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These are the young scientists of Livermore Labora-
tory — physics and math geniuses conducting the
most far-reaching nuclear experiments since the
Manhattan Project at Los Alamos. Their work on
the development of “third generation” weapons
with powerful beams meant to flash through the
heavens at the speed of light destroying enemy
missiles inspired President Reagan’s “‘Star Wars”
proposal.

New York Times science writer William J. Broad
takes us into their world as they labor to bring this
vision to fruition. Theirs is an eerie ‘‘skunk works”
where all-night bouts of research are conducted
with the most sophisticated instruments on earth,
accompanied by liberal doses of Coca-Cola and
ice cream. It is a world isolated in the hills of
northern California, devoid of women and rich in
black humor, barbed wire and secret documents.
Broad spent many haunting hours with these
scientists, uncovering their dreams and recording
their role in one of the most important foreign-
policy issues of this century.

Their weapons, this third generation, are much
more specialized and precise than their illustrious
predecessors, the atomic and hydrogen bombs.
These weapons take the explosive energy at their
core and channel much of it toward targets rather
than letting it escape in all directions.The bomb at
the core of an X-ray battle station, which produces
apowerful beam of radiation, explodes, projecting
multiple beams which flash out to strike multiple
targets before the entire station consumes itself in
a ball of nuclear fire. That is the vision. Currently,
there is no way to stop an enemy warhead. The
young inventors of Livermore are attempting to
change all that. Broad presents a clear picture ot
the chances of success or failure of the inventions
intended to make possible President Reagan’s
dream of eliminating nuclear war.

Broad gives us an intimate look at the eccentric,
compulsive, brilliant, driven men behind this bil-
lion-dollar research program.

e Peter Hagelstein had never wanted to work on
weapons. He wanted to win the Nobel Prize by
creating a device that would have no use as a
weapon but wide application in biology and medi-
cine. Along the way, however, Peter invented an
altogether different kind of X-ray laser, one of
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enormous power that could be etticiently pumped
by a nuclear bomb.

®Nobody follows the workings of the Soviet
Politburo like Rod Hyde, a math prodigy turned
weapon designer, whose first love was space. And
nobody jokes so earnestly about rearranging
Soviet society with a few well-placed H-bombs:
““Working here is fine by me because | don’t trust
the Soviets worth beans.”

®Larry West has always been fascinated by
problems, and that’s what intrigues him about
solving the missile-shield puzzle. “We're working
on weapons of life,” Larry reasons, “‘ones that will
save people from weapons of death. It’s a moral
decision and | believe in it very strongly.”

These three scientists are among the striking
personalities Broad portrays. We also see Lowell
Wood, leader of the group and the lab’s “head-
hunter”” — plucking the scientists from the tops of
their classes at the most competitive universities in
America. And there is the ever-looming presence
of Edward Teller, a principal developer of the
H-bomb, a force behind the founding of the lab
as well as the man who introduced the idea of a
missile shield to President Reagan.

Star Warriors is a group portrait of the scientists
designing a weaponry almost beyond imagining.

William J. Broad is one of the most widely read
science news reporters for The New York Times. He
writes on a variety of topics, including Star Wars,
the space shuttle, computers, nuclear and con-
ventional weaponry, physics and the history of
science. Mr. Broad holds a Master’s degree in His-
tory of Science from the University of Wisconsin
and has been a reporter for Science and Science
News. In 1981 he won the prestigious Science-in-
Society Journalism Award given by the National
Association of Science Writers. He is coauthor of
the well-received book Betrayers of the Truth:
Fraud and Deceit in the Halls of Science (Simon and
Schuster, 1982).

Theirs is a world of blue jeans, Coke bottles, a

Jacket design by KarenKatz helped inspire President Reagan’s “Star Wars”
Back jacket photograph © by Harald Sund
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I call upon the scientific community who gave
us nuclear weapons to turn their great talents
to the cause of mankind and world peace: to
give us the means of rendering these nuclear
weapons impotent and obsolete.

—President Ronald Reagan
March 23, 1983



TO MY PARENTS



PROLOGUE

The breakdown occurred on our way back from dinner. It was
late in the evening. Two cars carrying a dozen of us worked their
way up California’s Altamont pass, which stands about a thousand
feet above sea level. The brand-new BMW had no problem. But
the old blue station wagon started to wheeze and cough. It was a
gas guzzler, bought for a song after the Arab oil embargo. Many
of its dashboard lights were dark, windows frozen open, and doors
rusted shut. At the wheel was Lowell Wood, 42, a big, ruddy man
with a full beard who founded and led the group of young scien-
tists at the weapons lab.

The station wagon was slowing down, bumping along the side of
the road as the engine continued to sputter. Lowell pulled off at the
top of the pass, and steam billowed as he lifted the hood. It was
clearly a case of overheating compounded by some kind of electri-
cal problem. The engine was dead.

Flashlights in hand, Lowell and two young friends tinkered with
the engine as the BMW headed off to the lab for jumper cables and
water. Meanwhile, the rest of us, caught in the middle of nowhere
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12 PROLOGUE

with nothing to do, eyed the countryside. The nearby hills were
covered with windmills that towered in the moonlight. Here as few
other places on earth, I was told, wind could be transformed into a
steady flow of electricity.

Four of us set off to inspect the mechanical giants. We climbed
a steep hill, working our way carefully through the dense brush
at its top. Just ahead of me was Larry West, 28, a physicist who
had broken paths for me all week long. A seven-year veteran of
the group, Larry was a jovial extrovert, proud to introduce his
friends, his firm, and his work, which included the design of super-
computers and nuclear weapons.

Our last hurdle was a barbed-wire fence. A short run across a
field of fresh-cut hay brought us to the foot of a windmill, which
seemed to stretch hundreds of feet into the night. It looked like a
huge, inverted eggbeater. Soon the young scientists were climbing
all over its support structure, their flannel shirts and jeans flapping
in the breeze. They analyzed how its blades caught the wind and
what its gear ratios must be and whether or not it was an efficient
producer of electricity. Bolted to its concrete base was a generator
nearly the size of a phone booth.

“This man can tell you all about its efficiencies,” Larry said as he
introduced a young scientist with a cherub’s face. The cherub, who
had sat quietly and quite anonymously in the car, began a detailed
explanation of how wind was converted into rotational motion. But
before he could finish, one of our comrades high in the windmill
got our attention by whistling.

“Hey,” he cautioned, “somebody’s coming.”

The lights of a truck were snaking toward us down a ridge. We
jumped off the windmill and rushed down the hill, leaping rows of
hay and navigating the thicket. The steep final slope was tricky
going in the dark. But we made it. And there was no way the truck
could follow.

At the side of the road Lowell was deep in conversation with his
young colleagues, having given up on the engine. Soon the cool night
breeze forced us all into the station wagon to await the BMW. For
nearly an hour we talked of time, space, and stars.

As usual, the discussion was laced with references to the group’s
resident mystic, Peter Hagelstein, 29, who, in typical fashion, was
somewhere off on his own that night. Peter’s name was often on
people’s lips. His young peers liked to joke about his fits of depres-
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sion, insomnia, and insight. But most of all, they admired him.
Peter was the brains behind the group’s most dazzling success in
the world of nuclear design. His triumph had come at a price, how-
ever. In the course of his work Peter’s girl friend had denounced
him and the whole profession of weapons design. Peter, not just a
technologist but a pianist and devotee of French literature, had
listened to little but Requiems by Brahms, Verdi, and Mozart after
the breakup.

The conversation was cut short by the lights of the rescue party.
Out of the passenger side of the BMW stepped Rod Hyde, 31, a
math prodigy who had graduated from college at the age of 19
and grown into a scruffy, bearded engineer. Rod loved chess and
science fiction. And he hated the Soviets with a passion, fearing
they would foil his plans to escape the earth in a starship of his own
design. The ultimate Cold Warrior, Rod while still in graduate
school had invented a novel nuclear weapon to help deter Soviet
aggression. Now, as Lowell’s right-hand man, he was in charge of
evaluating the technical merits of all sorts of advanced ideas put
forward by members of the group.

It was May 1984 and, for me, deep into a week of roaming
among the young warriors. They had graduated at the tops of their
classes from some of the most competitive universities in America.
Now they worked at the Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory,
a federal facility for the design of nuclear weapons in a dry valley
about 40 miles east of San Francisco. Theirs was a world of blue
jeans, Coke bottles, and top-secret research that took place six or
seven days a week, often all night long. Their labors had helped
inspire the “Star Wars” speech of President Reagan and were now
aimed at bringing that vision to life. Their goal was to channel the
power of nuclear explosions into deadly beams that would flash
through space to destroy enemy missiles. They labored not only on
weapons but on supercomputers, communication devices, and
other vital links for the creation of a defensive shield. And they
talked late into the night about how to use their futuristic inventions.

I had come to the lab with some apprehension. After all, while
these scientists were celebrating the energies of youth with nuclear
breakthroughs, many young people around the world were calling
for a nuclear freeze. But the warriors turned out to be anything
but humorless automatons. They played pranks, swapped stories,
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and relished the fun of a community that resembled an extended
family. Many professed concern about the future of their country.
At times they seemed almost too wholesome; none of them smoked.
Their worst addictions seemed to be the consumption of soft drinks
by the case and the ingestion of large amounts of ice cream. Most
striking, they were charged with enthusiasm for their common goal
of using their technical advances to protect the nation from the
horrors of nuclear war.

But their excitement also had a dark side. They could be arro-
gant. At times they seemed to believe that their labors gave them
the power to save or destroy the world. They enjoyed black humor.
Mimicking a greeting-card slogan, they liked to say the bombs of
Livermore were the way to “send the very best.”

Soon the station wagon rumbled to life, its radiator filled and
battery boosted. We began our descent. The Livermore valley at its
eastern end is mostly vineyards and ranchland. That night it was
black velvet. As we came out of the hills, the darkness was cut by
the distant lights of the weapons lab. It was a patch of artificial day-
light about a mile on each side.

Livermore is one of two federal facilities in the United States for
the design of nuclear weapons. It makes no production-line war-
heads. Instead, the weapons are imagined, sketched on blackboards,
and modeled on computers. Months or years can pass before Liver-
more decides to build a prototype and ship its parts over the Sierra
Nevada mountains for assembly at a government-owned patch of
desert in the neighboring state of Nevada. There it is exploded deep
underground in a carefully monitored test. If the weapon is a suc-
cess, its blueprints may be distributed to the various factories
around the country that make warheads for the nation’s bombers,
submarines, and silos.

All the weapons labs and production plants are owned by the
federal Department of Energy, a civilian agency whose predecessor
was the Atomic Energy Commission. Even though the warheads
are meant ultimately for the military, their production and design
is kept in the hands of civilians, a safeguard established by Con-
gress in the earliest days of the nuclear era. The first weapons lab
in the United States was Los Alamos, built high in the mountains
of New Mexico during the exigencies of the Second World War.
Part of the Manhattan Project, it gave birth to the first nuclear
weapon. The second one was Livermore, which was carved out of
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an abandoned naval air station near the sleepy town of Livermore,
California, in 1952. Today the lab employs nearly eight thousand
people and has a budget of more than $800 million a year.

These two labs are the start of a big industry. In the United
States, the development, production, storage, and planning for the
use of nuclear weapons involves well over 200,000 people and an
annual budget of more than $35 billion, according to Thomas B.
Cochran and the coauthors of the Nuclear Weapons Databook.
Every working day about eight new warheads roll off the assembly
line. Old weapons are also retired, but the overall direction of the so-
called “stockpile” is up. There are currently some 26,000 warheads
in the American nuclear arsenal. By 1990, 30,000 are expected.

We turned off the road from the Altamont pass and made our
way toward the lab, which started to dominate the horizon. The
engine rumbled happily as we traveled down the slight grade.

The force behind the founding of Livermore was Edward Teller,
a principal developer of the H-bomb. He lobbied passionately in
Congress and the Pentagon for a second nuclear lab. The site was
named after his good friend and the laboratory’s co-founder, Ernest
O. Lawrence, a Nobel laureate who ran the radiation laboratory at
the University of California at Berkeley.

Despite its distinguished founders, the lab’s first nuclear effort
was a failure. In 1953 a bomb was placed atop a 300-foot tower
at the Nevada test site. There was a small spark of light and swirl
of dust as the countdown reached zero. Though mangled, the tower
was left standing. Scientists from Los Alamos laughed as they scur-
ried for their cameras.

At Teller’s urging, Livermore worked hard over the years to
surpass its nuclear rival in New Mexico. In a glossy brochure is-
sued during its silver anniversary, Livermore claimed to have de-
signed nine out of ten of the strategic warheads in the nation’s nu-
clear stockpile.

The young men in the station wagon and their peers were labor-
ing to carry on Teller’s legacy of innovation. Their weapons, hailed
as a third nuclear generation, are much more specialized and pre-
cise than the previous two generations, the atomic and hydrogen
bombs. In weaponry the steps from the conventional to the first and
second nuclear eras represent a thousand-fold increase in explosive
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power—a ton for TNT, a kiloton for fission, and a megaton for
fusion. Powered by A-bombs and H-bombs, third-generation weap-
ons take the explosive energy at their core and channel much of it
toward targets rather than letting it escape in all directions.

The key designs of the young warriors number perhaps a half
dozen in all. But the details of only one had slipped through the
barrier of government secrecy that surrounds all aspects of nuclear
design. This was Peter’s invention—the nuclear X-ray laser, which
produced powerful beams of radiation. Teller had taken the news
of the X-ray breakthrough to President Reagan, who a few months
later gave his “Star Wars” speech, calling on the nation’s scientists
to create an impenetrable defense against enemy missiles.

No shield now exists. The nation is naked. Soviet bombs can
drop unimpeded on Milwaukee or Washington or any of the 1,000
missile silos scattered across the nation’s heartland. There is no
way to stop an enemy warhead as it speeds toward its target.

The young inventors of Livermore are attempting to change all
that. They would have their weapons fire radiation over thousands
of miles of space at the speed of light to destroy hundreds of enemy
missiles. As the bomb at the core of an X-ray battle station ex-
ploded, multiple beams would flash out to strike multiple targets
before the entire station consumed itself in a ball of nuclear fire.
That is the vision. But many of the young scientists say their cre-
ations will actually bring about an era of unprecedented peace, be-
cause the world will know that the threat of nuclear attack from
space has forever been laid to rest.

Their vision has won enthusiastic backing in some circles. After
President Reagan’s speech, a scientific panel headed by former
NASA administrator James C. Fletcher called on the government to
spend $1.5 billion over six years for research on third-generation
nuclear weapons. The recommendation was taken up with vigor by
the Pentagon in its research program for investigating the feasibil-
ity of a shield, known officially as SDI or the Strategic Defense
Initiative. The program is evaluating not only nuclear-powered
devices but also conventional lasers, particle beams, and kinetic-
energy weapons.

The young scientists of Livermore want to use third-generation
nuclear weapons against enemy missiles in their so-called boost
phase, the best and most challenging point to try to destroy them.
A shield must also stop objects that slip through this first line of
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defense, destroying warheads in the midcourse and terminal phases
of their flight. In all, the five-year plan to investigate the feasibility
of Star Wars is slated to receive $26 billion. If that money material-
izes, it will make Star Wars one of the biggest programs of research
in the history of Western civilization, an effort rivaling the Man-
hattan Project and the Apollo moon program.

Estimates of the cost of actually building a shield have run be-
tween $200 and $1,000 billion. In the worst case (something all
military men must consider), the cost per household in America
would be about $12,000. Parts of the shield might be in place by
the 1990s, with a complete shield coming into play sometime after
the turn of the century—if, of course, Star Wars is deemed feasible
and gets the go-ahead.

The talk in the station wagon started to quiet down. It was late
and the long wait after the breakdown had taken its toll. Someone
noted the new floodlights at the back of the lab. Management put
them up, Lowell said, in anticipation of the most recent big pro-
test. The idea was to better see demonstrators trying to climb
barbed-wire fences at night.

Periodically, the lab has been hit by protests, especially in the
1970s. On the public roads that circle the lab, thousands of marchers
would block traffic, hand out leaflets, and chant slogans. The pro-
tests eventually grew into an organized effort to sever the lab from
the University of California, which runs the lab for the Department
of Energy. In 1980, California Governor Edmund G. Brown, Jr.,
led the unsuccessful drive, telling the regents that “the university is
profoundly compromising itself by becommg the mtellectual home
of nuclear weapons and participating in a runaway arms race.’

The young scientists of Livermore have also come under fire;
some of their critics are veterans of the earliest atomic projects
in the United States. These were the whiz kids of an earlier era.
They helped create the current stocks of nuclear weapons and the
dogma that goes with them: that war will be deterred because no
aggressor will risk the possibility of terrible and swift retaliation.
We have missiles. The Soviets have missiles. If they fire, we fire,
and vice versa. In short, the superpowers are held hostage to each
other. Known as Mutual Assured Destruction, or MAD, this ortho-
doxy has kept an uneasy peace between the superpowers for more
than a third of a century.

The critics see nothing but heresy in the “futuristic schemes” of
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the young scientists. They say a defensive shield would be futile,
costly, and provocative. First, they say defensive weapons would
fail to shoot down the 1,500 or so strategic missiles now in the So-
viet arsenal. An enemy could outwit a defense by attacking it, by
protecting the skin of offensive missiles, or by simply overwhelming
it with increased numbers of missiles, decoys, and hard-to-detect
cruise missiles. Second, they say the worldwide switch to defense
would touch off an expensive round of new American offensive
weaponry meant to try to penetrate a Russian shield. There would
be an endless spiral of spending. Third, they say defense is bad
even if it works because it can be viewed as aggressive. A nation
with a shield, they say, might be tempted to launch a first strike
against an enemy’s missiles, confident it could brush aside any
feeble attempts at retaliation. The real issue, the critics insist, is not
new technology but whether a new generation of atomic scientists
is doomed to repeat the mistakes of the past.*

During the week I spent with them, the young scientists repeat-
edly chided their critics for being largely uninformed about their
work and the merits of defensive systems. Worst of all, they said,
the skeptics have simply lost the ability to absorb new ideas.

We turned a corner toward the laboratory’s main gate. Bright
street lights illuminated nearby signs. “No Trespassing” read one.
“Trespassing and Loitering Forbidden by Law” warned another.
Beyond them was a fence topped with barbed wire, further still the
dim outlines of darkened buildings.

We pulled into the lab’s entrance. On our left was a squat
wooden building where I had picked up my identification badge
earlier in the week. To get it, I had given a secretary my social se-
curity number, birthplace and date, home address, and driver’s li-
cense. A quick FBI check was said to insure that visitors had no

* Henry W. Kendall, chairman of the Cambridge-based Union of Concerned
Scientists, once sent me a letter listing a dozen “older geniuses” who at one
time had been nuclear enthusiasts like the young warriors of Livermore but
who had eventually seen the “wisdom” of arms control. Included in Kendall’s
list: Robert F. Bacher, head of bomb physics at Los Alamos during the Sec-
ond World War; Hans A. Bethe, head of theoretics at Los Alamos; Richard
L. Garwin, early developer of hydrogen bombs; Philip Morrison, Los Alamos
physicist who helped assemble the first atom bomb; Norman F. Ramsey,
scientist in charge of bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki; Theodore
B. Taylor, Los Alamos bomb designer; and Herbert F. York, first director of
the Livermore weapons lab.
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criminal records or warrants out for their arrest. Clipped to a shirt
collar, a visitor’s badge was to be worn at all times. The perma-
nent badges of the young scientists looked similar except for the
addition of a color photograph that helped guards make quick
identification checks. Another difference was that permanent
badges gave access to top-secret areas and documents.

On our right as we drove toward the checkpoint was a large
blue sign. “Prohibited items,” it warned, included “guns, explo-
sives, binoculars, telescopes, radio transmitters, recording equip-
ment, and alcoholic beverages.”

We stopped at the checkpoint, a small kiosk containing a guard
with a gun. We held out our badges for inspection. The guard
touched them all, one by one.

“T'll vouch for this man’s identity,” said Lowell as the guard
touched my photoless badge. “Very good,” said the guard as he
waved us through.

It was long past midnight as we drove up to the group’s cluster
of small buildings, almost a mile from the entrance. The night was
still young for the star warriors. Some of them would pass through
doors equipped with combination locks, sit down at their desks, and
work until dawn.



*

RECRUITS

FIRST DAY

It was morning of the first day. Lowell Wood, the leader of the
young scientists, had been kind enough to let me stay at his house
for the length of my week-long visit. The structure sat alone on a
high ridge overlooking the Livermore valley. A steady wind sang in
the tall grass and birdcalls were all about. In the valley below were
ranches, small hills, country roads, and occasional trees. It was
soothing in the morning light, the contours gentle, the hills smoothed
by time. The valley. floor was a golden-brown patchwork of grass,
barley, alfalfa, and hay, the individual ranches having different
shades. Toward the middle lay the town of Livermore, partly hidden
by low hills.

Nearby was Teller’s nuclear laboratory. Its site was, in effect, a
fortress surrounded by mountains—the Diablo Range of the Cali-
fornia coastal system. To the lab’s south and east was a subsidiary
range, the Hamilton, and to its west the Bay Hills. North of the lab
were the Diablo Hills and Mount Diablo itself, a huge mass of rock
topped with dark green vegetation.

A few tall structures stood out at the lab. But mostly it was a
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blur of hundreds of low buildings, trees, roads, and parking lots—
nearly eight thousand people practicing their high-technology arts
in the middle of nowhere.

The young scientists and their predecessors at Livermore had
overcome not only geographical isolation but also a historic preju-
dice against the lab among the nation’s scientists. Livermore was a
child of the Cold War. The nation was divided and so was opinion
on whether another weapons lab was needed. After it was founded,
Teller’s stormy career heightened its intellectual isolation. Many
of the nation’s scientists felt that Teller had betrayed and brought
about the downfall of J. Robert Oppenheimer, the most famous
scientist of his day. For a long time top graduates of the nation’s best
universities shunned both Teller and his Livermore lab.

The Hungarian-born Teller told his biographers, Stanley A.
Blumberg and Gwinn Owens: “If a person leaves his country, leaves
his continent, leaves his relatives, leaves his friends, the only people
he knows are his professional colleagues. If more than ninety per-
cent of these then come around to consider him an enemy, an out-
cast, it is bound to have an effect. The truth is it had a profound
effect.”

Though only 42 years old, Lowell had known Teller for almost
a quarter century. As Teller’s main protégé, Lowell now labored
mightily in a very personal fashion to carry on the nuclear heritage.

Lowell’s house, nestled in the gentle hills overlooking the lab,
was a rambling, two-story structure made of logs—rugged yet mod-
ern, with large windows, skylights, and porches. Lowell said he
designed it himself from modular units. It was still half-finished.
He occasionally worked on it weekends and often had the help of
young scientists from the lab.

A bachelor, Lowell spent little time at home. The house was big
enough to easily accommodate visitors, and young scientists coming
to work at the laboratory for a summer would sometimes stay sev-
eral weeks. Yet it did not seem to be the focus of a lively social life.
Lowell was wedded to his work and to the development of a cadre
of young scientists. It was a calling that consumed him.

Lowell had a curious love of mechanical things that was evident
in the area around his house. There was an old Thunderbird that
had sat long undriven, a large bin of old car parts, and a huge solar
panel for heating water. In general, it was not an area of neat walk-
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ways and well-trimmed grass but simply the top of the hill, covered
with gravel and long, dry grass. Behind the house, near a road that
curled down the back of the ridge, was a lone tree that had been
sculpted by the steady wind, its branches swept back. Lowell called
his home “Windy Ridge.”

That morning I drove my rented car down to the city of Liver-
more, telling Lowell I would meet him later at the lab. I wanted to
see what kind of diversions the area offered a group of young sci-
entists and engineers who had recently attended college in such
places as Pasadena, Palo Alto, Berkeley, Ithaca, and Cambridge.

The seven-mile drive to the heart of Livermore highlighted the
area’s rural nature. I passed a red farmhouse, a giant semitrailer
loaded with hundreds of bales of hay, and wide fields dotted with
cows. The town itself, incorporated in 1876, had a population of
about 50,000. Its center was marked by a flagpole at the intersec-
tion of First Street and Livermore Avenue. Nearby was one of the
town’s oldest structures, the two-story Masonic Building, dedicated
in 1905. Across the street was the American Bakery, painted red,
white, and blue. Surrounding the intersection were storefronts that
bespoke small-town California and the West. There was the Liver-
more Saloon Casino. There was the Tri-Valley Cobbler & Boot
Shop, containing row upon row of cowboy boots in a striking as-
sortment of colors. “America’s most wanted boots at discount
prices,” read a sign in the window. Across the street was the Cali-
fornia Gun Works, and in another direction the Hideaway Restau-
rant (“Dance & Cocktails”).

Scientists from the lab probably lived all over the place, but their
impact was not particularly evident. The first restaurant I passed
after leaving city center was Sefior Taco (“Burritos 49 cents”), fol-
lowed by Mountain Mike’s Pizza. On the streets, along with all the
compact Japanese imports, were a number of souped-up cars, hot
rods, and pickup trucks.

Livermore was not very far from the nation’s hub of high tech-
nology, Silicon Valley. But its only real high-tech development was
a facility on the outskirts of town that made integrated circuits out
of silicon wafers. It employed about 300 women, mostly home-
makers, to perform delicate assembly work.

The town had a two-year community college that offered an
Associate of Arts degree. According to a brochure handed out by
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an amiable lady at the Chamber of Commerce, the city’s other
“cultural” resources included “one library, three newspapers, one
radio station, seven TV channels, one cable TV system, twenty-six
parks and playgrounds, and one theater.”

In short, as might be expected, Livermore was the sort of place
that might wear thin after a few weeks. Nevertheless, in one respect
it was quite special. The official seal of the city depicted a cowboy
on horseback, a cluster of grapes, and, in the very center, an atom,
the symbol of the nuclear era, its electrons whirling about the
letter L.

I met Lowell in one of the lab’s cafeterias, where we had a late
lunch. It was located outside the barbed-wire fence. The large,
modern room was empty except for a small group of men in battle
fatigues and camouflage hats who had knives and guns strapped to
their belts. Lowell said they were working under the aegis of the






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































