INTERVIEW WITH DR. VANNEVAR BUSH

August 20, 1944

I began my interview with Dr. Bush promptly at 9:00 a.m. - the first
item on his deily calendar. He receivedme im his impressive new office but with
the utmost informality. The man is poaitiVely_mégngtic:>‘friendly, shrewd, frank
and made of steel springs. ' n L il ;

On the formation of OSRD he said thut he had b=gun thlnklng about the
subject soon after the outbreak of wer in 1939. He talked over the problem on a
nuﬁber of occasions during the winter of the phony war with men like Compton and
- Conant. There was general agreement that something oﬁghi to be done. "Thers were
half a dozen plans around this town", but it was 1mpossible to get any action in

the winter of thé phoﬁy war. It was only the victorﬂmusGerman offensive of April
and May of 1940, and the invasion of the low countriegfg%ton&ted the activity..
‘When France fell Professor Tolman moved sast fully aware that something would be
done in the near future.

Dr. Bush had his preliminary conversations with Barry Hopkins who was
interested, as Secretary of Commerce, in the formation of the Inventors Gouncil.u
The two projects were launched simultaneously. Thie was the period (gs indicated
above ( when all sorts of proposals were:being made. Bﬁéh outlined his_ide& guc-
cinctly in a few paragraphs on one sheet of paper calling for a war research or-
ganization. ie spent only 15 minutes with the President who approved the plan
with an annotation: "0.K. FDR." [;abe ?) He had a s&ries of conversations with
Army and Navy people.and spenﬁ one day appointing peoéle by 'telephone.

Bush, within about a week, had split the organization into fowr divi-
sions of about the same sizevand importance. He determined to let the Chairman
of each division choose the men who were to iork‘under hiﬁ, and let them decide

on the organization of their division.




Bush and Compton had been clear from the beginﬁing that oné of Compton's
subdivisions should be devoted to radio detection. DBush says that he envisaged
the genersl problem of detection and not merely micfowa&es. te was very specific
about this. For scme time before the foundation of NDRC Bush had known aboug radar,
not only in the American Navy and the American Afmy, But about British radar and
French radar. "I msde it my business to know what wes going on.” He wes unwill-
ing to divulge his sources of off-the-record information. [}ossibly A, V.o EXXE
was one of theé].

The atmosphere was not hospitable in the Services for cooperation with
civilians. The érmy and Nevy even kept things from one’another. The Navy end
the Army had separste developments in fire control, in fact, the Navy refused for
a long time to tell Army aided-laying. In ome plant engineers working on Army
fire control were not allowed to talk to those working on Navy fire control [gven
now the Navy refuses to let the Army use proximity fuseé]. Certain restrictions
were laid cdown in the matter of NDHC work. Fgr a time there waé no NDRC work on
anti-submerine work, the Navy saying they had the problem licked, until latér the
NDRC came to the rascﬁé of the sonar program that had completely bogged down. "It
is one of the big sgcandals of ihe war."

To illustrate the attitude that was found in the Services, Bush recalled
a remérk in 2 conference with himself and Dr. Jewelt made by General Mauborgnes:
"When & nation goes to war it is necessary to freeze all new developments - develop-
ment should stop because production problems of the present day are so vast. TYou
have to fight a war with what you h&ver“ There were, however, military minds more
sympathetic to the NDHC. Dr. Bush ﬁenbioned‘eapecially Genersl G. V. Strong, who
was the War Department's liaison fepresentative on the COmmittge, and whom he urged
me to telk to. Another supporter was General Dillon, am old friend and ¥West Pointer.
Actuslly as early as 1939 Bush was trying tc get & new G in the Army. l%anted.a
Gg for science to put consideration of gcientific research on a high echelonj

This was actually brought before the general staff and voied down [%hen i]. The




B

effort to get the armed forces to do this.finaliy.succéeded 1n 1943 [éy ths appoint-
ment of General Henry ss scientific officer in the Secretarybdf ¥arts office, or
by the creation of the Joint Rew Weapons Commnittee of the Joint Chiefs, of which
Bush is Chairman. Bush revived the ides in ‘the 13 p. paper "0rgaenization of De-
fense HResearch"™ prepared in FebruaryQMarcﬁ 1941 for tﬁé Bureau of tﬁe Budaget. See
notes of Chalkely's family albu!].
I gathered from my talk with.Bushvhﬁat iheiééif%%bf tﬁe‘detection pro-
blem to microwaves was in part due to thé’n@ééssity of mot tresdimg on the toes
of the Services. As it turned out, as Dr. Bush put it, “ﬁe rup awey with the ball.®
In r;sponse to éussticns about the British #ission he replied that he
discussed the problem of scientific interchange with A, V. Hill during ihe latter's
viaif. No officialrcontacts had been established, heowever, and "ge didn't get fer.m

The Tizard liission was prepared for by an aide memoire that wes signed by Presi-

dent Roosevelt and the British Ambassador, ths lete Lord Lothian. It was very
broad. It was to be & military interchange - the mission wes accredited to the
Military, and it was understood that the civilians would have to "get together
behind the barn". Upon the arrivel of the mission, Bush saw Sir Henry and sgreed
they had better not get togethecr until after the militery exchanges had taken
place. The interchaﬁge was not campleteiy>free. The Americans refused to release
information about the Norden’bombsight. Lord Lothian spoke of the Americans hav-
ing an obsession on the question of bomb sights. It was Dr. Bush's opinion that
the British were farther advaenced in the transmitters and that the American longer
wave radar had better receivers. | |

Dr. Bush was very definite that "We were all immediately convinced thdt '
we needed a central laboratory® Iéate é] although the general philesophy had been
to uée existing facilities es much as possible and have great decentralization.
Thisiwaa partly to save time, partly to save momey. Dr. Bush had éonversations

on the subject with Dr. Compton and Alfred Loomis. Loomis urged thut the labora-




tory he established here ih Washington, set up under the Carnegie Institution. ®I
protested, and we had a hell of an argument that took half the night and a bottle .
of scotch.” Bush's objection mps not that the spuce was umavailable =zt terrestrial
magnetism, it was rather thst he knew the sst-up cut there intimately and that he
would have disciplinzry and administrative troubles with one or more persone, whom
he was careful not to mention out there. Loomis still held on to the idea of Wash-
ington, and the Bolling Field idea was considered. Dr. Bush sazid thet suggestion 1
"didn't really fall through® but thet MIT-siggested itself as a better altermative.
#hen it was proposed Dr. Compton ™made the same objections I had.”

In response to my question about the relative importance of Loomis and
Bowles he stressod the emergy end determination of Alfred qumis. But it #as nec-
essary to "give him plenty of steers}léo St;er him ihtové path." Bowies, on the
Microwave Committee, was only Loomis' aide. "I; vas always & ppwerful group," re-
marked Dr. Bush. » \ ; l )

Dr. Bush was very lympathetic{yiﬁh Bowies in the matter of the conflict
et the Radistion Laboratory. PMIT was a physicist's show" and Dr. Coumpton kanted
it th:t{ way. "Bowles represented the centef of thought" that some engineering
and engineering methods might well be tried in the Radiation Laboratory, but "it
was Bowles sgainst the fileld - they pasted hell out of him.®

Bowles' appointment to the Secretary of War's office was not = kicking
upstairs of Bowles to alleviate & difficult situsiion (though it hud that effect).
It was the result of a request from the Secretary of War. "The man with the great-
est vision in the War Department is the old Secretary. A lawyer, and an old man,
he yet has more vision than anyone else in the Army. 1 had &« numbsr of coaversa-
tions with Mr, Stimpson, on where the war was.going, and so forth, had talks with
him at his home. He was unhappy atl the ﬁay radar was being used or not sufficientl&
used in the Army. The use of radar in the Battle of Britain had sst him on fire.

He wasn't satisfied with the way things were going in the irmy. He got the idea




independently of joining a man to his stafi who would be cognizant of important
developments and keep him informed. DBundy got hold of me." Loomis, who had met
with the Decretary and discussed radar, seem=d & logical person {ovr the job. But
Loomis was & relative both of the Secretary snd of Bundy and they wished to avoid
& suggestion of nepotism. So Bowlss was sppointed. Er. Bush spoke of Bouwles ag
having done a "gorgeous piece of work. The Secretary hed bsen bubtting in all
over the Army and everybody got the jitlers. This stopped when Bowles took over.
He has become virtuslly an Agsistsnt Secretuary of Rar for radar."

Bush evidently had a high regard for Bowles and sided with’the engineer's
point of view in the malter of tie loboratory's history. Far from looking upon
K. Ts Compton as Eaking a middle of the weod position he spoke of him as wanting
it to be "a physicist's show." Bowles had tried to sst up an encineering office
at ¥IT but these wouldn't use it.

Bush spoke of the constitution of the Microaaﬁe Committee us having "at
the outset worked well %o get a nmeeting of minds with Industry.” Bat afﬁer s while
"The Radiation Laboratory took the ball ang'ran Bway ."

Dr. Bush spoke of the shift in orgenization (ereation of OSRD ?) when
the structure became Totalitarian. Ee said ﬂ;weQQr hé ﬁés "not demn focl enough®
to think he could enforce that had hq_wanﬁéd'to. _He}h&d a-ﬁolicyiofméncbufaging
es much sutonomy as possible, he encoufaged di;ect céntac£ with the Services. He
took moves to reduce centrel control. ‘“ ‘

We discussed the opposition éf ﬁﬁe ﬁig’ébmﬁdhiés fo the development of
the Laboratory and the rise of the smalixébﬁganies. Jewett, it seemed, had désired
to confine to the Radiation Laboratory the fundamental research; There were "lots
of fights with Jewett" apparently some fairly rip-snorting ones. One nearly dis-
rupted the organization. Dr. Bush spoke of the Big Companies as being "damn con-
ceited" but the RL physicists were "algo conceited.® There were times when he felt

‘1like saying "e plague on both‘your houses." Both the big conpanies and the smsll

companies have their serious faults. Bush azppears to feel that the struggle has



had a beneficial effect on both the smell and big compenies. But, he concluded,

Bilie stuff nmever would have bean cdone if the bigz companies had dons 1t.*



