Project Y offered spartan living accommodations during the early years.

living at

los alamos

The fate of the Pajarito Plateau was sealed on
November 25, 1942 in an Army memo to the Com-
manding General of Services of Supply.

“There is a military necessity for the acquisition
of this land” at Los Alamos, New Mexico, the memo
said, for use as a “demolition range.” The site in-
cluded “approximately 54,000 acres” of which all
but 8900 acres was public land supervised by the
Forest Service. The Army estimated the cost of
acquisition would be approximately $440,000.

Ranch School property included 27 houses, dormi-
tories and other living quarters and 27 miscel-
laneous buildings valued by the Army at $246,000.

By the time the school had been notified nearly
two weeks later, it had already become clear that
the original estimated Project requirement of 30
scientists was ill-considered and that the Ranch
School’s 27 houses would be far from adequate.
Therefore in December, when construction contracts
were let, they included, in addition to laboratory
buildings, temporary living quarters for a popula-
tion of about 300 people. But even before the Ranch
School students had left the Hill, construction crews
had swelled the population to 1500.

On January 1, 1943 the University of California
was selected to operate the new Laboratory and a
formal nonprofit contract was soon drawn with the
Manhattan Engineer District of the Army. By early
spring, major pieces of borrowed equipment were
being installed and a group of some of the finest
scientific minds in the world were beginning to
assemble on the Hill.

Thc first members of the staff were those who
already had been working on related problcms at
the University of California under J. Robert Op-
penheimcr. Others came from laboratories all over
the country and the world, People like Enrico
Fermi, Bruno Rossi, Emelio Segre, Neils Bohr, I. I.
Rabi, Hans Bethe, Rolf Landshoff, John von Neu-
mann, Edward ‘l-tiler, Otto Frisch, Joseph Ken-
nedy, George Kistiakowsky, Richard Feynman and
Edwin McMillan came to Los Alamos, some tem-
porarily, some occasionally as consultants and others
as permanent mcmbcrs of the staff.

Recruiting was extremely difficult. Most pro-
spective employees were already doing important
work and needed good reason to change jobs, but
because of the tight security regulations, only sci-
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In October 1943 major road improve-
ments were underwa,on State Road
4 to carry heavy traffic in personnel
and equipment to Los Alamos.

entific personnel could be told anything of the
nature of the work to be done. These scientists were
able to recognize the significance of the project and
be fascinated by the challenge. The administrative
people and technicians, on the other hand, were ex-
pected to accept jobs in an unknown place for an
unknown purpose. Not even wives could be told
where the work would take them or why.

“The notion of disappearing into the desert for
an indeterminate period and under quasi-military
auspices disturbed a good many scientists and the

families of many more, ” Oppenheimcr recalled
later.

The wife of one of the first scientists at the
project has written: “l felt akin to the pioneer

women accompanying their husbands across un-
charted plains westward, alert to dangers, resigned
to the fact that they journeyed, for weal or woe, into
the Unknown .“

But journey they did, and throughout the spring
and summer of 1943 hundreds of bewildered fam-
ilies converged on New Mexico to begin their un-
forgettable adventure.

The first stop for new arrivals—civilian and mili-
tary alike-was the Project’s Santa Fe Office at 109
East Palace Avenue. There, under the portal of one
of the oldest buildings in Santa Fe, newcomers re-
ceived a warm welcome from Dorothy McKibbin
who was to manage the office for twenty years.

“They arrived, those solds in transit, breathless,
sleepless, haggard and tired,” Mrs. McKibbin has
written. “Most of the new arrivals were tense with
expectancy and curiosity. They had left physics,
chemistry or metallurgical laboratories, had sold
their homes or rented them, had deceived their
friends and launched forth to an unpredictable
world."
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Above: Sharp turns in the unpaved, boulder strewn
road to Los Alamos made trucking of supplies a major
problem. Both old and new Hill roads are visible here.
Right: Ranch School buildings were quickly absorbed in
the mushroomin,Army construction as Project Y spread
over the Mesa. This view looks north toward the present
Community Center. The Lodge is visible in the distant
left, the Big House on the right.



As their first contact with that unpredictable
world, Mrs. McKibbin soothed nerves, calmed fears
and softened disappointments. She also supervised
shipment of their belongings, issued temporary
passes and arranged for their transportation up the
hill to Los Alamos.

At the end of the tortuous, winding dirt road, the
newcomers found a remarkable city. They found
a ramshackle town of temporary buildings scattered
helter-skelter over the landscape, an Army post
that looked more like a frontier mining camp.

“It was difficult to locate any place on that sprawl-
ing mesa which had grown so rapidly and so hap-
hazardly, without order or plan,” wrote one early
arrival.

Haste and expediency, under the urgency of war,
guided every task. Equipment and supplies were
trucked from the railhead at Santa Fe while tempo-
rary wooden buildings were being hastily thrown

together to house them. Streets for the town and
roads to remote sites were appearing daily under the
blades of countless bulldozers.

The handsome log and stone Ranch School build-
ings, though nearly obscured by the mushrooming
construction, had been converted for Project use.
Fuller Lodge had become a restaurant, the class-
rooms had been converted to a Post Exchange and
other shops, the masters’ houses had become resi-
dences for top Project administrators. As the only
houses in Los Alamos offering tubs instead of
showers, this group of buildings quickly became
known as “Bathtub Row,” a name that has stuck to
this day.

The hurriedly built, green Laboratory buildings
sprawled along the south side of Ashley Pond. Rows
of four family apartment houses spread to the west
along Trinity Drive and northward; rows of bar-
racks and dormitories bordered the apartments and
overlooked the horse pastures which are now the
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