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It’s not often that we can take a trip 

back in time. But today at Fernald, we 

see the area now nearly as it was when 

surveyors Samuel Carpenter and John W. 

Powell surveyed the land area in 1819.

Today at Fernald, we can see that history 

has come full cycle. In its early days, the 

land that became the Fernald site drew 

veterans of the Revolutionary War, whose 

ancestors remain in their homesteads 

today. They were followed by immigrants 

from dozens of countries, crafting lives off 

the tilling of the soil. Others went to the 

mills and manufacturing plants, eventually 

producing the metals for World War II, just 

as Fernald would later produce parts for 

the weapons of the Cold War that forever 

changed the course of human history.

Today, this page in Ohio’s history has 

been turned. Fluor is extremely proud of 

its partnership with the U.S. Department of 

Energy (DOE) in returning the land to what it 

was at the time of the Revolution and before.  

We embrace our role as one of those upon 

whom the DOE — and this nation — can rely 

to advance the environmental, economic 

and energy security of the United States.

Collaboration is so vital today, and 

the old way of doing business would 

never work in today’s world. There 

should be greater use of partnerships 

and alliances, and there has to be trust 

between partners. We achieved all that in 

our mutual desire to be true to the land 

around Fernald and all who live there.

On Jan. 19, 2007, more than 700 

people gathered on a brisk day to look 

at where Fernald once had been and to 

celebrate the more than 50 years of serving 

their nation. At the ceremony marking the 

end of the Fernald atomic plant, Energy 

Secretary Samuel Bodman noted that, 

“Today, we honor the rich past of these 

sites and also celebrate the work done to 

restore their environmental health without 

erasing their past. Here — in Ohio — we 

have returned the land as a living tribute 

to all that has occurred here. This is a 

legacy of which we can be proud.”

We cannot agree more. This part 

of the nation is special in many ways 

and we are thrilled to present a small 

part of that legacy in this book.

 

 

Alan L. Boeckmann

Chairman and CEO
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chapterone March 30, 1951
In the late 1940s, at the dawn of the Cold War, the Atomic Energy Commission (AEC) 

authorized construction of a single consolidated production facility to supply uranium 

feed material to the entire U.S. nuclear weapons complex. At that time, feed material 

was produced in separate plants in St. Louis, Mo.; Cleveland, Ohio; and Niagara 

Falls, N.Y. The new facility, encompassing both a chemical processing component 

and a uranium metal refinery, would do it all. The AEC, predecessor of the 

Department of Energy (DOE), asked the Catalytic Construction Company, its 

architectural and engineering contractor, to determine the ideal site for the 

consolidated plant. If all went according to plan, the facility would be up and running 

by January 1953.

After investigating more than 60 locations throughout the Midwest and South, 

Catalytic Construction narrowed its search to two sites in Ohio and one in Indiana. 

It ultimately recommended a 1,050-acre plot outside Fernald, Ohio, a hamlet situated 

on the border of Hamilton and Butler counties near the southwest corner of the state. 

The Fernald site, according to the recommendation, provided the ideal combination 

of attributes, including “a skilled labor force (machinists); lower property values; 

a plentiful water supply; a nearby railroad line; close proximity to Cincinnati and 

level terrain.”1

 

Left:  President Harry S. Truman had to face the realities of an atomic world. 

Center: The United States and the USSR both exploded nuclear weapons.

Right:  Gordon Dean, head of the Atomic Energy Commission, talked a good game but knew the U.S. atomic bench was thin.
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A whistle stop on the C & O Railroad, 

Fernald had a population of about 30 with 

another 100 living along narrow, largely 

unpaved roadways in the surrounding 

underdeveloped agricultural region. Many 

local farms lacked electricity, and most 

residents drew their water from cisterns 

or wells. Infrastructure deficiencies 

notwithstanding, the AEC deemed Fernald 

the optimal site for its uranium production 

facility and used the federal government’s 

eminent domain authority to acquire the 

property it required.

On Friday, March 30, 1951, the AEC 

announced that it had chosen a site some 

10 miles southwest of Hamilton, Ohio, for “a 

uranium ore refinery and other facilities for 

the production of uranium lead materials.” 

Coincidentally, the announcement came on 

the same day the United States sent tanks 

across the 38th parallel into North Korea, an 

offensive launched after President Truman 

and his advisors had contemplated — but 

ultimately decided against — using nuclear 

weapons in the Korean conflict.

A front-page story in The Cincinnati Times-

Star the next day announced the AEC’s 

decision to build a $30 million uranium ore 

refining plant outside Fernald. The subhead 

of the 12-paragraph piece stated, “News of 

the $30,000,000 Uranium Plant Affects 

Residents Much like Bomb Blast.” Its cross-

town rival The Cincinnati Enquirer hailed the 

AEC’s selection with an eight-column banner 

headline — “Hamilton County to Get Huge 

Atomic Plant” — and quoted the project 

manager, James F. Chandler, as promising 

that “no weapons will be made on the site 

and that the production will not create 

environmental, toxic, radiological or 

explosive hazards.”

The Cold War that began in the 

aftermath of World War II was heating up in 

Korea and elsewhere around the globe; now 

this rural expanse of southwestern Ohio 

would become a key element in an arms 

race destined to last for most of the rest of 

the century.

That weekend, however, most people 

around Fernald were more preoccupied 

with high school basketball. On the evening 

of the AEC announcement, the Hamilton 

Big Blue had beat Canton McKinley 48–40 

in an Ohio Class A Basketball Tournament 

semifinal game, boosting its record to 26–1. 

The Big Blue, who had won the state title 

tournament two years earlier with a nearly 

identical 25 –1 record, would face 

Columbus East in the championship game 

on Saturday night.

While few people around Fernald recall 

thinking much about international affairs, 

decision makers in Washington and Moscow 

would soon be thinking about Fernald, 

where many residents would quickly 

become key players in the escalating arms 

race. Fernald would be an isolated 

backwater no more.

By the spring of 1951, the time had 

clearly come for America to rearm. The 

atomic bombs that destroyed the Japanese 

cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945 

had depleted the U.S. stock of atomic 

weapons. Additional bombs were in the 

pipeline, but they remained at least weeks 
Left:  The choice of rural Ohio for the nuclear feed production facility surprised area residents.

Right: News of Soviet nuclear progress interrupted White House reporters watching the National League pennant race.
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away from delivery. And while the United 

States realized that after Hiroshima the 

Japanese were in no position to retaliate, it 

had no idea what the Soviets would do. 

From the end of the war through at least the 

early 1950s, the United States devoted 

almost all uranium and plutonium production 

to weapons. Urgency peaked around 1950, 

when fear generated by Russia’s prolific 

atomic testing motivated the United States 

to jumpstart production of various 

thermonuclear devices.2

The year 1951 proved a crucial 

watershed in the saga of nuclear weapons 

development, and Fernald represented one 

of many key elements. Because most 

members of the public supported America’s 

need to retain its nuclear edge, few openly 

objected to the AEC’s disclosure that it 

would continue atmospheric atomic bomb 

testing in the Pacific and begin testing 

bombs at a site on U.S. soil. At a meeting 

held on January 11, 1951, the AEC 

announced the results of an exhaustive 

search process for a U.S. test site. 

After seriously considering locations in 

New Mexico, Utah and North Carolina, 

the AEC opted for an expanse of Nevada 

desert just northwest of Las Vegas. 

Somewhat ominously, the minutes of that 

meeting acknowledged “the probability that 

people will receive perhaps a little more 

radiation than medical authorities say is 

absolutely safe.”

At around the same time, approval had 

been bestowed on preliminary designs for a 

pressured nuclear reactor that would 

eventually process the materials produced 

at Fernald. In August 1951, the Navy 

contracted with the Electric Boat Company 

to construct a nuclear-powered submarine at 

its Groton, Conn., plant.

But for most Americans, including many 

politicians and the media, arms race matters 

seemed remote. In October 1951, reporters 

were watching the New York Giants battle 

the Brooklyn Dodgers for the National 

League pennant — the series concluded by 

Bobby Thomson’s “shot heard ‘round the 

world” — on a tiny black-and-white television 

in the White House pressroom when 

Presidential Press Secretary Joe Short 

summoned them to his office and began 

reading from a piece of paper. “‘Another 

atomic bomb has recently been exploded 

within the Soviet Union,’” Short read. “‘This 

event confirms again that the Soviet Union is 

continuing to make atomic weapons. Further 

details cannot be given without adversely 

affecting our national security interests.’”

U.S. officials who had been infuriated by 

the Soviets’ initial bomb test two years 

earlier reacted to news of the second 

explosion more dispassionately. Analysts 

suggested that this blast had been 

detonated sometime within the previous 

month and expressed surprise that it hadn’t 

occurred sooner. Estimating that Russia may 

already have stockpiled between 20 and 

100 bombs, they noted that the Soviet 

dictator Joseph Stalin’s claim that the 

exploded bomb was one of many “different 

calibers” implied that the USSR was at work 

on a larger variety of atomic weapons.3

Above:  Hamilton High School’s stellar “Big Blue” championship team drew more initial attention than the new “atomic plant” near Fernald.
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Three days after the White House press 

corps learned about the second Soviet blast, 

Stalin signaled that the USSR intended to 

surpass the U.S. nuclear arsenal. Asked by 

the Soviet newspaper Pravda to respond to 

the fevered reaction of the foreign press to 

the Soviet atom bomb tests, Stalin confirmed 

the tests and stated, “Indeed, one of the 

types of atom bombs was recently tested in 

our country. Tests of atom bombs of different 

calibers will be conducted in the future as 

well.” Stalin concluded with the standard 

Communist propaganda line that the Soviet 

Union remained committed to a policy of 

banning atomic bombs.

The nuclear arms race had begun, and 

the United States realized it had fallen to 

second place. The shortage of fissile 

materials in the immediate aftermath of 

World War II had curtailed the development 

of facilities and the hiring of critical 

personnel. Confined to their posts during the 

war, civilians working on atomic projects at 

Chicago and Los Alamos and Oak Ridge 

returned to their homes as soon as the war 

ended. The Manhattan Engineering District, 

which administered the Manhattan Project 

and controlled U.S. weapons production 

before the formation of the AEC in January 

1947, barely retained enough personnel to 

function. Scientists decamped from Los 

Alamos with particular relish, some 

sublimating resentment at the facility’s 

quasi-military restrictions into the new battle 

raging in Washington over the winter of 

1945 –1946: Who would control the atom 

bomb — civilians or the military?

In response to Stalin’s menacing 

remarks, the House Appropriations 

Subcommittee released testimony by AEC 

Chairman Gordon Dean asserting that U.S. 

tactical atomic weapons were “already 

here.” Dean added that the AEC was 

working on “atomic artillery shells, guided 

missiles, torpedoes, rockets and bombs for 

ground-support aircraft, among others…big 

ones for big situations and little ones for little 

situations.” Dean also declared that, “given 

the right situation, and a target of 

opportunity, we could use an atomic bomb 

today in a tactical way against enemy troops 

in the field, without risk to our own troops.”4

Dean later amplified his testimony in a 

speech in Los Angeles. “If we can prevent 

all-out war by means of our strategic 

capability and stop these endless nibbling 

aggressions with our tactical capability, we 

will have done much to bring stability and a 

sense of security back to an uneasy world.”

But Dean, along with many others, was 

well aware that the United States didn’t have 

the wherewithal to back up these promises 

and threats. The country lacked sufficient 

material to assemble an overwhelming 

arsenal. The United States faced an 

enormous challenge. It had to catch up with 

the Soviets, forge into the lead and maintain 

dominance in the arms race for both the 

foreseeable and unforeseeable future. It 

needed to start the process almost from 

scratch — with Fernald producing the initial 

ingredients of what could be the next shot 

heard ‘round the world.

Above:  The countryside that soon would be the Fernald nuclear feed material production facility.



Fernald is located in Crosby Township, Ohio, an area formed some 450 million years 

ago, during the Late Ordovician period, by sediments deposited in what had been a 

shallow sea. Over time, the sediments stratified into layers of shale and limestone. 

The last of at least three episodes of glaciation coated the area with a nearly 

impermeable mixture of silt, clay, salt, gravel and cobbles.1

Around 10,000 B.C., herds of ancient bison, ancestors of the American buffalo, 

roamed southwestern Ohio. The area’s first human settlers hunted their descendants, 

along with smaller game like deer and elk. Early inhabitants also supplemented a diet 

of nuts and berries with a profusion of fish from the Great Miami River. Remnants of 

the one pre-Columbian tribe, the Adena, consist of distinctive burial mounds, finely 

crafted ceremonial objects and evidence that Ohio’s first farmers had cultivated 

sunflowers, squash, goosefoot, marsh elder, pumpkins and tobacco.2

The Adena laid the groundwork for generations of settlers to come. Hunter-

gatherers no more, the Adena established a way of life based on agriculture and used 

local clays to craft pottery containers for cooking and food storage. Evidence of 

Adena rituals found near Fernald includes long burial mounds and 13 circular earthen 

enclosures arranged around central mounds that archaeologists believe were used 

as sacred circles for worship.

chaptertwo this corner 
of ohio…
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Above:  An engraved ceramic cup left by the Mound Builders, or Hopewell, an early pre-Columbian culture of 
Native Americans.



The Adena were eventually supplanted 

by the Hopewell, who were called “Mound 

Builders” because of the large, intricately 

detailed burial mounds they produced. 

The Hopewell cultivated the crops that would 

become known as the “Three Sisters” of 

Native American agriculture: Corn, beans 

and squash.3

Frenchman Louis Jolliet became the first 

European to visit the area, in 1670, on a side 

trip from his mission to chart Lake Erie. In the 

southwestern corner of what was dubbed 

“Ohio Country,” Jolliet established contact 

with local tribes that sparked a thriving fur 

trade between the native tribes and the 

British and French.

Algonquian-speaking Shawnees 

controlled the territory north of the Ohio 

River until sometime around 1660, when 

the Iroquois seized power. In the course 

of a series of Native American conflicts 

known as the Beaver Wars (1641–1701), the 

Iroquois expelled the Shawnee and 

absorbed members of the local Erie tribe. 

Serving primarily as Iroquois hunting 

ground, the territory remained unsettled for 

several decades.4

Between the Beaver Wars and the 

American Revolution, Ohio Country became 

the scene of numerous armed conflicts. 

In 1781, toward the end of the Revolutionary 

War, an area south of Fernald called Miami 

Town became a Native American 

encampment. In 1778, Shawnee warriors 

captured frontiersman Daniel Boone 

and forced him to join their tribe. Boone 

escaped in time to join General George 

Rogers Clark’s forces in the successful 

Battle of Piqua against the Shawnees on 

August 7, 1780.

After the Treaty of Paris of 1783 formally 

terminated the Revolutionary War, Ohio was 

incorporated into the United States and 

immediately opened for white settlement. 

A popular destination for Revolutionary War 

veterans, Ohio’s southwest corner attracted 

pioneers such as John Hubbell and Asa 

Foster, whose notes praised the region’s 

good farmland and relative tranquility.5

Even after the Treaty of Fort McIntosh 

(1785) and the Treaty of Fort Harmar (1789) 

established the boundaries between U.S. 

territories and tribal lands, local tribes 

continued to vigorously oppose settlement. 

Many skirmishes in the Northwest Indian War 

(1785–1795) between the United States and 

warriors from a confederacy of tribes — 

Shawnee, Wyandot and Miami, among 

many others — were fought in southwest 

Ohio. Surveyors crossing the Great Miami 

River at today’s Fernald site were captured 

by the Shawnee and executed under 

Shawnee law.6 In 1790, local tribes attacked 

and besieged Dunlap’s Station (later Fort 

Dunlap) and Fort Colerain, just east of 

Fernald. Cold weather and a lack of supplies 

eventually ended the siege.

On July 28, 1794, near the conclusion of 

the Northwest Indian War, General “Mad 

Anthony” Wayne prepared to march his 

troops from Fort Washington to Greenville by 

dispatching an advance party of scouts.7 An 

Irish scout named Patrick traveled north 

along the banks of the Great Miami to a 

18 CLOSING THE CIRCLE OF HISTORY

Left:  Native American tribes like the Iroquois were among the original inhabitants of southwest Ohio.

Center:  Signature & Seals On 1783 Treaty Of Paris

Right:  Gen. George Rodgers Clark, who led some early forces against the Native Americans.
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Above:  C & O Railroad. Depot, Fernald, Ohio, late 1950s or early 1960s.
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creek flowing east into the river. Patrick 

drowned as he attempted to “cross the run” 

at the mouth of the creek, and the creek that 

now runs along the western edge of the 

Fernald site was named “Paddy’s Run” 

in his honor. In August 1794, Wayne’s 

troops ultimately triumphed over the 

Native American confederacy at the Battle 

of Fallen Timbers.

Within the next few years, a blockhouse 

built to protect settlers from American Indian 

attacks evolved into the crossroads 

community named Fernald Station.8 

Hamilton County, constituted in 1790, 

was named after Alexander Hamilton, who 

served as the first U.S. Secretary of the 

Treasury from 1789 to 1795. Butler County, 

formed in 1803, bears the name of Major 

General Richard Butler, a casualty in “St. 

Clair’s Defeat,” the rout of General Arthur St. 

Clair’s forces during the Northwest Indian 

War. Even today, both jurisdictions retain 

their original boundaries.

The last significant Native American 

resistance to white settlement in Ohio 

Country occurred during the War of 1812, 

when the Shawnee chief Tecumseh launched 

an unsuccessful campaign against the 

Americans. By 1817 the Shawnee and Ohio’s 

other Algonquin-speaking tribes had 

exchanged their Ohio lands for lands in 

Missouri, Texas and other western territories. 

Native Americans remained in Ohio until 

1842, when the Wyandot tribe was forced to 

cede its territory in Upper Sandusky.9

Passage of the Land Ordinance, on May 

20, 1785, spurred settlement of Ohio Country 

by establishing an orderly system for 

surveying, selling and settling U.S. public 

lands. After 1810, land surveyors began to 

accommodate the numerous settlers 

yearning to stake claims in new territories 

said to be abundant with game and 

potentially productive fields. Beginning with 

Revolutionary War veterans, each successive 

wave of settlers would build on the progress 

others had made before them.

On April 6, 1801, a land office opened 

in Cincinnati to handle the sale of U.S. 

government-owned Congress Lands in 

southwest Ohio, the same year William 

Ludlow surveyed the region west of the 

Great Miami River in southwest Hamilton 

County. The land office facilitated what 

became known as the “Miami Purchase,” 

the sale of land between the Little and Great 

Miami rivers. The territory west of the Great 

Miami remained Congress Lands.

In Butler County, a company established 

by Jeremiah Butler acquired a 2,000-acre 

tract — two full sections and two fractional 

sections — along the west bank of the Great 

Miami. Years later, Joab Comstock of New 

Haven, Conn., came to Hamilton County and 

founded Crosby, a village on the banks of the 

Great Miami that was eventually abandoned 

after massive flooding. Crosby Township, 

the location of Fernald, was formed in 1803, 

the same year Ohio achieved statehood.
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Jeremiah Butterfield, one of the founders 

of the Ohio community now known as 

Ross, left New York in 1797 and traveled 

to Cincinnati. In 1801, he formed a 

partnership with five other men to purchase 

at auction 2,000 acres in Butler County at 

$2.10 per acre — 10 cents an acre over the 

minimum bid — before other bidders had a 

chance to react.10

The new town’s first dwelling was built in 

1804. The town was plotted on February 1, 

1817, and originally named “Venus” — a 

tribute to the immense beauty envisioned by 

its founders. The village’s name soon turned 

into “Venice,” which it remained until 1834 

when, to avoid confusion with Venice, Ohio, 

in Seneca County, it was renamed Ross. 

Ross lies nearly three miles northeast of the 

future Fernald site.

The main route into town from the east 

was Trace Road; other thoroughfares 

included Paddy’s Run Road, Venice and 

Millville Road. Before construction of a 

bridge in 1830, a ferry crossed the Miami 

River at Venus. The original bridge, swept  

away by a flood two years later, was replaced 

by a second bridge that was ultimately 

destroyed by an 1893 fire.

While cotton mills represented the town’s 

initial commercial enterprises, Venice/Ross 

soon became renowned for its whiskey 

distilleries. Until 1870, herds of cattle, hogs 

and even turkeys were driven through town 

down Colerain Pike en route to Cincinnati, 

the herders stopping at the Venice Castle 

and the Venice Hotel.

Religion came to town when the 

Methodist Episcopal Church was organized 

in 1826 and raised its first church in 1832. 

The Presbyterian Church, organized in 1828, 

soon erected its own house of worship. 

Sadly, the great flood of 1913 destroyed 

many old structures located close to the 

banks of the Miami.11

Welsh settlers had flocked to the Venice 

area, particularly after the Reverend 

Benjamin Chidlaw sang its praises on a visit 

to Wales in the 1830s. Southwest Ohio soon 

began producing distinguished personages 

in a variety of fields. William Babb, a local 

schoolmaster and lawyer, served as 

governor of Ohio from 1846 to 1849, 

Abraham Lincoln’s campaign manager for 

the 1860 election and chief examiner in the 

U.S. Patent Office. In 1805 a local man 

named Ezekiel Hughes was appointed to 

build a road from the mouth of the Miami 

River to Hamilton, the seat of Butler County.12 

And, two U.S. presidents — William Henry 

Harrison and his grandson Benjamin 

Harrison — hailed from southwest Ohio.

The protective environs of Fort Hamilton 

originally attracted many early settlers, and 

in 1794 the site evolved into the town of 

Hamilton. In the early to mid-19th century, 

Hamilton became a significant regional 

manufacturing center, with secondary trade 

hubs forming in the smaller nearby 

communities of Oxford, Millville and Venice/ 

Ross, as well as in the smaller villages in 

Crosby Township.

Above: Paddy’s Run, which formed the western perimeter of the Fernald site, in spring.

F ollowing the acquisition of Ohio Country 

by Great Britain, the Proclamation of 

1763 barred white settlers from the territory. 

The British made the proclamation partly 

to re-establish amicable relations with the 

Shawnee and other local tribes and partly to 

assert that the Crown no longer recognized 

claims by the American colonies to the 

lands. The colonies deemed the Quebec 

Act of 1774, which annexed Ohio Country 

to the Canadian province of Quebec, one 

of the Intolerable Acts passed by the British 

parliament that incited the Revolution.

Parliamentary prohibitions notwithstanding, 

pioneers from Pennsylvania and Virginia 

continued to cross the Allegheny Mountains 

and tangle with the Shawnee. To counter the 

threat posed by the settlers — whom they 

called Long Knives — the Shawnee and other 

Ohio Nation tribes aligned with the British 

during the Revolutionary War.

After the American victory in the 

Revolutionary War, Ohio Country became 

ripe for settlement. On March 4, 1786, former 

soldiers from the Massachusetts area formed 

the Ohio Company of Associates to acquire

land for settlement in the newly opened 

Northwest Territory. The Ohio Company 

negotiated the Ohio Company Purchase, 

A ShOwER 
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the first large-scale land sale made 

directly by the Continental Congress.

Scattered notes and legal documents 

offer insight into the lives and 

thoughts of the war veterans who 

populated southwest Ohio.

John Hubbell, whose military service 

took place between 1776 and 1781, 

mainly in New Jersey, lived in the Fayette 

County community of Jennings, Ohio, 

before resettling in Hamilton. His odd will 

distributed his war pension among seven 

of his children — Anna, Daniel, David, 

John, Isaac, Rachel and Sarah — but left 

nothing to his wife, Mary, and another son 

named Ahijah. No explanation was offered.

Asa Foster, a native of Connecticut who 

moved to southwest Ohio in 1811, was 

descended from Christopher Foster, who 

emigrated from London to America aboard 

the Abigail back in 1635.

Government land surveys instituted during 

a settlement surge during the 1810s 

provide vivid details about the land and 

insights about the early pioneers. Those 

surveys also proved invaluable when the 

area was replanted in the post-Fernald 

era. During the summer and fall of 1819, 

surveyors Samuel Carpenter, D.S., and  

John W. Powell, divided Fernald-region 

land into blocks and coordinates.  

 

Their journals, notes and survey 

texts also described trees and 

other natural landmarks:

“An ironwood, 6 inches diameter

Set ½ mile post at average distance from 

which a hickory. 13 ins. Diam. S. 14 31 XX 

and a (another tree) 18 ins diameter

Corner post

Corner post

Sand level: timber oak, beech, elm,

history, ash; undergrowth spicewood,

very thick.” 

Other entries note the “Clear fine 

weather” and offer comments about 

the Ohio prairie.

“Land generally good, some marshy; 

timber oak, beech, hickory, elm, yew, 

middle growth, p. ash and spicewood.” 

Markings for that entry were “West 40.00” 

followed by “corrected between secs. 

2.2 & 2.7.”

“Land thick and rich,” the report 

observes. “Land wet and rich,” it says 

elsewhere. Clearly, Carpenter and 

Powell’s excitement for the new land 

helped entice even more settlers.

Along with intricate details of local foliage, 

the surveyors offered observations about 

the climate, the ground itself and notable 

human-made landmarks: 

“To a swamp…on the west side a bank 6 

feet high, on which have been extensive 

Indian encampments…”

Noting the weather again, it was written 

that September 11 was “clear and 

warm,” but the weather changed two 

days later: “Rainy in the morning: a 

shower at sunset.”

Southwest Ohio possessed the attributes 

of an earthly paradise. It abounded 

with beautiful and economically viable 

trees: Buckeye, poplar oak, ash, walnut, 

sycamore, hickory, gum, wild cherry, 

sugar-tree, dogwood and sassafras. Until 

the area’s farms became productive, 

settlers could sustain themselves on 

bountiful wildlife: Turkey, geese, ducks, 

quail, pheasant, squirrel, fox, wolves and 

deer. With spice and hazel bushes, wild 

gooseberry, black currants, paw paw 

bushes, wild onions and pea vines in 

profusion, the new territory even smelled 

like paradise.

In 1822, the Shakers established a 

settlement in the White Water region west of 

Ross, the last of Ohio’s four significant 

Shaker villages. Today’s visitors can see a 

recreation of Shaker culture in the preserved 

buildings of White Water Shaker Village.13

Paddy’s Run remained the name of the 

local post office until 1893, but New London 

was the name preferred by early immigrants 

from Wales. German immigrants built many 

of the churches in Hamilton and Butler 

counties. Congregations consisted of 

parishioners from various regions of 

Germany, and throughout their existence 

services took place in German. The churches 

gradually disbanded when the German-born 

elders died off and a younger generation that 

preferred English-language services began 

to predominate.

The Fernald site also was the scene of 

Civil War action. On July 13, 1863, the 

Confederacy’s Brigadier General John Hunt 

Morgan led a troop known as Morgan’s 

Raiders into Ohio from Indiana near the 

Hamilton-Butler county line and forded the 

Great Miami near the Fernald site. Morgan’s 

Raiders were eventually defeated by Union 

troops in the Battle of Salineville. Ironically, 

at one point during their incursion into Ohio, 

Morgan’s men came very close to a major 

route of the Underground Railroad, which 

conducted slaves from the South to free 

areas of the North and Canada.

Early on, grain was hauled to the Crosby 

Township village of Scott Station to Model 

Mills in the town of Venice, which then 

shipped to markets far afield. While Scott 

Station (later Scottsdale) remained tiny as 

nearby towns grew, a population of skilled 

workers from Wales, Germany, Italy and 

France flourished and bequeathed their 

machinist skills to their progeny — talents 

much valued by AEC scouts in search of a 

processing center site.

By the 1910s an enterprising 

community of farmers, flourmill operators 

and telegraphers had formed around the 

village that had been renamed Fernald in 

1903. The name came from George A. 

Fernald, a New Hampshire-born financier 

who helped bankroll a new railroad that 

planned to place a stop in Crosby Township 

southwest of the town of Ross. The town 

became Fernald once townspeople 

discovered that another Scottsdale, Ohio, 

was erroneously receiving shipments meant 

for the Crosby Township Scottsdale.

During the early part of the 20th century, 

Fernald remained an insular Ohio village, the 

kind of place where residents attended the 

same churches, joined together on threshing 

rings and formed groups to fill silos and haul  
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clover seeds. Intermarriage between families 

was common, and the water in Paddy’s Run 

always stayed a refreshing 55 degrees.

The Fernald area obtained electricity 

in 1936, the same year of the Great 

Depression that the Civilian Conservation 

Corps (CCC) laid out 24 alternative strips for 

farming. It was the first time the federal 

government had imposed its will on the area 

since the Land Ordinance a century and half 

earlier, and a portent of much more outside 

influence to come.

During World War II, city boys seeking 

deferments from military service arrived to 

work on the CCC farms. Local factories 

switched from manufacturing automobiles to 

producing munitions and weapons, the initial 

step in the region’s conversion from a tight-

knit agricultural community to an important 

element of American defense.

Fernald underwent further changes after 

the war. In November 1944, the C & O 

Railroad depot was lifted up, turned around 

and moved to other side of the tracks so the 

office could be enlarged. During 1951 and 

1952, construction materials for the “new 

uranium plant” began to arrive. In 1980, the 

C & O cut costs by abandoning the 17.5 

miles of track linking Fernald and Cheviot. 

In 1986, after a section of the abandoned 

depot’s roof collapsed and a scheme to 

relocate it to a Crosby Township park proved 

too costly, the depot was demolished.14 And 

in 1989, the uranium plant, no longer new, 

ceased operations.
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Above: Watering trough along the historic Cincinnati-Brookville Road.



Once the AEC settled on the Fernald site, it wasted no time. Black cars with federal 

government plates quickly converged on the scene, and in May 1951 ground was 

broken for the feed material production complex. Five months later, the AEC and 

its contractor, National Lead of Ohio (NLO), had tested its processes and launched 

operations in some of the plants.

The Pilot Plant went into operation in October 1951. By 1954, when construction 

was completed and all 10 plants were up and running, the 19 acres of the 136-acre 

Fernald complex were under roof and four miles of railroad track had been laid. 

The facility also had 24 acres of storage areas and the equivalent in paved roads of a 

20-mile highway.

Not everyone welcomed Fernald to the neighborhood, however, especially after 

the AEC began claiming that national urgency justified its use of eminent domain 

to acquire land from local families.1 “Mom and Dad strove and worked hard from 

the Depression to get what we had,” recalled Marion Fuchs, a native of Crosby 

Township. “We cried like babies when they took our land.”

 

chapterthree beat the
russians
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Above:  Government sign underscoring the secrecy and importance of the “uranium ore refinery and other facilities for the production of uranium feed materials.”
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The Fuchs family first heard about the 

Fernald installation on April 6, 1951, when 

they received 60 days notice to vacate their 

farm. “They just drove in and said, “‘This 

is it,’” Fuchs said. “We couldn’t hardly eat 

a thing for 30 days. I know why they didn’t 

give us warning, because we could have 

sold it or took options… It was listed as 

the best heavy industrial ground around 

Cincinnati, about $3,000 an acre. We 

ended up with $300 an acre. We left on 

my birthday, July 6.”2

Bill Knollman heard the news over the 

radio on March 30. “It was rather stunning 

to us,” he remembered. “After the news 

broke, I guess we kind of put it together, 

seeing some black cars with government 

license plates on, driving down Willey Road 

past our place.”3

Just before he was about to lose part of 

the family farm to eminent domain, Carol 

Knollman Colegate’s grandfather moved a 

barn to land he owned across the road so  

he wouldn’t have to tear it down. “We didn’t 

get much for the land, but they told us if 

we didn’t sell they’d take it anyway, so we 

settled on their price,” Colegate said. 

“They let us move the barn, but we had to 

pay for it ourselves.”4

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

purchased the 1,050-acre tract on behalf 

of the AEC for a total of about $600,000 

— an average of about $533 per acre — 

and predicted that the acquisition 

would involve minimal disruption. “There 

are no cemeteries to relocate; no schools to 

be affected,” said James F. Chandler 

of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 

“It’s not likely that any roads or highways 

will be disturbed.”

Throughout 1951, Fernald-area farmland 

was transformed into a complex where 

nearly a dozen manufacturing plants 

that resembled huge grain elevators 

were surrounded by office buildings, 

laboratories and a medical center. At the 

outset, workspace was in such short supply 

that farmhouse porches had to be drafted 

into service.

Because no paved roads ran through 

the Fernald site, one bulldozer operator 

was detailed to extract vehicles stuck in the 

mud. A story in The Atomizer, an internal 

company publication, described the plight 

of early employees. “We would have to wait 

20 minutes in line [for cars] to get in,” said 

Arnold Capano, who began working 

at Fernald on January 2, 1952. “The first 

thing I did was buy a pair of boots because 

of the mud.”5 

Planting grass and shrubs to allay 

the mud crisis produced unexpected 

consequences. “We didn’t have air 

conditioning and they laid down some 

fertilizer, and that stuff was really foul 

smelling — and we had to have the windows 

open,” Capano said.

Until employees began forming carpools, 

many workers rode buses to Fernald from 

their homes in Hamilton and Cincinnati. One 

resourceful construction worker parked his  
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Above: Laying the foundation for one of the first Fernald buildings on Sept. 20, 1951.
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private plane on a level stretch at the north 

end of the site and charged passengers 

$5 a head for rides to the Greater Cincinnati 

Airport in northern Kentucky.

Before construction of the boiler plant, 

a railroad steam locomotive supplied 

Fernald’s power and heat. “We used an old 

train engine, right behind security, to provide 

the steam power to wash hands and steam 

for the project,” said Homer Bruce, who 

spent 43 years at Fernald.6

With nearly 3,000 working on the site 

throughout the 1950s and 1960s, traffic 

jammed the local roads. “It was every night 

and morning all these people coming to 

work and all of them leaving,” Bill Knollman 

said. “That was a major change to our 

environment. We had a touch of urban 

life, I guess, because of all of the cars.”7

Cold War ideological, economic and 

political conflicts had spurred a fevered 

nuclear arms race between the United 

States and the Soviet Union. To win the race, 

the United States had quickly established 

what was called a nationwide “nuclear 

weapons complex” to coordinate research, 

production and testing. The nuclear 

weapons complex ultimately comprised 

21 major research, production, assembly 

and testing facilities in 13 states, many of 

them in rural communities like Fernald.

“A lot of military people came to Fernald 

to work after World War II,” Homer Bruce 

said. “They were dedicated. You felt like you 

were part of a team. The plant was extremely 

important to U.S. security then. The Cold 

War was a scary time. We knew we were 

doing something important. We had a real 

camaraderie at Fernald and I miss the place. 

Turnover was among the lowest of any 

employer in Hamilton and Butler counties.”8

For 38 years the Fernald production 

facility played a crucial part in the nuclear 

weapons complex: It processed 65 percent 

of all the uranium produced by the United 

States. In addition to producing nearly 

170,000 metric tons of uranium (MTU), it 

delivered 35,000 MTU of uranium trioxide, 

uranium tetrafluoride and other intermediate 

compounds. It’s fair to say Fernald 

armed the missiles aimed at Moscow, 

Leningrad and other enemy targets.

When the Cuban missile crisis erupted in 

1962, the world was well aware of Fernald’s 

role in the U.S. arsenal and bomb shelters 

that had materialized throughout the area. 

Fernald employees knew next to nothing 

about what workers did in other parts of 

the complex, but they did know they were 

all doing patriotic work for America. Signs 

posted throughout the plants told them 

as much: “Don’t talk out of turn! You are 

a PRODUCTION SOLDIER…America’s 

First Line of Defense is HERE.”

The Fernald complex eventually 

encompassed 10 plants plus a number of 

support buildings where uranium in a variety 

of forms — including ore concentrate, scrap 

and recycled materials containing uranium 

— was transformed into high-purity uranium 

metal for nuclear weapons. The site’s six 

waste pits became repositories for both 

radioactive and non-radioactive chemical 

byproducts: uranium isotopes, thorium-232, 

barium salts and thorium-230, a uranium  
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Above:  With the Gray family farm in the background, construction of Quonset huts was underway on June 21, 1951, just one month after groundbreaking.
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production process waste material. Radium-

226, another residue of the production 

process, was stored in concrete K-65 silos.9 

 

FERNALD FACILITIES 

•  Pilot Plant. The first unit to begin 

operating (October 1951), the Pilot 

Plant functioned as both a prototype 

for every phase of the uranium 

metal production process and a 

training facility for new employees. 

Although the Pilot Plant produced 

only small amounts of uranium metal, 

it established operating procedures 

and generated the performance data 

that engineers applied to larger-

scale equipment and processes. The 

Pilot Plant, also known as the UF6 

to UF4 Reduction Facility, continued 

to function until Fernald ceased 

operations in 1989. 

•  Plant 1. The Sampling Plant 

(December 1953) weighed, 

sampled, classified and sorted 

incoming raw materials.

•  Plants 2 & 3. The Ore Refinery Plants 

(December 1953) converted impure 

uranium feed material and residue into 

pure uranium trioxide.

•  Plant 4. The Green Salt Plant 

(October 1953) converted uranium 

trioxide into uranium dioxide, also 

known as brown oxide.

•  Plant 5. The Metal Production Plant 

(May 1953) used immense furnaces to 

convert green salt into uranium metal 

“derbies” (round blocks).

•  Plant 6. The Metals Fabrication Plant 

(summer 1952) fabricated finished 

uranium cores from ingots.

•  Plant 7. The Hexafluoride Reduction 

Plant (June 1954) converted uranium 

hexafluoride into green salt.

•  Plant 8. The Scrap Recovery Plant 

(November 1953) converted uranium 

metal and metal-bearing waste into 

the black oxide used as feed material 

by Plant 1.

•  Plant 9. The Special Products Plant 

(October 1954) first produced thorium 

metal and later cast oversized enriched 

uranium ingots.10

 BEAT THE RUSSIANS 35

Left:  A home used as headquarters for the construction operation.

Right:  Dirt roads and rapidly rising buildings transformed what once was a cornfield.
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The Fernald complex and its surrounding 

community managed to peacefully coexist 

for nearly three decades. For the most part, 

locals gave little thought to the secretive 

production facility. Many had forgotten — 

or perhaps never knew — Fernald’s 

critical role in America’s defense 

strategy. In response to Cold War 

security concerns, Fernald management 

forbade workers to discuss their jobs 

or site operations outside the plant.

For every pound of high-quality 

uranium it produced, Fernald also produced 

10 pounds of metallic waste. Fernald 

stored an additional 9,700 tons of low-level 

radioactive waste in the three concrete 

silos on the perimeter of the site.

In the early 1950s, with the United States 

desperately pursuing the Soviets, time was 

of the essence. The AEC and its contractors 

had a mission to construct the facility and 

achieve maximum productivity as quickly 

as possible. Other concerns would just 

have to wait.
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Above:    A worker handling materials in the early stages of the uranium ore refinement process.



The opening of Fernald quickly triggered a local hiring boom, with 1,181 

employees at the outset and 2,891 workers four years later. The rural area 

had never seen industry on this scale, and it hadn’t experienced a population 

explosion since settlers rushed to Ohio Country after the American Revolution.

In fact, the newcomers of the 1950s were not so different from the transplanted 

Revolutionary War veterans. They all came to southwest Ohio seeking a better life.

Hired in October 1952, Gene Branham and his father joined an exodus from 

the tiny eastern Kentucky town of Wayland where, one day the previous July, the 

coal company abruptly shut down the local mine. After a mineworker who landed 

a job at Fernald sent back the good news, a group of 40 Wayland miners made the 

pilgrimage up to Fernald.1

“It was good. We all needed work bad,” recalled Branham, who later served 

as president of the Fernald Atomic Trades and Labor Council. “It was a whole new 

world that me and my dad got hired into. We would sit in the evening time around 

the courthouse. We were amazed. We changed clothes twice a day, everything was 

clean inside and out, took two showers a day. We had the eight-hour work period 

and then the traveling each way was 45 minutes. We had come from the mines, so 

that was not hard.”2

 

chapterfour the early years
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Above:  The new facilities at Fernald dwarfed the once dominant landscape of corn stalks swaying in the breeze.
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Above Left: Envelope containing a job offer at Fernald to George Bassitt (misspelled as “Bassett”).

Lower Left: Stub of one of George Bassitt’s early paychecks.

Right:  George Bassitt’s  job offer letter.

Bob Kispert was similarly enthusiastic 

when he began a long tenure at Fernald 

in 1954, “as a kid out of high school 

that just needed a job.” Kispert grew up 

in Cincinnati, where major companies 

like General Electric and Proctor & 

Gamble, plus a number of chemical 

plants, offered abundant opportunity. 

“I had an aptitude in chemistry, straight 

A’s in high school. I was able to market 

my talent,” said Kispert, who thought 

that Fernald “being 18 miles to the 

northwest was way out in the country.”

Nonetheless, Kispert decided to 

launch his career at Fernald and each day 

commuted in his family’s ’52 Plymouth. 

“I was excited to be working at an atomic 

plant,” recalled Kispert. “The people in the 

city knew of it as the atomic plant, knew it 

existed and there was a big splash about 

the number of jobs. World War II had ended, 

Korea was emerging as a hot spot, and the  

Cold War took the place of the hot war. 

I was thrilled about the idea of something 

new. People were grateful for the atomic 

bomb. It ended World War II. Nobody 

feared the bomb.”

Taking college courses at night and 

during leave time from the plant, Kispert 

earned degrees in chemistry and chemical 

engineering that enabled him to handle 

Fernald’s high-tech processes and rise in 

the company hierarchy. “The processes 

were just coming online and used new 

technologies at the time. Solvent extract was 

one,” Kispert said. “It was really an exciting 

place to work, with top-notch technical 

people from all over the United States.”3

During these early days of the Cold 

War, security was job one. Employees who 

worked on the process side or handled 

sensitive documents had to obtain security 

clearances. Intensive FBI background 

checks could last several months and often 

entailed visits to the applicant’s hometown 

to interview family members, friends, 

ministers, even elementary school teachers.

“It was more than just a background 

check,” said Hillman Grubbs, a former 

Fernald employee. “I think they were 

checking on whether or not you 

had any ties to the Communists or 

subversive activities of any kind.”4

Nancy Holliday began her career at 

Fernald before the FBI had completed her 

background check. “I started working before 

I had my clearance and I worked in what 

was called the ‘Holding Tank,’ which later 

became the Industrial Relations building,” 

Holliday said. “All of us who were hired, but 

still not cleared, had to sit in that room, and I 

was probably in there a couple of months.”5

Once employees obtained security 

clearances, they were admonished not 

to talk about what they did at Fernald 

with anyone, not even family members.

“My usual response when asked was, 

‘I’m not at liberty to say,’” Bob Kispert said.

Other workers’ deadpan comeback 

to questions about what they made 

at Fernald: “$2.50 an hour.”
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Above:  The U.S.S. Nautilus, the world’s first operational nuclear-powered submarine and the first vessel to complete a submerged transit across the North Pole, was 
launched in Connecticut in 1954, powered by fuel rods produced with materials from Fernald.

In fact, most employees had only a 

sketchy notion of what was happening at 

Fernald. “I did know some of the process, 

but I didn’t know right away that our end 

product was being used for weapons,” 

said Loucetta “Lucy” Rathgens, who held 

various jobs over her 42 years at Fernald. 

“I knew that we were working for the 

government, and I knew it was classified, 

so I figured it wasn’t for me to know 

everything. Certainly I knew later on.”6

George Bassitt, who in 1954 jumped 

at the chance to begin working at Fernald 

for $2 an hour, also remembered the 

tight security. “You couldn’t wander all 

over the plant,” Bassitt said. “You had 

to stay in your plant where you were 

working, so you didn’t know what went 

on in the other plants.” Bassitt learned 

what was going on in other parts of the 

complex only after he was transferred.

Before 1951, hardly anybody had 

heard of Fernald, and few outsiders knew  

much about Hamilton and Butler counties. 

Nonetheless, that region of southwest Ohio 

does own a fair share of distinctions.

Butler County, for example, boasts the 

nation’s highest per capita concentration of 

veterans from a single war — the Vietnam 

War.7 Hamilton, the seat of Butler County, 

owns an odd distinction. It’s one of the only 

U.S. towns that lies at the intersection of 

four consecutively numbered highways: 

U.S. 127 and Ohio routes 128, 129 and 130. 

Hamilton also displays a statue of Captain 

John Cleves Symmes, a hero of the War of 

1812 who is best known for formulating the 

Theory of Concentric Spheres and Polar 

Voids, the so-called “Hollow Earth Theory,” 

which postulates earth as a hollow planet 

with large openings at both of the poles.

And while entertainers, politicians, 

baseball players, writers and broadcasters 

have hailed from southwest Ohio, its main  

pre-Fernald claim to fame consisted of  

 

rumors that notorious bank robber John 

Dillinger had occasionally used the area as 

a hideout.

During World War II, the Hamilton-

Butler County region would make its mark 

in industrial history by producing tank 

turrets, ship and submarine engines, and 

machined and stamped parts. That entrée 

into military manufacturing — and the 

skilled workers the war plants attracted and 

trained — bolstered its credentials when 

the AEC scouting teams came to call.

When construction of the Fernald 

installation was announced in 1951, total 

cost was projected at $30 million. A year 

later the figure doubled, and by 1953 

the estimate reached $100 million.

From the mid-1950s to the early 

1960s, Fernald uranium production 

peaked at nearly 12,000 tons annually. 

After four years of operation, however, 

the AEC realized that Fernald lacked the 

capacity to meet the rapidly increasing 

demand for feed materials. In 1955, to 

substantially boost production capacity 
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Above: Two cartoons from The Atomizer, the news publication of the Fernald facility.

and bolster operating efficiency, the AEC 

launched a site wide facility expansion 

initiative. As a result, some Fernald plants 

quickly doubled their original output.

In 1953, David J. Blythe, NLO’s 

general superintendent in charge of 

production, delivered a speech to the 

Hamilton Rotary Club that revealed 

the purpose of the Fernald facility. 

“To state it as simply as possible, raw 

uranium ore will be processed into uranium 

metal and made into shapes and form for 

use to other AEC installations,” Blythe said.

He also attempted to allay concerns 

over worker safety. “Everything has been 

planned and designed with the thought 

of making the plant a safe and healthy 

place to work,” Blythe said. Employees’ 

personal clothing would never be exposed 

to “what is referred to as contamination” 

because the company supplied them with 

coveralls, caps, smocks, undershirts and 

drawers, socks and shoes — and everything 

but the shoes were laundered daily.

“Surrounding areas are similarly safe,” 

Blythe added. “Constant sampling is carried 

on in surrounding air, ground and waters. 

Effluents are not released until they are 

below established tolerances.” An AEC news 

release underscoring Blythe’s assurances 

stated that “no atomic weapons would 

be made at the site and that operations 

there would create no environmental 

toxic or radiological hazards.”8

Clearly, Fernald had become a major 

combatant in the Cold War, a steady source 

of material for AEC plants in Hanford, Wash.; 

Savannah River, S.C.; and Oak Ridge, Tenn. 

Fuel rods built at Fernald powered the first 

atomic submarine, the U.S.S. Nautilus, 

which was launched on January 21, 1954.

Fernald maintained an intense 

production schedule. “Through 1954, the 

plant was operated around the clock, seven 

days a week,” Bob Kispert said. “I worked 

the third shift. At nighttime, when production 

was going, it was kind of a strange sight.  

 

 

Because you have the surrounding farms 

and countryside, which is dark, but in the 

middle you have this glow. You have the 

lights like some small city is here. The 

sounds also travel at night more than they 

do at daytime.

“In the ‘50s, the goal was to get 

the tons,” Kispert added. “There was 

a national need, and the incentive was 

to make your delivery schedules. NLO 

never missed a delivery schedule.”9

Gene Branhman — whose brother, an 

uncle and eventually a son would join him 

and his father at Fernald — first received 

“P” clearance that limited his activities in 

the plant. “They would bring you in and 

work in the general labor pool until you 

acquired your ‘Q’ clearance,” recalled 

Brahman, referring to the clearance status 

required to work on nuclear material.10

Because most of his crew consisted 

of World War II veterans “They were self-

motivated, they were well-disciplined, they 

had a military background. You didn’t 

have to blow a whistle,” Branhman said. 
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Above:  Construction of the Green Salt Plant in 1952.

“They knew it was time to go to work. They 

knew what the job was. I was young, so 

I had a real advantage although I wasn’t 

aware of it, but I learned from the guys 

who truly knew. And they were patriotic; 

they fought in Europe, Sicily, France, in the 

South Pacific. You didn’t have any training 

programs, it was OJT [on-the-job training].”

Branhman was deeply impressed by 

what he and his coworkers managed to 

accomplish. “Just all at once it hit me, this 

is an amazing thing, the transition from ore 

to final uranium product was something to 

behold. It was true technology. But that final 

product was unmatched over that period of 

time in quality, and it was ahead of schedule. 

It was under costs. What those people 

did for those four decades was super.”11

Fernald workers may not have 

known exactly what they were doing, 

but they well understood their mission to 

overtake the Soviets in the arms race.

“I really believe that the United States 

pretty much had to go up against the 

Russians,” Arnold Capano said. “The 

Russians had a big stockpile, too.”

According to Capano, the American 

public hadn’t focused on the Soviet threat 

until 1957, when Russia launched the first 

Sputnik, and five years later when the 

Soviets installed missiles in Cuba. “Then 

people got panicky,” said Capano.12

In retrospect, the installation’s busiest 

years also proved the most problematic. 

It later emerged that Fernald middle 

managers had determined which 

radioactive salts would provide the 

most impressive laboratory samples by 

putting some in their mouths. By tasting 

a small amount of a granular uranium 

hexafluoride substance — “green salt” 

— managers could ascertain if it had the 

metallic taste indicative of good samples.13 

Sending poor samples, they feared, would 

damage their productivity records.

But all disclosures came much later, 

and Fernald’s former employees look back 

on the era as the best of times. During the 

same period, Oscar Robertson was leading 

the University of Cincinnati Bearcats to the 

NCAA basketball Final Four. The pages 

of The Atomizer enthused over company-

sponsored bowling leagues, trap shooting 

teams, softball, volleyball and golf. And in 

1954 the Hamilton High School Big Blue  

won another state basketball championship. 

The world may have been in peril, but 

it was all good in southwest Ohio.



E ven after operations at Fernald 

began, local people were only 

vaguely aware of what was happening 

on the other side of its barbed 

wire fence, which isn’t surprising 

because even Fernald workers 

didn’t get the whole picture. The 

AEC had made one solid promise 

to the community: The facility 

would assemble no atomic bombs. 

Beyond that, what Fernald actually 

did remained cloaked in mystery.

Naturally, rumors began to spread. 

Some were quickly refuted, but many 

remain the subject of inquiry and 

debate more than 50 years later.

Suspicion arose early on about 

a flock of birds that haplessly flew 

through plumes of smoke billowing 

into the sky above Fernald. According 

to eyewitness accounts from several 

longtime employees, birds began 

dropping out of the sky. Workers 

vividly recall finding dead birds on 

the hoods and roofs of their vehicles. 

“Yes, it was a flock of birds that flew 

over and they went through this 

smoke and they just all fell dead,” 

recalled Raymond Wuest in 1999 for 

the Fernald Living History Project.

And while many recalled the 

falling birds, no one seemed to 

remember exactly what made 

them drop or what became of their 

carcasses. Nonetheless, the flock’s 

final flight soon became grist for the 

rumor mills of Ross and Hamilton.

Another tall tale involved rabbits that 

morphed into giants after nibbling 

grass and other nutriments on the 

Fernald grounds. Area hunters 

continued to bag the massive 

bunnies and feed them to their 
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hunting dogs, which promptly 

contracted tumors and died.

Given Fernald’s preoccupation 

with security, the story about the 

mother and daughter whose car ran 

out of gas near Fernald one evening 

has a ring of truth. Mistaking Fernald’s 

checkerboard-patterned water tower 

for a tower at the Purina pet food 

plant, they climbed over the fence 

to search for help. And they got it, 

as members of the Fernald SWAT 

team instantly surrounded them with 

guns pointed and ready to shoot.

Another tale involved a young 

man who met three young ladies at a 

nightclub in northern Kentucky and 

invited them to end the evening with 

a ride in his single-engine plane. 

Cruising north over southwestern 

Ohio, he realized he was running low 

on fuel and headed for what looked 

like a flat surface in a well-lit field. 

Needless to say, his hard — and 

totally unauthorized — landing on a 

patch of Fernald ground sometimes 

used as an airstrip generated quite 

a stir and a lot of local chatter.

Other tales, true or not, reach 

much less happy conclusions.

There’s one horrific story about 

an employee who accidentally fell 

into a vat filled with some undisclosed 

substance and totally dissolved. 

“They couldn’t find him,” one worker 

remembered. “He disappeared 

completely.” Employee Homer 

Bruce recalled that, after inspectors 

drained the vat, all they could find 

were pieces of keys and metal 

tips from the employee’s boots.

Stories also circulated of body 

snatching perpetrated by federal 

agents to cover up the deaths of 

workers from chemical or radiation 

poisoning. In this scenario, complicit 

local coroners would dispose of vital 

organs and sometimes the entire 

corpses of deceased Fernald workers 

before formal autopsies could be 

performed. To cover their tracks, 

federal agents would also whitewash 

all the pertinent documents.
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Many residents of the Fernald area and southwest Ohio viewed the new installation 

as an economic windfall, a quiet and obtrusive cash cow neatly surrounded by a 

perimeter fence. Even the farmers displaced by Fernald seemed to welcome the new 

facility. According to one Cincinnati newspaper, “All of them feel that the atomic age 

is important and that they can make sacrifices needed to fit into the picture.”

It was a time when patriotism — and Cold War jitters — filled the air. In March 

1951, when the AEC announced that it would site a new facility in Butler County, the 

city of Hamilton expressed a need to protect itself from the Soviets. “We must have 

definite plans worked out in the event of an atomic attack to prevent panic,” asserted 

Arthur D. Fille, the Hamilton Civil Defense director of training and operations.

The construction of the Fernald “atomic plant” that would help America win the 

Cold War arms race against the Soviets took place during a time of malaise over the 

nation’s nuclear readiness and Red Scare-era apprehension that Soviet agents had 

already infiltrated the U.S. government.1
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Above:  Fernald employee families and friends enjoy miniature boat rides during an early company picnic.
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Above:  Early poster urging Fernald employees to work safely.

Nonetheless, local people remained 

optimistic. “We were at the high point of 

believing in our government,” said Marvin 

Clawson, a native of the Fernald area. “What 

we got from the news media, governor and 

congressmen back in those days was that 

times were hard, there wasn’t too much 

expansion and jobs, and we were told this 

would be a wonderful opportunity.”

Throughout most of its lifespan, the 

general public gave little thought to what 

was happening on the other side of Fernald’s 

security fences. Fernald workers stayed 

focused on their mission — to produce high-

quality uranium faster, less expensively and 

more safely than anyone anywhere else 

was producing it.

With a workforce that consisted of 

skilled tradesmen and highly trained 

specialists in chemical and metallurgical 

processes, Fernald charged the forefront 

of manufacturing innovation and cutting-

edge technology. Workers took pride in the  

 

 

 

quality of the products they produced and 

how those products were contributing to the 

national defense.

The new facility brought excitement and 

economic opportunity to surrounding towns 

and to the nearby city of Hamilton. During 

World War II, Hamilton’s thriving paper mills, 

ironworks and factories had trained local 

machinists to build tank turrets, liberty ship 

and submarine engines and machined and 

stamped metal parts. These workers now 

became prime candidates for Fernald jobs.2

Even after Fernald was built, Hamilton 

remained pretty much the same town that 

during wartime produced safes and 

components for various types of guns, and 

where Ford manufactured airplane parts. 

“It was a very friendly place,” recalled Homer 

Bruce. “It was a real hard-working 

community. And it was safe. If you lost a key 

to your house, you could go to the 10-cent 

store and buy one there. It would fit your 

door. But the only time you used [the lock] 

is when you went to bed at night.”3

The area immediately surrounding 

Fernald, however, remained undeveloped. 

“The small towns of Ross and Fernald were 

always in this area, but it was strictly rural,” 

Bill Knollman said. “Old Fernald? There 

were three houses and two feed mills, 

and the Hamilton County co-op and the 

railroad station.”4

After the opening of Fernald it was the 

town of Ross, about three miles northeast 

of the site, that morphed from country 

backwater to commercial hub. Clydene 

Spangler, who was raised in a house that 

had once served as a tollhouse for livestock 

crossing the Great Miami River, remembered 

that before Fernald people flocked to Ross to 

buy its legendary sweet corn. “Ross was 

known for its churches and bars,” Spangler 

said, adding that it also was the only 

community in the area that had a good 

supply of public water.
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Above Left: The former Venice M.E. Church, now used for auctions and other special events.

Above Right: Sign advertising the Venice Castle and some of its offerings.

Lower Left: The original bar and mirror from the Venice Pavilion, a former eating and meeting place now an antiques mecca.

Lower Right: The Venice Presbyterian Church.

After the Fernald complex opened, 

businesses thrived and Ross became known 

as a community that could keep a secret. 

Nonetheless, visitors had ways of finding 

out at least something about what was 

happening at the plant.

For example, a visit to the Venice 

Pavilion for an evening of dining, dancing, 

bowling and billiards could usually yield a 

bumper crop of inside information. Writing 

in The Atomizer, Eileen Reidy surmised that 

the Pavilion’s proprietor, Paul Fiehrer, may 

have known more about the Fernald 

installation than the architects and engineers 

who built it.

It’s easy to understand why: The 

Catalytic Construction Company, which 

designed the plant, leased office space in 

the Pavilion and every day its phone line 

received calls, “constantly coming in from 

New York, Cincinnati and other places with 

information for the surveyors and engineers,” 

recalled Reidy. “At times, Mr. Fiehrer would 

jump into his car and go find the person 

wanted on the phone and bring him back to 

Venice.” On other occasions Fiehrer just 

relayed messages.

The Venice Pavilion opened in 1918, 

replacing a tavern that had occupied the site 

for 101 years. In addition to a full-service 

restaurant, the 14,000-square-foot Pavilion 

had a bar, soda fountain, candy stand and 

well-stocked tobacco counter. After Fiehrer 

and his wife, Dorothy, purchased the 

business in 1946, turn-away crowds showed 

up on weekends for house-specialty fried 

chicken, frog legs and meatloaf.5

The Pavilion thrived during the Fernald 

years. If anyone wanted to know the location 

of Venice Pavilion, “near Fernald” was a 

good enough answer. The Pavilion fed 300 to 

400 people every day. So many people 

turned up for breakfast that eggs were 

rationed one to a customer. At lunch 

waitresses served fixed-price plate lunches 

to the hordes that arrived each day.

The Venice Pavilion also became party 

central for the Ross community and Fernald 

workers. The ground floor housed the 

restaurant and a long oak bar. Three bowling 

lanes and billiard tables were located in the 

basement, and the second floor had a 

hardwood dance floor large enough to 

accommodate high school basketball 

games. The upstairs dance hall also hosted 

country music performers like Tex Ritter, the 

Carter Family, Justin Tub and the Midwestern 

Hayride show.

Clydene Spangler recalled that 

patrons would cruise up the Great Miami 

by paddleboat and other crafts and ride 

horse-drawn carriages to the Pavilion. 

Spangler found old newspapers depicting 

women in big hoop skirts in advertisements 

for the dances.6

The Venice Pavilion remains lively 

today, as the thriving 80-dealer Venice 

Pavilion Antiques.
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Fernald employees also flocked to 

Ross’ Venice Castle, a restaurant and bar in 

a former inn once frequented by stagecoach 

passengers and farmers driving their hogs 

to market. Venice Castle, too, remains open 

for business, its exterior neon sign — 

“WHISKEY BEER WINE” — and oak bar 

unchanged from Fernald’s primetime. 

Patrons from that era would recognize the 

old photos and framed newspapers that still 

line the Castle’s walls.7

Opened in 1933, the Meadowbrook Inn 

and Swimming Pool attracted crowds to 

Ross by widely advertising a “mammoth,” 

oval-shaped pool that could accommodate 

300 bathers. Bands serenaded them on 

summer Saturday nights.

Also in Ross, the brick Venice 

Presbyterian Church (1856) continues to 

operate as a religious institution, but the 

Andrews M.E. Church (1863) now hosts 

auctions and antique shows.

In Ross and throughout the region, the 

onset of Fernald ushered in a new era of 

community relations. The Fernald 

installation’s purchasing department 

endeared itself to local businesspeople with 

its “give-us-a-price” policy for procuring 

goods and services. Annual United Appeal 

drives yielded thousand of dollars from 

Fernald employees. Fernald staff coached 

local sports teams, volunteered as scout 

masters, advised high school science 

students, judged science fairs and held 

office in numerous civic and professional 

organizations.8

Meanwhile, the Fernald plant maintained 

a vigorous pace. Employees at first worked 

three shifts a day, seven days a week. After 

six months, production dropped to 12 hours 

on weekdays, 10 hours on Saturday and 

eight hours on Sunday.

Job satisfaction ran high. “I still 

remember the first day we actually 

produced a piece of good material,” 

Homer Bruce said. “It met all the criteria… 

we were so excited.”

He also remembered the tight security 

of an industrial installation that resembled 

guardhouses surrounded by barbed wire 

and illuminated by spotlights. “We called it 

Stalag 17,” said Bruce, referring to the 

popular film about a World War II German 

prisoner-of-war camp.9

But on the whole, workers and 

townspeople thought Fernald was a good 

deal for all concerned.

Above:  A spring morning greets the roller coaster at Stricker’s Grove, the site of many Fernald employee events.
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Fernald experienced a 15-year slow-down in 

production during the mid 1960s because of 

insufficient funds to repair aging equipment. 

As a result, festering problems continued to 

be overlooked.

“Much of the facility was in a deteriorated 

condition by the early 1970s and should 

have been replaced,” stated an affidavit later 

submitted by Weldon Adams, a National Lead 

of Ohio (NLO) assistant plant manager.

While some challenge Adams’ 

assessment, documents indicate that the 

facility continued to degrade. For example, 

early in 1970, workers found that 7,014 

gallons of a liquid tainted with uranium and 

thorium had seeped under a plant floor. 

Unfortunately, this was not an isolated 

occurrence.

In 1975, despite persistent incidents of 

contamination, the AEC eliminated Fernald’s 

on-site monitors. From then on, inspectors 

from the AEC’s Oak Ridge, Tenn., facility 

would have to come north to inspect the 

Fernald plant.

But while Fernald deteriorated, the 

surrounding area continued to prosper. The 

Cincinnati metro area expanded mainly to the 

east, but north and west as well. Townships 

abutting Fernald that had fewer than 1,000 

residents in 1950 nearly tripled their 

population over the next 20 years.

While many newcomers knew next to 

nothing about the plant or what went on there, 

others noticed disquieting activities. Ann 

Burwinkel, who lived nearby in an 18th-century 

farmhouse, became troubled by the 

emissions from Fernald smokestacks she 

glimpsed on the way to her children’s 

school bus stop. 

“All you could see was fly ash from this 

place, from its chimneys,” Burwinkel said. 

“We didn’t know what they were doing.”

And NLO never exactly told them. 

In a May 1973 letter to community residents, 

the company wrote, “Someone once said, 

‘The best way to have good neighbors is to be 

a good neighbor’…[NLO strived] to 

keep abreast of the latest technology in  

 

smoke, fume and noise abatement and 

[is] constantly improving our equipment 

and systems.”11

Good intentions notwithstanding, NLO 

and the AEC faced a massive challenge. 

Fernald had fallen behind the technological 

curve and was incapable of complying with 

the new environmental laws that now applied 

to nuclear weapons facilities. “We knew we 

were beating our heads against the wall,” said 

Charles Keller, an AEC production manager.

Fernald largely ignored the new 

regulations, sometimes with dire 

consequences. In August 1979, for 

example, the DOE shipped 2,300 tons of 

radioactive and toxic thorium oxalates to 

Fernald for storage. Weldon Adams 

remembered that the drums storing the 

hazardous material “rapidly corroded” — 

a major problem insofar as 13,000 of some 

200,000 drums and other containers in use at 

Fernald stored thorium.

A New Reality

Above:  Quality control work on a finished ingot, one of the chief products of the facility.
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Suddenly, in 1980, the incoming Carter 

administration decided to boost nuclear  

weapons production and business at 

Fernald began picking up. But the nuclear 

buildup — which would continue through 

the eight years of the Reagan administration 

— overstressed the obsolescent Fernald 

facility and forced it into noncompliance 

with the National Pollutant Discharge 

Elimination System (NPDES) deadline of 

November 1, 1980.

In December 1981, when inspectors 

discovered concentrations of uranium in three 

off-site wells, one contained 40 times the EPA 

limit. A DOE study four years later traced the 

source of the contaminants to Fernald’s sewer 

and waste pits. 

Toward the end of 1985, the DOE 

informed NLO that its performance on 

the Fernald contract was unsatisfactory. 

After 33 years, NLO withdrew and in 1986 

Westinghouse Electric Corporation 

took over.12

To win back the amity of its neighbors, 

Westinghouse quickly launched a number of 

community relations initiatives. During small 

group roundtables, plant managers and DOE 

technicians for the first time exchanged 

information about the Fernald cleanup 

process and responded to questions from 

local citizens groups, political leaders and 

concerned residents.

But along with sparking safety and 

health concerns, the intense media coverage 

of Fernald’s problems engendered overall 

mistrust of plant management. For example, 

waves of negative publicity contributed to 

the closing of two nearby children’s summer 

camps. Now, for the first time since the wars 

with Native Americans, different southwest 

Ohio populations were battling each other and 

the entire region seemed to be under siege.

Above: Workers line up to enter the Fernald plant for their morning shift. The plant was an economic boom for the onetime farm area.
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The energy that fueled production 

of high-quality uranium ore 

products also sparked employee 

camaraderie and friendly competition 

with Fernald’s neighbors.

Outside the plant, champion 

workers turned into championship 

players, beginning with softball.

“Our company team was good 

enough to win a league title, and two or 

three years we went to St. Louis to play in 

the [softball] world Series,” said Robert 

g. Tabor, a 25-year Fernald employee and 

the team’s catcher. “One year, out of 88 

teams, we ended up eighth. Another year, 

we were ninth out of 100-plus teams.”

More than a dozen interdepartmental 

softball teams fed players into the 

company team. They competed 

on two diamonds located within 

the Fernald campus and at a ball 

field located outside the site.

In addition to softball, Fernald 

workers organized bowling leagues, 

interdepartmental basketball games, 

fishing outings and golf tournaments. 

Employees also considered just about 

any milestone a good excuse for a party.

“we worked and worked a lot of 

overtime, and at the end we have what we 

called a back pay party,” said longtime 

employee Arnold Capano. “That was  

some good times, like some of the 

dances we had. I remember once we 

had a magician at one of the dances. 

An appreciation dinner for colleagues. 

Dances and fishing derbies and the 

skeet club and softball teams playing 

off two ball diamonds at one point. 

A company picnic with free beer and 

free ice cream and free soft drinks.”

Employees organized clubs 

devoted to photography, bridge, 

interior decorating and radio building. 

An employees’ association planned a 

variety of events: golf outings, fishing 

tournaments and several dances 

every year. At its peak, recalled 

homer Bruce, Fernald had more 

than 25 bowling leagues, four or five 

golf leagues and a pistol club.

Fernald ex-employees particularly 

cherish memories of company picnics 

at the Strickler’s grove amusement park 

and other regional spots. Every picnic 

featured lively women’s softball games, 

horseshoe pitching and bottomless 

supplies of cotton candy, popcorn, 

ice cream and soft drinks. And each 

year the company would come up with 

something special: bingo, golf chipping 

or an egg toss. Children enjoyed pony 

rides and excursions on miniature 

trains, boats and cars, while adults 

witnessed a bullwhip exhibition.

Company picnics usually 

featured an appearance by gary 

Abbott in the guise of “Mr. Atom,” 

a chubby clown. Valuable prizes 

— including one of the first portable 

TVs — were awarded to the workers 

who correctly guessed attendance.

Other memorable activities 

included the winter wiggles halloween 

Ball and the annual fishing derby at 

Kramer’s Lake. The 21-inch catfish 

that took the blue ribbon in the first 

derby was topped a year later by a 

21¾-inch pike and a 21¼-inch pike.

Much of the 

information and 

enthusiasm about 

employee activities 

was generated by The 

Atomizer, the in-house 

publication that began 

in 1951 and endured, in 

one form or another, as 

long as the Fernald plant 

remained in operation. 

The Atomizer covered 

a lot of territory, with 

articles ranging from 

“Tall Tale Contests” 

to “Tips on Tanning.” It explained how 

joining a bowling league could help 

female employees combat “secretarial 

spread,” disclosed the telltale signs 

of Communist infiltrators, offered 

tips for saving on taxes and extolled 

the merits of the cool, clean water 

yielded by the company aquifer.

The Atomizer also led the 

cheers for “atomic power.”

“Atomic Power as a servant to 

man,” read one cut line. In another 

issue, employees were posed in front of 

a huge poster of an atomic submarine 

and urged to “Smile for the Sea wolf.”



In 1991, with the Cold War finally over, the Fernald mission shifted from uranium 

metal production to environmental remediation. The new mission opened an 

opportunity and a challenge to a company known for finding innovative and 

groundbreaking solutions to seemingly intractable problems.

The company was Fluor, one of world’s largest publicly traded engineering, 

procurement, construction, maintenance and project management firms.

In August 1992, the DOE awarded its first environmental cleanup contract to the 

Fernald Environmental Restoration Management Corporation. The company, later 

renamed Fluor Fernald, would be the first in America to tackle the new challenge of 

cleaning up a nuclear weapons production site.

With a global reputation for providing technical leadership and exceptional 

service, Fluor took pride in offering clients solutions that optimized their assets, 

sharpened their competitive edge and promoted long-range business strategies. 

Fluor specialized in excellence, emphasizing safety throughout the process of 

developing and executing projects on time and within budget.1

chaptersix a coMpany 
that delivers
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Above:  A small part of the cleanup challenge that greeted Fluor Fernald; the site was the first one put on the Department of Energy Superfund cleanup list.



Timely, on-budget and successful 

remediation of the Fernald site was exactly 

what Fluor Fernald ultimately accomplished 

in southwest Ohio. But it took a great deal of 

time, patience, cooperation and persistence 

on the part of Fernald, DOE officials and 

local residents to get the job done.

Founded as the Fluor Construction 

Company in 1912, Fluor soon became 

admired for its innovative methods, precise 

engineering and superior construction work 

in the petroleum industry. During the 1930s, 

Fluor began constructing refineries, and in 

the early 1950s won U.S. government 

contracts in the nuclear field.

Fluor’s accomplishments on energy-

producing projects enabled it to later 

expand into the offshore drilling, mining, 

and other energy-related fields. 

During the 1970s Fluor finished work on 

the Alaskan pipeline and, in Java, 

constructed the world’s largest offshore 

facility for processing natural gas.

In 1977, Fluor acquired the Daniel 

International Corporation, one of 

 

the construction industry’s leading 

adherents of the design-build, single-

responsibility concept. The acquisition of 

Daniel International enabled Fluor to 

complete many of its projects months 

ahead of schedule.2

But Fernald was a whole new ballgame 

for Fluor, its first opportunity to help DOE 

clean up a nuclear weapons production was 

complex. Not surprisingly, many scoffed 

when Fluor promised to do the job within 

budget and in a compacted time frame.

“When I looked at it, I didn’t think 

anybody could do it,” said DOE Fernald 

Closure Project Director Johnny Reising.

Even Fluor managers harbored grave 

doubts. “I was positive we could never get it 

done,” said Don Paine, one of only two Fluor 

managers to arrive in 1992 and stay on until 

the end of the project.3 

Fluor’s attitude impressed longtime staff 

who stayed on at Fernald through good 

times and bad. “They crawled out on the  

far limb and they did it,” Bob Kispert said. 

“What else needs to be said?”4

Right from the start DOE and Fluor 

resolved to involve the public in the Fernald 

cleanup: They would give local people 

voices and votes in the decisions that would 

affect their lives. Fluor Fernald would later 

win national acclaim for inviting the public 

into the process.

All parties agreed that partnership and 

cooperation would be the keys to success.

“You come into the early ‘90s and things 

started to change, and we started to work 

more closely together,” said Graham Mitchell 

of the Ohio Environmental Protection 

Agency (EPA). “The goal became not to 

keep the site open and keep producing; the 

goal became to actually clean the site up. 

And whether or not we agreed on every 

aspect of it, we all had the same goal of 

investigating and cleaning up the site. And 

in that critical time period during the mid-

‘90s [was] when DOE began to involve the 

public in a much more efficient way.”5

To open the dialogue and establish 

direct two-way communication between 

management and the public, Fluor Fernald 

and DOE launched a series of outreach 
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Left:  As a part of the worker safety program, all employees were required to wear protective gear during clean up.

Right: A worker seals a slab during part of the remediation work.



programs. They held eight public meetings 

and reached 2,000 people through 

education programs, tours and speaking 

engagements. Fluor Fernald and DOE 

officials attending these forums provided 

information about the cleanup plans and 

accepted feedback and questions from 

stakeholders. Community stakeholders also 

were invited to tour the site to familiarize 

themselves with the cleanup challenges and 

Fluor Fernald’s solutions.6

When Fluor Fernald needed to acquire 

new technology for the cleanup project, it 

held meetings to explain the reasoning 

behind its decision. To follow up, it mailed 

out 15,000 copies of the plan and invited 

public comment.7

But getting the word out was always a 

challenge. “Any place you go, you were 

attacked [for working at Fernald],” said 

Dennis Carr, director of the Fluor Fernald 

Silos Project. “The plant continued to 

operate [in the 1980s]. They had to keep 

us running; they had no other choice.”

Once the truth about Fernald’s 

environmentally detrimental practices 

became widely known, “the site became 

the most investigated facility in the world,” 

Carr said. “The investigations went on for a 

decade. The lines kept getting redrawn.”

Nonetheless, Fluor Fernald resolutely 

stayed on mission. “Fluor came in with a 

team for cleaning, not production,” Carr 

said. “I see no reason that Fluor can’t take 

credit for the amazing turnaround.”8

Even the opposition agreed that 

Fluor had indeed been part of the solution. 

“I could pick up the phone and call the 

president’s phone number night and day,” 

said Lisa Crawford of the citizens group

Fernald Residents for Environmental 

Safety and Health (FRESH). “Forging 

relationships with them and building trust 

with them was important.”9

In 1993, the Fernald Citizens Task Force 

(forerunner of the Fernald Citizens Advisory 

Board [FCAB]) launched an investigation to 

identify the factors that were impeding the 

cleanup process. Two years later, FCAB 

produced a set of recommendations that 

together would save taxpayers billions of 

dollars and shorten the cleanup schedule 

by years. The more than 50 

recommendations in FCAB’s 1995 report to 

DOE covered issues ranging from 

transporting waste and stewardship of 

former production sites, to restoring natural 

resources and funding the cleanup. The 

document has become a national model for 

public participation in the cleanup process.10

For the first time in Fernald’s history, the 

project managers, regulators and local 

citizens who had a stake in the process had 

combined forces to search for practical and 

evenhanded solutions to controversial 

economic and social issues — notably long-

term waste disposal and acceptable risk 

and remediation.

The Fernald Envoy Program was 

launched in 1994 to further open lines of 

communication and establish relationships 

based on respect and trust between local 

citizens, DOE/Fluor Fernald decision- 

makers. A heterogeneous group, Envoys 
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consisted of representatives from the 

engineering and construction areas, labor 

and management and various support 

organizations. Envoys disseminated timely 

information from DOE and Fluor Fernald to 

community business leaders, labor unions, 

school administrators, environmental groups 

and elected officials, and relayed their 

concerns back to DOE and Fluor Fernald. 

During the 1990s, the Fernald Envoys 

helped DOE finalize its site cleanup strategy 

and continued to mediate for stakeholders 

as Fernald readied for closure.11

Throughout the cleanup process, DOE, 

Fluor Fernald and Fernald’s remaining 

employees made a concerted effort be good 

citizens. DOE and Fluor Fernald participated 

in meetings held by FCAB, township trustees, 

Fernald Living History and numerous other 

community groups. Like the Fernald 

employees of previous eras, Fluor staff 

contributed more than 1,500 volunteer hours 

to charitable activities and civic projects such 

as Wishing Tree, Habitat for Humanity, Adopt-

A-Park and bluebird monitoring.12

Fluor also dispatched action teams into  

the community to make sure things were 

done correctly.

“We talked to them for three straight 

hours and never shut up,” said Crawford of 

FRESH. “It succeeded because Fluor was 

putting the right people into the right places 

to work with the people.”

The members of FRESH were angry, 

but they never let their anger get in the way 

of progress. “We were always worried that 

if we busted through the door and said, 

‘Shut it down,’ then DOE would leave and 

lock it,” Crawford said. “It was amazing, the 

things that were contaminated. We just 

decided our bottom line would be to clean it 

up and  take it back as close to what was 

before the plant.

FRESH was always able to stand back 

and say, ‘How is this going to play out?’”

Crawford remembered how FRESH 

member Pam Dunn’s words of unvarnished 

truth made its members confront 

unpalatable consequences. 

“‘We can’t ship all of our waste to 

everyone else. We are an environmental 

organization. Let’s send as little as possible. 

It’s our legacy.’” Crawford said that it was a 

key moment when local residents realized 

they had responsibilities, too.13

In fact, locals at first did not grasp the 

magnitude of the problem. “It took years for 

us to realize how much dirt we were actually 

talking about,” said Jim Bierer, chairman of 

the FCAB. “It seemed to take forever. 

Basically, we started with a huge 

environmental disaster and ended up with 

an environmental asset.”14

Fluor Fernald’s Don Paine insisted that 

patience was critical to their ultimate 

success. “It was 1994 before it really started 

to change. You can’t go in very arrogant. 

You have to see what’s in there and change 

with the situation, make some gradual 

changes, get their trust, get some control 

and move ahead more.”15

And before it was over, that’s exactly 

what Fluor did.

70 CLOSING THE CIRCLE OF HISTORY A COMPANY THAT DELIVERS 71

Left:  Another Fernald plant falls to implosion.

Center: Citizens play “Cleanupoly” to better understand the economics of the cleanup.

Right: The symbolic water tower watched over Fernald until the end.



When it opened in 1951, Fernald’s up-to-date manufacturing methods and innovative 

technology put it on the cutting edge of production sites. A workforce that uniquely 

combined experienced tradesmen with skilled experts in chemical and metallurgical 

processes took immense pride in delivering high-quality work on time and within the 

budget. Fernald also prided itself on worker safety, the plant motto, “Production With 

Safety,” motivated a performance record that garnered numerous awards for industrial 

and motor vehicle safety.

By the late 1950s, Fernald’s initiatives for improving productivity had attracted 

widespread attention. Its application of fluidization process technology in Plant 4, 

the Green Salt Plant, substantially raised the heat transfer rate and increased 

contact between gases and solids during the reduction of uranium trioxide to 

uranium dioxide using hydrogen. Fernald also was praised for using exotic metal for 

ribbon-screw conveyors in Plant 4, an innovation that reduced corrosive effects and 

boosted performance.1

chapterseven iMprovise and
overcoMe
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Fernald made an important 

breakthrough in 1963 when it installed a 

new cross-transformatic machine in Plant 6, 

the Metals Fabrication Plant. By replacing 

a large number of smaller lathes that 

could machine cores only one at a time, 

the highly automated, cross-transformatic 

machine substantially reduced equipment 

and manpower requirements. The result: a 

sharp rise in production throughputs and 

performance yields.2

Fernald also devised a new procedure 

for remelting the rejected uranium fuel cores 

it received from the AEC’s Hanford and 

Savannah sites. In 1963, when many fuel 

cores were clad in zirconium and copper 

metal, Fernald chemists invented and 

implemented the Zimlo chemical decladding 

process to strip the zirconium and copper 

jackets from the fuel cores. The cost-saving 

innovation enabled the AEC to recycle the 

rejects and recover the uranium.

Other innovations were similarly creative 

and bold. “The one that comes to mind in 

my career was an urgent need to develop a 

thorium purification process,” Bob Kispert 

said. “This was in 1965, and the technical 

director came into my office and said, 

‘Do you think we can have the Pilot Plant 

producing a ton a day of thorium nitrate 

solution, purified thorium nitrate?’ And I said, 

‘How much time do we have?’ And he said, 

‘Four weeks.’ Four weeks to put together 

a whole new process and have it up and 

running! Well, we made the target.”3

During the mid-1970s, when demand for 

uranium slumped, Fernald tackled a number 

of special projects. It obtained the technical 

expertise to develop a titanium-uranium 

alloy for manufacturing uranium penetrators, 

armor-piercing weapons the military 

could use against tanks and airplanes. In 

conjunction with the AEC’s Rocky Flats, 

Colo., weapons production facility, Fernald 

manufactured uranium ingots as part of 

the military’s classified 4-A program. Other 

production sites converted the ingots into the 

armor plating used by U.S. troops in the Gulf 

War and subsequent conflicts.
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Above:  A board monitors the up and down production at four of the Fernald plants.

Opposite: A military weapon with a depleted uranium penetrator, one of the newer products produced at Fernald.



Fernald collaborated on many projects 

with other major units of the DOE complex, 

including Oak Ridge and the Y-12 National 

Security Complex in Tennessee; Los Alamos 

and Sandia in New Mexico; Lawrence 

Livermore National Laboratory in California; 

Brookhaven National Laboratory on Long 

Island, N.Y.; Argonne National Laboratory in 

Illinois; Savannah River in South Carolina; 

and the Department of Defense.4

But a large part of Fernald’s story is 

the story of people who spent much of their 

working lives there. One of them, Robert G. 

Tabor, was born and raised in Harrison, Ohio, 

west of Fernald. Growing up, Tabor 

was aware that Fernald was an atomic plant, 

but like most folks he didn’t talk or think 

much about it.5

“I never paid much attention to it and 

had no intention of working there. I never 

had any connections there and never gave 

it a thought,” Tabor said. “Then, one day I 

was out of work and looking for a job, and 

someone told me they were interviewing 

at Fernald. A buddy of mine had an 

uncle, called him and he said go out 

and get interviewed.”

Before Fernald put him on the payroll, 

Tabor had to undergo a battery of tests, 

complete reams of paperwork and submit to 

a 13-week background check. After the FBI 

started contacting his friends and associates, 

“People were calling me up asking if I was in 

trouble,” said Tabor.

Finally, Tabor was hired. “I was really 

happy to get a job where I could plant my 

feet and stay put,” he said. “In the early ‘80s, 

work was really tough in the United States. It 

was hard finding decent jobs and for a while, 

I had to go out of town to find work.”

Tabor’s tenure at Fernald spanned more 

than 25 years. He began in the maintenance 

department on May 11, 1981, and his last day 

was August 3, 2006.

Tabor received ample exposure to 

various operations early on by working two 

different shifts in two different areas of the 

facility. He kept busy, even though production 

plants were operating at a markedly lower 

capacity than in the past. At Plant 4, for 

example, “They had a total of 10 reactor 

beds, but they were only using three of those 

10,” he recalled.He also suspected that 

Fernald was happy to keep in the dark what 

transpired there.

“You really didn’t know what was 

going on in that plant,” Tabor said. “It was 

called the feed material production center, 

the water tower was painted red and white 

checkerboard, and the public got the idea it 

was a food processing plant for animals. 

I think sometimes that was by intent, as far 

as the government was concerned. Out in 

the front field they had cattle that roamed 

around out there. It gave the impression that 

this was a facility of something else besides 

nuclear production.”
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Growing along with the organization, 

Tabor received many opportunities for 

advancement, served as a union steward 

and worked in the union office. After 

Westinghouse replaced the NLO in 1989, 

Tabor joined management and traveled the 

country presenting programs about Fernald.

“When Westinghouse took over, it was a 

different approach to doing business,” Tabor 

said. “The company grew. They wanted 

to get workers involved in a lot of different 

management processes. Total quality was 

quite a big thing with the company on a 

national basis.”6

Once the media began circulating news 

about the dangers of Fernald and the public 

became wary, they “basically shut down 

production,” Tabor said. “The shutdown 

happened so quickly that the FBI came in to 

look for evidence of industrial sabotage. 

But it was just a failure of equipment and that 

was the beginning of the end.”7

As soon as Fluor took over, everything 

started changing all at once. “It was very 

challenging and I would say far from  

routine,” Tabor said. “Everything you did [in 

maintenance] and in the remediation was 

something new, a new process, a new plant. 

In retrospect, when you compared what 

we were doing in Fernald, it was obvious 

to me that Fernald was being a leader in 

remediation. The whole process was so 

much more thorough, more in tune with what 

I believe the government was wanting from all 

the sites. It was a good place to work.”

In 1985 the EPA began doing something 

about the contamination at the Fernald site. It 

issued a notice of noncompliance to the DOE 

identifying areas of potential environmental 

impact linked to site operations. During the 

next year, officials from DOE and EPA met 

regularly to discuss issues at Fernald and 

formulate an action plan to achieve and 

maintain environmental compliance.

DOE and EPA signed the Federal 

Facilities Compliance Agreement (FFCA) 

on July 18, 1986, three years before 

management terminated Fernald production 

operations to concentrate on environmental 

compliance and plant management. 

The legally binding agreement guaranteed 

Fernald’s compliance with three existing 

federal environmental statutes: the Clean 

Air Act, the Resource Conservation 

and Recovery Act (RCRA) and the 

Comprehensive Environmental Response, 

Compensation and Liability Act (CERCLA).

Enacted in 1980, CERCLA regulates the 

cleanup of hazardous, toxic and radioactive 

substances. CERCLA also created Superfund 

to finance investigation and cleanup releases 

to the environment. A 1986 amendment 

to CERCLA evoked the FFCA with EPA to 

require DOE and other federal agencies to 

clean up their facilities.

To comply with CERCLA, Fernald 

launched a comprehensive remedial 

investigation/feasibility study (RI/FS) to 

ascertain the nature and the extent of the 

contamination in and around the facility and 

to formulate effective solutions. The RI/FS 

to determine the best ways to implement 

CERCLA requirements would occupy Fernald 

personnel for the next few years.
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Some parts of the Fernald site 

presented larger and more complex 

challenges than others. Using criteria based 

on location, physical characteristics and 

potential for using similar technologies for the 

cleanup itself, the RI/FS team divided the site 

into five operable units:

• Waste pit area

• Other waste units

• Production area

• Silos 1–4

•  Environmental media 

(soil, groundwater, etc.)9

As part of the RI/FS, Fernald engineers 

and scientists conducted extensive 

sampling and analysis of soil, water and 

other environmental media, coordinating 

their activities with DOE and regulators 

to find the best methods for removing or 

containing the contamination. During  

a series of public meetings, DOE asked 

citizens to suggest cleanup alternatives 

for each of the operable units.

Finally, after 10 years, the RI/FS came 

up with the legally binding cleanup remedies 

that formed the foundation of Fernald’s 

environmental remediation mission.

Over the course of the RI/FS, a number 

of urgent environmental issues arose at 

Fernald. To handle them, Fernald launched 

31 “removal actions,” or short-term cleanup 

projects. The National Contingency Plan had 

authorized DOE to immediately eliminate 

potential environmental, health or safety 

threats before the RI/FS was completed. 

Fernald removal actions included:

•  Dismantling 14 deteriorating 

Plant 1 ore silos.

•  Installing bentonite caps on Silos 1 and 

2 to reduce radon emissions.

•  Neutralizing and packaging the uranyl 

nitrate inventory.

•  Pumping and treating contaminated 

water from extraction wells beneath 

several of the production plants.

The Directors’ Final Findings and Orders, 

signed in June 1996, expedited and 

integrated the numerous remediation and 

closure requirements of CERCLA and RCRA, 

DOE, Fluor Fernald and Ohio EPA. Under the 

agreement, DOE and Fluor Fernald would 

compose a single remediation plan that 

complied with both CERCLA and RCRA. To 

avoid duplicating sampling efforts, the costs 

of sampling and analysis associated with 

RCRA closure activities would be integrated 

into CERCLA.

The implementation of integrated 

closure requirements ultimately saved 

taxpayers millions of dollars and significantly 

accelerated the cleanup process.10
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“DOE and Fluor Fernald, as well as the 

citizens’ groups and other interested parties, 

were faced with an incredible challenge,” 

stated an analysis of the Fernald cleanup 

published in the October 9, 2006, issue of 

Weapons Complex Monitor. Because no one 

really knew how much there was to clean up 

and restore, the problems facing DOE and 

Fluor “were considerable” and DOE officials 

“got way more than they bargained for.”

The article also predicted, “DOE and 

Fluor were brought face-to-face with a 

challenge that would rear up at nearly every 

cleanup site in years to come.”

Fluor Fernald had a mandate to make 

all site remediation activities comply with 

applicable laws and regulations. Along with 

cleaning up the waste generated during 

production and remediation, Fluor Fernald 

had to supervise engineering designs, 

develop technology and dispose of the site’s 

nuclear materials inventory.

Fluor Fernald had to devise unique 

solutions for unique problems. Fluor Fernald 

had to first build and operate new waste 

treatment facilities and then turn around 

and demolish them. It had to create new 

tools, improvise methods for cleaning up 

and mitigating dangerous waste, expedite 

worker transition, settle labor disputes, repair 

damaged relations with regulators, make the 

correct technology decisions and bring the 

community onboard the project.

On building construction for cleanup 

alone, Fluor Fernald and DOE spent $350 

million. “It was just like going to the moon 

— the costs and great people and the 

creativity,” said Rex Norton, Fluor Fernald site 

procurement manager.11

Fluor Fernald innovations included:

•  Mobile radiation labs to locate 

underground hot spots. The system 

developed at Fernald could be utilized 

at other DOE weapons production sites 

and wherever the soil is contaminated 

with gamma-emitting radionuclides.

•  Hydrosluicing mining techniques 

to remove radioactive waste from 

Silos 1 and 2. Remote video/

computer-controlled devices direct 

blasts of water, which is then 

recycled for sluicing operations.

•  Computer modeling studies with 

reinjection wells. Onsite-developed 

studies compressed the work schedule 

to 12 years.

•  Improved procedures for characterizing 

legacy waste. This innovation 

reduced the need to sample 

and analyze the immense waste 

inventory prior to disposition.
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“It was like going to the moon”



•  Advanced development of geoprobes 

to determine the depth of soil and 

groundwater contamination.

•  Project Control System (PCS), a 

fully integrated system for estimating 

quantities, costs and duration required 

for projects. The PCS enabled Fluor 

Fernald to perform needs assessments, 

evaluate manager resources and 

assess the impact of proposed changes 

on a real-time basis. The PCS alone 

accelerated the schedule by at least 

nine months and saved $300 million.

•  Innovative use of a smaller water 

treatment facility. The smaller facility 

cleaned the Greater Miami Aquifer, 

replacing a more costly facility.

• Unique rail container transit system.

•  Effective dispute resolution procedure. 

Fluor settled disputes between 

labor unions by linking the project 

labor agreement to the collective 

bargaining agreement, which 

stipulated which workers would do 

what type of work. Fluor Fernald 

also invited workers to participate in 

planning various cleanup projects.12

Before Fernald closed, other sites already 

had adopted some of its successful 

remediation innovations. Rocky Flats, 

which launched its cleanup in 1995,  

adapted Fluor Fernald’s groundbreaking 

methods to expedite worker transition, 

settle labor disputes and communicate with 

environmentalists and other members 

of the community.

As the cleanup continued, Fluor Fernald 

avoided subcontracting and opted to self-

perform more of the work than it had  

originally planned. The company won 

widespread praise for the realistic and 

pragmatic decision to take maximum 

advantage of well-trained staff with the most 

institutional knowledge. Resourcefulness, 

creativity and inventiveness became 

hallmarks of the Fernald cleanup.13

To meet the accelerated schedule 

mandated by DOE, Fluor Fernald formulated 

an intricate plan for tracking progress. 

It altered Fernald’s institutional mindset, 

replacing a focus on production with a more 

entrepreneurial orientation. And it identified 

12 areas and functions as key to the 

program’s success:

• Project controls and estimating

• Funding

• Austerity program

• Risk management

• War room

• Work authorization

• Claims management

• Exit and transition planning

• Footprint reduction

• Space management

• Property disposition

• Records disposition

84 CLOSING THE CIRCLE OF HISTORY IMPROVISE AND OVERCOME 85

Above: An inviro whole-body monitor was used as part of the worker safety program.



Along with eliminating layers of 

management and flattening the organization, 

Fluor Fernald downsized many functions, 

shifted funding and resources into the field, 

motivated excellence, established and 

maintained daily positive interaction with 

clients and fortified personnel with the skill 

sets necessary to execute the mission.14

In 2001, the Office of Environmental 

Management (EM), the DOE unit charged 

with overseeing waste management and 

environmental cleanup, conducted an 

exhaustive review of DOE sites nationwide. 

The results of the review, issued in 

February 2002, demanded fundamental 

changes in the cleanup process throughout 

the DOE complex.

DOE motivated reform by offering 

incentives to sites that worked in concert with 

regulators, contractors and local communities 

to accelerate the cleanup process and 

reduce health and safety risks. Incentives 

consisted of additional funding, technical 

assistance and programmatic support to 

facilities that developed cleanup agreements 

with state and federal regulators.15

But right from the start, everyone knew 

they were heading into uncharted territory. 

As one Fluor employee noted, “You can’t 

go to the library and find out how to clean 

up a nuclear plant.” You can now, though, 

because DOE and Fluor Fernald have written 

a manual detailing what they did at Fernald 

and how other locations apply the lessons 

they learned.16

Fluor Fernald’s success is certain to yield 

long-term, industry-wide benefits.

“At Fernald, it is one of the good things 

[Fluor] has done,” Bob Kispert said. 

“Out of chaos would come order, and 

the order did come, the rationale. There 

were several evolutionary steps, and 

Fluor did a masterful job of just keeping 

the course [moving] forward, on an 

even keel, on the long-range focus.”17
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Modern recorded history of this part of Ohio began four centuries ago. We know 

where we came from, and now we have a better idea of where we’re going. Looking 

to the future, we expect to see local history repeat itself, with the restoration of native 

trees and wildlife and the return of the prairie. At least some of it, at least for a while.

On January 19, 2007, a crowd of more than 700 workers, managers, public 

officials and area residents gathered on site where the Fernald atomic plant once 

stood. A ceremony that brisk, clear day commemorated Fernald’s 50 years of 

service to America and celebrated the site’s successful conversion to wetlands and 

nature preserve.

“Today, we honor the rich past of these sites and also 

celebrate the work done to restore their environmental 

health without erasing their past,” said Secretary of Energy 

Samuel W. Bodman. “Here, in Ohio, we have returned the 

land as a living tribute to all that occurred here. This is a 

legacy of which we can be proud.”

 

chaptereight the next 
century
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Above:  Workers, management, public officials and citizens, including U.S. Senator George Voinovich (front row right, white coat) celebrate the symbolic end of the cleanup and dedication of 
the new undeveloped park in January 2007.

Opposite:  Secretary of Energy Samuel W. Bodman



Fernald may have been the smallest 

plant in the DOE complex, but it sent DOE a 

wake-up call about environmental realities. 

When DOE began cleaning up its sites, 

Fernald headed the list.

Back when Fernald opened in the 

1950s, times were very different. Americans 

of that era were reluctant to question 

authority. Some, still weary from the Great 

Depression and World War II, just yearned 

for a better life. Others were frightened into 

silence by McCarthy-era scare tactics.

At the beginning, many southwest 

Ohioans viewed Fernald as a godsend that 

both protected the nation and reinvigorated 

the local and national economies. Fernald 

made them safer and more prosperous 

during a period of national stress. Veterans 

of World War II and Korea working at Fernald 

believed they were continuing to fight the 

good fight as civilians. Employees took great 

pride in their work and totally endorsed the 

plant’s preoccupation with secrecy.

Despite the problems that later 

emerged, workers believed they had all 

contributed to victory in the Cold War. “I 

feel very proud of the work I did in the 

production years,” said Gene Branham.

“I feel like I contributed, to some 

degree, to our country’s dominance. I 

think everybody pretty much feels that 

way.”2 Branham noted that as large 

as it loomed for a half century in the 

local economy and culture, “Fernald 

will merely be a place in history.”3

Bob Kispert also relished his many 

years at Fernald. “It’s always been an 

interesting place to work,” he said. 

“Fernald played an important part in our 

nation’s defense programs. The work was 

challenging, the people were great and 

we did a good job. It was a very satisfying 

place to work.

“I was very fortunate. I didn’t tell my 

boss, but I would work for nothing to be 

involved on a national level like I was,” 

added Kispert. “It was the most exciting 

thing I have ever done. The end of the Cold 

War is testimony to the success of our role 

and other DOE sites. The men and women 

of Fernald should always be proud that we 

worked here and did the best jobs we could 

and that we succeeded. I think that role has 

been missed in contemporary Fernald.”4

The Fernald site also preserves even 

older remnants of southwest Ohio cultural 

history.5 Since the early 1990s, when DOE 

and Fluor Fernald conducted fieldwork and 

excavations as part of their site remediation 

mission, more than 100 prehistoric and 

more than 40 historic cultural resource 

sites have been uncovered on or near the 

site. Recognizing the potential cultural and 

scientific value, DOE now requires all its 

facilities nationwide to protect and preserve 

these archaeological resources and comply 

with all historic preservation legislation.
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Left:  A sign welcoming motorists to Crosby Township, home of the Fernald plant.

Right:  A sign advertising local sweet corn, known in the tri-state area for its taste and quality.



DOE conducted a series of 

archaeological investigations of the Fernald 

area to determine whether Fernald’s cultural 

resources merited inclusion on the National 

Register of Historic Places. During the Phase 

1 investigation, archaeologists shoveled and 

screened layers of soil in search of artifacts. 

A more intensive Phase II investigation 

assessed whether Fernald was eligible for 

the National Register. If the National Register 

decides that the activity contemplated for 

the site must continue to support its mission 

(i.e., cleanup), then a Phase III investigation 

— data recovery — must be conducted to 

remove artifacts from the site.

During a Phase I ecological research 

project in 1999, workers discovered four 

unrecorded archaeological sites: one 

historic and three prehistoric. The sites 

contained hammerstone (prehistoric 

hammers), chunks of debitage (sharp-edged 

waste material produced by the creation of 

stone tools) and fire-cracked rock. Analysis 

of the artifacts concluded that the sites did 

not qualify for the National Register.

Nevertheless, the DOE and Fluor 

Fernald have opted to share their research 

and artifacts with area citizens — regulators, 

local schools, American Indian tribes and 

civic organizations. In 1996, Fluor Fernald 

donated a tract of land to local American 

Indians for the re-interment of ancestors 

whose burial grounds had been uprooted 

by the construction of the area’s public 

water supply. In collaboration with local 

school districts and the Hamilton County 

Park District, Fluor Fernald assembled 

a curriculum on archaeology and 

preservation for elementary students entitled 

“Archaeology, Can You Dig It?”

The Fernald site lies within the mixed 

mesophytic region of the eastern deciduous 

forest, an area whose bounty of deciduous 

hardwood trees includes maple, oak, ash, 

beech and hickory species. The primary 

habitats within the Fernald site are upland 

forest, a mixture of beech-maple, oak-

hickory and evergreen groves; riparian 

forest, with various plant species; open 

field, a grassy area that resembles a mowed 

meadow; and at least 35.9 acres of wetlands 

and floodplains.

Fernald also provides habitats for 

several animals that appear on state and 

federal threatened or endangered species 

lists. The state-threatened Sloan’s crayfish 

was found and identified at the northern 

portion of Paddy’s Run, around the same 

place researchers found and identified the 

federally endangered Indiana brown bat. 

The state-endangered cave salamander also 

was found during population surveys on the 

site. Restoration projects are preserving and 

enhancing the habitat for these rare species 

as necessary.6

Research that determined which 

species of vegetation survive best under 

specific circumstances prompted new 

plantings of Ohio buckeye, hackberry 

and green and chinquapin oak. Plantings 

involved a variety of soil additives (topsoil, 

sewage sludge, wood chips and manure) 

and an assortment of planting and mulching 
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regimes. Specific measurements used 

to monitor the project include biomass, 

percent cover and species diversity. 

One major goal was to restore healthy 

American chestnut trees and raise public 

awareness about the risks American 

chestnuts face from the proliferation of 

invasive plants and the pathogens used 

to prevent accidental introductions.7

Habitats created for endangered 

species have attracted other fauna. In terms 

of birder appeal, “It could be a destination 

site for southwest Ohio [with] a variety of 

habitat…and birds on the site,” said John 

Ritzenthaler, director of Habitat Conservation 

for Audubon Ohio in Columbus.

Ritzenthaler believes the Fernald site 

could welcome “floaters,” or birds without 

established territory or mates in search of 

suitable habitats. “So when this is created, 

out of what might have been an unfavorable 

site, they will find it quickly,” he said. “It 

doesn’t seem to take long for birds to 

establish themselves if the appropriate 

habitat is established.” With all the healthful 

prairie grass, savannah grass and wetlands, 

“it will be a good site.”

The EPA similarly applauds Fernald’s 

ecological potential. “Together with our 

state and community partners, we have 

transformed a Cold War relic into an 

environmental asset,” EPA Administrator 

Stephen L. Johnson stated at the 

January 2007 ceremony.

Former employees attending the 

ceremony made it clear that feelings 

about Fernald still ran strong. “I had mixed 

emotions,” said Clydene Spangler, the 

first woman hired at Fernald. “I hated 

to see it come to an end. I am going to 

lose contact with a lot of people…[when] 

I hear that so many people I worked 

with are dead now, it is hard.”8

The ceremony offered Lillian 

Mays an opportunity to reunite with 

many of the friends she made during 

her 35 years at Fernald. “I miss the 

people a lot,” Mays said. “I had learned 

something new every day, learned how 

to use a computer. Different things.”9

The ceremony reminded Spangler, a 

native of Ross, that the more things change 

the more they somehow stayed the same.

“We had a post office then; we have 

one now,” Spangler said. “We had filling 

stations then, and we have them now. We 

had several grocery stores; we only have 

one — the IGA — now. Other than the 

people moving into the area to get into the 

school district, there has not been that much 

change. The funeral home is still Young’s 

Funeral Home. The fire department is still in 

the same place. It is still a town of banks.”10

Not everything remains frozen in 

time. The site of a lively Girl Scout camp 

is now a development of new homes 

selling for $200,000 to $300,000. And the 

Meadowbrook Swimming Pool, which locals 

claimed had “the coldest water ever,” 

has disappeared.
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Left:  Indiana brown bats, a federally endangered species, have made homes in newly constructed habitats.

Center:  Deer were some of the first animals to stake their claim to tomorrow’s Fernald.

Right:  Community members plant seeds to help recreate the past plant pageantry of the Fernald site.



So has the Fernald complex. “I can still 

[remember] exiting work and seeing people 

lined up to get a job,” said Homer Bruce, 

who started working at Fernald for $1.38 

an hour. “Several people were hired who 

actually, under today’s standards, could not 

have been hired because they could not 

read or write. Now that it is torn down, I will 

never see that building again. It is gone. And 

so are the people. You become very close 

with them, put your trust in them.”11

Former employee Robert Tabor 

calls the changes at Fernald “a good 

thing for the community.” He believes 

the proposed learning center, “will leave 

something more positive for the community 

to look back on in time.”

With the Fernald installation gone, a 

community that always took pride in its 

sweet sugar corn has gone back to what 

it once was. Fifty-five years, eight months 

and 11 days after ground was broken for 

Fernald, the last shovelful of dirt was patted 

down and the site returned to nature. The 

cycle was nearly complete.

In a way, the Fernald saga says a lot 

about what America went through in the last 

half of the last century.

“You needed it at the time, we needed 

Fernald. Now, we don’t need it,” longtime 

employee Raymond Wuest observed.  

 

 

 

“For the time period, we lived a good life 

as far as I am concerned. Yes, times were 

rough. We were all in the same category. 

You learned to live together, work together, 

love together, cry together, bury your 

dead together, go to church together. The 

community was a solid, very well solid-knit 

community. It was a good place to live, 

a good place to grow up. I appreciated 

being there. But things have changed. I 

hope they’ve changed for the better.”12
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Above:  Fall colors at the Fernald site.
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