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INTRODUCTION

This historic context study seeks to document and consider the work

of African Americans in the research and deployment of US atomic
weaponry during World War II and place those contributions and
experiences within the national sociopolitical context of World War II
and the development of nuclear arms. The study has been prepared for
the Manhattan Project National Historical Park’s (MAPR) staff’s use to
identify areas of future additional research and to support interpretive
programming. This study effort is part of a larger initiative in the National
Park Service to interpret the full history of the Manhattan Project

and the early days of the Atomic Energy Commission by studying the
contributions of diverse groups and individuals that have been less widely
known or understood.

ScopPE OF THIS HisTorRiC CONTEXT

This historic context study focuses on the Manhattan Project sites in Los
Alamos, New Mexico, and Oak Ridge, Tennessee. It does not include

the MAPR Hanford site in Hanford, Washington, because the National
Park Service (NPS) staff in the Pacific West Region are collaborating with
Washington State University to prepare a separate oral history project

on African Americans’ involvement at the Hanford site. There may be
opportunities to incorporate the results of the Hanford oral history
project into this study at a future time. In addition, the National Park
Service will be looking to commission a similar study for Hanford and
Chicago in the near future.

METHODS

A project team of cultural resource specialists from the Denver Service
Center (DSC) worked closely with Intermountain Regional Office, MAPR,
and other NPS staff to complete the project. The Denver Service Center
provided project management, document development and production,
editing services, and technical support. Regional staff were a part of the
project team for guidance, review, and technical support. MAPR staff
provided guidance, review, and technical support, and coordinated the
clearances and transmittals as needed.

Development of this historic context drew from primary and secondary
sources. Oral history interview transcripts or recordings were consulted
where available, but additional interviews were not conducted as part

of this project. Photographic collections were identified for future
research, and digital copies of select photographs or other graphics were
collected to illustrate the historic context where possible. The DSC study
team coordinated with the MAPR staff to identify research repositories,
libraries, and collections in which to conduct historical research. Tivo
on-site research trips were made—one to Los Alamos and one to Oak
Ridge. The study process and content follow the guidelines described

in the National Register Bulletin: How to Apply the National Register
Criteria for Evaluation and the NPS white paper, “The Components of
a Historic Context: A National Register White Paper,” by Barbara Wyatt,
dated April 2009.
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SUMMARY STATEMENT OF
CONTEXT

This historic context study examines the roles African Americans played
at the Manhattan Project sites of Los Alamos, New Mexico, and Oak
Ridge, Tennessee. It covers the period from 1942, when the Manhattan
Project was initiated, to 1958, when the Atomic Energy Commission
(AEC) allowed a desegregated high school to be based out of Oak Ridge
laboratory space. This study documents the work done by the Manhattan
Project’s African American workforce, how African Americans were
recruited to Oak Ridge and not recruited to Los Alamos, and their social
lives at the two sites.

L.os AL.AMOS SOURCES

The suggestion that no African Americans were involved in the
Manhattan Project at Los Alamos was first introduced to the study

team during a conversation with historian Heather McClenahan, the
then-executive director of the Los Alamos Historical Society. The study
team worked to confirm or disprove this idea through a careful review
of primary and secondary sources. Historian Clayborne Carson’s
comment in Katrina Mason’s 1995 book Children of Los Alamos that his
parents’ move to Los Alamos in 1947 made them “pioneers” was the first
suggestion that Ms. McClenahan’s hypothesis was likely correct.

Other sources that lent credence to the idea that Los Alamos lacked

an African American population did so implicitly. Jon Hunner’s 2004
book Inventing Los Alamos: The Growth of an Atomic Community is an
extensive social history of the town and contains valuable information on
everything from Los Alamos’ housing stock to the structure of the town’s
school system. Information on the experiences of Los Alamos’ Native
American and Hispanic workers is also included; however, there is no
mention of African Americans. Similarly, in Reminiscences of Los Alamos,
1943-1945, nine men and one woman who lived in the town share their
memories of the Manhattan Project years. None of these individuals
reference African Americans in their accounts.

L.os ALAMOS REPOSITORIES

An in-person review of Manhattan Project-related files at the Mesa
Public Library in Los Alamos failed to produce any information related
to African Americans in the town’s history. A separate visit to Los Alamos
Historical Society Archives was more successful, but still ultimately
unrewarding. Two photographs of African Americans, one featuring an
Army unit and one featuring a cook, were located in the archives. The
photograph of the Army unit included the names of several of the soldiers
pictured in the photograph. It also identifies Fort Lawton, a former
Army base in Washington State, as the location of the photograph. How
the photograph made its way into the Los Alamos Historical Society’s
collections, and what connections any or all of the soldiers have to Los
Alamos, could not be determined. The photograph of the cook does

not possess any identifying information that would allow for follow-up
research to occur.




OAk RIDGE SOURCES

Manhattan District History, Book I - General, Volume 12-Clinton Engineer
Works of the official Manhattan District History produced by the Atomic
Energy Commission in March 1947 provides a technical overview of

the development of the central facilities and community in Oak Ridge,
Tennessee, but never mentions African Americans or segregation. This

is a common approach for official documents from the World War II era.
Most official US Army and Oak Ridge publications do not mention race
and ignore the fact that African Americans also worked at the site and led
strikingly different lives from their white coworkers.

Two of the most-often referenced and cited sources of information about
African Americans in Oak Ridge are articles published by correspondent
Enoc P. Waters in the national African American newspaper Chicago
Defender, “Negro Kids Can’t Go to School at Biggest Brain Center”
(December 29, 1945) and “Negroes Live in Modern ‘Hoovervilles’ in
Atomic City” (January 5, 1946). These articles are some of the only
contemporary accounts of life for African Americans living in Oak

Ridge immediately following World War II. Their sensational details

and depiction of conditions in the African American hutments are often
repeated in secondary sources. (Photocopies of the articles are in the Oak
Ridge Public Library-Oak Ridge Room “Blacks” vertical file.)

Elizabeth Peelle’s “A History of Segregation in Oak Ridge, 1943-1960,”
documents segregation in employment, schools, housing, public
services, and community organizations during that period. Elizabeth
Peelle moved to Oak Ridge from Ohio in 1954 to work as a chemist at

the K-25 plant and was shocked at the segregation faced by African
American workers and residents in Oak Ridge. Peelle compiled “A
History of Segregation” in August 1960 to support early work by the Oak
Ridge Community Relations Council, an integrated group dedicated

to improving conditions for African American residents. Peelle and the
Council intended the report to document the current state of affairs and
to be used as an organization tool for further integration efforts. While
Peelle does not provide citations for primary sources, she states that she
consulted approximately 50 people, including former and current African
American Manhattan Project workers. The history includes information
and anecdotes seemingly not captured in official Oak Ridge records or
otherwise reported. (Photocopies of the unpublished report are available
in the Oak Ridge Public Library-Oak Ridge Room.)

First published in 1981, Charles W. Johnson and Charles O. Jackson’s
City Behind a Fence: Oak Ridge, Tennessee, 1942-1946 is considered the
definitive social history of Oak Ridge, Tennessee. The authors were able
to access and analyze extensive Manhattan Project/AEC/Department of
Energy (DOE) archival material before it was sent off site to the National
Archives in East Point, Georgia. (The National Archives moved again in
2005 to Morrow, Georgia.) City Behind a Fence references racial tensions
at Oak Ridge in “Chapter 3: Main Street by Order of...” and the epilogue.
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Two more-recently published authors build upon City Behind a Fence.
Peter Bacon Hales devotes a chapter to race across the three central
Manhattan Project facilities in his social history Atomic Spaces: Living on
the Manhattan Project. Russell Olwell discusses African Americans and
the Manhattan Project in his PhD dissertation, published articles, and
book At Work in the Atomic City: A Labor and Social History of Oak Ridge,
Tennessee (2006). He also compiled “The History of Oak Ridge in the
1940s” (available in the Oak Ridge Public Library-Oak Ridge Room).

Additional sources that provide context for life as an African American

in Oak Ridge during and after World War II include oral histories and
local newspaper articles. The Center for Oak Ridge Oral History and
K-25 Virtual Museum Oral History Project have oral history recordings
and transcripts available electronically through the projects’ websites. A
12-part Oak Ridger series about the community of Scarboro that started
running February 10, 1977, covers the history of the community, its
relationship to Oak Ridge as a whole, and current issues facing Scarboro.
The 5-part Oak Ridger series called “Oak Ridge Blacks Remember” was
born out of a day-long program presented by the Oak Ridge branch of the
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP),
and started running on February 8, 1982. (Photocopies of the articles

are available in Oak Ridge Public Library-Oak Ridge Room “Blacks”

and “Segregation” vertical files and on Oak Ridger microfilm.) The oral
histories and Oak Ridger articles are not specific to the Manhattan Project
time period and contain information about Oak Ridge’s black community
into the 1970s that provides context about the continued struggle for

civil rights.

OAx RIDGE REPOSITORIES

Because Oak Ridge was originally established as a secure and secret
military reservation, the US Army and US Army Corps of Engineers
were responsible for creating and managing the atomic facilities

as well as the resulting on-site community of workers. The federal
government gradually subcontracted aspects of community planning
and management to companies more equipped to handle the day-to-day
demands associated with operating what was then the fifth-largest city in
Tennessee; however, all records related to Oak Ridge between 1942 and
1946 were classified. The Atomic Energy Commission, the government
agency that was the successor to the Manhattan Project, continued to
oversee all aspects of life and work in Oak Ridge through the opening of
the city gates in 1949 and gradual shift to civilian control that culminated
in Oak Ridge’s official incorporation in 1959. Records that predate 1959
have shifted between numerous government agencies and, ultimately,
the Department of Energy transferred the entire AEC collection to the
National Archives in Atlanta. It is unclear what records may have been
lost since the Manhattan Project ended in 1946, but most records related
to civilian matters were likely destroyed either when the Atomic Energy
Commission assumed management after World War II or when the
community fully transitioned to civilian management. Official memos,
reports, and photographs taken by the US Army may survive as part of the
AEC collection in the National Archives, but the extensive collection has
not been fully catalogued.




The Oak Ridge Room of the Oak Ridge Public Library is the largest public
collection related to Manhattan Project activities at Oak Ridge, Tennessee.
The collection includes reference material related to development of

the Oak Ridge community as well as vertical files of local newspaper
clippings. Local history collections at the public libraries in the small
neighboring communities of Harriman, Oliver Springs, Rockwood, and
Clinton range from limited to nonexistent. Collections at the Tennessee
State Library and East Tennessee History Center did not have information
about African Americans, race, or segregation specific to Oak Ridge and
the Manhattan Project, but provided context on the history of African
Americans in the state and Jim Crow-era segregation.

ADDITIONAL RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES

The National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) repository
at Atlanta (Morrow, Georgia) could be valuable for additional primary
sources and reports related to the Manhattan Project at Oak Ridge. The
AEC collection includes approximately 5,000 cubic feet of records, the
vast majority of which have not been individually catalogued. Considering
the National Archives sources cited in Olwell’s and Hales’ works, the
DOE collection could be a great repository for future original research,
although it is uncertain what exactly is held in NARA'’s collection due
to the collection’s size and the type and extent of records that were
transferred. At the time of this study, there is no timeline for further
NARA cataloguing efforts.
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Historic CONTEXT

On August 6, 1945, the United States dropped the world’s first atomic
bomb on the Japanese city of Hiroshima. The bomb, nicknamed

“Little Boy,” exploded with the force of 20,000 tons of TNT. Between
90,000 and 166,000 people, more than one-third of Hiroshima’s
population, died from the bomb immediately and in the 4-month period
following the explosion.

Preparing for his 7:45 p.m. broadcast on the evening of August 6, NBC News
radio commentator H.V. Kaltenborn wrestled with how to describe Little
Boy. The first draft of his script opened by describing the atomic bomb as
“one of the greatest scientific developments in the history of man.” For
reasons that are still unclear, Kaltenborn opted to revise his introduction.
When his broadcast aired that night, Americans around the country

heard the new opening that the man known as “the Dean of American
Commentators™ had settled on. “Anglo-Saxon Science has developed a
new explosive device 2,000 times as destructive as any known before,”
Kaltenborn declared.! In revising his words, Kaltenborn gave credit to the
American scientists who had designed and built Little Boy. In framing the
bomb as an “Anglo-Saxon” accomplishment, Kaltenborn overlooked the
contributions that African American men and women and other ethnicities
and people of color across the United States played in creating the bomb.

The Manhattan Project began in early 1942 when, having been prodded

by Albert Einstein among others, President Franklin Roosevelt decided

to proceed with a full-scale program to build an atomic weapon. The
project was assigned to the US Army Corps of Engineers. Under the
direction of Brigadier General Leslie R. Groves, the Corps set up the
Manhattan Engineer District, so called because the initial headquarters

was in Manhattan, New York. Other project sites were subsequently
established across the country.? In time, five sites became particularly
significant in the building of the atomic bomb: the Metallurgical Laboratory
(known colloquially as the “Met Lab”) in Chicago, Illinois; the Oak Ridge
Reservation near Knoxville, Tennessee; the Los Alamos Laboratory near
Santa Fe, New Mexico; and the Hanford Reservation in eastern Washington
State. Work also continued in Manhattan at Columbia University.

African Americans are known to have worked in four of these sites. At
the Met Lab in Chicago, African American scientists and technicians
worked alongside their white counterparts in efforts to understand the
fission process. Their work was complemented by African Americans

at the laboratory at Columbia University in New York City, who sought
to understand how uranium isotopes could be separated for an atomic
bomb. In total, it is believed approximately 19 African Americans worked
on the Manhattan Project at the primary sites as scientists or technicians.?
At Hanford and Oak Ridge, African American workers were limited

to labor positions. Only at Los Alamos is there no evidence of African
Americans working on the Manhattan Project.

1. Quoted in Paul Boyer, By the Bomb’s Early Light: American Thought and Culture at the
Dawn of the Atomic Age (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1994), 4.

2. A list of sites associated with the Manhattan Project is included in appendix A.

3. Alist of known African American scientists and technicians who worked on the
Manbhattan Project is included in appendix B.



African American scientists
were central to the success
of the Manhattan Project.
Dr. Moddie Daniel Taylor
worked as an associate
chemist for the Manhattan
Project at the University

of Chicago. Courtesy
Smithsonian Institution
Archives/ MAPR NPS site.

The social environment of the United States during the first half of the
20th century helped shape the Manhattan Project. In the years leading
up to World War II, many states continued to enforce Jim Crow laws.
These laws separated blacks and whites in education, housing, and other
public spheres. Although Executive Order 8802 nominally prohibited
discriminatory employment practices by federal agencies and companies
involved in war-related work, housing for Manhattan Project workers
remained segregated at Hanford and Oak Ridge.

The Manhattan Project workforce also reflected the influence of the
Great Migration during the early 20th century. Beginning in 1916,

and continuing for the next six decades, more than six million African
Americans moved out of the South.* They made their new homes
throughout the North and the West, transforming the United States

in the process. At the turn of the 20th century, Georgia, Mississippi,
and Alabama were the three states with the largest African American
populations. By 1970, New York, Illinois, and California had the most
African Americans.’ Two of those states, New York and Illinois, were
home to Manhattan Project sites. In 1939, physicists at Columbia
University helped initiate the project by demonstrating that neutrons
could split uranium atoms. In subsequent years, Columbia scientists and
technicians researched the potential of the gaseous diffusion process to
enrich uranium. Several African Americans assisted with this effort at
various Manhattan Project sites.

4. Isabel Wilkerson, The Warmth of Other Suns: The Epic Story of America’s Great
Migration (New York: Vintage Books, 2010), 8-9.

5. Greg Toppo and Paul Overberg, “After Nearly 100 years, Great Migration Begins
Reversal,” USA Today, (February 2, 2015).
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Two of the African American scientists at Columbia were brothers. William
and Lawrence Knox were natives of New Bedford, Massachusetts.

As early as the 1830s, New Bedford had an established community of
African Americans who were drawn to the whaling town for its diversity
and economic opportunities. Men like Elijah Knox—the brothers’
grandfather—and Frederick Douglass came to New Bedford in the decades
leading up to the Civil War to become “Black Yankees” and join the
unusually welcoming community of Quakers, abolitionists, and African
Americans.® Educated at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and
Harvard University respectively, the brothers represented 7% of the African
Americans who received PhDs in Chemistry between 1916 and 1940.7
William joined the Manhattan Project in early 1943. Shortly after being
hired, William was promoted to the head of an all-white work group. One
year later, Lawrence was hired by a separate work group. Looking back,
William Knox would say that his work on the Manhattan Project provided
him with his first taste of membership in an active scientific community.®

In Chicago, the men and women working at the Met Lab included 12
African Americans. Arthur Compton, the director of the Met Lab, based the
group’s work at his employer, the University of Chicago. The university had
admitted African American students since its founding in 1890. Although
there is no evidence to suggest that Compton actively sought to recruit a
diverse workforce, it is clear that he supported an egalitarian approach

to hiring Manhattan Project scientists and thought the project’s diverse
workforce contributed to its ultimate success.” Four of the 12 African
Americans who worked at the Met Lab graduated from the University of
Chicago prior to joining the Manhattan Project.!’ Two others remained at
the university after the war and earned advanced degrees.

One of the scientists employed by the Met Lab was J. Ernest Wilkins,
Jr., an African American man who earned his PhD from the University
of Chicago in 1942, when he was 19. In 1944, Wilkins’ work group was
transferred to Oak Ridge; however, he remained in Chicago. Sensing an
opportunity, Los Alamos physicist Edward Teller wrote to Harold Urey,
the Director of War Research at Columbia, “He is a colored man and
since [his] group is moving to [Oak Ridge] it is not possible for him to
continue work with that group. I think it might be a good idea to secure
his services for our work.”!!

The Knox Brothers, Lawrence
and William, used their
Ph.Ds in chemistry to

6. Stephen Weininger and Leon Gortler, “Perspective: Stumbling through History: further Manhattan Project
Discovering Unsung African-American Chemists,” Science, (January 14, 2011), research related to uranium
accessed July 2019, https://www.sciencemag.org/careers/2011/01/perspective- hexafluoride gas and

stumbling-through-history-discovering-unsung-african-american-chemists. New
Bedford Whaling National Historical Park’s website and interpretive programs
provide additional interpretation and information about African Americans in the
community before the Civil War.

7. Leon Gortler and Stephen ]. Weininger, “Chemical Relations: William and Lawrence

Knox, African American Scientists,” Distillations, (summer 2010).

8. Weininger and Gortler, “Perspective: Stumbling through History.”

9. Boyer, By the Bomb’s Early Light, 139.

10. US Department of Energy, Legacy Management Program Update, (January-March
2016), accessed May 2019, https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/04/
£30/2016_Q1final.pdf.

11. Quoted in Brittany Crocker, “Bias Kept Black Scientists out of Oak Ridge’s Atomic
Bomb Work,” The Knoxuville News Sentinel, (February 25, 2018).

quinine.
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https://www.sciencemag.org/careers/2011/01/perspective-stumbling-through-history-discovering-unsung-african-american-chemists
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/04/f30/2016_Q1final.pdf
https://www.energy.gov/sites/prod/files/2016/04/f30/2016_Q1final.pdf

Mathematician and physicist
J. Ernest Wilkins, Jr. worked
on Manhattan Project
research at the University of
Chicago Met Lab but did not
relocate to Oak Ridge when
his team was transferred to
the site in the fall of 1944.

There is no evidence to suggest that Urey followed up on Teller’s appeal.
Wilkins worked at the Met Lab for the remainder of the war. It is not clear
if the Army formally banned Wilkins from relocating due to segregation at
Oak Ridge facilities, but even if Wilkins had been allowed to accompany
the other members of his work group to Tennessee, it is doubtful he
would have done so. “He did talk about the fact that he would not go

to any place that would put restrictions on where he lived, who he lived
with, and the kinds of amenities he had grown accustomed to in places
like Chicago,” Wilkins’ friend Ronald Mickens said in a 2018 oral history
interview. “There was no possibility that he would ever go to Oak Ridge
under the conditions in which blacks had to live.”!?

Mildred Summers was another African American who worked at the
Met Lab. She is believed to be one of only two African American women
employed by the Manhattan Project as scientific and technical staff. Born
in Vicksburg, Mississippi in 1913, Summers moved to Chicago in search
of work in 1931. A tip from a friend encouraged her to apply for a job
with the Met Lab in the fall of 1942. Summers’ aptitude for scientific work
quickly became obvious. Beginning as a laboratory helper, she worked
her way up to become a technician in the Extraction-Decontamination
group. Although she was scheduled to leave the group on June 30, 1945,
Summers was instead transferred to the Biology Division that April. Her
work took her to Hanford and, eventually, back to Chicago, where she
worked for Argonne National Laboratory following the end of the war.!?

The struggle to secure African American civil rights accelerated in the
decade following the end of World War II. President Harry Truman’s
issuance of Executive Order 9981 in 1948 began the process of integrating
the US Armed Services. Six years later, in Brown v. Board of Education,
the Supreme Court ruled that segregation in public education was
unconstitutional. A new generation of civil rights leaders increasingly
called attention to the chasm between the country’s founding ideals and
the reality of life for African American citizens. As new possibilities for
African American advancement revealed themselves, the old threats of
racial persecution and discrimination continued.

LLos ALAMOS

Geography and Development of the Site

Los Alamos, as it exists today, was largely developed during the
Manhattan Project. Situated 7,000 feet above sea level on the Pajarito
Plateau in the Jemez Mountains, the land surrounding the town was first
settled much earlier, in approximately 10,000 BC. During the Coalition
and Classic periods (AD 1150 to 1600), large pueblo villages were built on
the plateau. The plateau was no longer used as a year-round residential
area beginning in the mid-1500s. At this time, new pueblos were
constructed along the Rio Grande.

12. Voices of the Manhattan Project, “Ronald E. Mickens’ Interview,” (July 23, 2018),
accessed May 2019, https://www.manhattanprojectvoices.org/oral-histories/ronald-
e-mickens-interview.

13. Ruth H. Howes and Caroline L. Herzenberg, Their Day in the Sun: Women of the
Manhattan Project (Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1999), 123-124.
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The pueblo of Tsirege, occupied during the Classic period (AD 1325 to
1600), is on lands appropriated by the US government during World War
II and is ancestral to the Tewa speakers of the Pueblo de San Ildefonso. In
1680, the Pueblo peoples revolted against the Spanish. At this time, several
Ancestral Pueblo sites located on the Pajarito Plateau were reoccupied,
as they offered natural protection and defense for groups of refugees.
Evidence of Navajo and Jicarilla Apache occupation of the northern Rio
Grande begins with the Spanish Colonial Period (AD mid-1500s to early
1800s). Pueblo, Athabaskan, Anglo, and Hispanic groups continued the
seasonal use of the plateau for hunting, gathering, and grazing during the
late 19th and early 20th centuries.

Black history in New Mexico dates back to 1539 when Esteban
(sometimes referred to as Estevan, or Stephen) crossed what is now
the American Southwest. Born in Morocco, the enslaved Esteban was
brought to America in 1528 to support a Spanish colonial expedition
and was shipwrecked off the coast of what is now Texas. Later, after
gaining respect as a translator and healer, he traveled across the current
state of New Mexico as part of an expedition to find the Seven Cities
of Cibola. Other African soldiers and settlers were part of Coronado’s
1540-1542 expedition and Spanish efforts to settle New Mexico in

the 1590s.1 The remote nature of New Mexico provided additional
freedom and opportunity to Africans during the Spanish colonial era,
and Native Americans and individuals with African ancestry often
intermarried, a tangible sign of the exchange of cultures and ideas on the
southwestern frontier."?

The United States annexed New Mexico Territory in 1848 as a result of
the end of the Mexican-American War and the signing of the Treaty of
Guadalupe Hidalgo. Almost immediately, the question of slavery was
introduced. In 1852, the first territorial governor suggested passing a
resolution to ban free African Americans from settling in the territory.
While the suggestion was initially opposed, the territory legislature
passed a law in 1856 that banned any additional free African Americans
from settling in the territory and outlawed interracial marriage. During
the Civil War, the Confederacy attempted to spread slavery throughout
the Southwest, although only 40 enslaved individuals were counted in
the 1860 New Mexico territorial census, most of whom were owned by
Southern-born military officers and government officials stationed at
Army posts throughout the territory. 1¢

Following the Civil War, New Mexico offered a variety of opportunities
for African Americans seeking economic and social independence.
Like other western states, New Mexico became a destination for black
homesteaders during Reconstruction, although on a smaller scale. By
1910, 48 farms were operated by black New Mexicans.

14. Bruce A. Glasrud, “Under the Radar: Blacks in New Mexico History,” in African
American History in New Mexico: Portraits from Five Hundred Years, ed. Bruce A.
Glasrud (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 2013), 3-4.

15. Dedra S. McDonald, “Intimacy and Empire: Indian-African Interaction in Spanish
Colonial New Mexico, 1500-1800,” in Glasrud, African American History in
New Mexico, 25-48.

16. Glasrud, “Under the Radar,” in Glasrud, African American History in
New Mexico, 5-6.



Silver, gold, lead, copper, and coal attracted black miners to the territory;
a substantial portion of the territory’s black population lived in counties
with mining into the 20th century.!” Cattle drives traveling through
western Texas and eastern New Mexico brought African American
cowboys to the territory, some of whom decided to settle in the area.
Buffalo Soldiers, African American infantry and cavalry men in the US
Army, were assigned to New Mexican outposts to help protect settlers.
Another small wave of African Americans moved into New Mexico
towns with the expansion of railroads, either as employees of the railroad
companies or by working in industries associated with rail travel.!8
However, the territory-wide population of African Americans stayed
small, with approximately 1,600 African American residents in 1910.*

Formal homesteading on the Pajarito Plateau began in the late 1880s.
During the homesteading years, families used the Pajarito Plateau for
seasonal farming, ranching, and resource gathering. Many of these
dry-land farmers—primarily Hispanic Americans from the nearby Rio
Grande Valley settlements of San Ildefonso, Pojoaque, El Rancho, and
Espafiola—did not live on their claims throughout the year. Notable
exceptions to the seasonal occupation of the Pajarito Plateau by Hispanic
homesteaders included a few permanent ranches such as the Anchor
Ranch. By the late 1930s, 36 individuals had patented claims under

the terms of the Homestead Act or related land legislation. While there
are records documenting centuries of African American exploration

and settlement in New Mexico, African Americans are absent from the
known early history of Pajarito Plateau. New Mexico was home to several
African American homesteads, including the town of Blackdom in the
southeastern corner of the state, but there is no evidence to suggest that
any African Americans had a claim on the plateau. Los Alamos’ selection
as a Manhattan Project site did not change the racial demographics of the
region. The historical record indicates African Americans did not reside in
or around Los Alamos until 1947, a year after the work of the Manhattan
Project was reconstituted as the Atomic Energy Commission.

Economic, Cultural, and Governmental Factors

From its origins, science was the focus of the Los Alamos site
development. Although the site was an Army installation overseen by
General Groves, the University of California was responsible for operating
the laboratories. According to authors Kai Bird and Martin Sherwin, “The
Army [controlled] access to the community, but it [did] not control the
exchange of information among the scientists.”?
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J. Robert Oppenheimer (New York: Vintage Books, 2005), 211.
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Approximately 100 scientists, engineers, and support staff lived and
worked in Los Alamos when the site opened in 1943. As the work to build
the bomb accelerated, the population increased. By 1945, 6,000 men,
women, and children lived in Los Alamos—more than 4,000 of them
worked in the laboratories.?!

Racial dynamics in New Mexico in the early 20th century were rarely
straightforward. Jim Crow policies existed, but they were not absolute.
Alaw passed in 1925 by the New Mexico State Legislature allowed local
school districts to segregate black students from whites.?? No equivalent
policies existed at the University of New Mexico. The public institution
had its first African American graduate in 1938.%

These racial dynamics were not dramatically affected by the Great
Migration. The African American population in Albuquerque, New
Mexico’s largest city, maintained an active community. In the 1920s

and 1930s, as modest population growth took place, African American-
owned businesses ranging from contracting and construction businesses
to boardinghouses and restaurants sprang up throughout the city.*
Notwithstanding these advances, New Mexico’s African American
population remained small. As of the 1940 census, African Americans
comprised less than 1% of the state’s population with only 4,672
recorded individuals.?®

The racial environment in Los Alamos during the Manhattan Project both
reflected and stood apart from the larger trends of the state. The Army
assigned housing to the town’s workforce based on that person’s position
of employment at the laboratories. Since the nature of one’s work was
informed by the level of education that one had attained, this had the
effect of separating the predominantly Anglo scientists and technicians
from the Native American and Hispanic service personnel.?® Despite its
limitations, this policy would have allowed African American scientists to
stand on equal footing with their white peers in Los Alamos. Why none
of the African American scientists at the Met Lab or Columbia University
were given this opportunity is a topic for future research.
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(top) This undated photo

is part of the Los Alamos
Historical Society archives.
“Fort Lawton” is written on
the reverse, but no other
identifying information

is available and it is not
clear why or how the
photo became part of the
Los Alamos collection.
(right) This photo, taken

by an Army photographer
associated with Los Alamos,

is also part of the Los Alamos

Historical Society archive.

The date and location of the

photo, and identity of the
African American man in it,
are unknown. Courtesy Los
Alamos Historical Society.

What is clear is that there were relatively few African American scientists
for J. Robert Oppenheimer, the laboratories’ scientific director, to
recruit. As historian Shane Landrum has argued, “The existence of
Black atomic scientists within a culture which denied Black men’s
intellect demonstrated the possibilities of science as an egalitarian
career. That there were so few was a testament to the structural racism of
American education.””

Social History of African American People

No evidence was found to indicate that African Americans resided in
Los Alamos during the years of the Manhattan Project. An undated
photograph in the Los Alamos Historical Society Archives shows sixteen
Army soldiers, including one African American man. The photograph
identifies its location as Fort Lawton, Washington. The soldiers’
connections to Los Alamos, if any, are not known.

Equally unclear are the origins of a second undated photograph showing
an African American cook tending to a barbecue pit. No additional
information about this photograph, on either the cook or the location of
the barbecue, was found. Los Alamos Historical Society archivist Rebecca
Collinsworth positively identified the photographer of this image as being
a Project Y (Los Alamos) military photographer. Ms. Collinsworth also
noted, however, that this photographer spent a good deal of time in Santa
Fe at the United Service Organizations there. Without any additional
information on the cook, or where the barbecue took place, it is not
possible to determine if the photograph is connected to the social history
of Los Alamos during the Manhattan Project.
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Post-Manhattan Project Context

In 1947, Clayborne Carson, a 31-year-old World War II Army veteran,
moved to Los Alamos. Carson came to the town after he was offered a
civilian job as a security inspector at the laboratories. He is believed to be
Los Alamos’ first African American resident.

Two years after Carson moved to Los Alamos, his wife Louise, his
daughter Gail, and his sons Michael and Clayborne Jr. joined him in
town. “If you think growing up in Los Alamos was special for white kids,
that was many times truer for me,” Clayborne Jr. later recalled. “My
upbringing made me totally exceptional as a black person. It set me apart
from just about everyone.”? In this environment, Clayborne Carson

Jr.’s childhood appears to have been largely untroubled. Los Alamos
schools were integrated and, for Carson, were a positive experience. “I
knew I was pretty bright, but it took a lot to stand out, particularly since

I was interested in math and science,” he said. “I had a fascination with
that area, and there were some precocious kids.”?’ Outside of school
Carson participated in Cub Scouts and had a newspaper route beginning
at the age of 10. He also played baseball and basketball and would

have played football had he not been limited by his smaller size.>* His
family’s house—a new, two-story, three-bedroom half of a duplex—was
“something we would not have been able to afford elsewhere.”?! Although
the Carsons are believed to be the first African American family to live

in Los Alamos, they would not be the last. Over the next 5 years, two
additional African American families, the Johnsons and the Stones, moved
to Los Alamos.

Clayborne Carson Jr’s experiences growing up in Los Alamos were
predominantly peaceful. Despite the lack of Jim Crow laws in the town,
Carson still had to contend with discrimination based on his race. “I
encountered more racism in sports than in other areas,” Carson said.

“I played a lot of baseball. I remember the first day of practice of the
Babe Ruth league [when I was a teenager], the coach said ‘I don’t care

if you’re nigger or white.” And I had a basketball coach who watched

me jump, and said, ‘You colored boys all jump well.”” Reflecting on the
town’s racial attitudes in general, Carson remarked “I think the anti-
black feeling was stronger among the Spanish. There was also a lot of
anti-Spanish prejudice [from the whites]. That was more upfront.”>? As
he grew into adulthood, Clayborne Carson sought to better understand
the role of racial prejudice in American life. After earning a doctorate in
American History from the University of California, Los Angeles in 1975,
Carson was selected in 1985 by Coretta Scott King to edit and publish
the papers of Martin Luther King, Jr. As of August 2019, he serves as the
Martin Luther King, Jr. Centennial Professor of History and Ronnie Lott
Founding Director of the Martin Luther King, Jr. Research and Education
Institute at Stanford University.
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Army veteran Clayborne
Carson moved to Los Alamos
in 1947 and is believed to

be the town'’s first African
American resident. This
photo, taken during the mid-
1940s when the Carson family
lived in Seattle, shows Carson,
his wife Gail, and their young
son Clayborne, Jr. Courtesy
Carson family collection.
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A December 1, 1950 article in
the New Mexican chronicled
William Stone’s complaint
against the Los Alamos barber
shop where he was denied
service. Courtesy Los Alamos
Historical Society.

Carson’s experiences with racial prejudice in his hometown were shared
by one of Los Alamos’ other African American residents. In July 1950,
William Stone, a fellow security inspector with the Atomic Energy
Commission, walked into Los Alamos’ barbershop. He was refused
service. Stone again attempted to get his hair cut that December. In
response—despite AEC regulations banning discrimination based on
race, color, or creed—each of the shop’s five barbers walked off the job.*
Stone was outraged. He filed a complaint with AEC officials in Los Alamos
and Washington, DC. “There is no middle road,” Stone told The New
Mexican newspaper. “Either you believe in Democracy or you don’t.”** In
a comment that may have reflected an underlying tension in Los Alamos,
one of the barbers defended his colleagues’ decision. “Why should we
lose maybe 50 customers just to cut one man’s hair?” he asked.” The
Atomic Energy Commission eventually ruled in favor of Stone in his
complaint. Two months later, in February 1951, Stone and two Santa Fe
residents established the Santa Fe Chapter of the National Association for
the Advancement of Colored People.

Other racial experiences in Los Alamos in the 1950s were considerably
more positive. George Johnson was the patriarch of the third African
American family in town. Unlike Clayborne Carson Sr. and William Stone,
Johnson was a scientist at the laboratories. In November 1955, Johnson’s
life and work were the subject of a profile in Ebony magazine. In contrast
to Stone’s experience at the town’s barbershop, Johnson claimed that
“there is no racism at Los Alamos, the scientists mostly being very
progressive people.”*® He continued, “Here I never get a chance to think
about race because my neighbors won’t let me.”’

Work on the Manhattan Project in Los Alamos was undertaken by a
diverse, multiethnic workforce, but there is no evidence to suggest that
African Americans played a role. It is believed that the town did not have
its first African American resident until 1947. Jim Crow laws did not exist
in Los Alamos, but issues of racial discrimination were still evident during
the years immediately after the war. By their own admission, however,

the African American families living in Los Alamos experienced a racially
integrated social environment that was often dramatically different than
that in much of the United States during the 1940s and 1950s.
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Geography and Development of the Site

Tasked with finding a site with the unique geographic location that

had space, power supply, and available labor to support the massive
undertaking needed for atomic research and development, the Army
created a list of criteria used to vet potential sites for the Manhattan
Project’s central administration and production facilities. The selected
site needed to be an area no less than 200 square miles that could
accommodate up to four major production buildings in the same complex
and provide separation between housing and the plants. The site would be
ideally located somewhere between the Allegheny Mountains and Rocky
Mountains to protect against coastal attacks and air raids. If possible,

the site would allow individual plants and housing areas to be separated
topographically to lessen the chance of radiation exposure or other
hazards but be gently graded to facilitate excavation. It should be close

to at least one, if not two, electric sources that could provide 150,000
kilowatts of power and a water source for industrial uses and cooling
that could accommodate 370,000 gallons per minute. All construction
material, supplies, and workers needed to be brought into the facility, so
an established rail line and good roads were crucial. The location needed
to be accessible to an available workforce and there needed to be space
for a townsite that could serve approximately 5,000 people. Land at the
site also had to be affordable enough to allow for forced acquisition in fee
of the needed parcels.®

Locations that appeared to meet at least some of the outlined criteria
included several locations in Tennessee, a neighborhood near Chicago,
the area near the Shasta Dam in California, and the area by the Grand
Coulee and Bonneville Dam in Washington. Ultimately, 56,200 acres
in Roane and Anderson Counties, Tennessee—Iless than 25 miles from
Knoxville—was selected as the home of Clinton Engineering Works
and administrative center of the Manhattan Project.*” East Tennessee’s
topography, composed of ridges ranging bet