
















DOE/EH-0467 Interview with Dr. John W. Gofman, M.D., Ph.D.
June 1995 Setting: Decem ber 20,1994, University of Califomia, San Francisco

Interviewers; Karoline Gourley (DOE Office of Human Radiation Experiments) and Loretta Hefner (LBL)

ORAL fflSTORY OF DR. JOHN W, GOFMAN, M.D., Ph.D.
Conducted on December 20, 1994 in San Francisco, California, by Loretta Hefner, 
archivist for the Lawrence Berkeley Laboratory, and Karoline Gourley, a re
searcher for the Office o f Human Radiation Experiments, U.S. Department of 
Energy (DOE). John W. Gofman was selectedfor the oral history project because 
of his research at the University of California, Berkeley, and his biomedical work 
at the Lawrence Livermore Radiation Laboratory (LLRL). The oral history covers 
Dr. Gofman’s codiscovery o f uranium-233, his involvement with isolating the first 
milligram o f plutonium, his work as founder and director o f the biomedical pro
gram at Lawrence Livermore, and the evolution of his opinions on the effects o f 
radiation on humans.

Short Biography
Dr. Gofinan was received his B.A. in
chemistry from Oberlin College (Oberlin, Ohio) in 1939. He received his Ph.D. in Nu
clear/Physical Chemistry from the University of California, Berkeley. He received his M.D. 
from the School of Medicine, University of Califomia at San Francisco in 1946. He married 
in 1940 and has one grown child.

Dr. Gofinan began his career by working for the Plutonium Project as part of the Manhat
tan Project at the University of California, Berkeley from 1941 to 1943. During that time, 
he developed two processes for separating plutonium from the uranium and fission products 
of irradiated fuel. This work, conducted with Dr. Gleim Seaborg, was the precursor to full- 
scale plutonium production at the Hanford Nuclear Site in Washington. Between 1947 and 
1951, Gofinan was a physician in radioisotope therapy at the Dormer Clinic, University of 
Caliiforaia, Berkeley. From 1947 to 1954 Gofman was an Assistant Professor of Medical 
Physics in the Division o f Medical Physics, Department of Physics at the University of 
Califomia, Berkeley. In 1954 this position tumed into a full professorship, and in December 
1973 it became a Professorship Emeritus, a position he continues to hold today. He was the 
medical director for the Lawrence Radiation Laboratory (Livermore) from 1954 to 1957. 
From 1963 to 1969 he was an Associate Director of the Lawrence Livermore Laboratory 
and from 1963 to 1966 he was Director/Founder of the Lawrence Radiation Laboratory 
Division o f Biology and Medicine.

Dr. Gofinan has published many times on such topics as the following:

• lipoproteins, atherosclerosis, and coronary heart disease,

• ultracentrifiigal discovery and analysis of serum lipoproteins,

• the relationship of human chromosomes to cancer,

• the biological and medical effects of ionizing radiation, with particular reference to 
cancer, leukemia, and genetic diseases, and

• the limg-cancer hazard o f plutonium.





























































DOE/EH-0457 Interview with Dr. John W. Gofman, M.D., Ph.D. 
June 1995 Setting: December 20, 1994, University of California, San Francisco 

Interviewers: Karoline Gourley (DOE Office of Human Radiation Experiments) and Loretta Hefner (LBL) 

[The Lange work] didn't cause too much change in the first few years. 
But then it got picked up. The answer to Sudden Infant Death Syndrome 
was to check the thymus with x rays to see if it is enlarged. You can see 
the shadow: it's right underneath the breast bone. If there was any indi
cation it's enlarged, [the] treatment was x rays. 

Now how much xray did you think they gave? You talk about tracers, 
you know tracer experiments, you give somebody a fraction of [a] rad; 
they gave these kids 200 to 400 rads. 

It didn't start with the bomb; it started in 1911 when Sidney Lange gave 
that paper. And it became the rage. You, as a surgeon who had operated 
on a child without first checking whether he had [an] enlarged thymus, can 
face a malpractice suit. So, there were just thousands of children tested. 

Some people said, "Hey, look, why do we wait until these kids' tonsils 
[are] taken out? Why don't we do something better?" Here's what they 
did. 

A man by the name of Sam Donaldson at Ann Arbor, [Michigan], a 
professor of Radiology, took consecutively 2,000 babies born in the 
nursery, [and] studied them when they were less than a week old to see 
if their thymus was enlarged. If their thymus was enlarged, they said, 
"Why wait until they come in with troubled breathing? Give them the 
xray right now." They did. 

Two thousand [infants] were studied and 5 percent of them, who they 
said had enlarged thymus, [were] treated [with xray]. They weren't to 
be outdone, because Conti and Paten, at the University of Pittsburgh, 
constructed a series of 7,400 consecutive children with the exact same 
thing being done. 

So, you're talking about a few human radiation experiments done in the 
1940s, when experiments [that] would make you hair stand on end were 
already completed in the '20s! Not on a few people, not on 18 people 
with plutonium, but 2,000 children who were not even out of the nurs
ery! The only thing you had to do to get treated with radiation was to be 
born alive. They didn't treat you if you were born dead. If you were born 
alive, you got treated. 

· Mosher at the Massachusetts General [Hospital]-that's like the mecca 
in medicine-I've already talked to you about Leddy at the Mayo 
Clinic, which is pretty hot stuff, and Massachusetts General is the mecca 
of medicine. In 1925, Mosher talked about the kids that had to have 
tonsillectomy and adenoidectomy. Every one of those kids [who] came 
to the Massachusetts General or the Massachusetts Eye and Ear Infir
mary, for possible surgery oftheirtonsils, had their thymus studied. No 
operations were done if their thymus was enlarged. They then had to get 
200 to 400 rads to their thymus. He reported on 5,000 children, proudly 
announcing they hadn't had any of them die under anesthesia. 

So this became the rage in medicine for something like 45 to 50 years. 
The atomic era was near the end of that; they were pretty much over by 
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