Meet Kenneth D. Nichols, the Father of Oak Ridge - News
Release: Oak Ridge Attacks Japanese

(As published in The Oak Ridger’s Historically Speaking column the week of August 4, 2025)

Barbara Scollin, grandniece of Major General Kenneth D. Nichols, continues her series on his life.
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Ample reasons, most notably leadership skills, personality traits and qualifications, led to choosing
General (then Colonel) Kenneth D. Nichols as Deputy District Engineer and subsequently as District
Engineer of the Manhattan Engineer District (MED). In this capacity he had supervision of the research
and development connected with, and the design, construction and operation of all plants required for the
production of plutonium and uranium-235, including the construction of the towns of Oak Ridge,
Tennessee, and Richland, Washington.

The responsibility of his position was massive as he oversaw a workforce of both military and civilian
personnel of approximately 125,000; his Oak Ridge office became the center of the wartime atomic
energy’s activities. He also was responsible for internal security operations in the production facilities that
helped keep the development of the atomic bomb secret.

In this twentieth installment of several articles covering the life and accomplishments of Kenneth D.
Nichols, we learn of his great praise for Oak Ridgers, action during critical days August 6™ - 14, 1945,
and reflections on the second bomb drop over Japan.

Colonel Kenneth D. Nichols awaited any news indicating Japan had surrendered after the bomb drop on
August 6. He recalls, “We were anxious to obtain the maximum shock effect from the first use of the
bomb. If the impact were sufficiently devastating and if the surprise should catch the Japanese completely
off balance, chances were that Japan would find it futile to continue their resistance. Further, to achieve
even greater shock effect, it was felt necessary to deliver the second bomb as soon as possible after the
first and to follow up with additional bombs until the Japanese government surrendered.”

The nail-biting story of the second bomb’s delivery is detailed in General Nichols’ book, The Road to
Trinity, A Personal Account of How America’s Nuclear Policies Were Made at pages 203-206. Navy
Commander Frederick Ashworth, the B-29 weaponeer on the mission, released “Fat Man” over Nagasaki
on August 9™, 1945, almost not returning to base.

As soon as President Truman announced the first atomic bomb drop, Oak Ridge became a focus of the
world with Groves and Nichols in particular. Stacks of information were ready to release to newspapers.
Nichols was in demand to share as much information as allowable.

The local Oak Ridge Journal released long-awaited news of the miraculous secret of the atomic bomb,
crediting the workers at Clinton Engineer Works (CEW), Hanford Engineer Works (HEW) and Los Alamos
on August 9, 1945. The frontpage banner read “Oak Ridge Attacks Japanese”. Feature columns on
General Groves, “The Driving Force Behind Project” and Colonel Nichols were included but the frontpage
focus was praise, thanks, acknowledgement and encouragement to the many workers, contractors and
residents of Oak Ridge from Nichols.

“Teamwork Responsible, Nichols Says” included these words of praise from him, “These people and
organizations — scientific, engineering, contracting manufacturing, procuring and others — working in
harmony among themselves, and with government agencies, deserve credit for the successful
accomplishment of an almost impossible vast and complicated task.”

“To Contractors, Workers and Residents of Oak Ridge: CONGRATULATIONS to all workers at the
Clinton Engineer Works and to the people of Oak Ridge! You have done the impossible,” begins the next
column on the front page from K. D. Nichols. He concludes, “May [the energy of the atom] be used not
only as an effective war weapon but in the future may it play a major part in humanity’s service.”
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The feature column on Nichols starting at page 2 included description of the Manhattan Engineer District
under his command, stating, “As District Engineer, Colonel Nichols has had supervision of approximately
125,000 persons, directly and under contractors, including construction, operational and supply
personnel, twenty-two University contracts also come under his supervision.” Athorough CV is published
in the column as well as this personal description, “He is modest, friendly and self-effacing, and a
champion of man’s personal rights who dislikes to see people pushed around. Dynamic and driving in a
manner belying his appearance, he sets a fast pace for his subordinates and pursues an objective with a
tenacity which does not flag until all resources and avenues have been exhausted. . . . As one officer
describes him, one of the secrets of his energy during the day is his ability to forget the job when he
leaves it.”

Nichols’ neighbor June Adamson who shared a home with the Oak Ridge Journal's editor Francis Smith
Gates recalls that the newspaper did not issue a special edition for the August 6" news. She wrote, “The
greatest news break for Oak Ridge — the news of what the city was really all about — the atomic bomb —
was also late being printed in the Oak Ridge Journal. For though Knoxville papers along with papers
throughout the country, printed rare extras on bright colored newsprint and with double banner 72-point
and even larger headlines, that Monday in August when Truman revealed that an atomic bomb had been
loosed upon Japan, the Oak Ridge Journal did not print the news until the following Thursday. Mrs. Gates
said, ‘No, we didn’t think of getting out an extra. | was teased about the whole world scooping us on our
own story, but there was enough glory for everyone, enough excitement to keep us buoyed up. Our staff
was ‘used’ to brief the armies of visiting journalists who descended upon Oak Ridge.”

Internally, Nichols issued a restricted letter August 11, 1945, to all CEW workers outlining the MED’s three
objectives:

1. First use of the atomic bomb — objective met.

2. Produce as many atomic bombs until Japanese capitulation. “Our fighting men will pay with their
lives with delay on our part. We must not let them down. Production must not falter.”

3. Continue operations “to make secure the defense of our country.”

Japan unconditionally surrendered on August 14", 1945. Had that not occurred, more atomic bombs
would have been dropped, more fighting and deaths endured, and more Purple Heart medals awarded.
(There were half a million Purple Heart medals on hand at the end of the war in anticipation of an
invasion.) American leaders, especially President Truman who was solely responsible for the decision to
drop the bombs, avoided the need to explain to widows and mothers of the people who would have been
lost in an invasion why they were willing to sacrifice those people to save the Japanese living in bombed
areas.

Nichols recalled, “The most important military effect was that it required only two atomic bombs to end the
war. The Planned invasion of Japan was not necessary. The two bombs probably saved many tens of
thousands of lives, and ending the war certainly justified the decision to use them.”

Typical of Nichols, he would not take credit for his contribution to winning the war, but commended others
for their efforts. General Nichols reflected,

“The atomic bomb did not win the war; it ended it.”

And,

“I think they consider it could have been as many as a half a million [Allied] deaths and a million
Japanese. [The atomic bomb was] a major contribution. But not comparable, say, to winning the war.
Something like [General George S.] Patton breaking through at Saint-Lo or ... rescuing [Brigadier General
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Anthony] ‘Tony’ McAuliffe [Battle of the Bulge] — where you turn the tables on the Germans — why you
can’'t compare the two. They're different fields. The glory is always the leader of men in combat. Winning
is all that counts.”

And,

“I had my role, which | fulfilled to the full extent of my abilities. As a Corps of Engineers officer, | found
more than enough satisfaction in the ultimate success of the project, the contribution it made to the
surrender of Japan, and the saving of so many lives, not only American but Japanese as well. Success
was due to teamwork of hundreds of organizations and tens of thousands of individuals. Groves was the
strong project leader.”

Indeed, Groves was the strong project leader, who with Nichols’ and Oppenheimer’s leadership, and
commitment to the project expectations, made the success of the Manhattan Project what it was.

Next up: Job Well Done, Part 1

Grateful acknowledgements to K. David Nichols, Jr.; Ray Smith; Sandy Fye; Alan Carr; Quinn Argall; Dr.
Bianka J. Adams, Alisa Whitley, Douglas J. Wilson and the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers Office of
History; Emily (Westcott) and Don Hunnicutt; Michael Stallo and the staff at the Oak Ridge Public Library;
Diane Gulley; Gerald A. Potts; and Bruce W. Scollin for their assistance with this article.

*k*k

Thanks for this Historically Speaking column and series goes to Barbara Rogers Scollin, grandniece of
General Kenneth D. Nichols.

MEET COL. KENNETH D. NICHOLS (Official Release) Oak Ridge Journal, August 9, 1945, page 2,
‘You're In The News’ Column. Photo by Ed Westcott. (Courtesy of Emily [Westcott] and Don Hunnicutt)
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“Fat Man” Implosion-type plutonium bomb dropped on Nagasaki, August 9, 1945 Public Domain
(Courtesy of Barbara Scollin)

L>R: Colonel Frank Matthias, Deputy District Engineer (HEW), Colonel Kenneth D. Nichols, District
Engineer (MED), and Navy Commander Frederick L. Ashworth, Nagasaki bombing. The Manhattan
Engineer District emblem is shown on the airplane behind Matthias. (Courtesy of Atomic Heritage
Foundation)
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| First Broadcast From Oak Ridge

Col. Kenneth D. Nichols, district engineer of the Manhattan Engineer
District is shown above making the first broadcast from Oak Ridge August
9 following revelafion of production of the atomic bomb at Tennessee East-
man Corporation and other CEW units. Station KNOX of the Columbia
Broadcasting System carried the broadcast and to the left is Charles Green
Hood, announcer for the station.

Colonel Kenneth D. Nichols, MED District Engineer, holds first radio broadcast. Oak Ridge, TN, August 9,
1945. (Courtesy of American Museum of Science & Energy)
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Colonel Kenneth D. Nichols (seated in middle of photo) holds a press conference. Oak Ridge TN, August
7, 1945. Photo by Ed Westcott. (Courtesy of Emily [Westcott] and Don Hunnicutt)
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Colonel Kenneth Nichols autographs a napkin as his wife Jacqueline and two others look on. Photo by Ed
Westcott. (Courtesy of Emily [Westcott] and Don Hunnicutt)
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11 August 1945.

TO THE MEN AND WOMEN OF CLINTON ENGINEER WORKS:

I wish to.offer you my warmest personal congratulations
for your wholehearted cooperation which has brought about the
. first use of the atomic bomb against the Japanese. The results
of your efforte during the recent years, and particularly during
the last few months, have borme fruit. The first objective of our
program has been met. X Y

3 Our second objective is to make available to our men®in &
the Pacific as rapidly as is humanly possible just as many more - -
atomic bombs as the Japs will accept before they capitulate. 'We 3
do not lmow how many bombs will have to be delivered. Our Job is
to supply es many as can be used, Our fighting men will pay with
their lives for delay on our part. We must not let them down.
Production must not falter,

Our third objective is to continue operations at the
Clinton Engineer Works after V-J Day as long as need be to make
securs the defense of our cowntry. While future official policy
in this regard has not as yet been annownced, no thinking American
can imagine that our government will neglect to exploit to the
fullest extent the most powerful and revolutionary discovery in
all history.

N Db ile
K. D. NICHOLS,

Colonel, Corps of Engineers,
District Engineer.

Letter to CEW personnel from Colonel K.D. Nichols August 11, 1945. (Courtesy of K. David Nichols, Jr.)



