# CHAPTER 5 &

LesLIE R. GROVES, WEST POINT,
AND THE AtoMic BomB

Roberr 5. Norris

How did West Polnt shape Leslie Richard Groves and how did the
Academy contribute to the skills he used to oversee one of the nation’s
mast ambitious enterprises, the building of the atomic bomb during
World War 1I* The Manhattan Project was, among other things, a
gigantic engineering, construction, and industrial effort, run by the
Army under greal secrecy, accomplished rapidly through unortha-
dox means to deal with uncertain technologies. Overemphasis of the
roles played by a few individual scientisis has distorted our under-
standing and appreciation of these features. A closer look at Groves
the administrator and builder will supplement—and partially cur-
rect—eommeon misperceptions of the project and provide us with a
fuller understanding of how the atomic bomb was built,

The Manhattan Projoct did not just happen. It was put wogether
and run in a certain way: Groves's way. His is a classic case of an indi
vidual making a difference. Being in the right place at the right time
i= the secret of winning a place in history, but rarely doces a person
arrive there by accident. Groves ran the Manhattan Project in precise
and resolute ways, recrulting some of the giants of American indus-
try and science to design, build, and run his atomic factories and
laboratories. Without Groves's organizational and managerial skills,
and construction know-how, the project mignt have lailed; in any
case it would have taken longer to accomplish. Individuals do make
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a differenice, and in this instance Groves was indispensable o the
project’s success,

Many tactors contributed to the development of Grovess personality
and character, ranging from family influences and growing up on milivary
posts at the beginming of the 20th century, to service in the interwar army
with the Corps of Engineers. West Point was one of the most significant
of those factors leaving an indelible mark wpon him, & transformed
an ambitious and aggressive but disorganized and carefree boy into a
remarkably self-disciplined man imbued with assiduous work habits
and a sound technicel education, In addition, the Cadet Honor Code
provided him with a moral compass that he followed throughout his life.

Dick Groves (he was known by Dick after his middle name Rich-
ard) entered the Academy on 15 June 1916 as a member of the Class
of 1920, He later recalled that “entering West Point fuliilled my greart-
est ambition” and went on to give his reasons for wanting to attend
the Military Academy:

I had been brought up in the army, and in the main had
lived on army posts all my life. I was deeply impressed with
the character and oustanding devotion of the officers 1
knew. 1 had also found the enfisted men to be pood solid
Americans and in general far superior to men of equal edu-
cation in civil life, 1 was imbued with the idea that the West
Point graduares were narmally the best afficers and on the
whole enjoyed higher respect from the enlisted men.?

Like many cadets of his day, he had completed several years of
university level education prior to entering. Groves had spent one
veadr at the University of Washingron and two years at MIT. The deci-
sfun to go to West Point was his, and it was something he wanted
intensely, His father, an Army chaplain for 20 years, did not encour-
age his son 1o follow him, and in fact preferred he chonse another
career, His mother, before her death in 1313, tried in discreet ways to
influence her son against an Army career. It was to no avail.

Groves attended West Point for less than two and a half years, grad-
uating with the Class of November 1918. The standard four year course
was cul short by the expected need for officers for World War [, though
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as it turned it he graduated only ten days prior (o the armistice.
What was West Point like? In those early years of the 20th century

West Point was a smaller, more tradition-bound insttution, resistant

to, even fearful of, change. As one scholar has described it:
At West Point, graduates had all taken the same classes,
undergone the same hazing, marched in the same for-
mations, This common experience gave them a sense of
community, of fraternity, that they could not bear 1o see
destroyed. A change in the continuity at the Academy would
have the effect of disturbing their bond. To ramper with
West Point would be to tamper with the cement that held
the army officer corps together.

West Point influenced family priorities and practices. Sons of
graduates were usually encouraged to attend the Military Academy.
Classes were small enough that a cadet would probably know most
of his classmates, and even many in the classes just ahead or just
behind.* Graduates would often marry young women whose fathers
were graduates themselves, (Thus Groves married the daughter of a
member of the Class of 1877.) The Regular Army officer corps was
inbred and in many ways isnlated from the society at large.

Like every new cadet, Groves wanted to realize the promise of
West Point. In a contemporary account a former instructor describes
what a cadet feels when he arrives.

To the candidate [his arrival at West Point] conjures a vision
of all that he hopes to be. The honor of being a cader, the
privilege of wearing the uniform, the immense possibilities
of physical and mental achievement, the soul-satisfying fear
of an ambition about to be realized, the glamour of military
life, and, it must be admitted, a secret feeling of righteous
superiority over his boy frdends at home—all these thoughts
crowd his imagination so that for once he sees frozen the
vague ideal that he always has had of himseli*

No sooner did one class graduate in early June than a new plebe
class—formally, Fourth Class—arrived, trudging up the hili from the
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train station on the west bank of the Hudson River” Groves was one
of the 322 cadets of what would have hecome the Class of 1920 whao
entered that summer of 1916, the largest class up to that time. Two
davs hefore Groves's arrival, President Woodrow Wilson had deliv-
ered a half-hour address to the gmduoates of the Class of 1916 and
awarded them their diplomas,

From all Groves had beard he knew that his first three weeks as
a cadet in “Beast Barracks,” the indoctrination into West Point ways,
would be the most demanding experience of his voung life. And
mrleed it was, wnth i.',arly reveille and I!nng hours of ]:rh:,'sica[ train-

hEL.-rmg IJ:,' upperr]asa.mrn on Ih& Eeasn d&tall 7 I'l'm SEVene [reatment
of plebes had its purpose. As a contemporary of Groves sald,

The standards of West Point are entirely unlike those of any
other instiution. To preserve those standards unchanged

it is considered nocessary that a young man entering the
Academy be subjected 1o the severest discipline, that even
his personality be more or less suppressed in order to give
the spirit of West Point time to get bold of him, to allow

him o adapt himsell 1o the ideals of the Corps, and to keep
those ideals from being, through him, perverted.”

After two months in summer camp at the northwest cormer of
the Plain, Groves moved inw cadet barrecks to begin the first aca-
demic term. Like every plebe, he was issued a copy of Bugle Notes,
a pocket-sized handbook known as the Plebe bible and containing
useful information about the rites and ritwals, schedules and pro-
cedures of West Point It stated, "The purpose of the Academy is to
shape a man and a soldier—an honorable, loyal, courageous, self-
reliant, disciplined. imelligent gentleman and officer.” There was
also a section titled "English as She 1s Spoke at the U.S.M.A"Y The
plebe was required to learn a new vocabulary that helped describe
hig new life. In the first year he was frequently "braced” (ordered

T ARELE 4 severe positon of siention); skifined " Treported @&
being in violation of regulations); and “guilled” {reported as having
committed one of the offenses listed in the “Black Book”), But if he
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“hived” {understood) his study asﬁignmuntur"spetked" {memoriaed
without understanding) his assignment, he might “max” (achieve a
maximum grade anj the lesson.

The cadets lived in either South Barracks or North Barracks, Each
room was identical, 14 feet by 22 feet, with the same fumniture for
its two cadets: two iron cots, two plain wooden tables, two wooden
chairs, two steel clothes lockers, and nwo washbowls. Bathing or toiler
call required a trip to the “sinks” (lavatories) in the basement, Rugs
on the floar and piciures on the wall were prohibited. The mirror was
fanked by notice of the hours of instruction and the schedule of the
cadet. Failing to have It correctly posied was an offense. There were
alsn hooks on the wall to hang clothing, in the proper arder: the first
hook for the raincoat, the second for the overcoat, the third for the
dress coat, and so on. Shoes were aligned toes-out alongside the bed,
in order of size from biggest to smallest. During the day mattresses
were folded, with bedding folded and piled on top, ready for any
inspection that might nccur.

Activities were prescribed for almost every minute of the day. The
cadet was up a1 6:00 a.m. with breakfiest at 6:30. Normally there were
wo classes from B:00 am. o 12:35 pom. Dinner lasted 40 minutes
and was followed by another class until 3:45 p.m. Then it was drill,
athletics, and parade, with supper at 6:25 p.m. Call to quarters fol-
towed, with a study period from 7:30 o 9:30, taps at 1000 p.m., and
lights-out.'"?

A cadet was issued an extensive wardrobe of uniforms of different
types and combinations, depending upon the season. weather, and
fimection. " Cadets knew the proper uniform for each occasion by
looking out of their barracks room window to see which uniform flag
flew in the courtyard. A cadet was not allowed to bave money; before
admission he had to deposit sufficient funds with the treasurer 1o
cover the cost of his uniforms, about $160 when Groves was a plebe.
His pay was $600 per year, but that too was deposited, and all costs
he incurred were drawn against it. The cost of meals—-5§29.19 per
month in 1918—hooks, laundry, blankets, sheets, pillowcases, mat-
tresses, candy, tobacco, uniform replacements, and furdoughs kept
the cadet constantly on the verge of debt, or in it
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During meals there were ordered procedures that had no
variation. A bugle or drum call summoned the cadets to forma-
tion for marching to Grant Hall, the cadet mess. Cadets marched
everywhere, at all times. If even two cadets were going from the
chapel to the library, they kept in step. Once inside the mess hall

the cadets granged themselves at tables according to seniority,

standing at attention behind their chairs. After the order "Take
seats,” the meal began. A First Classman (senior), known as the
table commandant. was in charge of each able, and he sat art is
head. Second Classmen (juniors) and Third Classmen (sopho-
mores] came next, positioning themselves down the table until at
the foot sat three or four lowly plebes, who performed the menial
duties of serving their superiors. One plebe, known as the warer
corporal, poured the water and milk; another, the meat corporal,
carved the “bone”; and a third, the coffee corporal, poured the
coffee. The gunner supervised the supply of food brought from
the kitchen by civilian waiters, If plebes were in short supply, they
might have 1o double up on their duties. Busy with their chores,
the plebes ate in spasms when they had a free minute. Meals were
not leisurely affairs. Including announcements from the officlals
about various matters, the meal was over in half an hour. At ks
conclusion the cadets were called to attention and dismissed, 1o
make their way back to their rooms.

During plebe year many drop out for one reason or another. In

Grovess class seven were gone in the first three weeks, not making

it past Beast Barracks; others departed as a result of academics, and
a few were lost to the Honor Cade, the strict rules that demand the
reporting of dishonomble behavior. The Cadet Honor Code—"A
cader does not lie, cheat, or steal, or tolerate those who do"—stands
as the keystone in fulfilling West Point’s mission.'* The code is about
trust. If officers in the Regular Army could not trust one another,
especially in war, then the prospects for battlefield success would
be undermined, ™ West Point graduates belicved in the values taught
there and used them as the central principles of conduct throughout
their fives. Groves was a prime example: he lived by the code and
expected others to do so as well.
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Some of the more dramatic differences between then and now are
to be found in the course of instruction. The curriculum of Grovess
day, as well as the nature and purpose of a West Point education,
was still deeply mooted in 19th-century traditions, though some
reforms were ocourring. ' A uniform course of study for all helped
forge a unified and homogeneous officer corps, Mental discipline
and character-building were the essential ways o prepare young
men o be Army officers.’™ Thus the curriculum at the time offered
no choices. No maner what his previous schooling, every cadet took
every subject, every cadet had o recite every day and was graded on
his answers, and every cadet had to be proficient in every subject to
advance. There were no exceptions.

Cadet Groves's first-year courses included mathematics, English,
history, practical military engineering (surveying), and drill regula-
tions {infantry and anillery)."® The technical curriculum was heay-
ily weighted in the first two years towand mathematics, consuming
about 45 percent of the course work, Groves had already taken sev-
aral math courses at the University of Washington and MIT, so he did
well in math and surveying, placing fifth and second, respectively.
Orverall at the end of plebe year, he ranked 23d and was one of the
26 distinguished cadets of the Fourth Class entitled 1o wear stars on
his collar,'”

The cadets were marched by sections to class in the East Aca-
demic or West Academic (now Pershing Barracks] Building. After the
cadets were in the dassroom, the section mamcher closed the door,
faced the instructor, saluted, and reported either that all were pres-
ent or that those noted were absent. In Groves's day there were prob-
ably a dozen or so cadets per section. After the order “Take seats.”
the instructor asked if there were any guestions about the day's
assignment. Answering them took about half the period. Then the
instructor would say, “Take boards,” and each cadet would stand and
face a hlackboard, write his name in chalk in the corner, and listen
for instructions. If it were a math class, for example, the boards were
marked odd and even. Cadets at the odd blackboards would work
on two or three problems over the pext 30 or 40 minutes, while their
neighbors at the even boards would work on two or three differem

Ioi
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ohes. Whereas the honor system was operative every minute of the
day, the ndd-even system helped prevent an inadvertent observation
that might arise due to peripheral vision,

With the order “Cease work,” the cadet stopped where he was.
The instructor would then give the pointer to a cadet, who would
have to explain how he solved his assigned problem. After the class
was dismissed, the instructor assessed each of the bouards and
recorded a grade. Af the end of the weck all the marks wera com-
piled into the weekly report {*tenth sheets™ reflecting the numerical
grading system that discriminated to the first decimal place) and
posted on Saturday on bulletin boards in the sally ports of the bar-
racks, where all could see every cadet’s progress or lack thereof, Once
a month the cadets were “resectioned” according to merit, with the
maost capable moving up to higher sections and those less so moving
down. Each month the grades were mailed to the parents o keep
them informed. This was a highly competitive environment where
tenths of a point The instructors gave grades using a scheme laid
down by Sylvanus Thayer, superintendent from 1817 to 1833, Perfect
was scored 300 passing was 2.0. Thus there were only 11 possible
passing prades berween 2 and 3—2.0, 2.1, 2.2, 2.3, and 50 on—and
the grade competition was fought out there {“fighting for tenths™.
Anything below 2.0 of course was a fmlure. The system was slighuly
skewed, with instructors of the top sections more likely 1o continue
to give higher grades to those cadets, often for identical work, than
did instructors in the middle or bottom sections. '

From the daily recitations 1o weekly compilations, to the menth-
ly, semester, year, and finally entire four years, an aggregate grade,
to the second decimal point, was calcolated. This score—along with
demerits-—determined the General Order of Merit, or class rank, and
would follow the cadet to the end of his days (and even beyond),
deterimining what branch he would enter and thus where he would
be assigned, when he would be promoted, even which set of quarters
he would be assigned.’ It was a system that fostered competition,
and Groves thrived on it, for he tuly enjoved competing: he liked
nothing betier than excelling at whatever he undertook. His copies
of the annual (Mfickal Register are full of his penciled computations,
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carried to five significant figures, of his standing relative o thot of his
classmates—keeping track of progress toward his goal of being Num-
ber One, a poal that he likely would have attained If his class had not

10k

of Novernber 1918, The Thayer system developed Groves's will to win
and made it a lasting part of his makeup.

Early in the 20th century a new emphasis came Lo be placed on
the physical conditioning of cadets.®' In 1905 President Theodore
Roosevelt ordered all cadets w attend gyvmnasium daily. By 1910
they used the new gymnasium for boxing, fencing, bowling, and
squash. The following year an indoor swimming pool was installed.
Physical exercise alzo came in the courses that exposed the cadet 1o
the other branches of the Army besides engineering: field artillory,
infantry, and the cavalry. Equestrian exercises were practiced in the
huge riding hall.

Exercise also came in daily drills and parade. Tn order to drill in

formation and appear visually as a coherent whole, the Corps was
“sized,” ini igh i

them to companies based on how tall they were, The number of
compantes depended upon the size of the class; always beginning
with A it might run o 1, as it did for Groves's class. The rallest cadets
were In Companies A and [, the next tallest in Companies B and H,
next C and G, and so on. Thus when the Corps was formed in a line
of companies on the parade ground, it appeared as though everyone
was the same height. Cadets in A and | Companies were known as
Flankers. Cadets assigned to the center companies were known as
Runts. While the purpose of sizing was for the Corps to appear of
uniform size when drilling, the cadets used it as a means of social
differentiation, leading to some real animosity and contempt among
them. Flankers held themselves superior to the lowly Runts, who
were considered officious, aggressive, and overy military—a com-
bination that was commonly termed a "runt complex.” During his

plebe year, Groves was in H Company and at five feet ten and one-
half inches (tall in his day), a Flanker. This was a source of great sat-
isfaction to him, leading him to make shorter classimates the butts of
his derisive comments.
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There was also an extensive athletic program, with intramural
and some intercollegiate competition. Groves favored the contact

sports - footbat-and-wrestling.—fn-his-plebe-year-heplayved-on-the
junior varsity football squad, and in his yearling year he plaved on
the varsity, whose only loss in eight games was to Notre Dame, The
schedule did not inchude arch rival Nawvy, the contest being canceled
for the duration of the war. Groves did not play in two-thirds of the
games and thus did not earn an A letter.® The star of that wam was
Elmer *0llie" Dliphant, a vear ahead of Groves, an All-American
fullback and co-captain. On 10 Novernber 1917, Army played the
Carlisle [ndian School and beat them 2B8-0. Groves was the second-
string center behind his roommate, Arthur Polsifer, and played in
the game ® In the winter months there was intramural wrestling. [n
his plebe year during the indoar meet he came in second in the light

heavyweight class.
Groves keptsomewhat apart from his classmates. While his room-

mates-and hall mates were spending their free time-in the evenings
gossiping. plaving cards, or horsing around, Groves studied or wrote
letters home, wWhile lecturing the other cadets about not wasting
their opportunity to excel. Although some considered him a bit of a
grind, he was respected for his ambition and his dedication; it was
clear to several of his classmates, even then, that he was destined tfor
higher leadership.

The commandant of cadets, assisted by the tactical officer for each
company, is responsible for the military instruction and discipline
of the Corps, In Groves's time the commandant was Lt. Col. Guy V.
Henry. The officers in the tactics department prescribed the order of
the barracks, the mess hall, and just about every other detail of cadet
life. For breaches of regulations cadets were skinned, or reported, as
we noted earlier. With so many rules there were amiple opportuni-

ties for infractions, ranging from being late for class to inattention to

instruction to missing a button on one’s uniform. The cadet had w
submit a written explanation of his delinguency and, depending on
the severity of the offense, might receive punishment in e of orin
addition (o demerits. It might be a "punishment tour,” one hour of
walking an assigned pattern on Wednesday or Saturday afternoon in
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the central courtvard known as the Area. [t might mean confinement
t one'’s oo, loss of furlough, deprivadon of privileges, reprimand,
or, in the most serious cases, suspension or dismissal. Conduct was
factored into overall class standing and when relative class standing
could hinge on tenths of a point, demerits could make the difference
in where one eventually ranked.

i 1 | ieciok ki r lel
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he ranked in the middle in conduct; like most of his classmates he
was awarded the bulk of his demerits during the first six months.® At
that time there were seven classes of offenses. A Class | offense was
the most severe; playing at cards or games of chance, for example,
could result in 11 to 20 demerits. Least severe were Classes 5, B,
and 7, which resulted in the fewest demerits (three, two, and one,
respectively). Almost all of Groves's demerits were 74 and 68, with an
occasional 5. His worst day came on 14 October 1917, when, under
the watchful eve of tactical officer Captain Kelly, Groves was awarded
six demerits for three separate offenses at inspection: a dirty rifle, a
soiled collar. and a tarnished breastplate—awards that were consid-
ered to be "character building " In his case, they most certainly were,
For, though he walked the area on account of them, he decided that
doing 50 was a waste of his time; after that he walked no more.
Although Groves's academic performance at the University of
Washington and MIT had been mediocre to average, at West Polng
he was an excellent student. Considering his entire two and a half
years, Groves ranked fourth in his class. He graduated and was com-

p 21
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The developments of the European war, under way since 1914,
had been slow to influence the conservative Academy" Oocasionally
the war intruded in the form of distinguished visitors, Gen. Joseph
loffre, hero of the Marne, visited West Point in May 1917. The fol-
lowing May, a group of French combat veterans, the Blue Devils, vis-
itedd. The West Point Band played “The Marseillaise” and 900 cadets
marched as one in their honor®

The initial response at West Peint to the Great War in Europe was
that no change was needed at all in the tradition-bound crucible
forging America’s officer class. Until 1917, the Academy refused to
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acknowledge the changes brought about by the war, adhering to the
curriculum that had been established prior to the American Civil
War. In military instruction, the well-established great captains—
Alexander, Caesar, and Napoleon, as well as the Civil War leaders—
were studied intensively, while such modern developments as the

Gatling pun and trench warfare were largely ignored

But when the United States formally entered the war on 6 April
1917, the War Department, badly in need of officers, accelerated the
graduation dates of West Point cadets. Eventually the six warntime
classes that entered between 1913 and 1918 would all graduate in the
38-manth period between April 1917 and June 1920, leaving the Mil-
itary Academy practically empty.®® This rush to produce West Poini
officers through accelerated graduation was controversial within
the Army’s high command, Granted, large numbers of officers were
needed to lead the buge numbers of men going off to war. A partial
solution to thal problem was o give commissions to thousands of
civilians, so-called emergency officers.™ In 1916 there were 5,175
ufficers in the Army. The following vear there were 34,224; in 1918,
130,485 When the war was over, many of these wartime officers
became Regulars. The long-term impact of this infusion, known as
the "Hump." profoundly affected the interwar army, frecxing officer
promotions throughout two decades and causing Groves and his
classmates to remain first lieutenants for 16 years,
On the morning of 2 October 1918, a rumor began spreading

through the Corps that the Classes of 1920 and 1921 would graduate

an 1 November of that year. At dinner that evening an announce-
ment confirming the romor was made in the main mess hall. It was
a moment of high drama. Immediately after the order had been
read, the acting commandant held up his hand for silence and said,
“Now ler's see what sort of discipline vou have . . . . [ want everyone
to keep absolutely silent for five minutes,™ After what scemed o be
an excruciatingly long period the cadets were told to make as much
noise as they wanted: what followed was pure pandemonium, A hec-
tic four weeks followed, “"a nightmare of lectures and drill . . . busy
morming noon, and night . . . o mad attempt to give us a vears wark
in three months, 33
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Because of his high class standing Groves could choose his
branch. He apted lor the prestigious Corps of Engineers, the almnost
automatic choice of the smartest cadets decade after decade. West
Point was, after all, founded #s an engineering schaol, and tradition-
ally the top-ranking graduates chose engineering as their vocation.
Indeed, leadership of the Academy was confined to the Corps of
Engineers until 1866, when Congress passed a law allowing those
from other branches of the Army to serve as superintendents, Nev-
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ertheless, of the 30 who served from 1802 to 1918, 20 were fiom the
Cotps of Engineers,

There was a large number of engineer spaces available, 50 Groves
had lons of company. Twenty-nine out of the top 30 cadets in his class,
and 44 out of the top 50, chose the Corps of Engineers. Twenty-five
percent of the entire class—62 cadets—chose the Carps. The choices
for mast of the remaining second lieutenants were infantry (500, field
artillery {32}, coast artillery (29}, and cavalry {(22). One other option
was available, air service, and Eugene Luther Vidal {a famous Fomthball
star, later known for being Gore Vidal's father) and a few of his class-
mates took it.

The hurriedly arranged graduation ceremony took place on the
parade ground in the presence of about 3,000 people. In a short
address Assistant Secretary of War Benedict Crowell told the 511 new
second leutenants (the Classes of Movember 1918 and 1919 gradu-
ated at the same time) that it was the government’s intention to have
them in France within four months, Ten days later the Armistice was
signed, proving once again that it is not always easy to predict when
wars might end

THe impring of Groves s eXperence at West Point on nis pe i-
ty. character, professionalism, and leadership runs deep, and though
we will treat this subject more expansively toward the end of the
chapter let us pause briefly to note those wraits that appear to reflect
most directly the correspondence between his Academy training ancd
his approach to officership.

The Academy regimen imbued Groves with extraordinary self-
discipline—the will o harness his energies, impulses, inclinations,
thoughts, and acts, and focus them laser-like upon the accomplish-
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ment of a larger purpose, The math-science orientation of the
Academy curriculum produced in Groves an analytic mind, one
marked by remorseless objectivity, logic, and organization. It wasa
mind able to apply scrupulous attention to the particularities of a
prablem when such was required, but which never lost sight of the
overarching principles leading (o answers to the great and complex
questions. The Academy's continued emphasis upon the causal con-
nection between leadership and mission accomplishment remained
with Groves for life. He was a master artist in adapting his actus-
tomed leadership and managerial style to the various exigencies of
the moment, always with a tenacious regard for getting the job done.
Most imporant of all, of course, was the Cadet Honor Code, which
infused Groves with the grand imperative that an officer’s word is his
bond, an imperative informing every act in his subsequent profes-
siomnal [ife.

Over the next 20 years, from 1919 to 1939, Groves served in the
interwar Army in several capacities with the Corps of Engineers. An
understanding of this experience and his indoctrination into the
special cutiure of the Corps are essential to appreciating the skills
and abilities Groves put to use in building the bomb. The interwar
Army was an interesting instinution, minuscule by comemporary
standards, but miraculously able to provide much of the military
leadership for World War L. Its average strength was about 135,000,
some 12,000 of whom were commissioned officers. The number of
officers in the Corps of Engineers during the period was only around
(M), about five percent of the Army's officers,

It was a very small group in which everyone knew one another,
and it was easy to spot who had ahility and intelligence and who did
not. The Corps of Engineers has traditionally seen itself as the elite
branch of the Army, the best and the brightest with their own motto,
"Essayons” (Let us trv), and special buttons on thelr uniform. In
many ways the Corps was a caste apart, semi-independent from the
main Army and not really Integrated into itat all. The other branches
felt thar distance as well. Engineers, with a few exceptions, normally
were not chosen for the highest levels of command in the Army. Nev-
ertheless the Corps fostered a tradition of excellence and was proud
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of its accomplishments of exploring, surveying, developing, and
improving the expanding nation from colonial days to the present,
in 1918, the Chicl of Engineers was concemed that the war-
accelerated graduations at West Point had produced officers whao
were inadequately prepared o perform engineering duties, so he
established a special course at the Army Engineer School designed
to round out their education. Thus, Groves's first assigniment was to
that course, From there he went on to serve in & varety of duties from
Hawaii to Delaware and from Vermont to Nicaragus—always closely
observed and guided by outstanding senjor officers. He learned a
great deal from them; he did well in every assignment and gradually
gained a reputation of being a man who could get things done.

He spent four years in Washington, DC, in the Chief of Engineers'
office in the early 19305, and then attended the Command and Gen-
eral Staff School (as it was known at the time] at Fort Leavenworth,
Kansas. Clearly on the fast irack, he attended the Army War College at
Fort McNair in Washingion, and then served on the General Staff jusy
as World War I began in Europe, In late July 1940, as the Armmy mohbi-
Tized for war, he was assigned as special assistant to the Quartermas-
ter General where responsibility for military construction lay. The
story of how the Corps of Engineers took control of construction over
the next year and a half is too complicated ro recount here, but it was
a classic bureaucratic battie over wicf with Groves in the middle of
it. Eventually Groves ended up as Deputy Chief of Construction and
in that capacity was responsible for all domestic Army construction
during the period leading up to Pearl Harbor and for nine months
afterwards, overseeing the construction of dozens of Aviny camps,
depots, air bases, munitions plants, airplane plants, and hospitals,
as well as building the Pentagon, His daily challenges were monu-
mental and unrelenting. In July 182, the consitiction peak was
reached, with a millivn men at work and a monthly expenditice of
$720 million, the cost equivalent of 15 Pentagons or about $14 billion
in woday’s dollars. Tt was here that he became widely known as some-
one who could get things done, and in a hurry, He knew how wartime
Washington functioned with hts emergency hoards and committees
that allocated resources and manpower 1o priodty projects, And as
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he worked with the large construction and industrial firms he came
to know their executives and enginecrs. He would soon be calling
upan them to help him build the bomb.

Groves was a classic example of the right person being in the right
place at the right time. His prior experience and record made him
the maost logical choice 1o head the Manhattan Project. From the day
when he first ook charge and for every day that followed he put his
skills to work to build the bomb in the fastest time possible, The ele-
ment of speed was overriding in all of his actions. From the outset he
dedicated his efforts to winning the war. His assignment to the project
had denled him the opportunity 1o go overseas and serve as a com-
bat engineer; vet his actions make it clear that, after a few momenis
of disappointment, he decided that building the bomb would be his
life's achievement. Knowing that it might end the war was the main
source of Groves’s extraordinary determination and energy

His mission order, dated 17 September 1942, was all-inclusive:
"Colonel Groves” duty will be to take complete charge of the entire
project . . . |and] draw up plans for the organization, construction,
operation, and security of the project, and after approval, take the
necessary steps 1o put it into effect.” At the beginning Groves was
enginecr and bullder, charged with constructing the plants and fac-
tories that would make the atomic fuels—highly enriched uranium
and plutonium. As the project accelerated, he came to oversee a
vast security, Intelligence, and counterintelligence operation with
domestic and forcign branches. Through his power o make final
decisions, he was ultimately in charge of all scientific research and
weapon design, including keeping close watch on the laboratory at
Log Alamos. He was involved in many key high-level domestic policy
issues and in several international ones as well. By 1945, in addition
to all else, he effectively became the operational commander of the
bomber unit he established to drop the bomb, and was intimately
involved in the planning, targeting, and timing of its missions. One
is struck, in discovering all of his many activities, by just how much
pawer Groves accrued. As a West Point classmate and friend later
observed, “Groves was given as much power in that position as any
officer ever has had."* A remarkable statement.
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Groves's education at West Point and elsewhere clearly did not
qualify him to solve personally the scientific challenges of the Man-
hattan Project. Nor did it need to, Yet, the Academy’s technical eurric-
ulum gave him the foundation necessary to build upon, Groves was
always a quick study. He did his homework, asked questions, and had
a mdimentary knowledge of the physics and chemistry of the atom;
he did not need to be a world-class scientist since he had seores of
them working for him. Eight on the project had already won a Nobel
Prize, and more than a dozen others would do so after the war. Issues
requiring scientific analysis were thoroughly reviewed by his advis-
ers; still, in the end it was Groves's choice about which path 1o take.
And these were not easy decisions; the proposed solutions were not
always clear-cut and often more than one alternative secmed prom-
ising, each backed by sound scienrific advice.

In the face of the haffling, enigmatic nature of the scores of such
problems, armriving at the right solution in two or three cases could
have been mere luck or chance. But to do so repeatedly over a period
of three full years, as Groves did, bespeaks an engineer-administrator
with uncanny judgment and the keenest of scientific-technological
instincts,

Egqually important to the project’s success was Grovess broad,
integratve perspective. The clashing worldviews of the theoretical
physicist and the practical enginecr were ever present in their dif-
ferent approaches to the bomb, This point was brought home to
him a few weeks after getting the job. ln October 1942 Groves visited
the University of Chicago o assess the starus of the project and to
meet some of the sclentists, He asked them the practical question of
how much fissionable material—either highly enriched uraninm or
plutonium—would be needed for a bomb. Expecting a reply within
a narrow range of uncertainty, he was homified when they told him
that they could estimate only within a factor of ten. In other words if
it was determined that 100 pounds of phutonivm might be needed,
the correct amount cowld be anywhere from ten pounds (o 1,000
pounds, nol a good basis upon which w start building produc-
tlon facilities. In the months that followed Groves was relentless in
demanding an answer o the crucial question of how much material
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was needed for a bomb. Fventually an answer was found and pro-
ducing that amount became the determining factor of when there
was a bomb ready for use.

Groves possessed to an unusual degree four of the essenial quali-
ties of leadership, be it on the battlefield or off: the ability to choose
able subordinates and let them work without interference; the self-
confidence to take decisive action when needed; the will to win: and
personal integrity. Grovess dozens of personnel choices speak for
themselves. He had an extreordinary abiliry to size people up almost
instantly and to know whether they could perform the job he was
assigning them or not. As for decisions, he made mosit of the impor-
tant ones, risking hundreds of millions of dollars in the process and
not getting too many of them wrong, When there was a misstep he
was usually able to reverse himself quickly. Since so many of the
steps in the theory-to-hardware producton cyele were first-tme
engineering ventures—Iliterally steps into the unknown—and since
in those early years even the theory itself was uncertain and untest-
ed, the fear of failure hung over the project from the beginning. Not
until 16 July1945, when the first atomic explosion occurred n the
New Mexico desert, were the doubts dispelled. Though the welght
of his responsibilities must have bome heavily upon him, he never
let it show. Exhibiting any doubt would have eroded the morale of
everyone. He knew that leaders must project a confident extedor to
maintain enthusiasm and focus.

These first two qualiries of the man—shrewd insight into his
fellowman and robust self-confidence—were probably a part of
his birthright; as he matured, service with the Corps of Engineers
developed and strengthened thern. The last two—the will o win and
integrity—are more directly attributable to his time at West Point,
when constant exposure 1o the highly competitive atmosphere of
the Thayer system imbued him with a fiercely competitive spirit
and an Indomitable will (o win, Alter that, he would allow nothing
o deter him from accomplishing his mission, however distasteful to
him it might be and no matter who stood in the way. And the Cadet
Honor Code provided the rock upon which his personal integrity
was founded. As 5ir James Chadwick said of him: “|H)e was a man of
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his word. e could he trusted, When he said he would do something,
it would he done."*

Throughout hislife he kept close ties to West Point. A former officer
under whom he served (Francis B. Wilby), a close friend (Maxwell D,
Tavlar), and his executive officer [James B. Lampert) became Super-
intendenss. His son and grandson were graduates and Groves served
as President of the Association of Graduates for four terms. As he said
late in life, "To be a graduate of West Pont is an honor that comes to
few and one that is never forgotten by any former cadet.™
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