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Acclaim for Kai Bird and Martin J. Sherwin’s

AMERICAN PROMETHEUS

A New York Times Book Review, Washington Post Book World, Kansas
City Star, and Chicago Tribune Best Book of the Year A Booklist and

Discover Magazine Best Science Book of the Year

“In this stunning blockbuster, two accomplished Cold War historians have
come together to tell Robert Oppenheimer’s poignant and extraordinary
story.” —Foreign A fairs

“A masterpiece of scholarship and riveting writing that brings vividly to
life the complicated and often enigmatic Oppenheimer.” — Chicago
Tribune

“A nuanced and exacting portrait… . A standout in two genres: biography
and social history.” —San Francisco Chronicle

“Riveting and revealing… . A magisterial biography that is about as close
to the whole story—and to a resolution of the contradictions—as we may
hope to get.” —The New Republic

“Destined to become the canonical biography.” —The Globe and Mail
(Toronto)

“Important, exhaustively researched… . A major contribution to American
history, [it] offers a judicious interpretation of the evidence [and]
incisively portrays Oppenheimer’s personal life and character.” —The
Philadelphia Inquirer

“American Prometheus tells [Oppenheimer’s] story at length and
exceedingly well. The authors employ a mix of thoroughness and
judgment that makes this an essential book.” —Time

“Comprehensive and compelling, a meticulous survey of Oppenheimer’s
life and times… . Bird and Sherwin’s book has an epic quality… . A
sweeping, perhaps definitive portrait of the man and his times.” —San



Jose Mercury News

“An engaging, informative, well-written biography that will be the
standard for works about Oppenheimer—and how good biographies
should be written.” —Milwaukee Journal Sentinel

“American Prometheus is clear in its purpose, deeply felt, persuasively
argued, disciplined in form, and written with a sustained literary power.”
—The New York Review of Books

“An absorbing, densely detailed biography… . American Prometheus is
both an incisive portrait of a scientist and a vivid chronicle of an age.”
—Houston Chronicle

“This commanding biography, the result of twenty-five years of research,
reevaluates [Oppenheimer’s] character, and delivers the most complex
portrait of Oppenheimer to date.” —The New Yorker

“Exceptional and exhaustively researched… . Not only do Kai Bird and
Martin Sherwin explain Oppenheimer’s dazzling, emblematic and
vexatious career, but they also illuminate the strains in American culture
that formed today’s notions of liberalism and reaction.” —The Atlanta
Journal-Constitution

“The best single book ever written about Oppenheimer.” —American
Scientist



 

 

Modern Prometheans have raided Mount Olympus again and have brought
back for man the very thunderbolts of Zeus. —Scientific Monthly,
September 1945

Prometheus stole fire and gave it to men. But when Zeus learned of it, he
ordered Hephaestus to nail his body to Mount Caucasus. On it Prometheus
was nailed and kept bound for many years. Every day an eagle swooped on
him and devoured the lobes of his liver, which grew by night. —
Apollodorus, The Library, book 1:7, second century B.C.



PREFACE

ROBERT OPPENHEIMER’S life—his career, his reputation, even his
sense of self-worth—suddenly spun out of control four days before
Christmas in 1953. “I can’t believe what is happening to me,” he
exclaimed, staring through the window of the car speeding him to his
lawyer’s Georgetown home in Washington, D.C. There, within a few
hours, he had to confront a fateful decision. Should he resign from his
government advisory positions? Or should he fight the charges contained
in the letter that Lewis Strauss, chairman of the Atomic Energy
Commission (AEC), had handed to him out of the blue earlier that
afternoon? The letter informed him that a new review of his background
and policy recommendations had resulted in his being declared a security
risk, and went on to delineate thirty-four charges ranging from the
ridiculous—“it was reported that in 1940 you were listed as a sponsor of
the Friends of the Chinese People”—to the political—“in the autumn of
1949, and subsequently, you strongly opposed the development of the
hydrogen bomb.”

Curiously, ever since the atomic bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
Oppenheimer had been harboring a vague premonition that something dark
and ominous lay in wait for him. A few years earlier, in the late 1940s, at a
time when he had achieved a veritably iconic status in American society as
the most respected and admired scientist and public policy adviser of his
generation—even being featured on the covers of Time and Life magazines
—he had read Henry James’ short story “The Beast in the Jungle.”
Oppenheimer was utterly transfixed by this tale of obsession and
tormented egotism in which the protagonist is haunted by a premonition
that he was “being kept for something rare and strange, possibly
prodigious and terrible, that was sooner or later to happen.” Whatever it
was, he knew that it would “overwhelm” him.

As the tide of anticommunism rose in postwar America, Oppenheimer
became increasingly aware that “a beast in the jungle” was stalking him.
His appearances before Red-hunting congressional investigative
committees, the FBI taps on his home and office phones, the scurrilous
stories about his political past and policy recommendations planted in the



press made him feel like a hunted man. His left-wing activities during the
1930s in Berkeley, combined with his postwar resistance to the Air Force’s
plans for massive strategic bombing with nuclear weapons—plans he
called genocidal—had angered many powerful Washington insiders,
including FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover and Lewis Strauss.

That evening, at the Georgetown home of Herbert and Anne Marks, he
contemplated his options. Herbert was not only his lawyer but one of his
closest friends. And Herbert’s wife, Anne Wilson Marks, had once been
his secretary at Los Alamos. That night Anne observed that he seemed to
be in an “almost despairing state of mind.” Yet, after much discussion,
Oppenheimer concluded, perhaps as much in resignation as conviction,
that no matter how stacked the deck, he could not let the charges go
unchallenged. So, with Herb’s guidance, he drafted a letter addressed to
“Dear Lewis.” In it Oppenheimer noted that Strauss had encouraged him to
resign. “You put to me as a possibly desirable alternative that I request
termination of my contract as a consultant to the [Atomic Energy]
Commission, and thereby avoid an explicit consideration of the charges…
.” Oppenheimer said he had earnestly considered this option. But “[u]nder
the circumstances,” he continued, “this course of action would mean that I
accept and concur in the view that I am not fit to serve this government,
that I have now served for some twelve years. This I cannot do. If I were
thus unworthy I could hardly have served our country as I have tried, or
been the Director of our Institute [for Advanced Study] in Princeton, or
have spoken, as on more than one occasion I have found myself speaking,
in the name of our science and our country.”

By the end of the evening, Robert was exhausted and despondent. After
several drinks, he retired upstairs to the guest bedroom. A few minutes
later, Anne, Herbert and Robert’s wife, Kitty, who had accompanied him
to Washington, heard a “terrible crash.” Racing upstairs, they found the
bedroom empty and the bathroom door closed. “I couldn’t get it open,”
Anne said, “and I couldn’t get a response from Robert.”

He had collapsed on the bathroom floor, and his unconscious body was
blocking the door. They gradually forced it open, pushing Robert’s limp
form to one side. When he revived, “he sure was mumbly,” Anne recalled.
He said he had taken one of Kitty’s prescription sleeping pills. “Don’t let
him go to sleep,” a doctor warned over the phone. So for almost an hour,
until the doctor arrived, they walked Robert back and forth, coaxing him to



swallow sips of coffee.

Robert’s “beast” had pounced; the ordeal that would end his career of
public service, and, ironically, both enhance his reputation and secure his
legacy, had begun.

THE ROAD ROBERT TRAVELED from New York City to Los Alamos,
New Mexico—from obscurity to prominence—led him to participation in
the great struggles and triumphs, in science, social justice, war, and Cold
War, of the twentieth century. His journey was guided by his extraordinary
intelligence, his parents, his teachers at the Ethical Culture School, and his
youthful experiences. Professionally, his development began in the 1920s
in Germany where he learned quantum physics, a new science that he
loved and proselytized. In the 1930s, at the University of California,
Berkeley, while building the most prominent center for its study in the
United States, he was moved by the consequences of the Great Depression
at home and the rise of fascism abroad to work actively with friends—
many of them fellow travelers and communists—in the struggle to achieve
economic and racial justice. Those years were some of the finest of his
life. That they were so easily used to silence his voice a decade later is a
reminder of how delicately balanced are the democratic principles we
profess, and how carefully they must be guarded.

The agony and humiliation that Oppenheimer endured in 1954 were not
unique during the McCarthy era. But as a defendant, he was incomparable.
He was America’s Prometheus, “the father of the atomic bomb,” who had
led the effort to wrest from nature the awesome fire of the sun for his
country in time of war. Afterwards, he had spoken wisely about its dangers
and hopefully about its potential benefits and then, near despair, critically
about the proposals for nuclear warfare being adopted by the military and
promoted by academic strategists: “What are we to make of a civilization
which has always regarded ethics as an essential part of human life [but]
which has not been able to talk about the prospect of killing almost
everybody except in prudential and game-theoretical terms?”

In the late 1940s, as U.S.-Soviet relations deteriorated, Oppenheimer’s
persistent desire to raise such tough questions about nuclear weapons
greatly troubled Washington’s national security establishment. The return
of the Republicans to the White House in 1953 elevated advocates of
massive nuclear retaliation, such as Lewis Strauss, to positions of power in
Washington. Strauss and his allies were determined to silence the one man



who they feared could credibly challenge their policies.

In assaulting his politics and his professional judgments—his life and
his values really—Oppenheimer’s critics in 1954 exposed many aspects of
his character: his ambitions and insecurities, his brilliance and naïveté, his
determination and fearfulness, his stoicism and his bewilderment. Much
was revealed in the more than one thousand densely printed pages of the
transcript of the AEC’s Personnel Security Hearing Board, In the Matter of
J. Robert Oppenheimer; and yet the hearing transcript reveals how little
his antagonists had been able to pierce through the emotional armor this
complex man had constructed around himself since his early years.
American Prometheus explores the enigmatic personality behind that
armor as it follows Robert from his childhood on New York’s Upper West
Side at the turn of the twentieth century to his death in 1967. It is a deeply
personal biography researched and written in the belief that a person’s
public behavior and his policy decisions (and in Oppenheimer’s case
perhaps even his science) are guided by the private experiences of a
lifetime.

A QUARTER CENTURY in the making, American Prometheus is based
on many thousands of records gathered from archives and personal
collections in this country and abroad. It draws on Oppenheimer’s own
massive collection of papers in the Library of Congress, and on thousands
of pages of FBI records accumulated over more than a quarter century of
surveillance. Few men in public life have been subjected to such scrutiny.
Readers will “hear” his words, captured by FBI recording devices and
transcribed. And yet, because even the written record tells only part of the
truth of a man’s life, we have also interviewed nearly a hundred of
Oppenheimer’s closest friends, relatives and colleagues. Many of the
individuals interviewed in the 1970s and 1980s are no longer alive. But the
stories they told leave behind a nuanced portrait of a remarkable man who
led us into the nuclear age and struggled, unsuccessfully—as we have
continued to struggle—to find a way to eliminate the danger of nuclear
war.

Oppenheimer’s story also reminds us that our identity as a people
remains intimately connected with the culture of things nuclear. “We have
had the bomb on our minds since 1945,” E. L. Doctorow has observed. “It
was first our weaponry and then our diplomacy, and now it’s our economy.
How can we suppose that something so monstrously powerful would not,



after forty years, compose our identity? The great golem we have made
against our enemies is our culture, our bomb culture—its logic, its faith, its
vision.” Oppenheimer tried valiantly to divert us from that bomb culture
by containing the nuclear threat he had helped to set loose. His most
impressive effort was a plan for the international control of atomic energy,
which became known as the Acheson-Lilienthal Report (but was in fact
conceived and largely written by Oppenheimer). It remains a singular
model for rationality in the nuclear age.

Cold War politics at home and abroad, however, doomed the plan, and
America, along with a growing list of other nations, embraced the bomb
for the next half century. With the end of the Cold War, the danger of
nuclear annihilation seemed to pass, but in another ironic twist, the threat
of nuclear war and nuclear terrorism is probably more imminent in the
twenty-first century than ever before.

In the post-9/11 era, it is worth recalling that at the dawn of the nuclear
age, the father of the atomic bomb warned us that it was a weapon of
indiscriminate terror that instantly had made America more vulnerable to
wanton attack. When he was asked in a closed Senate hearing in 1946
“whether three or four men couldn’t smuggle units of an [atomic] bomb
into New York and blow up the whole city,” he responded pointedly, “Of
course it could be done, and people could destroy New York.” To the
follow-up question of a startled senator, “What instrument would you use
to detect an atomic bomb hidden somewhere in a city?” Oppenheimer
quipped, “A screwdriver [to open each and every crate or suitcase].” The
only defense against nuclear terrorism was the elimination of nuclear
weapons.

Oppenheimer’s warnings were ignored—and ultimately, he was
silenced. Like that rebellious Greek god Prometheus—who stole fire from
Zeus and bestowed it upon humankind, Oppenheimer gave us atomic fire.
But then, when he tried to control it, when he sought to make us aware of
its terrible dangers, the powers-that-be, like Zeus, rose up in anger to
punish him. As Ward Evans, the dissenting member of the Atomic Energy
Commission’s hearing board, wrote, denying Oppenheimer his security
clearance was “a black mark on the escutcheon of our country.”



PROLOGUE

Damn it, I happen to love this country.

ROBERT OPPENHEIMER

PRINCETON, NEW JERSEY, February 25, 1967: Despite the menacing
weather and bitter cold that chilled the Northeast, six hundred friends and
colleagues—Nobel laureates, politicians, generals, scientists, poets,
novelists, composers and acquaintances from all walks of life—gathered to
recall the life and mourn the death of J. Robert Oppenheimer. Some knew
him as their gentle teacher and affectionately called him “Oppie.” Others
knew him as a great physicist, a man who in 1945 had become the “father”
of the atomic bomb, a national hero and an emblem of the scientist as
public servant. And everyone remembered with deep bitterness how, just
nine years later, the new Republican administration of President Dwight D.
Eisenhower had declared him a security risk—making Robert
Oppenheimer the most prominent victim of America’s anticommunist
crusade. And so they came with heavy hearts to remember a brilliant man
whose remarkable life had been touched by triumph as well as tragedy.

The Nobelists included such world-renowned physicists as Isidor I.
Rabi, Eugene Wigner, Julian Schwinger, Tsung Dao Lee and Edwin
McMillan. Albert Einstein’s daughter, Margot, was there to honor the man
who had been her father’s boss at the Institute for Advanced Study. Robert
Serber—a student of Oppenheimer’s at Berkeley in the 1930s and a close
friend and veteran of Los Alamos—was there, as was the great Cornell
physicist Hans Bethe, the Nobelist who had revealed the inner workings of
the sun. Irva Denham Green, a neighbor from the tranquil Caribbean island
of St. John, where the Oppenheimers had built a beach cottage as a refuge
after his public humiliation in 1954, sat elbow to elbow with powerful
luminaries of America’s foreign policy establishment: lawyer and
perennial presidential adviser John J. McCloy; the Manhattan Project’s
military chief, General Leslie R. Groves; Secretary of the Navy Paul Nitze;
Pulitzer Prize–winning historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.; and Senator
Clifford Case of New Jersey. To represent the White House, President
Lyndon B. Johnson sent his scientific adviser, Donald F. Hornig, a Los
Alamos veteran who had been with Oppenheimer at “Trinity,” the test on



July 16, 1945, of the first atomic bomb. Sprinkled among the scientists and
Washington’s power elite were men of literature and culture: the poet
Stephen Spender, the novelist John O’Hara, the composer Nicholas
Nabokov and George Balanchine, the director of the New York City
Ballet.

Oppenheimer’s widow, Katherine “Kitty” Puening Oppenheimer, sat in
the front row at Princeton University’s Alexander Hall for what many
would remember as a subdued, bittersweet memorial service. Sitting with
her were their daughter, Toni, age twenty-two, and their son, Peter, age
twenty-five. Robert’s younger brother, Frank Oppenheimer, whose own
career as a physicist had been destroyed during the McCarthyite
maelstrom, sat next to Peter.

Strains of Igor Stravinsky’s Requiem Canticles, a work Robert
Oppenheimer had heard for the first time, and admired, in this very hall the
previous autumn, filled the auditorium. And then Hans Bethe—who had
known Oppenheimer for three decades—gave the first of three eulogies.
“He did more than any other man,” Bethe said, “to make American
theoretical physics great… . He was a leader… . But he was not
domineering, he never dictated what should be done. He brought out the
best in us, like a good host with his guests… .” At Los Alamos, where he
directed thousands in a putative race against the Germans to build the
atomic bomb, Oppenheimer had transformed a pristine mesa into a
laboratory and forged a diverse group of scientists into an efficient team.
Bethe and other veterans of Los Alamos knew that without Oppenheimer
the primordial “gadget” they had built in New Mexico would never have
been finished in time for its use in the war.

Henry DeWolf Smyth, a physicist and Princeton neighbor, gave the
second eulogy. In 1954, Smyth had been the only one of five
commissioners of the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) who had voted
to restore Oppenheimer’s security clearance. As a witness to the star-
chamber “security hearing” Oppenheimer had endured, Smyth fully
comprehended the travesty that had been committed: “Such a wrong can
never be righted; such a blot on our history never erased… . We regret that
his great work for his country was repaid so shabbily… .”

Finally, it was the turn of George Kennan, veteran diplomat and
ambassador, the father of America’s postwar containment policy against
the Soviet Union, and a longtime friend and colleague of Oppenheimer’s at



the Institute for Advanced Studies. No man had stimulated Kennan’s
thinking about the myriad dangers of the nuclear age more than
Oppenheimer. No man had been a better friend, defending his work and
providing him a refuge at the Institute when Kennan’s dissenting views on
America’s militarized Cold War policies made him a pariah in
Washington.

“On no one,” Kennan said, “did there ever rest with greater cruelty the
dilemmas evoked by the recent conquest by human beings of a power over
nature out of all proportion to their moral strength. No one ever saw more
clearly the dangers arising for humanity from this mounting disparity. This
anxiety never shook his faith in the value of the search for truth in all its
forms, scientific and humane. But there was no one who more passionately
desired to be useful in averting the catastrophes to which the development
of the weapons of mass destruction threatened to lead. It was the interests
of mankind that he had in mind here; but it was as an American, and
through the medium of this national community to which he belonged, that
he saw his greatest possibilities for pursuing these aspirations.

“In the dark days of the early fifties, when troubles crowded in upon
him from many sides and when he found himself harassed by his position
at the center of controversy, I drew his attention to the fact that he would
be welcome in a hundred academic centers abroad and asked him whether
he had not thought of taking residence outside this country. His answer,
given to me with tears in his eyes: ‘Damn it, I happen to love this country.’
”1

ROBERT OPPENHEIMER WAS AN ENIGMA, a theoretical physicist
who displayed the charismatic qualities of a great leader, an aesthete who
cultivated ambiguities. In the decades after his death, his life became
shrouded in controversy, myth and mystery. For scientists, like Dr. Hideki
Yukawa, Japan’s first Nobelist, Oppenheimer was “a symbol of the
tragedy of the modern nuclear scientist.” To liberals, he became the most
prominent martyr of the McCarthyite witch-hunt, a symbol of the right
wing’s unprincipled animus. To his political enemies, he was a closet
communist and a proven liar.

He was, in fact, an immensely human figure, as talented as he was
complex, at once brilliant and naïve, a passionate advocate for social
justice and a tireless government adviser whose commitment to harnessing
a runaway nuclear arms race earned him powerful bureaucratic enemies.



As his friend Rabi said, in addition to being “very wise, he was very
foolish.”

The physicist Freeman Dyson saw deep and poignant contradictions in
Robert Oppenheimer. He had dedicated his life to science and rational
thought. And yet, as Dyson observed, Oppenheimer’s decision to
participate in the creation of a genocidal weapon was “a Faustian bargain
if there ever was one… . And of course we are still living with it… .” And
like Faust, Robert Oppenheimer tried to renegotiate the bargain—and was
cut down for doing so. He had led the effort to unleash the power of the
atom, but when he sought to warn his countrymen of its dangers, to
constrain America’s reliance on nuclear weapons, the government
questioned his loyalty and put him on trial. His friends compared this
public humiliation to the 1633 trial of another scientist, Galileo Galilei, by
a medieval-minded church; others saw the ugly spectre of anti-Semitism in
the event and recalled the ordeal of Captain Alfred Dreyfus in France in
the 1890s.

But neither comparison helps us to understand Robert Oppenheimer the
man, his accomplishments as a scientist and the unique role he played as
an architect of the nuclear era. This is the story of his life.
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