
 
Discussion Question Answers 

Women and the Manhattan Project 
 
1. Mary Lou Curtis 
 
1. She was born August 15th, 1911 in Oxford, Ohio. (not from interview) 
2. Yes, at Miami University. 
3. Took the job to support her family until her husband was out of the Army. 
4. She working in the labs, “counting particles or X-rays that came off of radioactive material, and [she] 

had to determine the purity and the amount. [She] developed techniques for doing this.” She 
developed the techniques for measuring alpha-emitters and determining the parts per million 
quantities of plutonium-236 and 238. 

5.  
a.  [NOT MENTIONED] 
b. (Student’s opinion) 

6. She said that “It was a handicap being a woman” and that she knows “that [she] had to be better at 
what [she] was doing than any man that wanted [her] job.” She worked with many other women (at 
least twenty-five) in the “Counting Room,” where they measured the radioactive materials. The 
other women carried out the techniques that she developed. 

7.  [DOESN’T ADDRESS LIFE OUTSIDE OF WORK]. She and the girls that she worked with would eat 
lunch together, either they would pile into a station wagon and go to lunch or they would have a 
potluck lunch in the lab (until they were warned that that could be unsafe). 

8.   
a.  She knew that she was working on a “secret weapon.” She was told that “The Germans 

[were] working on it too, and whoever gets it first [would] win the war.” 
b.  She was told “never to use the term outside of this lab of ‘Manhattan Project.’” She did 

not know what anyone in any of the other labs was working on. 
c.  [UNCLEAR] 

9.  She “never felt guilty about [dropping the bomb] because in the first place [she] had two brothers 
in the service and [her] husband.” She thought that dropping the bomb had ended the war and 
saved the lives that would have been lost if the US had to have invade Japan. (Student agrees or 
disagrees). 

10.  (Student opinion) 
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2. Gladys Evans 
 
1. Raised in Sweetwater, Tennessee, born on August 20, 1923. [BIRTHDAY NOT IN INTERVIEW] 
2. I don’t think so. [UNCLEAR] 
3. She knew of the boys from her town that were fighting and dying in the war. When she heard that 

there was a war effort happening at Oak Ridge, she wanted to be involved, so she went there to get 
a job. 

4.  She had a few different jobs. First she was hired in the personnel office. Then, she worked in 
Records where she added up production for the day. From there she went to production where she 
“worked on the cubicle.”  

5.   
a. The level of security and secrecy around their work frightened Gladys. They also lived in very 

tiny homes and made so little money that she would sometimes run out of food between 
paychecks, but that didn’t seem to bother her too much. 

b. (Student’s opinion) 
6.  [NOT MENTIONED] 
7.  They did not have much time off. She would travel home when she could, which wasn’t very often 

because of how much they worked. She had different living situations during her time there. She 
lived off site but had a very long commute. She lived in the flattops and dormitory-type housing at 
Oak Ridge. She would go to “tennis court dances” and to the ice skating rink on dates. 

8.   
a. She knew that she was contributing to the war effort and she suspected that they were 

building a bomb.  
b.  There were signs around the facilities that warned the workers against talking about 

their work. They were told not to even talk to the people that they directly worked with 
about what they were doing. She knew that there were undercover security officers 
looking out for people talking about their work. 

c.  She did not know that they were building an atomic bomb until after the first bomb was 
dropped. She read about it in the Oak Ridge newspaper in 1945. 

9.  She felt eerie because she didn’t know what it was that she had been working on all that time. She 
felt that dropping the bomb was necessary. She thought that so many soldiers had already been 
killed and that “we’d have lost twice as many” if we had invaded Japan. 

10.  (Student’s opinion) 
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3. Reba Holmberg 
 
1.  She was born in 1923 in Robertsville, Tennessee. 
2. Yes, to the University of Tennessee. 
3. Holmberg’s family lived on land that was dispossessed for the construction of the Oak Ridge project. 

After that happened, her parents and grandparents all took jobs on the project. After she graduated 
from college she was able to get a job there because her college roommate’s dad was the personnel 
manager and because her family had worked there. 

4. When she first started working there, she worked in the reproduction room, “running of materials 
[and] turning drums.” Then she asked her mother to use her connections to try to get her a better 
job. Because Reba had earned a Bachelor of Science degree, she was able to work in an analytical 
chemistry lab. 

5.   
a. It was hard for her and her family that their land had been dispossessed for the construction 

of Oak Ridge. They lost their farming land and were not able to buy as much land elsewhere. 
b. (Student’s opinion) 

6.  There were not many women chemists. They “had a lady glassblower, but not many ladies working 
in the lab.” 

7. She continued to live in her family’s home and traveled to Y-12 with her mother, because they both 
worked there. There were clubs for “most every hobby or interest you had.” She went to the dances 
on the tennis court and at the recreation buildings, which held dances most Friday nights. 

8.   
a.  [NOT MENTIONED] 
b. When her family had to move off of their land, they weren’t allowed to take the crops out of 

their fields because of the high security. “They were scared somebody would hide 
someplace among the bales of hay or the stacks of corn.” 

c.  [NOT MENTIONED] 
9.  [NOT MENTIONED] 
10. (Student’s opinion) 
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4. Lilli Hornig 
 
1. Lilli Hornig was born on March 22, 1921 in what is now the Czech Republic, about 50 miles north and 

slightly east of Prague. 
2. Yes, she went to Bryn Mawr as an undergraduate and to Harvard, then Brown, for graduate school. 
3. She and her husband were both chemists and her husband was recruited to work on the Manhattan 

Project. 
4. First she worked in a lab “with plutonium, determining the solubility of various plutonium salts.” 

From there, she moved on to work “measuring shock fronts from potential implosions trying to get a 
perfect segment of the sphere on the shock front.” 

5.   
a. [UNCLEAR] 
b. (Student’s opinion) 

6. She faced discrimination in graduate school at Harvard. She had to go to another building and ask 
for a key to use the bathroom because there was no bathroom in the building that she studied and 
worked in. When she first went there she was told to retake undergraduate courses because “the 
girls always have trouble with physical chemistry.” In her first lab she worked with one other 
woman. 

7. She lived with her husband and children in a nice house at Los Alamos. They did a lot of camping and 
hiking and they would ski in the winter. 

8.   
a. She knew that she was working on a bomb that was meant to deter Hitler. 
b. There was a man that would sit in on their “weekly section meetings where [they] reported 

little bits of information.” 
c.  [UNCLEAR] She seems to have known all along that they were working on an atomic bomb. 

9.  She had signed a petition, after the Trinity test for the bomb to not be used. After it was dropped 
she had “an odd mix of feelings…certainly some triumph and the destruction was just so incredible.” 
She thinks they’ve “all been a little haunted by that over the years.” 

10.  (Student’s opinion) 
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5. Celia Szapka Klemski 
 
1. She was born on May 17th, 1919 in Pennsylvania. 
2. She did not go to college. 
3. She went to New York City to get out of Pennsylvania and she had a job there working in a military 

office. Some of the people from her office were transferred to Oak Ridge. 
4. She worked as a secretary, she took dictation and transcribed notes. 
5.   

a. She was worried about her brothers at war. When she wrote home to ask about them, her 
inquiries would be blacked out before they got to her mother. 

b. (Student’s opinion) 
6. She did not mention discrimination, but she did say that she worked with a lot of other women. 
7. She lived in a dorm with a roommate until she got married. The first house that she had with her 

husband was one of the 4-plex dormitories, then they moved from house to house in Oak Ridge as 
they had more children. For fun, she’d go to the tennis court dances. 

8.   
a. She didn’t know anything about it when she first went. 
b. When she worked as a secretary for a general in NYC, she transcribed documents that 

turned out to be confidential. She was warned about being careful who she talked to and 
what she said. She suspected that there were spies around. 

c.  She found out that they were working on an atomic bomb after the bomb was dropped and 
she read about it in the newspapers. 

9. She was relieved after the bomb was dropped because she wouldn’t have to be secretive about 
their work anymore and she was excited that the war was over. 

10. (Student’s opinion) 
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6. Rosemary Lane 
 
1. She was born on September 8th, 1921 in Holy Cross, Iowa. 
2. She earned an RN (Registered Nursing) degree from Loyola University and the credits were 

applicable to getting a B.S. 
3. She was considering joining the service until she was offered a job by her former professor at Oak 

Ridge that would still contribute to the war effort “by serving in this ultra-secret wonderful project.” 
4.  She was a nurse. She started off as an emergency room nurse and developed into being in charge of 

the nursing department and the outpatient department. She helped set up the clinics, helped 
develop protocol and standing orders for setting up clinics. 

5.   
a. [UNCLEAR] 
b. (Student’s opinion) 

6.  She did not comment on any discrimination that she faced, but she talked about the unfortunate 
conditions and intense segregation of white and black people at Oak Ridge. She worked with many 
other women. 

7. When she first got there, she lived in a dormitory. After the hospital was built they also built housing 
for the nurses, which was nicer than the dorms. They had a recreation center, music, theaters, an 
orchestra, tennis courts, organized ball games, bowling, softball, baseball, and teams to figure out 
activities for people to do. 

8.   
a.  In regard to the medical radiation therapy, she “knew that there was some experimental 

work going on, but did not know what it was.” She did not seem to know what Oak Ridge 
was producing, she said that no one could figure out what was happening in Oak Ridge, just 
that it was a big project but no one saw any products leaving the facilities. 

b. There were gates and fences around the area of Oak Ridge. It was emphasized to them how 
important and secret the project was. You had to make arrangements if you wanted to have 
a visitor. 

c.  She found out the day after the bomb had been dropped. 
9. She felt relieved because the war was over and she had a brother in the service. She also felt sad 

and wondered if it was really necessary. She never felt that it was not justified because the US had 
warned Japan and so many soldiers had died already. 

10.  (Student’s opinion) 
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7. Dorothy McKibbin 
 
1. She was born on December 12, 1897 [BIRTHDAY NOT FROM INTERVIEW] and she was brought up in 

Kansas City. 
2. She went to Smith College. 
3. She was trying to find a new job after WWII had started. She was offered $120/month for a job at a 

bank. Then, she was offered $150/month for a secretary job connected with the site at Los Alamos, 
and she took the secretary job. 

4. She initially worked as a secretary. Then she helped to direct the people moving through Santa Fe to 
Los Alamos and ran a hotel in Frijoles Canyon for the people on their way to and from Los Alamos. 
Later on, after the war, she would screen people trying to get to Los Alamos seeking a job. 

5.   
a. She talked about the awful living conditions at Los Alamos. They didn’t have sidewalks, there 

was constantly construction, it was very muddy, the houses were very small and they had 
difficult cooking stoves. [It’s unclear if she lived in that housing or not]. 

b. (Student’s opinion) 
6.  She worked with many other women. There were some women scientists. 
7.  She spoke of people from Los Alamos taking hiking trips in nearby mountains and by a nearby lake. 
8.   

a. She only knew that she was doing something that had to do with the war. As she visited Los 
Alamos labs, she gained an idea about what they were doing there but never seemed to 
know what they were doing specifically. 

b.  She never knew much about what was going on so she couldn’t leak any important 
information. She acted as one level of security because she would only let people into the 
offices and arrange for their trips up to Los Alamos if she had specifically been told to expect 
them. 

c.  [NOT MENTIONED] 
9.  [NOT MENTIONED] 
10.  (Student’s opinion) 
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8. Anne McKusick 
 
1. She was born in Rochester, New York in 1922. 
2. She earned her bachelor’s degree from Cornell University, and received her medical doctorate from 

Johns Hopkins University. 
3. [NOT MENTIONED DIRECTLY] She likely joined the Manhattan Project because it was an opportunity 

to research physics, which was not too common for women at that point. 
4. She worked on separating uranium isotopes during the Project. After the war, dissuaded by the 

ceiling for women in physics, she switched to the field of medicine. 
5.  

a. She describes working six days a week and living in a small house with 6 (and later 12) girls 
packed in with one shared bathroom. She also briefly mentions the difficulties in food 
rationing. 

B.   (Student’s Opinion) 
6. She was the only woman physicist she knew of working at Y-12 in Oak Ridge, Tennessee. While she 

didn’t face direct discrimination, she knew there was a limit to how far she could advance as a 
woman. 

7. She speaks enthusiastically about life outside of work. Despite hardships like cramped housing, 
secrecy and food/supply rationing, she fondly remembers her time at Oak Ridge. She mentions 
fishing, picnicking, and spelunking as activities she and her friends did for recreation. 

8.  
a. She mentions that although she was well trained on her specific tasks, she was unaware of 

what she was working on, as everything had code names.  
b. Secrecy was enforced by codenames and words for the various types of work performed, 

mandatory buses into and out of the facility, as well as training staff to not discuss the work 
at all (she jokingly mentions brainwashing). 

c. She found out it was a bomb on the radio. 
9. She reacted negatively to the news of the bombing. She didn’t seem to regret the development, but 

recalls wishing the radio would be turned off. (Student’s Opinion). 
10. (Student’s Opinion). 
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9. Evelyne Litz 
 
1. She was born in Chicago, Illinois. [DATE NOT MENTIONED] 
2. She went to college at Wright Junior College and studied Art History and Language.  
3. She was married to a physicist working on the Manhattan Project. He was originally at the 

Metallurgical Lab but transferred to Los Alamos. There, she began working for the medical system 
because she simply applied for the position (likely monetary need). 

4. She originally monitored dust radioactivity in the labs, then later became the head of the catalog 
room (due to her librarian’s background) in the library, where she handled filing and requests. 

5.  
a. She mentions the food rationing, and also losing a pet dog. But overall, she describes her 

experience at Los Alamos very positively. 
b. She recalls being the second person to see metallic plutonium. (Student’s Opinion). 

6. She doesn’t mention discrimination during the Project 
7. She speaks very positively about life outside of work at the sites. She had children while at Los 

Alamos, and mentioned renting and riding horses, visiting Native American Ruins, and dances. 
8.  

a. She did not know what was being worked on at the sites, even though her husband was one 
of the scientists and she had high clearance. 

b. She mentions phone censorship and levels of clearance.  
c. She mentions realizing something important was going on when her family tried to observe 

a nuclear test, and then realizing via the radio what the work had been for. 
9. She mentions being very solemn. (Student’s Opinion). 
10. (Student’s Opinion).  
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10. Mary Lowe Michel 
 
1. She was from Wilmington, North Carolina. [DATE NOT MENTIONED] 
2. [UNCLEAR] She mentions attending some night school, but it is not discussed when or where.  
3. [UNCLEAR] She came with her family in 1944 as her father had taken a job in Oak Ridge, Tennessee, 

and she began to work as a clerk/typist at the Manhattan Project Site there.  
4. She started as a typist at Jackson Square, then K-25, and eventually she became a technician in the 

lab and cleaned and analyzed the bulbs and sampled liquids. 
5.  

a. She mentions the rationing and food being particularly heinous. 
b. (Student’s Opinion). She mentions cleaning the labs and tanks with no masks or breathing 

apparatus, and later discovering she had lead poisoning and a weakened immune system 
6. She was one of many female typists, and mentions not knowing of many women in the sciences. She 

doesn’t mention any overt discrimination at the workspace, but does mention one incident where a 
man impersonated a security officer to get her phone number. 

7. She mentions life outside work as very fun. Shen mentions dances, and a general congenial 
atmosphere, despite some “bad behavior.”  

8.  
a. She didn’t know much about what was being researched. She knew something about what 

her lab was doing, but had no idea how or what it related to. 
b. She doesn’t speak much about security, other than the buses into and out of the facility 
c. She found out it was a bomb after it had been dropped on the news. 

9. She was upset and felt guilty after hearing the news about the bomb dropping, and cried in her 
room. She acknowledges that it saved many American lives, but would not want to work on a bomb 
again. (Student’s Opinion).  

10. (Student’s Opinion). 
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11. Eleanor Roensch 
 
1. She was born in Rochester, New York. [DATE NOT MENTIONED] 
2. She took some classes in chemistry after high school, but did not like it.  
3. She joined the WAAC (Women’s Army Auxiliary Corps), was originally at Fort Oglethorpe, GA, and 

elected to transfer to Los Alamos to do what she understood as important work.  
4. She worked at the tech PX (post exchange, basically a store on-base), until she started working 

telephones in the Tech area. 
5.  

a. She mentions the feeling of isolation from family across country,  
b. Possibly the calisthenics story, or the fire in C shop. (Student’s Opinion). 

6. She was one of many women who came to Los Alamos through the WAAC. She mentioned a terrible 
incident where the women were forced to do calisthenics in front of hundreds of men who were 
leering and jeering, and how humiliating it was.  

7. She mentions living in a large barracks with many other women. In her free time she enjoyed going 
to Big House, where there was a library and large fireplace and a swing.  

8.  
a. She didn’t know much about what was being researched. She just knew there was a large 

secret. 
b. She mentions censoring calls, which would pass through a “box,” and she would report 

suspicious conversations to a superior. She also mentions coded telegrams and large fences 
and gates. 

c. She found out about the bombings via newspapers and radio after they dropped.  
9. She was solemnly accepting of the bomb dropping. She recognized how terrible it was to eradicate 

entire towns, but also realized it saved thousands of American lives. (Student’s Opinion). 
10. (Student’s Opinion). 
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12. Betsy Stuart 
 
1. [NOT MENTIONED IN INTERVIEW] 
2. She mentions going to college, but not where or what she studied. 
3. Her husband worked at Hanford as a personnel troubleshooter, and she followed him out there and 

began to work as a secretary in the electrical engineering department, since she could take 
dictation.  

4. She was a secretary in the electrical engineering departments and administration department, 
where she took dictation and typed. 

5.  
a. She mentions there being limited recreation and food, and especially the difficulties with 

the high level of security, which caused her to have to go to Richland several times for 
evaluation. 

b. (Student’s Opinion).  
6. She doesn’t discuss much gender discrimination, but does mention the frustrations with the 

constant security and surveillance, as well as false superiority from Army engineers towards 
civilians. She was one of many women secretaries. 

7. She mentions life outside of work at the site as cordial. Her husband was friendly with several high-
ranking officials and scientists on the project, and they often socialized and relaxed together.  

8.  
a. She claims they had a sense of what they were doing, and called it “degeneration.” 
b. She mentions the several trips to Richland she took because her pen sensor or another 

sensor was tripped, but she was never told what the problem was. She mentions 
codenames for people, layers of keys and locks for typewriters and documents, and the 
general understanding not to talk about work or ask questions. 

c. She found out about the bomb after they had been dropped 
9. She mentions throwing a party to celebrate after the news, but feeling terrible that the second 

bomb had been dropped, as she felt it was unnecessary. But, she sees the bombs as a necessary evil. 
10. (Student’s Opinion). 
 
 


