








GEST PHOTOGALLERY 
 
 MANHATTAN (ATOMIC BOMB) PROJECT 
 1943-1946: UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO & 
  OAK RIDGE,TN; and EARLY MENTORS 
 
I was born in London, England (Whitechapel District*) 
in 1921. My parents (originally from Poland) came to 
the U.S. ca. 1922. When I was 7 years old, they became 
“naturalized” U.S. citizens in Philadelphia. Thus, I 
automatically became a U.S. citizen. Because of the very 
strict security requirements of the Manhattan Project, I 
was obliged to confirm my citizenship by taking an oath 
before a Federal judge in Chicago in 1943 [see 
certificate]. 
 
*The Whitechapel Bell Foundry has been making bells 
since 1420. The foundry cast our original Liberty Bell, 
which was exported to Philadelphia in 1752.  
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IU scientist had hand in nuclear discovery

July 17, 2005

Howard Gest was a young scientist recruited to work on the Manhattan Project and living in Chicago in 1943 when his
project leader announced that the team he'd put together was being transferred to a secret research site at Oak Ridge,
Tenn.

"He said it's going to be a scientific Valhalla, with all of these scientists in one place," Gest recalled recently, booming
out the words to match the grandiosity of the claim. "We get down there, we go through all of the armed guards and all
of that, and the first thing we see is that the streets are dirt. The only sidewalks are made of wooden slats. And when it
rained, everything was mud."

All of that changed in a remarkably short amount of time, of course. Four hundred buses transported thousands of
workers in and out of the secret facility daily and quickly built a city big enough to accommodate 75,000 people. Gest
worked at the Clinton Engineer Works with the first controllable nuclear reactor for experimental research, injecting
uranium samples into the reactor and then analyzing the results.

The unprecedented collaborative scientific effort at the Oak Ridge, Los Alamos and Hanford research facilities led to
the first explosion of an atomic bomb at Alamogordo, N.M., on July 16, 1945. On Aug. 6, a uranium-based bomb was
dropped on Hiroshima, Japan, followed two days later by the explosion of a plutonium bomb on Nagasaki.

Gest recently returned from a 60th anniversary gathering of scientists and other interested parties at Oak Ridge. "It was
a really interesting personal experience, to go back there and see the little house I lived in and tour some of the
facilities that I didn't even have the clearance to see back then," the retired Indiana University biologist said from his
office in Jordan Hall.

Adding to the surreal experience was the fact that the Tokyo Broadcasting System had a film crew shadowing the 83-
year-old scientist for much of the trip, and the Japan Broadcasting System also conducted an extensive interview with
the Meadowood resident. Both networks plan to air documentaries about the development of the atomic bomb to
coincide with the 60th anniversaries of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki attacks next month.

"Of course, the Japanese are particularly interested in the Szilard petition that I and many other scientists signed," Gest
said. "I was asked many, many questions about that."

The Szilard petition

The petition, drafted by physicist Leo Szilard, raised the issue of the moral obligations the United States would bear by
using the almost incomprehensible power of a nuclear weapon. Many scientists working on the Manhattan Project,
according to Gest, realized that this was about much more than building a bigger weapon and understood this would be
a leap through the looking glass - an exponential advance in understanding the power of the universe.

Petition signers recommended to the president of the United States that the bomb be first demonstrated to Japanese
officials to give them the opportunity to surrender.

Many scientists believed if they couldn't talk the government into a demonstration, then Japanese officials should at
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least be given adequate time to evacuate the civilian population should the bomb be dropped on a city.

Gest said the U.S. military separated the individual petitions circulated at the research sites (there were no fax
machines or e-mail messages at the time, of course) and thereby minimized the numbers and sentiments of the
scientists. "They basically prevented it from reaching President Truman," he said. "I don't believe he ever saw it."

The petition became an item of special interest to Gest many years later when it was mentioned in the Washington Post
as an example of petitions to the president culled from the National Archives in a 1990 exhibition.

"The story said something to the effect that there were 60 to 70 signers, and I knew that was wrong. There were more
than that who signed it at Oak Ridge," Gest said.

He now believes there were 150 to 160 signers and he was proud to be among them.

"More than 95 percent of the roughly 225,000 people killed in Hiroshima and Nagasaki were civilians, and most of
them were women and children," he said.

"At least half of the victims died horrible deaths from radiation poisoning in the months following," Gest added, his
strong voice quavering at the mental image.

War's end

The IU biologist challenges the conventional thinking that the bomb, originally intended to be used against Germany,
conclusively ended the conflict with Japan.

"We were already bombing the hell out of Japan, and they were in really bad shape. Various military officers have
theorized that they would have surrendered by November, anyway."

He cited historians in the U.S. and Japan who have suggested that the conventional bombing and the Soviet Union's
invasion of Manchuria already had Japan working on terms of surrender that they hoped would stop short of
"unconditional."

Gest acknowledged that the Japanese emperor did have a significant problem with the fanatical element of his military.
Still, he said, the numbers of potential American casualties from an invasion of Japan have been greatly inflated, and
the second bomb dropped on Nagasaki was almost certainly unnecessary.

Despite all of this, the distinguished professor emeritus of microbiology acknowledged tremendous pride in both
having worked on the Manhattan Project personally and having been a part of one of history's greatest achievements.

And while the sentiments behind the Szilard petition did not prevail in the short term, the voice of scientists almost
certainly played a role in the creation of the Atomic Energy Commission that put nuclear issues under civilian rather
than military control.

The successful development of the atomic bomb through the Manhattan Project took just three years. And in the past
60, that research has led to phenomenal advances in biology, biochemistry, medicine, agriculture and energy.

After the war

Gest was invited to enroll at MIT to earn a Ph.D. in nuclear chemistry after the war, but decided to return to his initial
field of study, biology. His career in research was informed by his work on the Manhattan Project, but his primary area
of study has been in photosynthesis, the source of oxygen that makes plant and human life possible.

"I once wrote an essay about my research career entitled, 'Directed Serendipity' in which you make a discovery by
accident and that leads you to something else, and you make another discovery by accident and that leads you to
something else. I mean, I started out in microbiology and got involved in atomic energy and wound up in a laboratory
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where photosynthetic energy was the main topic - and that broadened out into other things," he said.

The visit to Oak Ridge certainly rekindled a lot of memories. "You know, to this day, when you hear people talking
about some huge problem, they'll say, 'You know what we need? We need an effort like the Manhattan Project to
solve this.' I think they'll be saying that for a long time to come," Gest said. 

Indiana University professor Howard Gest holds a "rabbit" that had been used to put uranium slugs into a reactor at the
Oak Ridge National Laboratory. Gest worked at Oak Ridge on the Manhatten Project and recently visited the facility
to commemorate its 60th anniversary. Aaron Bernstein | Hoosier Times

Copyright: HeraldTimesOnline.com 2005
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Commentary

The magic of discovery never ends for IU’s Gest

March 4, 2007

Howard Gest shakes his head with an ambivalent fatherly pride when he notes that his son, Ted, is a workaholic.

He knows that I know Ted, who is a veteran journalist based in Washington, D.C., a leader of at least two major
journalism organizations, a senior fellow at the University of Pennsylvania and a top-level competitive Scrabble
player, among other things.

But the acorn didn’t fall far from the tree. Before sitting down over lunch Friday, I met Howard at his Jordan Hall
office on the Indiana University campus to take a look at his newest progeny, a gargantuan, 1,300-page tome titled
Discoveries in Photosynthesis.

“This is a unique book,” he said, gesturing at the massive volume because it’s far too heavy and unwieldy to wave
around. “It’s a comprehensive history of research from over 200 years. I don’t know of anything in the biological
sciences that even starts to approach this kind of effort.”

Gest and his colleague Govindjee from the University of Illinois began compiling and editing material for the book
five years ago and added two additional editors along the way: J. Thomas Beatty from the University of British
Columbia and John F. Allen from Queen Mary University of London. Springer, a major publisher of scientific and
academic materials, released the book last fall at a retail price of $385.

The effort appears to have been well worth it. Consider this partial review from Current Science:

“Discoveries in Photosynthesis is easily among the most outstanding and valuable books published in the biological
sciences in the last 100 years,” it begins. “Insofar as the plant sciences are concerned, it may indeed be in the rank of a
classic because it not only deals with one of the most remarkable processes sustaining life on our planet, but also
because of its unique authoritative style where the greatest investigators of photosynthesis describe, in their own
words, the discoveries they have made or those made by their close colleagues, many of whom have passed away.”

Five of Gest’s papers are included in Discoveries in Photosynthesis, a testimony to his own contributions to research
in the field while a faculty member in microbiology and the history and philosophy of science at IU.

At age 85, Gest remains conversant on a broad range of contemporary subjects, and on Friday, laughed about the
timeliness of his recent rediscovery of a paper he wrote in 1980. The paper, titled “Fermentation: Fuels For
Tomorrow,” lays out in detail the possibilities for supplementing the nation’s energy needs with alcohol made from
plant fermentation.

Biofuels such as ethanol are now the rage. “I was amazed when I read what I’d written 26 years ago,” Gest said. “It
could have been written last month, given what people are talking about today. I have to admit, I was surprised that
my article was that good.”

The professor emeritus really doesn’t have time to get back into that subject, however. His current passion is the
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discovery of 500 pages of records written by the English scientist, Robert Hooke, whom Gest and many others credit
for pioneering studies into microbiology. Gest believes that history has shortchanged Hooke by overemphasizing the
contributions of the Dutch layman, Antoni van Leeuwenhoek.

The Royal Society of London obtained Hooke’s newly discovered records and is transcribing his handwritten notes
and observations. “My plan is to go to London and see what they have, probably in May,” Gest said. “This is
exciting.”

To a workaholic. 

Howard Gest

Copyright: HeraldTimesOnline.com 2007























































































 
CREDITS 
 
News articles about H. Gest in the Herald-Times 
(Bloomington) were written by Mike Leonard 
 
The photograph of Nobel Laureates associated with the 
Manhattan Project appeared in a “Commemorative 
Calendar published in 2005 by the Manhattan Project 
Heritage Assoc, Inc. Other photographs were originally 
made by unknown persons or members of H. Gest’s family. 
 
The profile of H. Gest in American Society for 
Microbiology News, June 2004 (vol. 70, p. 271) was 
written by Marlene Cimons, a freelance writer. 
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