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T h i s  v e r y  p e r s o n a l  b iography w i l l  i n t e r e s t  anyone who has  

been a s s o c i a t e d  e i t h e r  w i t h  t h e  s c i e n c e  o r  t h e  p o l i t i c s  of 

t h e  Atomic Age, s t u d e n t s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  s c i e n c e ,  h i s t o r i a n s ,  

and g e n e r a l  r e a d e r s  w i t h  a t a s t e  f o r  Americana f l avored  w i t h  

a powerful  p e r s o n a l i t y  moving a c r o s s  a massive canvas.  

The l a t e  Ernes t  Orlando Lawrence, a familiar Bay Area f i -  

gu re ,  I s  the  Paul  Bunyan of  s c i e n c e .  H i s  c a r e e r  smacks o f  

H o r a t l o  Alger and of  t h e  great' tycoons  - out  of t h e  mold of  

a Henry Ford b u t  i n  t h e  Improbable s e t t i n g  of  t h e  l a b o r a t o r y .  

He was, perhaps ,  t h e  f i r s t  and t h e  las t  of  h i s  s p e c i e s .  

A t a l l ,  b lond- tha tched  Viking,  he  was born  i n  a t e a c h e r ' s  

f a m i l y  on t h e  Great P l a i n s  of  South  Dakota i n  1901, nea r  i n  

time and p l a c e  t o  t h e  las t  gasp  of t h e  geograph ica l  f r o n t i e r  ' 

a t  t h e  L i t t l e  B i g  Horn - a p rope r  beginning  f o r  g r e a t  boyages 

i n t o  a new unknown. 

T i n k e r i n g  w i t h  w i r e l e s s  and Model T's, t o g e t h e r  w i th  in s -  

p i r a t i o n  by a p r o f e s s o r  i n  h i s  n a t i v e  s ta te ,  l e d  him t o  phy- 

s i c s ,  a Ph.D. a t  Yale, and t o  t h e  U n i v e r s i t y  of C a l i f o r n i a ,  

Berke ley ,  i n  t h e  f a l l  o f  1928. S i x m o n t h s  l a t e r ,  in a f l a s h  

o f  gen ius ,  he inven ted  t h e  c y c l o t r o n .  



A v i s i o n a r y ,  he  foresaw great and s t i l l  g r e a t e r  "atom- 

smashers'' f o r  plumbing t h e  nuc leus .  Peers  s c o f f e d  a t  his 

brashness .  But Lawrence, possessed  of  gen ius  w i t h  people  

and t h e  uses  of power, as w e l l  as t e c h n i c a l  mas tery ,  performed 

" t h e  imposs ib le"  t ime  and a g a i n .  

Equipped w i t h  some p e r s o n a l  demon t h a t  drove  him beyond t h e  

pace  of o r d i n a r y  m o r t a l s ,  he s t r e a k e d  l i k e  a meteor  a c r o s s  the  

s k i e s  o f  s c i e n c e  i n  t h e  1930s. Before  t h e  decade had ended, 

he  had won t h e  Nobel P r i z e ,  s e t  t h e  p a t t e r n  f o r  t h e  l a r g e - s c a l e  

s c i e n c e  we know today ,  thrown w i d e  t h e  door  t o  t h e  Atonic  Age, 

and become a l i v i n g  legend l a r g e r  t h a n  l i f e ,  

S t i l l ,  Lawrence was o n l y  beginning .  The emerging r eco rd  

shows that more t h a n  any  man he'was t h e  d r i v i n g  f o r c e  i n  t h e  

United States '  a d o p t i o n  of  t h e  c r a s h  program t o  make an atomic 

bomb d u r i n g  World War 11. 

the 1951 d e c i s i o n  t o  go a l l - o u t  f o r  t h e  "super"  - t h e  hydrogen 

bomb. 

Later he was a major  i n f l u e n c e  i n  

I n  "An American Genius" Ch i lds  has  done a m a s t e r f u l  j o b  of 

p o r t r a y i n g  t h e  l i f e  of t h i s  imposing f i g u r e ,  t h e  l a b o r a t o r i e s  

he b u i l t  ( t h e  Lawrence R a d i a t i o n  Labora tory ,  Berke ley  and Li-  

vermore) ,  and t h e  I n t r i c a t e  human t ravai l  o f  t h e  Atomic Age. 

I n t i m a t e l y  and s t a r t l i n g l y  pe r sona l ,  p r o f u s e l y  i l l u s t r a t e d ,  

f i l l e d  w i t h  anecdo tes  and p a i n s t a k i n g l y  r e sea rched ,  t h i s  b io -  

graphy w i l l  become a major ,  a u t h e n t i c  \ r e f e r e n c e  on Lawrence 

and the n u c l e a r  epoch,  ' The t r ea tmen t  is chrono log ica l ,  from 

Lawrence 's  Norwegian a n c e s t r y  t o  h i s  premature dea th  i n  a Palo 

A l t o  h o s p i t a l  i n  1958. Enough s c i e n c e ,  handled i n  a non-tech- 

3 0 0 7 0 3 j n i c a l  way, i s  inc luded  t o  measure Lawrence's work; bu t  it does 

n o t  i n t r u d e  on t h e  p e r s o n a l  n a r i q t l o n .  



Chi lds  shows keen i n s i g h t  i n t o  t h e  complex and pa radox ica l  

Lawrence c h a r a c t e r .  Although sympathe t ic  t o  Lawrence, t h e  

t h r u s t  of  t he  book is t o  " t e l l  i t  as it  happened," no t  t o  

g r i n d  an axe .  The a u t h o r  manages c o n s i s t e n t  unders ta tement  - 
d i f f i c u l t ,  s i n c e  Lawrence a lmost  commands hyperbole .  

Lawrence a f f i c l o n a d o s  - and c r i t i c s  - w i l l  r ecogn ize  t h e  

bouncing, generous ,  e f f e r v e s c e n t ,  o p t i m i s t i c ,  i n s p i r a t i o n a l ,  

a lmos t  overpowering p e r s o n a l i t y ;  t h e  engaging coun t ry  boy 

n a i v e t e  tha t  never  q u i t e  wore o f f ;  t h e  compulsive a c t i o n  and 

z e s t  f o r  l i f e  o u t s i d e  as well as i n  t h e  l a b o r a t o r y .  Not omi t ted ,  

e i t h e r ,  is  what some saw as  a r rogance  and a n  i m p e r i a l  a i r  - 
I n e v i t a b l e  f a l l o u t  when a s t e e l - w i l l e d  c a p t a i n  d r i v e s  h e l l - f o r -  

l ea the r  toward great o b j e c t i v e s .  

Through t h e  book f lows  a s t r eam of  v i g n e t t e s  of  t h e  makers 

o f  t h e  n u c l e a r  age - Bohr, Ruther ford ,  Fermi, Cockroft ,  Oppen- 

heimer, T e l l e r ,  t h e  Comptons, Conant, Bush, Seaborg, McMlllan, 

Alvarez,  Segre ,  General  Groves and o t h e r s .  There , too ,  are  the  ' 

names, p l a c e s  and e v e n t s  t h a t  are t h e  familiar f a b r i c  of  Bay 

Area l i f e .  

Genera l  readers may f i n d ,  i n  p l a c e s ,  a s u r f e i t  o f  s p e c i a l i z e d  

anecdo te ,  b u t  t h e y  w i l l  be rewarded as t h e y  p r e s s  on t o  new, 

broad ep i sodes  i n  Lawrence 's  c a r e e r .  

Everyone who knew Lawrence, p e r s o n a l l y  o r  by  r e p u t a t i o n ,  w i l l  

f i n d  new and s u r p r i s i n g  in fo rma t ion  and i n s i g h t s  i n t o  t h e  man. 

For  example, a l though  t h e  s t o r y .  I s  n'ot l a r g e  i n  t h e  book, C h i l d s  

r e v e a l s  t h e  f u l l  poignancy,  known o n l y  t o  a few, of t h e  postwar . 

c o n f l i c t  between Lawrence and Robert  Oppenheimer. I n  Chi lds  I 

hands, i t  reads l i k e  a Greek t r a g e d y .  
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The c l o s e n e s s  o f  t h e  p e r s o n a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between t h e  two 

i n  t h e  1930's s t a n d s  s u r p r i s i n g  and stark a g a i n s t  t h e  b i t t e r  

d i f f e r e n c e s  ove r  how t o  ach ieve  l a s t i n g  peace i n  a world of 

a tomic  bombs. 

Time d i d  some h e a l i n g ,  and a couple  cf yea r s  b e f o r e  h i s  

own dea th ,  Oppenhelrner vo lun tee red  t o  Chl lds  t h i s  benign 

e p i t a p h  f o r  h i s  o l d  f r i e n d :  I' . . . a man who 1s a g r e a t  

f r i e n d  o f  mine- someone t h a t  I saw . . . when t h e  cyc lo t ron  

began t o  upheave - it s o r t  of mushroomed - said t o  m e ,  ' I s  

E r n e s t  a n  ambi t ious  man?' I remember never  having  a sa t i s -  

f a c t o r y  answer t o  t h a t  q u e s t i o n .  It seemed t o  me that  a c t i o n ,  

movement, ambi t ion  were q u i t e  harmoniously matched, and when 

you say ambi t ious  you mean someone who wants  a p r i z e .  

l i k e d  g e t t i n g  It; 

the p r i z e . "  

E rnes t  

h e  l i k e d  working f o r  i t  more t h a n  he  wanted 

. 


