time that Roosevelt was elected. I started to work in Roosevelt’s campaign in 1932 and I was, at that time, three years younger than 32. That was 28, I guess, 28 or 29. I started then really working to help to elect other people to Congress, to public offices, the governor, and all. Being a Democrat, of course, I registered as a Democrat and I formed Democratic clubs and I handled Congressman Jerry Voorhis’s campaign. He was my first Congressman. I handled his campaign. In my assembly district, they had four assembly districts to the Congressional District and in my assembly district, which was right where I lived, I handled his first campaign. Then I put together the Democratic County Central Committeeman’s Association of the four assembly districts, which was one Congressional District. I put that together as an organization to support the state and the federal Democratic candidates. I became very active for the next ten years in working for other people and I really had no intention, because I was doing better in business than I could have done financially in Congress, you see. I got very much interested in the different subjects, social, economic, and political subjects and all this was voluntary work. I wasn’t paid for any of it, you see.
MR. LARSON: That really tells you exactly how you got started. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: Then when they made, every ten years they made new Congressional Districts because of the population. They made a new one around my home town and my business area, and the Democrats wanted me to run for Congress.
MR. LARSON: Oh yes.

DR. HOLIFIELD: I ran and it was a new district, the 19th District, which I served for 32 years, and they, I ran for Congress and I think there were 17 that ran and I was elected.

MR. LARSON: Fine. Well, now let’s see I think perhaps…

DR. HOLIFIELD: That’s the way I got started, but I want to emphasize anything more than you want me to. 

MR. LARSON: I was going to say, I would like to have you tape this as long as you feel comfortable. The tape lasts for two hours, from anything from one hour to two hours is fine. So I think…

DR. HOLIFIELD: I want to get a little fluid in me.

[Break in video]

MR. LARSON: …that which lead to your political work, public service work. All right, so I think the Congressman Holifield, it’s a real pleasure to have this opportunity to video tape a man who has had such a distinguished record in Congress. In order for future historians to understand these things, we are trying to get a video tape so people can see you and hear your voice, describing the important things of your life. So I would like to have you start at an early age which I think gives us a better idea of how you got started in your life of public service. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: Thank you. I’ll be glad to talk about the things that have happened in my life. By the way, I was just 80 years old on December the 3rd, so I’ve been here quite a while. I was born in Kentucky. My grandfather was a doctor, a country doctor in Kentucky. He was also a veteran of the Civil War, so-called War between the States, as we like to say in the South. 

MR. LARSON: Oh yes.

DR. HOLIFIELD: He was a captain in Forest’s Calvary for four years and he fought, of course, the cause of the Southern Confederacy and was wounded at the Battle of Shiloh. He used to regal me with his exploits in the war when I was a little boy, when I would go to Kentucky to see him. I was born in a small house on his tobacco farm. It was built by my father and his brothers. When I was one year old, the times were very hard and my father heard about work in the neighboring state of Arkansas. So he took my mother and me at the age of one and we moved to Arkansas. We lived in Arkansas from the time I was one until I was 15 and a half. In the meantime, during that period, my mother died at the age of nine. After about a year, my father married again and so I had a step-mother in the place of a mother at that time. Things were not very pleasant around home, I’ll put it that way, mildly, but I early learned to take care of myself, because my father was a tailor and a cleaner and presser. He taught me, sometimes at the end of a stick, how to do that. 

MR. LARSON: Yes, well you had a good start in life. As a matter of fact, a coincidence is that you and Harry Truman got somewhat similar starts in life.

DR. HOLIFIELD: Well, yes. I might tell you a short story about that. I was the honored guest at a homecoming in my hometown of Montebello, California, after I had been in Congress awhile. One of the local postmasters who prided himself on his ability to handle a meeting, he made a little speech, and he said, “Now, our Congressman has three things in common with President Truman.” This was during the time that Harry Truman was president. He said, “They both married girls from Missouri,” and he said, “They both were in the haberdashery business before they were elected to Congress, and then they were both elected to Congress.” now he said, “There is one distinction between the two however,” he said, “Congressman Holifield made a success in business and Harry Truman went bankrupt.” My reply to that was, “Yes, but he became President of the United States and I only got as far as a United States Representative.” So, the crowd enjoyed that little interchange.
MR. LARSON: That’s a great story, I think.

DR. HOLIFIELD: I was very fond of Harry Truman. I admired him as many other people did, and when I was, as I said, when I was 15 and a half I came to California and I worked in various jobs. Mostly in my trade of the cleaning and pressing business, which had been taught to me because I can make about twice as much money there as I could in common labor. Then there was an opening for a little cleaning and pressing shop in a little oil town close to Los Angeles, just 10 miles east of there. I heard about it from some friends of mine who lived there. I went over and bought this little cleaning and pressing business and I started with them at the age of 17 as my own boss at a little cleaning and pressing shop. I met a girl there in Montebello that I was very much attracted to. So we were married in September before we were 19 years old in December and November. So we got a pretty early start in life and most people said those kids don’t know what they are doing. This won’t last very long. Well it’s lasted quite well. We just celebrated our 61st wedding anniversary just the other day, on September the 14th. 

MR. LARSON: That is a fantastic show of…

DR. HOLIFIELD: So those two young people knew what they were doing, I guess.

MR. LARSON: Yes. They both made very good choices.

DR. HOLIFIELD: Well anyways, getting back to the business, I ran this cleaning and pressing business for a few years. There were a lot of young men working in the oil fields. They wanted stylish shirts and ties and things like that and they asked me, “Why don’t you put in a stock of haberdashery. So it sounded pretty good to me, so I put in a stock of haberdashery and it wasn’t long before my haberdashery business was out pacing my dry cleaning business and I was making more money at that. I finally gave up my dry cleaning and then I was in the clothing business. I was in the clothing business up until the Depression. I started in 1927 in the clothing business and in 1931, the Great Depression, and it was a great one, hit California. It had started in Wall Street in the fall of 1929. It gradually rolled west and it finally hit California in the early part of 1931. We had in the United States then, we had about 34 million workers on the rolls working. We had over 13 million out of work. So we had 33 and a third percent people that were unemployed. Now that sounds pretty bad, but it’s worse than it sounds because in those days we had no social security, we had no industrial pensions. We had no Medicare. We had none of the great social programs that later on was put into effect, first with President Roosevelt and then by successive Presidents after him, both Democrat  and Republican. Of course when this Depression hit me and my little bank folded as thousands of banks folded in the United States in 1930, ’31, ’29, ’30, ’31. Then when Roosevelt was elected in 1932, I listened to him on the radio, that was when the radios first came in, and I thought this man talks the way I see things happening around me. People of my town were out of work and they were hungry and there was no place to go but the soup kitchens, and in a makeshift way, and they gleaned the fields and things like that. So I became very much interested because during that time I too was suffering from the economic depression. To make a long story short, I lost my home which I had already paid for, I lost my business during those three or four years of the Depression and I became very active in politics as a result of that. 
MR. LARSON: If I might interrupt here for just a moment.

DR. HOLIFIELD: Please do.

MR. LARSON: I can certainly relate to that because I came to California in 1932 as a graduate student at the University of California at Berkeley on the very handsome scholarship of $50 per month and that was all I had to live on. Most people say how terrible things must have been. I say really I considered myself fortunate because there were large numbers of people who did not have even $30 a month to live on.

DR. HOLIFIELD: That’s right.

MR. LARSON: You can confirm that from first-hand information.

DR. HOLIFIELD: I was busy in days when they started the Civilian Conservation Corps for the young men who were going out into the hills and working the woods and forests and streets and so forth. Also in the days, when men could not find jobs, men with families, and I saw the suffering that went on in my own neighborhood. That caused me to become intensely interested in the economic and political philosophy of our country. I became very active in the Democratic Party in helping to elect people that I thought would be good people and had a good heart and would be willing to do something about it and to follow the program that Roosevelt was putting in. For the next ten years, from 1932 until 1942, my business prospered. I regained my financial standing. I paid for my home again and was doing very well. About that time in 1940, they reapportioned all the districts in California because of the tremendous growth in California. They made a new Congressional district around the town that I lived in and the town near by that I had my store in. Because I had been active in politics, the different Democratic people who were active in politics came to me and they said, “Why don’t you run for Congress?” I said, “Well,” I said, “I don’t think I could. I’ve built my business up now to where I am making as much as I would make in Congress and therefore I would…” Excuse me.
[Break in video]

DR. HOLIFIELD: …came to me and asked me to run and finally I agreed that I would run. I did run for Congress and I was elected much to my surprise, because I had never really set out to be a politician or to run for public office. But anyway, it happened and I made a deal with the young man in my store. I would split the profits of the store if he would stay on and run the store for me. I said, “I’ll try it for two years and if I don’t like it, then I’ll come back. If I do, we’ll make another arrangement.” So anyway, my store continued to prosper and I was not a rabid partisan. I had friends on both sides of the political stratum. People knew me and I was active in the community, in the Chamber of Commerce, in the Lion’s Club, and the Breakfast Club, and different things like that and helped to put in, get parks going, and things like that. During the time of the Depression, I helped a lot of people get work because I also helped to elect the County Supervisor and he was in charge of the WPA program in this area. I had grown men with families come to me to get a job for $50 a month working on the WPA, that was digging ditches, or whatever they were doing. Tears would run down their face because of the stress and strain that they were under from an economic standpoint. So I helped a lot of people in those days to get work and I helped to raise money to send trucks down to San Pedro to get the extra fish that couldn’t sell when the fishing fleet came in and they brought it up and distributed it in the neighborhood of East Los Angeles, which was a poor neighborhood. So, I made many friends and that stood me in good stead when I ran for Congress because people knew me and they knew the principles that I stood for and therefore they got out and worked as volunteers. Many of them were out of work and didn’t have a job anyway. So they would go from house to house and pass out the literature about me and what I stood for and things like that. 

MR. LARSON: I was going to ask, could you clarify, what district was this of Los Angeles?

DR. HOLIFIELD: This was the 19th Congressional district. It was directly east of Los Angeles and it covered an area of about 20 square miles, I would say.

MR. LARSON: Oh yes. That fixes it in my mind. 
DR. HOLIFIELD: It was a homogeneous district. It was heavily populated. There were no big areas of undeveloped land. It was, there were seven cities in it and they ran right into each other, you know. So I could easily cover from one end of my district to the other and make speeches in the same day. I could make it from one end of my district to the other, sometimes it would take a long day, but I would do that. I had a strong Democratic district and I evidently satisfied them because I was elected in 16 primary elections and 16 general elections for a total of 32 years of service, which set a record for the state of California. I could have gone on, but by that time I, the 32 years was up, I was 71 years old by that time. I went in when I was 39 and I was 71. We decided, by that time, we had a large family. We had four daughters and they were married and we were getting grandchildren and once in a while a great-grandchild, so we thought that if we were going to have any association with our family, that we would have to leave Congress. So reluctantly I left Congress. I will say this. I missed it very much. I had withdrawal pains for two or three years.

MR. LARSON: Oh yes. I can well imagine. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: I busied myself with, well, first with my business, and then after a couple of years, I closed out my business. Then I did a lot of public speaking in regard to political affairs and my life in Washington, at high schools and colleges and places like that, trying to encourage young people to get into the political stream and become active in it, not just to carry a card against something, but to really get in and elect people to public office that they thought would be good for the people to have.

MR. LARSON: Yeah. That’s a wonderful thing to encourage people to participate. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: I enjoyed that very much because, well, I had young people in my own family. I had children and grandchildren that were growing up and I always enjoyed being with young people and trying to help them. Well, getting back to my Congressional career. When I first went back there, I was fortunate enough to get on the Military Affairs Committee and that was in ’43, ’44, and ’45. The war was on and that was a very active committee at that time. At the ending of that war, if you remember, in ’45, the two atomic weapons were exploded over the two cities in Japan and destroyed close to 200,000 people and wiped out those cities completely. It made a tremendous impression on me, and I thought about it, and I intuitively believed that this would change the whole course of history. So I became very much interested in it. About that time, the so called May-Johnson Bill was sent to the Congress in 1945, the later part of 1945 and the Military Affairs Committee of the House had two days of hearings on that. The first day was for the Secretary Patterson to come over from the War Department and testify for the bill. General Groves who had been down at the Manhattan Project in Oak Ridge that made the bomb, he testified and a few others like that. Then the chairman of that committee, a man by the name of Andrew May from my birth state of Kentucky who was, to say the least, ignorant of what the meaning of the atomic weapon was, and he railroaded that bill right through the committee in a day and a half. I was only able to get two people from the opposite side of the Military Control Bill and one of them was Dr. Leo Szilard, and the other was Dr. Harold Urey. That was the second day of hearings. The first day of hearings was held on the, August 9, and the second day of hearings which Mel Price of Illinois and I, who were on the Military Affairs Committee begged for them to have some scientists to testify. Finally we told Chairman May that we would go on the floor and tell the members of the House that there was not a fair hearing held on this subject matter. That no one was heard on the opposite side of the Military Control Bill. With that threat hanging over his head, he agreed to let Dr. Leo Szilard and Dr. Urey testify at the hearings. Of course, they testified against the military control of the bill. The bill set up a part-time, as a former member of the commission, you can understand how little the Military Affairs Committee knew about this. In the first place, it was a complete surprise to them when the bomb was exploded. None of us on that Military Affairs Committee knew a thing about it.
MR. LARSON: That was one thing I wanted to clarify. This was kept so secret that funds were obtained through, you might say discretionary, or secret funds for secret projects. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: I would be glad to tell you exactly what happened. Dr. Einstein wrote a letter to the President. He brought to his attention that this discovery of the fission of the atom was, could be made into a weapon and that there was no doubt in his mind that some of the European scientists were already working on it. As it turned out, they were. But anyway, President Truman asked for a special secret fund of $2 million for the research and development into improving the weapon produciton of the United States. What he was really saying was they wanted to see if they could make the atomic bomb. That was the genesis of the Atomic Energy Program, was his support and they built the town of Oak Ridge and Los Alamos and all the other atomic facilities that you and I are both familiar with. It was kept secret. These towns were closed towns. They had fences around them and guards and they, the people in the general neighborhood knew that they were working on war weapons, but they didn’t know what kind of weapon that they were working on at all. That was one of the best kept secrets that I think ever was kept in Washington because it’s a very hard place, as you know, to keep a secret. Somebody always spills their information to some press and it usually gets on the front page of the paper, but that was a real secret that was kept, so much that there was only about a half a dozen men in the Congress that knew about it. Those men were in the, the head of, the top senior man of the Democrats and the Republicans, on the Appropriations Committee and on the Military Affairs Committee of the House and the Senate and they were the only ones that knew anything about it and they didn’t know much. They just knew that it was a new novel weapon that was suppose to be very great and very big and very highly explosive. They didn’t know much about it. They didn’t understand it, then or later, in many cases. Anyway, when the bombs were exploded, then the secret was out as to what they had been doing. It impressed me very much, as I said before. I decided that I wanted to know more about it. In the meantime, I had been fighting for civilian control of the commission. We lost in the House, but I wrote a dissenting report. Mel Price and I signed a dissenting report of two, I can show you that report if you would like to see it today. It was for civilian control, for setting up a civilian commission, it was for the ownership of all this material by the government and for the restricting of patents in this thing that had anything to do with weapons that belong to the government, and many other things.
MR. LARSON: That was a very important document there.

DR. HOLIFIELD: It would have a full-time civilian commission. The May-Johnson Bill had a military commission set up and they were only to meet four times a year. Can you imagine that? Having been an AEC Commissioner, you can understand the concept of the importance of it, when these military men would be rotating into other military jobs and they would only meet four times a year to take care of this tremendous discovery that had been made.

MR. LARSON: This is, in retrospect, incredible that any one would expect that you could go ahead with a promise of nuclear energy under such conditions. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: As the writer of the dissenting report, I sent that report over to the Senate. A young senator by the name of Brian McMillon had entered a bill which set up a special committee to study this problem to see how the Senate should handle it. Because Miller Tidings who was the head of the Military Affairs Committee and Senator Ed Johnston of Colorado was head of the Interstate and Foreign Commerce were fighting for the jurisdiction of this bill, the vice president picked on this young man who had been put, this young senator who had put in the bill to set up a special committee to study it. He called that bill up, and they set up a special committee which operated for about seven months. They had hundreds of witnesses on both sides of the question. In the meantime, the press took it up and they came out for civilian control. We kept talking about this in the Congress and making speeches about it, that it must be a civilian control. Brian McMillon was for civilian control and as a result the McMillon Bill came out and it was very much along the line of my dissenting report. It went far beyond that. They explored everything and it went beyond that, but my report was built mostly upon the letter which President Truman set up on the date of October 3, 1945, to the Congress. That letter set forth a lot of the things that McMillon put into his bill as well as my dissenting report, because my dissenting report was based upon that letter of Truman’s which was completely ignored by the House Military Affairs Committee, but it was considered very carefully by the special committee in the Senate. As a result, at the end of the seven months, we had a civilian controlled commission full-time, which you served on with honor and distinction, and it also set up the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy, nine men in the House and nine men in the Senate. I was appointed about that time on President Truman’s Atomic Bomb Evaluation Commission for the Bikini Tests. I didn’t quite know why I was appointed, but there was a Democrat and a Republican appointed. I was the Democrat that Speaker [Sam] Rayburn appointed. I went off to see the Bikini Tests. Well, after I saw the Bikini Tests, spent a month out there, and in the meantime saw the places that were cities in Japan that had been destroyed. I traveled out to Japan between the Able and Charlie Tests and saw these two cities that had been destroyed and 200,000 people killed in it. That confirmed my belief that this was indeed the most momentous discovery of the 20th Century, and that it would change, it could change mankind, the war capability of mankind. It would change them to a greater destructive power, but it would also, with that same power which was energy. If it was used for civilian purposes, it could bring about a great deal of blessing to the people from peacetime application of the atom. So I continued to talk on that and that was written into the bill, the peacetime application, as well as the military improvement of our weapons. So when I came back from Bikini, the Speaker asked me, “Chet, how would you like to go on this new joint committee for atomic energy?” I said, “Well, Mr. Speaker, there is nothing I would hope for in life than to be placed on that committee, because I really believe it will change the course of mankind’s history.” He said, “Well, I’m going to put you and Mel Price on that committee.” I was sixth from the bottom on that committee in seniority, and Mel was five. He picked us as two of the five that went, of the five Democrats that went on that committee and I said, “Well, I’m astounded. Why did you do this?” He said, “Because you wrote the dissenting report and you and Mel Price signed it and the other 27 men on the committee went the other way. You were right and they were wrong. That’s why I’m putting you on the committee.” That was my introduction to that and of course when the Smyth report came out, and by the way, I’ve got a copy of it here. I’ll show you one of the original Smyth reports, I got a hold of it and I read it and studied it. I didn’t understand it because I didn’t have a college education and I certainly wasn’t a physicist or chemist, but I did read it. There was one other man that did read it in the Senate and his name was William Fullbright.
MR. LARSON: Oh yes.

DR. HOLIFIELD: When the reporters, after the Smyth report came out, they made a poll of the members of the House and Senate and they found out that only two people had read that report. They asked me, and I had read it.

MR. LARSON: That is amazing because of course the Smyth report is a very excellent account of the entire development of the Manhattan Project. In fact, it has been called the greatest document for the…

DR. HOLIFIELD: Turn it off.

[Break in video]

MR. LARSON: …Smyth report on you and I was wondering if you could show us what the Smyth report actually looked like, your copy here is really a rarity.
DR. HOLIFIELD: Yes, I’ll be glad to. I bought this book. It says “Atomic Energy for Military Purposes” by Henry DeWolf Smyth. This was the first real explanation that was made public because most of it was in a very secret situation. Dr. Smyth was criticized some because he did this, but he did not reveal secrets that wasn’t known to other scientists throughout the world, but he did give it enough of a flavor of authenticity that we who were very much interested in it, could read it. Of course, I didn’t understand it as I would have if I had been a graduate chemist or physicist, but there is a great deal, it is written plainly for non-scientists, as well as scientists and I did get a great deal of good out of reading this. It was very interesting to me and as the years went by and I spent my 28 years on the Joint Committee for Atomic Energy, I could read it a little bit better. One thing I am very proud of, Clarence, and that is when I left Congress in 1974, I am holding up the Henry DeWolf Smyth award with an outline of Dr. Smyth on it. On the back of it, it says, “American Nuclear Society and the Atomic Industrial Forum”, (they are two of the big organizations, you know), “presents this to Chet Holifield, October 30, 1974,” and the title of Nuclear Statesman is under that. Of course I prize this far more than I can say in terms of money. It’s one of the great rewards that I got in life from the work that I did for so long on the Joint Committee for Atomic Energy. Of course I keep that under lock and key most of the time.
MR. LARSON: Well that is fantastic. I think that the important part about that is that this particular book was written in such a way that decision makers like yourself could read and come to an informed decision on so many things. Many books and articles are not written in that way so that you can reach…

DR. HOLIFIELD: You are certainly right about that, but I want to call to your attention, and I think that you will agree with me, that in holding the hearings, and there are 165 volumes right back of me here, and I am sure that the camera will show them, a part of them, there are some of these shelves that are two deep in books. They are the hearings that we held over the years, the 28 years that I was on the committee and I have had many university professors tell me that we put together in one book, or in a series of books, more concentrated information in the field of atomic energy and physics and chemistry than there was in any collection anywhere in the world. They use these books as reference books to teach their students in different colleges when they were teaching them about atomic energy. That again was a reward that we got out of our work there. I frequently have to admonish the scientists when they were giving testimony before our committee, to give us testimony, and many times I am asked this question, give us testimony so that a high school student can understand what you are saying. If you use the word milligram, tell us what a milligram is. If you use the word rad, tell us what it is. I would question them. I knew what they were because I had studied and found out, but roentgen was a measure of radiation. I would ask them then when they were talking about a milli-roentgen, is that a million roentgens? “No, that’s 1,000 roentgens.” So I said, “Let’s put this down into practical understanding.” I said, “When you get a fluoroscopic examination of the chest, about how much exposure do you get in a measurement?” Well, they’d say, “You’d probably get about a roentgen.” Then I said, “Now the men that work in the plants that handle this material are only allowed to have five milli-roentgens a year. That’s five thousandths of a roentgen, is that right?” “Yes.” Now we know what a roentgen is. It’s a measurement of radiation and it would be, we use it the same as we use x-rays to peer into those mysteries within the body. Now we know that if a person only gets a thousandth of a roentgen, he isn’t exposed very much. Then I would sometimes say, you know, every time I go to California in an airplane, I’m exposed to solar radiation. The equivalent of three or four milli-roentgens. The same when I come back. So I said, we want all of these words so that the reader, because I said there are only 200 people in this room today listening to this explanations, but there will be thousands of young students in the universities that will read this. They will have a right to look up in the glossary what these words we are using and these scientists are using so easily, but we laymen have to study very hard to keep up on the real meaning of it. Therefore know the meaning of your testimony. 
MR. LARSON: I can only add emphasis to that point that you just made because I think that there is nowhere in the Congress can you find the testimony which has been organized and presented in such a way as to completely cover the important things about any field, the science and the technology, the safety, the health aspects. All of these things are so well presented in there that, as you pointed out, it’s a wonderful reference shelf for people studying in this field and every library ought to have a complete set. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: Well, I think many of them do and all of the big libraries do because I’ve had the professors of these schools like Berkeley and Princeton and others tell me, Harvard, people like that tell me, that they use these as reference books for their students who are studying the problems of radiation and nuclear energy. I had an experienced staff. I never hired a man because he was a cousin, or because he was a Catholic or a Protestant, or a Jew or a gentile. I hired men on that staff in my, other members, I don’t say just I alone, but other members of the joint committee knew the importance of having a good chemist and we had a good chemist, Jim Graham, you know him.

MR. LARSON: Oh yes.

DR. HOLIFIELD: We had Ed Bowser [sp?] who was the captain on a nuclear submarine. We had other men equally proficient. We had men that handled the plants like Johnson, Willard Johnson from Hanford who handled the contracts for General Electric up there and the big nuclear plants. We had them from other places like Oak Ridge and others. We had them testify before us. We had round tables at the end of the day many times, in which we presented anything that looked like it might be in conflict with what some other witness said. We came to a resolution as to whether that statement was proven scientific fact, or whether it was a theory. I think this helped to make it more understandable to the layman. That was of course our job as Congressmen to get the understanding of this tremendous thing to the people of the United States. That was the way we worked on that committee. It was a great committee. It worked in the main without any partisanship. It worked because we realized the seriousness and the value of the material that we had and we worked with the commission. We were not enemies with the commission. The commissioners were not enemies with us because they had been selected for their special skills in the different fields that covered the atomic energy subject matter. As you know we had great scientists on there like our friend from Berkeley, Glenn Seaborg. We had others too. I wouldn’t say he was the only one, because we had others that served on that committee. We had staff people on our staff that could talk to those people in scientific jargon and understand what they said. They could also point out in their testimony, their written testimony, the things that needed to be clarified so that the layman could understand it. That was where that expert staff came in to help. The members of the joint committee, all of whom were laymen as far as scientific matters were concerned.
MR. LARSON: That staff was very helpful there and I don’t know of any real instances in the staff of Congress, where the staff was uniformly well informed, well educated in this field. You could always go to the staff and you may disagree with some of their conclusions, but you could always talk intelligently with them, knowing that they had the background and the mathematics and chemistry to discuss a problem…

DR. HOLIFIELD: On a professional basis.

MR. LARSON: On a professional basis, that’s right. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: That’s right. Well, I think that point was well taken and it was one of the things that I think we can all be proud of. I think the members of the commission worked with the committee, not in antagonism as so many executive agencies and the committees that have jurisdiction over their own are always fighting each other. We were working together. We respected each other and we may have differed at times with each other. We discussed those differences openly and if we couldn’t decide openly, why, we had executive sessions where we came to a conclusion that was, I think, reasonable and was accurate and we just started. In other words, our responsibility has been as representatives of the people and I admired every member of the commission, of every commission. I never put down any of them. Some of them I agreed with more than others, but, and I think some of them agreed with me more than others, but it was a civilized interchange of discussion and study of problems because we were all students, even the commissioners who were scientists were students. We were learning. They were learning. Every year we discovered more and more as we worked in this subject matter. It was an education for all of us and I’m very proud of the work of the commission and I’m very proud of the work on the Joint Commission for Atomic Energy. We never had any leaks from that committee of security information and we had plenty of it, as you knew. We knew how the bombs were made. We knew how many we had, where they were stationed. We knew what made them go off and all that sort of thing, but there never was a leak from any member of our joint committee over the years. Of course, I suppose, at least 75 or 100 men in the Congress had replaced each other and worked on that, but we never had any scandal of any kind on that committee, even our help, and the people that we hired. We hired them very carefully for their security, but we never had any of them spill any secrets and so it was a remarkable record of how a representative type of government can function if they are willing to work hard and try to function right. I am very proud of my service there. 
MR. LARSON: The security has always been very excellent.

DR. HOLIFIELD: That’s right.

MR. LARSON: I know no instance where it was ever compromised.

DR. HOLIFIELD: That is amazing too.

MR. LARSON: That is amazing because unfortunately that’s not true in many aspects of our present…

DR. HOLIFIELD: Present way of doing things.

MR. LARSON: Yes. well I was wondering, you know, you had so many of these projects that kept being, kept originating, some from the joint committee, some from the staff, some from the scientists, and so on. Which ones do you feel are the most important, single projects that came along that changed the course of history?

DR. HOLIFIELD: Well I would say of course, of necessity, the first, say from 1946 when the McMillon Act was passed, until about 1952 which was a period of six years. We were very busy in the weapon field. We knew that other nations were interested. We knew that France was interested. We knew that England, of course, who helped us make the bomb, was interested and we knew that Russia was interested. We knew that the Russians in their advance in World War II had overrun the scientific base at Peenemünde on the Baltic and that they had captured four or 500 German scientists. All those scientists and all the paraphernalia of all those scientific establishments just disappeared into Russia and were never heard from again. We knew that if necessary, they would be tortured to obtain some of the information that they wanted because that was the kind of totalitarian society that Russia was at that time, the Soviet Union, I should say. We knew what was happening. We knew that there were men in the scientific community in France, for instance Joliot Curie who was an avowed open Communist. One of the fights that I had on that committee was when [Charles] De Gaulle wanted the plans of the atomic submarines. The State Department was ready to give it to them. They came up to us because a law, the Atomic Energy Act said that the joint committee would have the say as to what things would be released and what was not released, what could be made public and what could not be made public, the exporting of any kind of weapon material, or machines to make weapons, or anything like that. They had to get the permission of the joint committee. When they brought that proposal up, the State Department did. I sometimes think that many of the people in the State Department, I don’t say all of them, but many of them are more interested in making an agreement than they are whether the content of that agreement is really good for the United States or not because they, their coups are not scuffs on the belt, but how many agreements did we consummate over the last five years, you know, with foreign nations.

MR. LARSON: That’s a very perceptive observation because I have never heard that much before, but as we went through so many of these things, that seems to dominate the thinking that is if they would get this agreement, or this agreement, or this agreement, that would be three brownie points.

DR. HOLIFIELD: That’s right.

MR. LARSON: The effect on security of the United States, or the welfare of the United States would almost seem to be secondary as to getting these numbers of agreement signed.

DR. HOLIFIELD: This was the fight that I made and it was that year that the Democratic party in California wanted me to run for the Senate. I had good support in California to be the Democratic nominee. The place was going to be open and I would have had a good chance, but that time, I realized it was more important for me to stay on that committee and fight this exchange of information with France because at that time, there was about 50 percent of the Chamber deputies were communists in France at that time. I knew Joliot Curie was a great scientist, I mean, a very smart scientists and I knew that if we gave him the plans of the Nautilus on Friday night, it would be in the Kremlin by Monday morning. I fought it and stopped it. That was withdrawn. That proposal that the State Department made was withdrawn and I think that I did the right thing then and I think now, as I look back upon it, I did the right thing because in the meantime, as you and I both know, they had a man planted in the, not only in Los Alamos, but in Brookhaven and some others. His name was Klaus Fuchs.
MR. LARSON: Yes. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: Klaus Fuchs was a traitor. He was a German scientist and a very brilliant scientist, but he was also a communist. None of us knew that. He was at the Trinity Test Site when we tested the first bomb and shortly after that he asked to be relieved because of the sickness of his wife in Europe. He left for Europe and he went to work at Harwell in England, in the Harwell Scientific Laboratory and they got suspicious of him because he was meeting visitors from Russia too often. Some of them he was meeting on a surreptitious basis. So they followed him and they found out that. He confessed that he was giving information on the atomic weapon to the Soviets. So what the scientists had predicted to us, we may have had a monopoly for four, five, or six years came through, because the first bomb was exploded in war over the two Japanese cities in August 1945, and in 1949, the Soviets exploded their first atomic weapon. So it was only five years later that we found out the Soviets now had the atomic weapon. So the scientists were warning us and that was why we worked so hard those first five or six years in making our bombs more powerful, making them lighter in weight, making them more deliverable in terms of missiles or small bombs under the wings of small bombers and big bombs under the wings, the belly of the big bombers. Also we were developing the rocketry too, for us to deliver bombs. We did a good job and we had a five year jump on the Soviets. We kept that and we kept the jump on the submarines. That’s a story that ought to be told. I don’t know whether you have time to listen to it or not. 

MR. LARSON: Oh absolutely. Let’s hear it.

DR. HOLIFIELD: A man by the name of Rickover, Captain George Hyman Rickover was in the Manhattan Project, came to our committee in executive session and said we should make a submarine that is run by nuclear energy. He said it would be silent. It wouldn’t be easy to detect it from a sonar stand point because you wouldn’t have the ping, ping, ping of a mechanical diesel engine. You would have only the slap of the propeller on the water. That would be the only sound that they could pick up. He said also it would make them free of logistical supply of oil and more important, of air, because they had to have air to run the diesel engines, much more air than they needed for the men in the submarine. So we listened to him and it made sense to us. Men like [Henry M.] Scoop Jackson and Anderson, Senator Clinton Anderson, Mel Price, Chet Holifield, and others on the committee because we worked together pretty much as a group, but we were very interested in this, but we couldn’t get the Navy to embark upon a nuclear submarine project. So we finally made a deal. I don’t know if you’re aware of this or not, but we made a deal with the Navy that if they would furnish us with two hulls we would under our powers of research and development, we would develop the nuclear engines to go in to propel the submarines. Now this was what Rickover wanted. He said before we make the real submarines, we’re going to build two wooden frames out on the Idaho Testing Station, out in Idaho, a naval testing station that will be a facsimile, inch by inch reproduction of the contour of a submarine. We’re going to put these nuclear reactors in there that will make the steam that will run the turbines and the generators that will turn the propellers on those submarines. We’re going to try them out there. So the joint committee and the AEC, working with the AEC and with our laboratories, we actually made the first two nuclear plants that went into those two facsimile submarines out there. In the meantime, we were working out the bugs in it and we made actually four more engines. We made two, one of them was water cooled and the other was sodium cooled. The Seawolf was sodium cooled and the Nautilus was water cooled. Both of them worked. These were the real submarines and they furnish us the hulls. That’s when they furnished us the hulls and we did the rest. Now the rest was this. You could build a diesel submarine engine submarine for about $17.5 million. It cost $50 million to build the Nautilus and the Seawolf and that didn’t include research and development. That was three times as much. That’s why the Navy wasn’t interested, because it was after the war and they had lots of officers that stayed in for career purposes and they needed [inaudible] for them. We couldn’t sell them the idea until we said that we will pay the two thirds of the $50 million and research and development and application, if you will furnish us the hulls. They furnished us the hulls and we put those in and they were both successful. I can say now that the old submarine, the old pig boat as they called it, the diesel submarine could go eight knots an hour for four hours and then it could go on batteries for four hours at two knots an hour. Then it had to come up to the surface, not for oil to run the submarine, the diesel engine, but for air to run that engine and to take care of the men. It could, the nuclear submarines that we put into the water, the Nautilus and the Seawolf were between 16 and 18 knots and they could go around the world without refueling, or coming up for air because they could put enough air in there to take care of 90 days underneath the water without having to come up and replenish their air for the men that were in there. Those are…
MR. LARSON: That is a fascinating story.

DR. HOLIFIELD: Those are fascinating things that a lot of people don’t know about. But we got that submarine because of Rickover’s idea and his perserverence and we kept him in there when the Navy wanted to get rid of him and put some of their fair-haired classmates in, in his place. We kept him there for a long, long time because we, first we had to make him an Admiral.

MR. LARSON: Oh yes. Of course.

DR. HOLIFIELD: I don’t know if you know the story about that or not.

MR. LARSON: No, I don’t.

DR. HOLIFIELD: Well, we called, it was in the Eisenhower, the first two years of the Eisenhower administration and Thomas Gates was Secretary of the Navy, and a group of us wanted Captain Rickover to be made Admiral. Now, they had 165 Admirals in there and they came to us one afternoon and they brought all their charts and organization people and the Secretary of the Navy Thomas Gates was there and we talked this matter over for about three hours one afternoon, from about two o’clock until five. Senator Anderson of New Mexico was the Chairman of the Joint Committee at that particular time. Finally he got, he had a short fuse anyway, you know, he could get angry and when he got angry he was tough and he finally said, “Mr. Secretary, apparently you’ve been wasting our time and we’ve been wasting your time.” He said, “We want Captain Hyman G. Rickover made a Rear Admiral because otherwise it’s mandatory that he retire. He’s been in Navy 30 years and he’s only captain. He’s been passed over and he’d be retired. We want to keep him in there and make him these submarines because he’s doing a good job.” He said, “There is a Naval Appropriation Bill coming before the Senate in about two weeks,” and he said, “I’m going to put an amendment on that making Captain Hyman G. Rickover Rear Admiral by act of Congress.” And with that, he turned to me and he said, “Chet, what can you do in the House?” I said, “We can do the same thing in the House.” I said, “You put it on the Atomic Energy Bill and when it comes to the House,” I said, “we’ll approve it.” he said, “Meetings adjourned,” and he hit the table with his gavel and there was a side door, you remember that horseshoe. You fellows used to sit at the end of that horseshoe and we sat around it.
MR. LARSON: Oh yes. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: The chairman was sitting up at the head, well he was up at the head and there was a door on one side. He got up and he walked out and all of us, Republicans and Democrats walked out behind him. Left Secretary Gates sitting in his witness chair in there with his staff and his pictures of the pyramids, which he said you’ve got to have a pyramid before you have an admiral, see, and he had 165 pyramids, but he couldn’t find one that was vacant for Admiral Rickover. In the first place, he was a man that did not cower to superior authority. He was an individual and if he thought he was right, he was right. He also had a lot of friends in Congress because we believed in him and when he came, they couldn’t do anything with him without the Congress knowing about it, you see. So we made him Rear Admiral and when five years was up, we went to whoever was the president then and I think it was Kennedy. It may have been Eisenhower again, I don’t know, but anyway, we made him the next step in the Admiral. He finally got his four Admiral stars, all of them five years a piece in there. I know when the president, President Reagan relieved him of his duties, I know that he was passed 80 years of age, but he was still the workingest man that I ever knew, the most dedicated man that I ever knew. We had a compliment of about 145 nuclear submarines at that time and that was the forefront of our defense at that time. That was the real key to our defense. That was why when Kennedy told them to take the bombs out of Cuba and turn their ships around and take them home, they turned around because they knew that we had the power at that time. We were up here like this and the Soviet Union was down here in the submarine field and they knew that we had the superiority. That’s why they turned around because there was power behind Kennedy’s order for them to turn around. 

MR. LARSON: Yes. That story of Admiral Rickover is a very fascinating one. I can remember distinctly concerning the difference between an ordinary submarine, even this was sort of an advanced ordinary submarine, the so-called Guppy Snorkelers, you know that had a snorkel. That was a great advance and I rode in one of these and did dives and so on. Later on Rickover arranged to have me ride on the Nautilus. There is no comparison. There is just as much difference as day and night.
DR. HOLIFIELD: There sure is.

MR. LARSON: It really revolutionized essentially naval power.

DR. HOLIFIELD: It certainly did.

MR. LARSON: It revolutionized naval power…

DR. HOLIFIELD: It completely made obsolete anything that was on the surface.

MR. LARSON: Yes. So I was delighted to get that…

DR. HOLIFIELD: That is the key to the story and that could be documented in the records of our committee, if they’re available, as to exactly what happened. I know one time that Rickover was approached by a big corporation. They wanted him to go to work for them. He was making $17,500 a year at that time, and he told them and they offered $150,000 to start with. He said, “I’m not interested in making money.” He said, “I’m only interested in one thing.” He said, “I’m interested in making the United States the primary naval power in the world because upon that power rests the freedom and liberty of the people of the United States.”

MR. LARSON: Yes. He of course had lived under the oppression of the Soviets.

DR. HOLIFIELD: He said it has been good to me. He was brought here as a little boy, five years old. By the way, we had something in common. His father was a tailor and my father was too.

MR. LARSON: That’s another fascinating thing there. Well of course as another outgrowth of this came, of course, the first example of a civilian nuclear power.

DR. HOLIFIELD: Oh yes.

MR. LARSON: I was wondering if you could give us a little insight into how that came about through your support.

DR. HOLIFIELD: The October 3, 1945, message of Truman, of President Truman to the Congress stressed in several different instances, and I could get those quotes for you very easily, the need for civilian application of the power locked up in the atom, and that was one of my reasons for fighting for civilian control. It was one of the reasons why we pushed ahead. One of the things that we pushed ahead is just what you mentioned, is making electricity by nuclear power. Today we are making 12 percent of all the electricity we make by nuclear power and when the reactors that are now being built, not the ones that have cancelled, but the ones that are being built, about 54 of them are finished, we will have close to 22 or 23 percent of our total power made from the atom. That means that we could be free, if we would go ahead. This is one of the disappointments of my life, is that we did not go ahead with the breeder reactor because that is a super reactor, as you and I both know, that would make us absolutely free from fossil fuels in the future for the purpose of making electricity. It’s just recently that the Senate has denied the last year’s appropriations for the Clinch River Breeder Reactor and I think it’s a tragedy. In the meantime, France is moving towards a 40 percent goal by the time we get to 23 percent and Japan is moving very fast up to around 30 percent of their total electricity. We don’t know, of course, what the Soviets are doing, but we know they are building reactors to make power, electric power. So this is one of the places where we are missing the boat. This is one of the things that I say, “Well, maybe I shouldn’t have retired from Congress. Maybe if I had stayed there I could have made the difference.” I think when I say that it would be egotistic to say it as a certainty. I could have worked for it, but I don’t know the atmosphere, it’s changed. The people in Congress have changed and the antagonistic reporting that we get in the press and the media and in the movies, the day after and different things like that, you know, that they are putting on, are scaring the American people of something they don’t really need to be scared about. They are scared about electrical power and yet we’ve got something like 85 nuclear electric plants in the United States and not one person has ever been injured on it, but they will go out and get in their automobile and 55,000 of them will be killed this year and over three million injured in the automobile.
MR. LARSON: Yes.

DR. HOLIFIELD: They will use that and say nothing about it, you know. In construction and other places, why, they are losing men on the railroads. They are losing men on the highways, and in aviation they are losing people, being killed in the planes and all that sort of thing, but they get on the plane just the same, you see. 

MR. LARSON: Well, of course there are a certain number of risks to civilization.

DR. HOLIFIELD: Sure, of course.

MR. LARSON: If you go back in history and find out that, well, tremendous history from during the dark ages, people just didn’t live to more than 25 or 26 years old. Everybody was dying off from…
DR. HOLIFIELD: Diseases of different kinds…

MR. LARSON: …diseases of different kinds…

DR. HOLIFIELD: …malnutrition…

MR. LARSON: …starvation, everything. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: All kinds of epidemics and disease.

MR. LARSON: These electric power advances in research and development have made a wonderful life for us, but people seem to think that back in those days they had no problems. It’s an amazing commentary there.

DR. HOLIFIELD: But we do have, I am glad to say this, when I first handled the authorization bills, they were running $4 or 5 billion a year for our atomic energy programs and they were running $4, 5, and 6 billion when I left in ’74. At the beginning, we had very little peace time application because we were busy with the bomb, but in order to make that bomb we had to learn how to handle this material safely. We had to take care of the people that worked in the plants. We learned the biological problems that we had, and we solved those and we gradually learned how to do many things. When I left in 1974, the budget was about 52 percent for civilian application and 48 percent for military. So in those years, those 28 years, we did make some progress. Today we have, I just made a speech just recently before the Center for Strategic International Studies in Washington. I made a speech on the 30th anniversary of the Atoms for Peace Program which was announced by President Eisenhower. With his influence behind it, why we went forward very fast because we had the President with us on appropriations and things like that and we moved forward very fast, but we were doing a lot before 1952 when he came into office. We were building these plants to handle it and we were getting the know-how, the mechanical machines to handle this with remote control, this dangerous material with remote control machinery and all of those things. All of that became valuable to us in the peacetime application.

MR. LARSON: Yes, all of that basic technology that was developed is…

DR. HOLIFIELD: There is more to be found out there.

MR. LARSON: Oh yes.

DR. HOLIFIELD: We’ve just scratched the surface. The energy that is locked up in the atom can solve the problem of not only the advanced countries, but of the lesser advanced countries. If we just would put our minds to that, in the place of making weapons for war, if we would just put our minds to making more applications for peacetime atoms, why we could really lift the burdens from mankind to a great extent. 

MR. LARSON: Yes. There is a fantastic number of these things that have come into being. As a matter of partnerships and working together and so forth, today so many people say well you know in Japan, they are able to work together, the government and industry and the universities and labor and so forth. But I must say that the Atomic Energy Commission had a large number of comparable accomplishments where the legislature and the administration and the bureaucracy and the universities and labor and capital, all work together on these things.

DR. HOLIFIELD: They sure do.

MR. LARSON: I think that the Congress, through the Joint Committee was able to get that friendly spirit of cooperation which enabled us to get things done and I hope we can regain that spirit.

DR. HOLIFIELD: I hope we can too. I don’t think it’s the pessimism of 80 years that causes me to say this, but there will have to be a different attitude on the part of the media. They are going to have to be more realistic and they are going to have to not be so one-sided in some of their statements and some of their views. Also, I regret to say this because it hurts to say it: the function of the Congress has deteriorated tremendously. We don’t have the old time respect for authority that we had in the days of Rayburn and McCormick, people like that who were really giants and had proven their worth over many, many years. Today, we have an average age in the House of Representatives of less than six years for the people that are going there. With that lack of what we call an institutional memory in corporations and so forth, and business, without that lack of institutional memory, why you’ve got a bunch of amateurs trying to do the things that can’t be done by amateurs. It’s got to be done by people that have years of experience and years of accumulated knowledge, and this we don’t have any more in the House of Representatives and I am sorry to say this. 
MR. LARSON: It’s very disheartening sometimes to see some of these very important issues being subject to such trivial debates. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: That’s right. Well, they have taken the jurisdiction of the Joint Committee on Atomic Energy; they destroyed that after I left Congress. They destroyed the Joint Committee and parceled out the jurisdiction with four different committees in the House. Two of those committees at least, are antagonistic to nuclear power and the other two are quiescent. In any event, four cooks in the kitchen will spoil the mess.
MR. LARSON: Imagine trying to run a business on that sort of a basis. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: You can’t do it.

MR. LARSON: You’d be bankrupt in no time at all.

DR. HOLIFIELD: You certainly would. As I say I hope it isn’t the pessimism of old age that causes me to say this, but I believe I am really telling it as it is, that today they are having trouble. This comes from the leaders of the House talking to me. They say, “Chet, you don’t know how long it takes us to get a little bill that ought to be passed, a perennial bill, one that comes up every year and we have to renew it every year. How long it takes us to get it passed. Sometimes it takes us two or three days because all these young fellows want to put amendments on it.” They want to try out their legislative prowess and their skill in, what do I want to use, the word, in parliamentary procedures, practice their skills in parliamentary procedures by offering amendments that are not germane to the subject matter and that are not acceptable to the bulk of the Congress, even if they are adopted in the Committee.
MR. LARSON: Yes. Well this is a very, you’ve certainly given us a wonderful picture of the very important things that have been accomplished during your career in the field of atomic energy. However, there are some other items that you mentioned in which you were deeply involved in. I was wondering if you could give us a brief summary of things like in the transportation field, housing and urban development and many others perhaps that I don’t even know about, but I was wondering if you could just give us a brief summary of those things.

DR. HOLIFIELD: I would be glad to do that, Clarence, but first I would like to go back to the subject matter…

MRS. LARSON: Okay.

[Break in video]

MR. LARSON: …on and some of the legislation which you were responsible for as a member or as chairman of those committees. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: I would be glad to. There is one thing that I would like to do. I would like to lead into that by saying something about my last two years in the Congress that had to do with the Joint Committee.

MR. LARSON: Oh yes. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: We had a very able, capable man in the House of Representatives by the name of Richard Bolling from Missouri, Congressman Richard Bolling. He and I were friends for many years. He was one of the top men on the Rules Committee which is one of the most important committees in the Congress because it gives the go ahead or stay back command for any piece of legislation. You have to get a clearance by the Rules Committee. He wanted to be Speaker very bad. He had an irresistible urge to be the Speaker of the House of Representatives which, of course, is an honorable goal for anyone to want to be. I never aspired to it because, well, for many reasons. I guess I wasn’t egotistical enough to think that I could be a Speaker, but anyway, he got himself a special committee appointed to study a reform of the Congress. The papers were always yelling for reform. The Congress should reform itself. It’s ineffectual and all that. Well, they reformed themselves all right, but change is not necessarily reform. They’ve done more changing than they have done reforming. They’ve almost reformed themselves into chaos, as I mentioned a few minutes ago, in the Congress as far as procedure is concerned and jurisdiction. Now Richard Bolling wanted to be the Speaker and he had this special committee appointed to study how we could reform the Congress to make it more efficient. Part of that was based on his real interest in reform and part of it was based on his ambition to be Speaker because he conceived the idea of destroying the Joint Committee. He knew that I was leaving Congress and he knew that Craig [inaudible] was leaving Congress. So he thought, well, now is a good time to spread the red meat around with some other committees. In other words, the red meat of power in a committee is jurisdiction and if you get more jurisdiction, you’ve got more red meat of power, you see. So he thought if I could give some of this jurisdiction to four, five committees I could get the members of those committees behind me for the speakership. So he set up this committee and studied it and after two years he came to the floor with a piece of legislation which destroyed the Joint Committee among other things. It destroyed the Joint Committee. I won’t go into all the other things that it did because it would take too long, but when I saw that, I went to him and said, “Dick, I’m going to have to fight you on this bill. I’ve been on this Joint Committee since it started in 1946 and it’s done a good job.” I said, “Its jurisdiction is cohesive. They know all about it. It’s not split around,” and I said, “The way this bill of yours is, you’re going to give some to the Science and Technology Committee. You’re going to give some to the Interior Committee. You’re going to give some to Foreign Affairs Committee and some to the Interstate Foreign Commerce Committee.” I said, “You’ll spread the jurisdiction to the board where it will be a nullity. The program cannot go forward unless it’s looked at as a whole. I’m going to have to buck you on this.” Well, he said, “Go ahead, Chet. You have to do what you have to do.” I said, “Well, I have to do this.” So I studied the bill and I found the Achilles heel in it, in the bill that he had drawn up and the Achilles heel was he cut all the committees except three or four of the big committees, like Appropriations and the Tax Committee, the [inaudible] Committee. He cut them down to 27 members. Well, a lot of those committees were 35 and 40 members and, of course, if he cut them down to 27, where would the residue of those committee members go. They would lose their committees that they had fought for and had gotten on and so forth. So when I found this Achilles heel in his plan, I very quietly got the word spread to some of the young members. I said, “What are you going to do when this goes through?” They are all for reform. They are all going to go behind the Bolling bill. I said, “Did you read this on here?” I said you are on such and such committee, and I said, “You’re the 26th or 35th member on it.” I said, “All of these committees are cut down to 27 members,” and I said, “Where are you going to go?” Well, that word spread like wild fire, especially among the new members that were so gung-ho for reform. So when the bill came to the floor, I led the fight against it. We set up under Julia Hanson, who was a member of the Ways and Means Committee from Washington, a woman, a very smart woman. We put up what we called the Hanson Substitute. We made a new bill, Hanson Substitute and we took a lot of the bad stuff that he had in his bill, a lot of the political stuff that he was using for his own advantage, you know, out of, we took that out, including the dismemberment of the Joint Committee. To make a long story short, to say that the Hanson Substitute Bill was accepted and the Bolling Bill was killed. So I went to him after and I said, “I’m sorry to do this to you, Dick, but you’re hitting me where I live.” I said, “I’ve lived there for 28 years,” and I said, “I know it’s not a good job.” He said, “Well, that’s all right, Chet.” You know, he was a pro. He said, “When you and Craig are gone, I’ll do that.” So this was about two years, I was in my last term, least I remember it, the first part of my last term that that bill was brought forward and we killed it. I got to thinking. I know he’s going to do this, one way or another, he’ll do it without me here to fight it and without Craig here to fight it on the Republican side. Why, annoying Dick Bolling and his astuteness and his cleverness and his brains and everything, he’ll get it done because he wants to be Speaker of the House. So, I said the best thing I can do, I think, is to take care of some of the problems that we have had in the Joint Committee. I said, for instance, I said we’ve always been criticized because the Division of Licensing and Registration was part of the Joint Committee which was a promotional agency to promote the use of it. So there was always this criticism. I knew that we had isolated this under Harold Price, who was the head of it. We had isolated this from interference by the commission and we did it deliberately. We did it deliberately. We had them in an executive session, and you may have been to some of these, I don’t know, but we said before the Licensing and Regulation, I said Registration, Regulation, Regulation Division is counter manned, any decision they make in the way of Rules and Regulations are, what was the other, Regulation and Licensing, I said that you disagree with on the committee. I said, “We want to know about it. We want to know about it from you, Mr. Price. We want to know it from you, Mr. Seaborg, because this is a very touchy area. We don’t want a good rule or regulation overwritten by the commission unless there is just cause.” All we ask you to do is bring that dispute before us. We got a commitment from Harold Price and we got a commitment from whoever was chairman. I think it was Seaborg. I’m not sure, if they would do that. Now sometimes there were differences of opinion and sometimes we would decide with the commission and sometimes we would decide with the Division of Regulation and Licensing. Thereby we tried to give that regulatory body the independence that it should have apart from that being overruled by Spears, as every other regulatory agency in the government has. There are seven, eight, or nine of them, and like FTC, and SEC and all the rest of them. So I said, the first thing I am going to do is to reorganize the commission to have a one-man head of it because Dixie Lee Ray had destroyed the function of the five-man commission. It couldn’t work. It didn’t work after she, because she was an autocrat. She was a smart woman, but she was not a part of a five-man commission and she was a one-woman dictator. You know she got Ben Holinsworth [sp?]. She got [inaudible]. She got Jim Rayme [sp?] when he came up for reappointment and she did her own thing, which she had to do. So I said, the time has come now, when we’ve got enough background of establishment in the function of the committee that a one-man person should come in, we get rid of these commissioners and many of them had been appointed were not the caliber of commissioners that we had in the early days. I think you will agree with me. They were political. I could name some of them, but I won’t.

MR. LARSON: Yes, I think…
DR. HOLIFIELD: They came about mostly under Nixon I’m afraid.

MR. LARSON: That was an unfortunate thing because…

DR. HOLIFIELD: So you didn’t have that and the appointment of Dixie Lee Ray, destroyed the function of the commission as it had functioned successfully for so many years. So I thought we would put a one-man there and he’ll be answerable to the committee. So that was when this man was brought over from space. What was his name that took the head of ERDA?

MR. LARSON: Oh, yes. I know… he went from space. He was head of the National Academy of Engineering for a year and then he went to ERDA. His name just escapes me. I’ll think of it.

DR. HOLIFIELD: It doesn’t make any difference, but you know the incident. Because then we had gotten past the time when you needed a commission. We set the ground rules and everything like that. Besides the commission had deteriorated due to the wrong kinds of appointments, not the good capable men with diversified skills, but too many of the other kinds of people and I won’t mention any names. Some of them are nice men and all that, but it had gone down. I thought the first thing I will do is set up the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, patterned after all the other regulatory commissions. I did this very carefully. I got Johnny Reish [sp?], the lawyer, borrowed him from the commission. He knew more about the Atomic Energy Act than any tin man in Washington. I borrowed him for a year and we worked that out and we set up the Nuclear Regulatory Commission. Now again, that depended upon the appointment of good people, but your commission is all multiple. Your regulatory commissions are all multiple and you have to have good men or you don’t have a good show. We did get some good men on that later on, but we did have, we moved the Naders and others from criticizing, from regulating ourselves, you see. Then on the ERDA, energy was beginning to be known and I was very much interested in energy, as you know, as being the key to our existence as a nation. That was one of the reasons that I fought so hard for peacetime application of the atom to making electricity because that was the bedrock of our civilization. So, I set up ERDA to have jurisdiction over all energy, coal, oil, gas, solar, fusion, and atomic energy, the research and development of it. It made sense and it functioned. Because if you were looking at an overall budget, you could say you can’t put $100 million in solar because it’s a long range thing. You can put some in it. You can put some research and development in it, but in accordance with its span of years to bring it to the point where it is economical, we’ll give it a little bit, but we’ll give some more to the Clinch River Breeder Reactor, or something that is more obtainable in the next few years. So I put all of that in ERDA and it worked. You had all the energy there in one thing and you could look at it and then the energy committee in the Senate is looking at everything in it because it’s now been put in the Department of Energy, but it was put over as an entity. See it wasn’t dispersed. It was put over as an entity. So, under the power of reorganization of the government operations committee, I told Mel Price, I said, “Do you want to be chairman?” He said, “Well, yes, whenever. I don’t want to push you out.” I said, “I’m thinking about taking over the chairmanship of the…” It had come up, of course Dawson had died. This was about four years before because I’ve got some things that I want to do. That was some of the things that I wanted to do, see. So I nominated him to be, his coming up and I nominated him and that’s why he became chairman of the Joint Committee because he fought with me for all these things that I fought for. He’d been a good loyal man and all that. I knew I was only going to be there three or four years, you see, and I wanted to get some of these things done that I thought would be helpful. So I took over the chairmanship, but I kept my spot as the senior man on the Joint Committee and I attended it just as regularly, but I let Mel be the chairman, you know. He and I had always worked together from the time we signed that report there…

MR. LARSON: Yes.

DR. HOLIFIELD: …back in ’45, when we signed that report. We had always sat beside each other in the old Military Affairs Committee and then we sat beside each other in the Joint Committee, all those years, 28 years that I was there, see. So anyway, I put that as part of my work to do in the Government Operations Committee. I wanted to kind of explain why because I knew that the Joint Committee was going to be destroyed. I knew Bolling would succeed in it because there wouldn’t be anybody there that was smart enough, or tough enough to fight him. I knew it was going to be destroyed. So I wanted to concentrate its functions in what I thought would be enduring entities. And they have been enduring although ERDA has been absorbed by the Department of Energy, which was created after I left, you know. All right. Now let’s get back to my work on the Government Operations Committee. When I first went to Congress, I was put on the Committee on Executive Expenditures which was the precursor to the Government Operations Committee and when the LaFollette-Maloney Act was passed in 1946, they reduced 54 committees into 17 and that was when they put a lot of stuff in the executive expenditures and they renamed it the Committee on Government Operations because that really was what it was. We had jurisdiction over the function of every executive agency, bureau, department level, or other to investigate them in regard to their efficiency and economy of operation and we also had the subpoena power which only one or two committees had. The Ways and Means Committee had the subpoena power on matters pertaining to taxes. Any other committee that wanted the subpoena power had to go to the floor and get a House resolution passed giving them the subpoena power for a specific investigation, limited, you see. But it had the all embracive subpoena power. It’s like the old Mother Hubbard power, it covered everything, but touched nothing. 
MR. LARSON: Yeah. (Laughter)

DR. HOLIFIELD: With that subpoena power, I could do things. I could get things done and I did get things done over the years. Part of the, and it also had the jurisdiction over presidential reorganization plans. I handled 75 presidential reorganization plans during my years on there, which was before the Joint Committee was created, you see. During all that time I was on there and I actually ran the committee because Dawson had had a hemorrhage, cerebral hemorrhage and he couldn’t handle the gavel. So he asked me, “Mr. Holifield, will you take the gavel? I’ve been sick. I don’t feel like it.” So I was running that with 50, with 57 staff people and I was running the Joint Committee with the numbers of staff people that we had there, whatever they were. I forget what they were now, counting all the staff and the secretaries and stenographers and so on. Anyways, I was carrying a load. I was carrying both of those loads. Now, part of that load was they had the power to create bureaus, agencies, commissions, and even departments. So as the top man on the Subcommittee on Reorganization and Military Affairs, I had a pretty good chunk of red meat to gnaw on, you see.

MR. LARSON: Yes. That’s a powerful position.

DR. HOLIFIELD: I could look into any military and I could help get the uniform catalogue going, which I did. Also in 1947, I handled the making of the GSA, the General Services Administration, put the function of housekeeping in one executive, in place of having it spread throughout every committee in the government. That was in ’47. Wait a minute, ’47. ’47 may have been the amalgamation of the Department of Defense. ’49 may have been the General Services. I may have had those twisted.
MR. LARSON: Approximately in that time span.

DR. HOLIFIELD: Yeah, but I handled the legislation on setting up the present Department of Defense. I wasn’t chairman then, but Dawson had had that cerebral hemorrhage and the [inaudible] and I was the next one in line, so I handled the legislation on the floor that put the Department of Defense together and the CIA was a part of that. We set up the CIA to concentrate, to correlate and concentrate the clandestine intelligence gathering and screening and then hand it to the President, you see. Not the State Department handing it from one of their embassies and somebody in the War Department, one of their posts, but they all had to come to the Central Intelligence Agency. It was what it was, a central intelligence agency. From every source, from every embassy, every private person that went overseas, [inaudible] the President to do something like, that was filtered in and it was all screened and handed to the President in a complete intelligence estimate in the place of fragments coming to him and some of it not even getting to him, you see. Then the General Services Administration took over all the leasing of lands and selling of government property which was in shambles before that and that was done. Then they wanted a Department of Transportation and I handled that. That’s one of, well, let’s see. Is it on this wall? No. 

MR. LARSON: Yeah, let’s see.

DR. HOLIFIELD: Yeah, there is the General Services.

MR. LARSON: That’s right. Housing and Urban Development.

DR. HOLIFIELD: Housing and urban development was the other one…

MR. LARSON: I think you’re…

DR. HOLIFIELD: …and the Department of the Air Force was put into the Defense Department and so forth. Anyway, I created those two cabinet levels and no other Congressman ever created two cabinet level departments of government besides these auxiliary, the GSA and we had also jurisdiction over the General Accounting Office which was the investigating arm…

MR. LARSON: Oh yes. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: …of the Congress, you see, for any dollar spent. We have the jurisdiction over that. I worked with Elmer [inaudible] just like that, over the years. He was a grand, a grand public servant for 17 years.

MR. LARSON: Very effective man.

DR. HOLIFIELD: A very effective man, and so that was some of the work that I did on the 75 reorganization plans, two cabinet levels, the GSA and the amalgamation of the defense forces and the setting up of commissions. I set up the, I have to get up here and look, the, oh. The government, the Report of the Commission on Government Procurement…
[Break in audio]

DR. HOLIFIELD: He was the head man on the Republican side and he and I worked just like Craig and I worked together. I set that up and he spent a couple of years on that at the, then in order to keep that Procurements Commission recommendation which was 165 ways to improve the function of the government from dying, I set up the Office of Procurement Policy. Don Sole [sp?] who was the staff director of procurement is the appointee of Reagan on that now, doing a good job to ride [inaudible] on the commission’s recommendations and to see that the agencies followed them, you see. In other words, and I knew that as long as Elmer [inaudible] was there he would be followed because we got him on the Procurement Commission. I had him put on the Procurement Commission, you see because that was his function anyway, was looking at certain dollars, expenditure dollars and so forth and so on in the government, you see. So those are some of the things that I did on this other committee just to keep myself busy. 

MR. LARSON: Yes. Well, that’s a tremendous list of accomplishments there and I am amazed at the versatility because it involves so many different parts of the government and all very important functions and in each particular case, these things certainly function much more effectively after they were properly organized because I could imagine the chaos that must have been in some of these places, all kinds of different sources of authority and authorizations. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: Well, it was, it kept me busy.

MR. LARSON: Yes. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: So I put in a lot of time on the [inaudible] that the people in the Joint Committee didn’t know about.

MR. LARSON: Yes. Well, frankly this is, much of this is new to me, although I knew some of these things, I didn’t know all of these that you had participated in. so well, this is, as I say, this is a fascinating recital of things that were accomplished. You may think you spent a long time in the Congress, but there was so much that has come out of all of these years. It sounds like you must have spent 132 years instead of 32 years in the Congress. 

DR. HOLIFIELD: If you had asked my wife how many Saturdays I had worked out of the year, why she would tell you most of them. I had to, to keep up. I never got home before eight o’clock at night. I was always working and it wasn’t work to me. It was something that I was interested in and felt that I was doing some good. If I had my life to live over, I would do it the same way. I wouldn’t change it.

MR. LARSON: Well this is certainly a remarkable recital of a public spirited citizen who has devoted his life to public service, Chet, and I certainly want to thank you for this opportunity to talk to you about these things and actually get them down on video tape so people in the future will be able to refer to this and actually perhaps settle a great many arguments and give us a great deal of insight into how solve some of our problems in the future. Thank you again, Chet.

DR. HOLIFIELD: I hope it will be worthwhile. 

MR. LARSON: Fine.
[End of Interview]
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