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Oppenheimer’s "Security”

Atomic Energy Commission is investigating charges
that Dr. J. Robert Oppenheimer, “father” of the atomic bomb,
is a security risk. Charges and reply quoted.

» J. ROBERT OPPENHEIMER, the world-
famed physicist who directed the building
of the first U.S. atomic bomb, has been
suspended as a consultant to the Atomic
Energy Commission on the grounds he is
a security risk.

Oppenheimer revealed the charges and
his categorical denial of them on April 13,
reportedly causing concern in the adminis-
tration that he thus got a publicity jump.

Most of the allegations made in the
AEC’s letter of Dec. 23, 1953, ordering the
suspension, were old ones that had been
previously sifted by government authorities.
As far as is known, the only new item con-
cerns Oppenheimer’s reported opposition
to the hydrogen bomb project, both before
and after President Truman’s order to go
ahead on it in January, 1950.

On the same day Oppenheimer had made
public the fact that he was undergoing
security clearance procedures, the AEC an-
nounced that President Eisenhower late last
fall had ordered a “blank wall be placed
between Dr. Oppenheimer and any secret
data.” This action, the commission said,
was taken by the President after consulta-
tion with its chairman, the Secretary of
Defense and the director of the Office of
Defense Mobilization. Until the suspension
of his “Q” clearance, Oppenheimer served
on the Science Advisory Committee of
ODM.

The new investigation of Oppenheimer
was initiated on July 7, 1953, when
Chairman Strauss requested the removal of
classified documents from the physicist’s
custody. This followed by just a month the
renewal of his contract as a consultant to
the commission, and occurred four days
after Strauss took over as AEC chairman.

Subsequently, Oppenheimer’s file was
studied by the commission and by the De-
partment of Justice because it contained
“substantial derogatory information” under
the terms of President Eisenhower’s Execu-
tive Order 10450.

Oppenheimer requested a hearing, to
which he is entitled by law, on March 4 of
this year. A special personnel security board
was holding hearings on the case on April
13. Its chairman is Gordon Gray, formerly
Secretary of the Army and now president
of the University of North Carolina.

Other members are Thomas A. Morgan,
former president of the Sperry Corporation,
and Dr. Ward V. Evans, Loyola University
chemistry professor.

Concerning Oppenheimer’s opposition to
development of the hydrogen bomb, the
AEC said:

“It was reported that in 1945 you ex-
pressed the view that ‘there is a reasonable

possibility that it (the hydrogen bomb) can
be made,” but that the feasibility of the
hydrogen bomb did not appear, on theoreti-
cal grounds, as certain as the fission bomb
appeared certain, on theoretical grounds,
when the Los Alamos Laboratory was
started; and that in the autumn of 1949 the
General Advisory Committee expressed the
view that ‘an imaginative and concerted at-
tack on the problem has a better than even
chance of producing the weapon within five
years.’

“It was further reported that in the
autumn of 1949, and subsequently, you
strongly opposed the development of the
hydrogen bomb: (1) on moral grounds,
(2) by claiming that it was not feasible,
(3) by claiming that there were insufficient
facilities and scientific personnel to carry on
the development, and (4) that it was not
politically desirable.

“It was further reported that even after
it was determined, as a matter of national
policy, to proceed with development of a
hydrogen bomb, you continued to oppose
the project and declined to cooperate fully
in the project. It was further reported that
you departed from your proper role as an
adviser to the commission by causing the
distribution, separately and in private, to
top personnel at Los Alamos of the majority
and minority reports of the General Ad-
visory Committee on development of the
hydrogen bomb for the purpose of trying
to turn such top personnel against the de-
velopment of the hydrogen bomb.

Allege H-Bomb Opposition

“It was further reported that you were
instrumental in persuading other outstand-
ing scientists not to work on the hydrogen
bomb project and that the opposition to the
hydrogen bomb, of which you are the most
experienced, most powerful and most effec-
tive member, has definitely slowed down
its development.

“In view of your access to highly sensi-
tive classified information, and in view of
these allegations which, untl disproved,
raise questions as to your veracity, conduct
and even your loyalty, the commission has
no other recourse, in the discharge of its
obligations to protect the common defense
and security, but to suspend your clearance
until the matter has been resolved.

“Accordingly, your employment on
Atomic Energy Commission work and your
eligibility for access to Restricted Data are
hereby suspended, effective immediately,
pending final determination of this matter.”

In replying to these charges, Oppenheimer
said in part:
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DR. J. ROBERT OPPENHEIMER—

The man who masterminded the

U.S. atomic bomb program, Dr. Op-

penbeimer bas been charged with
being a security risk.

“The items of socalled ‘derogatory in-
formation’ set forth in your letter cannot be
fairly understood except in the context of
my life and my work. This answer is in
the form of a summary account of relevant
aspects of my life in more or less chrono-
logical order, in the course of which I shall
comment on the specific items in your letter.
Through this answer and through the hear-
ings before the Personnel Security Board,
which I hereby request, I hope to provide
a fair basis upon which the questions posed
by your letter may be resolved.”

After relating the facts concerning his
education and pointing out that, prior to
1936, he had no interest in economics and
politics, Oppenheimer states that the perse-
cution of Jews in Germany, where he had
relatives, and the effect of the depression on
his students, who often could get no jobs,
served to give him an understanding of
“how deeply political and economic events
could affect men’s lives. I began to feel
the need to participate more fully in the
life of the community,” he says. “But I
had no framework of political conviction
or experience to give me perspective in these
matters.”

He then elaborates upon his experiences
with “left-wing” organizations, associations
that are long known and that previously
have been thoroughly probed.

In his reply, Oppenheimer proceeds to
outline his wartime and postwar experiences,
absolutely denying some of the charges, ex-
plaining others in the context of their
occurrence at the time.

Concerning the hydrogen bomb program,
or the Super as he calls it, he states:

“The Super itself had a long history of
consideration, beginning, as I have said,
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with our initial studies in 1942 before Los
Alamos was established. It continued to be
the subject of study and research at Los
Alamos throughout the war. . . .

“In that period the General Advisory
Committee pointed out the still extremely
unclear status of the problem from a tech-
nical standpoint, and urged encouragement
of Los Alamos’ efforts, which were then
directed toward modest exploration of the
Super and of thermonuclear systems. No
serious controversy arose about the Super
until the Soviet explosion of an atomic
bomb in the autumn of 1949.

“Shortly after that event, in October, 1949,
the Atomic Energy Commission called a
special session of the General Advisory
Committee and asked us to consider and
advise on two related questions:

“First, whether in view of the Soviet suc-
cess the commission’s program was ade-
quate, and, if not, in what way it should
be altered or increased; second, whether a
‘crash’ program for the development of the
Super should be a part of any new program.

“The committee considered both ques-
tions, consulted various officials from the
civil and military branches of the Executive
Departments who would have been con-
cerned, and reached conclusions which were
communicated in a report to the Atomic
Energy Commission in October, 1949.

“This report, in response to the first
question that had been put to us, recom-
mended a great number of measures that
the commission should take to increase in
many ways our over-all potential in weapons.

Advisory Committee Unanimous

“As to the Super itself, the General Ad-
visory Committee stated its unanimous op-
position to the initiation by the United
States of a crash program of the kind we
had been asked to advise on. The report of
that meeting, and the secretary’s notes, re-
flect the reasons which moved us to this
conclusion.

“The annexes, in particular, which dealt
more with political and policy considera-
tions—the report proper was essentially
technical in character—indicated differences
in the views of members of the committee.
There were two annexes, one signed by
Rabi and Fermi, the other by Conant, Du
Bridge, Smith, Rowe, Buckley and myself.
(The ninth member of the committee, Sea-
borg, was abroad at the time.)

“It would have been surprising if eight
men considering a problem of extreme diffi-
culty had precisely the same reasons for
conclusion in which we joined. But I think
I am correct in asserting that the unanimous
opposition we expressed to the crash pro-
gram was based on the conviction, to which
technical considerations as well as others
contributed, that because of our over-all
situation at that time such a program might
weaken rather than strengthen the position
of the United States.

“After the report was submitted to the
commission, it fell to me as chairman of the
committee to explain our position on several
occasions, once at a meeting of the Joint
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Congressional Committee on Atomic En-
ergy. All this, however, took place prior to
the decision by the President to proceed
with the thermonuclear program.

“This is the full story of my ‘opposition
to the hydrogen bomb.’

“It can be read in the records of the Gen-
eral Advisory Committee and the transcript
of my testimony before the Joint Congres-
sional Committee. It is a story which ended
once and for all when in January, 1950, the
President announced his decision to proceed
with the program.

“I never urged any one not to work on
the hydrogen bomb project. I never made
or caused any distribution of the GAC re-
ports except to the commission itself. As
always, it was the commission’s responsi-
bility to determine further distribution.

Judged in Avudailable Light

“In summary, in October, 1949, I and the
other members of the General Advisory
Committee were asked questions by the
Commission to which we had a duty to
respond, and to which we did respond with
our best judgment in the light of evidence
then available to us.

“When the President’s decision was an-
nounced in January, 1950, our committee
was again in session and we immediately
turned to the technical problems facing the
commission in carrying out the President’s
directive.

“We sought to give our advice then and
in ensuing meetings as to the most promis-
ing means of solving these problems. We
never again raised the question of the wis-
dom of the policy which had now been
settled, but concerned ourselves rather with
trying to help implement it.

“During this period our recommenda-
tions for increasing production facilities in-
cluded one for a dual purpose plant which
could be adapted to make materials either
tor fission bombs or materials useful in
a thermonuclear program. In its perform-
ance characteristics, the Savannah River
project, subsequently adopted by the com-
mission, was overshadowed by this recom-
mendation.

Opposition Then Ended

“While the history of the GAC opposition
to a crash program for the Super ended
with the announcement of the President’s
decision, the need for evaluation and advice
continued. There were immense technical
complications both before and after the
President’s decision. It was of course a pri-
mary duty of the committee, as well as
other review committees on which I served,
to report new developments which we
judged promising, and to report when a
given weapon or family of weapons ap-
peared impractical, unfeasible or impossible.

“It would have been my duty so to report
had I been alone in my views. As a matter
of fact, our views on such matters were
almost always unanimous. It was further
more a proper function for me to speak my
best judgment in discussion with those re-

sponsibly engaged in the undertaking.

“Throughout the whole development of
thermonuclear weapons, many occasions oc-
curred where it was necessary for us to
form and to express judgments of feasibility.
This was true before the President’s deci-
sion, and it was true after the President’s
decision.

“In our report of October, 1949, we ex-
pressed the view, as your letter states, that
‘an imaginative and concerted attack on the
problem has a better-than-even chance of
producing the weapon within five years.’
Later calculations and measurements made
at Los Alamos led us to a far more pessimis-
tic view. Still later brilliant inventions led
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to the possibility of lines of development of
very great promise.

“At each stage the General Advisory
Committee, and I as its chairman and as a
member of other bodies, reported as faith-
fully as we could our evaluation of what
was likely to fail and what was likely to
work.

Thermonuclear Progress

“In the spring of 1951 work had reached
a stage at which far-reaching decisions were
called for with regard to the commission’s
whole thermonuclear program. In consulta-
tion with the commission, I called a meet-
ing in Princeton in the late spring of that
year, which was attended by all members
of the commission and several members of
its staff, by members of the General Ad-
visory Committee, by Dr. Bradbury and
staff of the Los Alamos Laboratory, by
Bethe, Teller, Bacher, Fermi, von Neu-
mann, Wheeler and others responsibly con-
nected with the program. The outcome of
the meeting, which lasted for two or three
days, was an agreed program and a fixing
of priorities and effort both for Los Alamos
and for other aspects of the commission’s
work. This program has been an outstand-
ing success.

“In addition to my continuing work on
the General Advisory Committee, there
were other assignments that I was asked to
undertake.

“Late in 1950 or early in 1951, the Presi-
dent appointed me to advise the Office of
Defense Mobilization and the President; in
1952 the Secretary of State appointed me to
a panel to advise on armaments and their
regulation; and I served as consultant on
continental defense, civil defense, and the
use of atomic weapons in support of ground
combat.

“Many of these duties led to reports in
the drafting of which I participated, or for
which I took’ responsibility. These supple-
ment the record of the General Advisory
Committee as an account of the counsel that
I have given our Government during the
last eight years.

Review Necessarily Brief

“In this letter, I have written only of
those limited parts of my history which ap-
pear relevant to the issue now before the
Atomic Energy Commission. In order to
preserve as much as possible the perspective
of the story, I have dealt very briefly with
many matters. I have had to deal briefly or
not at all with instances in which my actions
or views were adverse to Soviet or Commu-
nist interest, and of actions that testify to
my devotion to freedom, or that have con-
tributed to the vitality, influence and power
of the United States.

“In preparing this letter, I have reviewed
two decades of my life. I have recalled in-
stances where I acted unwisely. What I
have hoped was, not that I could wholly
avoid error, but that I might learn from it
What I have learned has, I think, made me
more fit to serve my country.”
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ENGINES FEATHERED—A single propeller-turbine powerplant, producing
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5,700 borsepower, can propel a B-17 alone when its four piston engine pro-
pellers are feathered.
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Comments of Scientists

» AFTER LEARNING that Dr. J. Robert
Oppenheimer had been suspended by the
Atomic Energy Commission pending re-
view of charges he was a security risk,
scientists rallied quickly to his defense.

“I can only say I have the greatest respect
and warmest feelings for Dr. Oppen-
heimer,” Dr. Albert Einstein, Institute for
Advanced Study, Princeton, N.]J., said. “I
admire him not only as a scientist, but also
as a man of great human qualities.”

From the University of Chicago, where
the first self-sustaining nuclear chain reac-
tion occurred, three scientists commented.

Since the present state of international
tension makes it “unfortunately necessary”
to carry out loyalty investigations of men in
sensitive positions, Dr. Samuel K. Allison,
director of the Institute for Nuclear Studies,
stated, such an investigation by competent
men would completely establish the relia-
bility of Dr. Oppenheimer. “The nation
owes him a debt which it can never ade-
quately repay,” he said.

“I do not know any other person in the
United States who could have provided the
brilliant leadership at Los Alamos that he
did, working in selfless devotion, and en-
dangering his precarious health.

“The American people,” Dr. Allison con-
cluded, “will not be fooled by Senator Mc-
Carthy if he cynically uses this investigation
as an excuse to divert attention from the
coming inquiry concerning his relations
with the Army, firing his usual barrage of
unfounded accusations, this time, against
prominent scientists.”

Dr. Cyril S. Smith, director of the Insti-

tute for the Study of Metals, said that he
was confident that without Oppenheimer’s
“dynamic and selfless leadership, a success-
ful bomb would have been delayed by many
months.”

He said that, having been a member of
Atomic Energy Commission’s General Ad-
visory Committee at the time the H-bomb
decision was made, he still believed the com-
mittee’s decision based on the technical in-
formation available at that time, was ar-
rived at honestly, and that it would have
been a “real catastrophe had the hydrogen
bomb program been initiated without dis-
cussion of the issues involved.

“The resolution of honest differences of
opinion among informed men,” he stated,
“is the very basis of democracy, and such
discussion is difficult enough under atomic
secrecy without persecuting one who pro-
posed a less precipitous approach than that
ultimately adopted by high authority.

“The action of, the AEC will discourage
free discussion of both politics and science,”
he said. “If followed through, it will effec-
tively suppress the very originality of
thought that gave rise to the bomb.”

Dr. Leo Szilard said: “I have read very
carefully the official charges against Oppen-
heimer. Whatever they may indicate, they
do not seem to indicate the slightest sus-
picion that Oppenheimer might misuse re-
stricted information. To class him as a
security risk, on the basis of these charges,
will be regarded by his colleagues in this
country as an indignity, and abroad as a
sign of insanity—which it probably is.”
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