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World Affairs Council President Thomas J. Reckford opened the evening's lecture by commending the timeliness of Robert S. Norris' new book, Racing For The Bomb. With rising nuclear tensions between India and Pakistan, threats of "dirty" and suitcase bombs, and questions about our intelligence agencies, the technological advances and secrecy involved in the Manhattan Project resonate today. 

In Racing for the Bomb, Mr. Norris argues that General Leslie R. Groves was indispensable in leading the Manhattan Project. "General Groves," his aide purported, " planned the project, ran his own construction, his own science, his own army, his own State Department and his own Treasury Department." Groves came to play an integral role in nearly every key decision to build, test, and use the bombs. Mr. Norris aims to correct the common portrayal of Groves as a martinet, arbitrary and ignorant to the greater importance of the Project. 

Groves was chosen as the Project's executive director for his organizational, executive, and administrative skills, and his indefatigable commitment to get things done. Groves gained this discipline in the Army Corps of Engineers. Beginning in 1942, while garnering funds from industrial firms and the government, Groves drove a massive bomb-making machine that would cost over $20 million. Groves orchestrated the project in the decentralized Corps of Engineers model through the strict compartmentalization of his staff. Arnold Kramish, Manhattan Project veteran, discussed his own experience in a little known work force called the Special Engineers Detachment. The SED was comprised of draftable, young scientists and engineers. While the Nobel Laureates designed and built the bombs, the mechanics and physicists of the SED actually performed most of the calculations. Here existed a separation between theoretical scientists and mechanics that demonstrates Groves' compartmentalization. 

Groves stood atop a knowledge hierarchy, where the majority of lower branch engineers did not even know the ultimate objective of their work. Some officers remarked that Groves "kept the entire project in his head." To this effect, Groves oversaw the building, collection of intelligence, scientific research, project design, formation of international and public policy, and the dropping of the bombs. Groves divided responsibilities and limited overall understanding of the Manhattan Project to himself and few others. This was the vehicle from which he derived so much power and set the pendulum of nuclear tensions in motion. 

Mr. Blanton, Director of the National Security Archives at George Washington University, spoke to the high level of secrecy that pervaded the Project from start to finish. Much of the secrecy that dominated the Manhattan Project has continued through US nuclear history. That secrecy involved in orchestrating the construction of the bombs remains paramount in keeping nuclear technology classified today. It is in the best interest of the US government to limit the ability of rogue nations to acquire nuclear technology. However, with the classified nature of the Project, Groves wrongly presumed that German and Soviet scientists could not develop a working bomb sooner than they did. He also never envisioned Cold War-level nuclear arsenals that would pose such a threat to nations today. 

Groves' methods of compartmentalization and classification reverberated as the irony and tragedy of his career. As secret as he kept the Manhattan Project, he was similarly closed-minded. Even his own family had no idea in 1945 of his work during the past three years. Groves' derived his power by placing all information in one pot and closing the lid. Yet, when he left his role in the Manhattan Project, he found himself without his former command. 
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