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On October 21, 1941, 46 days before Pearl Harbor, The National Academy of Sciences 
Uranium Committee met in the office of Dr. William C. Coolidge, director of the GE Research 
Laboratory in Schenectady. This top-secret meeting was historic for two reasons. First,  the  
Schenectady  deliberations became the  basis  of the  first  U.S.  governmental report  
unequivocally affirming the  feasibility and  urgency of producing an atomic bomb. At that 
time, U.S. and British scientists  feared  that  Nazi Germany was working on the bomb. 
Second, the meeting marked the beginning of J. Robert Oppenheimer’s high-level involvement 
in government efforts to develop an atomic bomb. Oppenheimer, of course, would later go 
on to lead the Manhattan Project’s Los Alamos Laboratory in New Mexico that designed, 
constructed, and detonated the first atomic bomb. 

 

The National  Academy of Sciences Committee Members 
 

The Committee chair was Nobel Laureate Dr. Arthur Compton from the  University of 
Chicago. Compton was appointed by Vannevar Bush,  President Roosevelt’s science advisor. 
There was  question whether it was feasible to produce a nuclear fissio n bomb in time to 
make a difference in World War II. The National Academy of Sciences, a   most prestigious 
body, was ideally suited to be the final arbiter of such scientific questions and to appraise 
the military value of nuclear energy. The Committee, formed in April 1941, had met several 
times and had issued two previous reports. This was to be the last meeting  and the final  
report of the Committee. 

The vice-chair of the Committee was Dr. Coolidge, a physical chemist.  Under  Coolidge’s  
leadership,  GE had gained considerable experience in  nuclear research. In fact, GE had 
expressed to Compton willingness to make a nuclear reactor for producing plutonium on 
an experimental basis. Prominent GE scientists included Dr. Kenneth H. Kingdon and Dr. 

 
J. Robert Oppenheimer 



Herbert C. Pollock, who both would go on to work for the Manhattan Project at the 
Berkeley Radiation Lab. 

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Arguably the most famous member of the Committee was University of California physicist 
Ernest Lawrence, recipient of  the Nobel Prize for the invention and application of the 
cyclotron at his Berkeley  Radiation  Lab.  On September 21, 1941, he was visited in 
Berkeley by British physicist Marc Oliphant who described promising research related to 
the feasibility of making an atom bomb. (After his Berkeley meeting, Oliphant also visited  
Dr. Coolidge in Schenectady where he briefed him on the British research program). 
Britain, locked in a life and death struggle with Germany, desperately needed the U.S. to 
join the scientific race. Lawrence, convinced of the urgency of the task, brought his 
Berkeley colleague, theoretical physicist Robert Oppenheimer, into the Oliphant meeting 
with its secret revelations. Lawrence was apparently indiscreet in involving Oppenheimer 
because Oppenheimer did not have security clearance. Furthermore,  Lawrence  felt  that 
the National  Academy  of  Sciences  Committee needed the expertise of somebody of 
Oppenheimer ’s caliber and prevailed upon  chairman  Compton  to bring him to the 
Schenectady meeting as an “invited consultant.” 
 

 
Telegram from Lawrence to Compton 

William C. Coolidge 



 

Other members  of the elite  Committee   included:  G.B. Kistiakowsky, Harvard chemist and 
explosives expert; W. K. Lewis, MIT chemical engineer; R.G. Mulliken, University of Chicago 
chemist; J.C. Slater, MIT physicist; J.H. Van Vleck, Harvard physicist and future Nobel 
Laureate. Also added to the Committee were engineering experts O. E. Buckley, Bell 
Telephone Labs and L. W. Chubb, Westingho use Electrical  and Manufacturing. 
 
Dr. Coolidge offered to accommodate everyone at the Mohawk Club on lower Union  Street. 
 

The Committee Meeting and the Report 
 

In light of the British progress in their atomic bomb program and other related  
developments in the U.S., the meeting of the National Academy Committee was called to 
determine the cost, development time, and potential destructiveness of an atomic bomb. 
The minutes of the meeting were taken by Lawrence and are archived  at the U.C. Berkeley  
Bancroft  Library. 
 

 
GE nuclear scientists H.C. Pollock and K.H. Kingdon in lab, 1940 

 
The meeting exposed Oppenheimer for the first time to the latest research from U.S. and 
British  scientis ts. His major contribution at the meeting was to estimate how much uranium -
235 would be required to make the bomb. For the final report, he helped estimate the 
destructiveness  of an atomic bomb explosion. 
 

Much to the frustration of Compton and Lawrence, the engineers and chemists on the 
Committee refused to give an estimate of the cost and time necessary to process uranium 
and turn it into a bomb, the very purpose for which the meeting  was called. There simply 
was not enough data. Therefore, Compton relied on his own rough estimate: 3 to 5 years 
and a total cost of several hundreds of millions of dollars. As it turned out, it took 3 years 



and eight months to detonate the first bomb (August,  1945). The final cost was $1.5B but this 
involved using multiple  methods of making fissionable  material. 

 

The Final Report, written over the next few weeks by Compton with input from Committee 
members and Oppenheimer, recommended that full effort toward making atomic bombs is 
essential to the safety of the nation and of the free world… A fission bomb of superlatively 
destructive power will result from bringing together a sufficient mass of element U-235. The 
Report was presented to Vannevar Bush on November 6 and to President Roosevelt on 
November 27. On December 7, 1941, Japan declared war on the United States. Germany 
followed suit on December 11. 

 

Oppenheimer and his Legacy 
 

The following year Robert Oppenheimer was 
chosen by General Leslie Groves (born in 
Albany), director of the Manhattan Project, to 
lead the extraordinary scientists and  engineers 
of the Los Alamos Laboratory in  the complex 
task of making the first atomic bomb. The 
stakes and time pressures were incredibly high. 
In many ways, Oppenheimer was an unusual 
choice. He had no management experience at all 
and he had been connected  to persons in 
various left-wing groups deemed to be 
subversive. Nevertheless, Oppenheimer proved to 
be an excelle nt choice and deserved the 
accolade, Father of the Atomic Bomb. The 
meeting in Schenectady, mentioned prominently 
in many histories  of  the atomic bomb, was an 
important milestone in his personal story  as well as the nation’s quest for the atomic bomb. 
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