
MANHATTAN PROJECT — ASSIGNMENT 1 — ESSAY DRAFT 

BACKGROUND 
On Dec. 7, 1941, Pearl Harbor, a naval base in Hawaii, was bombed by Japan, and the United 
States declared war on Japan the next day. Meanwhile WWII had already been raging in 
Europe for two years (since Hitler invaded Poland on Sept. 1, 1939).


In 1942, the Manhattan Project became a large and secret U.S. military project. Over the next 
few years 500,000 people contributed to the project. Very few knew what they were 
contributing to.


On August 6, 1945, the U.S. destroyed Hiroshima with the Little Boy atomic bomb. Little Boy 
exploded with the power of 15,000 tons of conventional explosives. (A ton is 2,000 pounds.) 
On August 9, 1945, the U.S. destroyed Nagasaki with the Fat Man atomic bomb. Fat Man 
exploded with the power of 20,000 tons of conventional explosives.


For comparison, a Boeing B-17 Flying Fortress could carry 4 tons or 8,000 pounds of 
explosives, and a Boeing B-29 Superfortress could carry 10 tons or 20,000 pounds of 
explosives. In other words, a single bomber, carrying a single atomic bomb, could do as much 
damage as about 1,000 bombers could do if they dropped their bombs all at once on a single 
target.


PROMPT 
If you were recruited by the U.S. military in 1942 to work on a secret project that you were told 
could change the outcome of WWII, what would you have done, assuming you had the 
freedom to accept or refuse the recruitment? How would you have felt about this decision? 


Consider both possibilities: (1) That due to secrecy, you do not know the ultimate goal of the 
secret project, only that it is a very large and important weapons project, or (2) that you are an 
insider and you know that the project goal is to produce atomic bombs.


OTHER DIRECTIONS 
This can and should be draft-quality rather than finished quality. It is meant to be from the 
heart, like a journal entry of someone actually making the decision to be part of the Manhattan 
Project, rather than an argumentative and analytical essay. Unlike a private journal entry, it will 
be shared with your classmates for discussion. You do not need to research the paper.


LENGTH 
500 words, double-spaced, occupying two pages (adjust spacing and font to keep it so if you 
are a little off).


DUE 
By email, before class on Tuesday, Jan. 17 (9:30am). Simply turning it in counts as a regular 
assignment. (Most assignments will be problem sets, not essays.)


AGAIN 
This can be draft quality. It will be read by others. it will otherwise not be graded. You will be 
revisiting this draft later.
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    Scientist Journal Assignment 

Feb 23, 1943                   Berkeley, CA   

 It seems that the “project” that devoured Reese (a hundred days ago now, and nearing a 

date sort of like our anniversary, although I know he’d hate me calling it that) is set to devour me 

too.  

 On my way back from the lab, alone straight stooped mile walk, I noticed a man 

following me. I thought of walking past the house but I was tired. I hadn’t taken my shoes off 

when I heard a knock at the door. I couldn’t avoid it. Three of them came in cordial like. 

 They asked me what I knew about a laboratory in New Mexico. I said I didn’t know and I 

didn’t lie. They asked me what I knew about “a national research project” and I said is that what 

has taken everyone smart away from here? Then they said that they can say nothing more until I 

agreed to go and signed a contract. They said they needed people like me and that this project is 

of great importance to the war effort. I said why do you need me? They said they couldn’t say 

anything more. They put the pen in my hand and I signed. It felt automatic. I asked for more and 

they said that I leave tomorrow. I will be driven. All will be explained in New Mexico. Wait, I 

said, tell me is it dangerous? He was out the door. Wait, I said, how many will die? He slowed. 

He said sir, that is none of your concern. 



 So I am packed for the desert. I remember the night Reese showed up at my house at 

three AM all frantic and out of breath. He said he was leaving and couldn’t say where he was 

leaving to. He said is it wrong if I don’t mean to do anything wrong? I couldn’t answer. He was 

crying. He said to come in the bathroom and turned on the faucet and the shower and hunched 

over beneath the counter. They’re close, he said, no one knows how close they are. As soon as 

they get the materials, he said? I didn’t know what he was talking about. Every atom split, he 

said, no just a tenth or a percent of fifty or a hundred or just a pound. Cities just gone.   

 I didn’t think of this with the pen in my hand, but it wouldn’t have changed my choice. I 

am a scientist, not a killer. This bomb is inevitable. I would rather we drop it on some Nazi 

military camp than they drop it on London or sneak it into Washington. I’d rather feel like I’m 

changing history than sit here subject to it. Imagine if they won and I was sitting here lecturing to 

quarter-full auditoriums if I’m lucky. Whatever happens, this was no choice. I had to go. If 

something goes wrong I was just solving a problem that I was especially suited to solve. If 

anything happens that kills anybody I’m sorry. We were just faster. 

 And maybe Reese will be there.  

 


