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"Hitler's Gift to American Science"

by Jeremy Bernstein

In 1940, I.I. Rabi, who would win the Nobel Prize four years later and who was already recognized as one of the best physicists in the United States, decided that he wanted to help the war effort. Projects were under way to design nuclear weapons, but Rabi felt that, while they might win the war eventually, without radar to help fight the /Luftwaffe /the war would be lost in the meantime. Rabi offered his services to Lee DuBridge, the director of the lab at MIT where the radar work was being done. DuBridge, Rabi told me later, "was a bit reluctant because there were suspicions about people from New York—Communist sympathies, and so on." But eventually DuBridge relented, and when Rabi arrived at the laboratory, he was amused to learn that he could access technical documents that DuBridge, who lacked the necessary security clearance, could not.

I thought of this often as I was reading the physicist Gordon Fraser's fascinating "The Quantum Exodus." In a series of mini-profiles, he tells the story of the scientists (mainly physicists) who were forced to flee Europe and the Nazis because they were Jewish. Many of them ended up in the United States and many of them worked on the atomic bomb, so valuable was their expertise, but I wondered how many of them would have gotten clearance to work on radar.

Robert Oppenheimer, the director at Los Alamos, was from New York, and though he was never a member of the Communist Party, he had been associated with every left-wing organization on the West Coast. His wife's first husband was a party member. His brother and sister-in-law, who also ended up in Los Alamos, had been members, as had some of Oppenheimer's students and close friends. But Gen. Leslie Groves, who ran the Manhattan Project, would have brought Attila the Hun aboard if he had known quantum mechanics.

Nearly all of Mr. Fraser's subjects tried to disguise their Jewishness. When the Nazi racial laws were enacted beginning in 1933, they all became Jews by decree. Rudolf—later Sir Rudolf—Peierls, born in Berlin in 1907 of Jewish ancestry, had been baptized as a child. At the time the racial laws went into effect, he was in England. There he stayed, eventually becoming a professor of physics at Birmingham and later at Oxford, where I got to know him.

He and his wife, Genia, always had one itinerant physicist or another boarding in their house. At the outbreak of the war in 1939, the physicist in residence was Austrian-born Otto Frisch, who with his aunt Lise Meitner had published the first correct description of fission earlier that year. Together Peierls and Frisch wrote two crucial reports explaining how an atomic bomb could be built. When Peierls went to Los Alamos in 1943, he brought along Klaus Fuchs, who had been another boarder. Fuchs was a Russian spy and gave the details of the bomb that was used on Nagasaki to the Russians, saving them a couple of years.

Mr. Fraser's book answered a question that had always puzzled me. I knew that Peierls was persuaded that the Germans were not working intensely on nuclear weapons because German scientists had remained in their respective universities rather than being corralled into a central research facility. But how did he know? It turns out that a German scientific editor functioned throughout the war as a British agent. He smuggled copies of the journal /Naturwissenchaften/ to Britain, from which Peierls could see how the articles had been signed. The institutional affiliations listed by the scientists gave away their locations.

Werner Heisenberg, one of the greatest physicists of the 20th century, chose to stay in Europe, even though he was accused by the Gestapo of being both a "white Jew"—a non-Jew who was supposedly Jewish by culture or ideology—and a homosexual. Heisenberg had had many Jewish associates, which put him at great risk. Mr. Fraser gives an account of how he was saved that I think is wrong. He writes that Heisenberg's grandfather was a personal friend of Himmler's father and that this is what saved him. The real story, as told in David Cassidy's definitive biography, "Beyond Uncertainty," is that Heisenberg's mother was a friend of Himmler's mother and went to her pleading that as mothers they should stick together.

Heisenberg was offered a job by Rabi at Columbia but stayed in Germany to work on nuclear energy. Just after the war the physicist Hans Bethe, another refugee who ended up in Los Alamos, met Heisenberg, who told him that he had wanted the Germans to win the war. Heisenberg had believed that if the Allies won, they would burn Germany to the ground, but that after a German victory the good Germans like himself would take over from the Nazis. Bethe could hardly believe what he was hearing.

The Polish-born nuclear physicist Joseph Rotblat, who worked at Los Alamos and whose wife was killed in the Holocaust, makes a cameo appearance in Mr. Fraser's book. Rotblat had had to leave his wife behind in Warsaw because he did not have the money to support both of them. He was never able to get her out, and in 1942 she was exterminated in a concentration camp. Now there is an excellent biography of him: "Keeper of the Nuclear Conscience," by the British physician and writer Andrew Brown.

Rotblat was born in 1908 into a prosperous Jewish family, but when his father lost his money in business, Rotblat had to go to work as an electrician. After five years he was able to attend the Free University in Warsaw, where he studied physics. He then went to Liverpool to work with James Chadwick, the discoverer of the neutron (and the subject of an earlier biography by Mr. Brown, "The Neutron and the Bomb"). 

Rotblat and Chadwick were an unlikely pair. Chadwick was laconic, and Rotblat was loquacious. But Chadwick was so impressed by Rotblat that when he went to Los Alamos he insisted that Rotblat be part of the British delegation. Rotblat refused to give up his Polish citizenship, but Gen. Groves made a special exemption, and Rotblat arrived in early 1944.

Only eight months later, Rotblat learned from Chadwick that, according to intelligence reports, the Germans had not made any headway in producing a bomb. Rotblat, who already had qualms about the project, decided to leave Los Alamos, which was not easy because of concerns about bomb technology being disseminated to other countries. But with Chadwick's help he returned to Liverpool. Later, Rotblat decided to work in nuclear medicine and spent the rest of his career as the professor of physics in St. Bartholomew's Hospital in London.

If Rotblat is known to the general public it is because of his efforts to control nuclear weapons. The campaign actually began at Los Alamos and other weapons laboratories after Hiroshima, but Rotblat helped to make it international. He was the founding spirit of the Pugwash Conference, first held in Pugwash, Nova Scotia, in 1957. The conferences provided a meeting place for scientists from all over the world working on arms control. What good they did in the end I am not sure, but Rotblat and Pugwash shared the Nobel Peace Prize in 1995. He continued his campaigning even into his 90s, co-writing a book called "War No More" in 2003. He died on August 31, 2005, at the age of 96.

—Mr. Bernstein's latest book, "Quantum Leaps," is about the cultural ramifications of the quantum theory.
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