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Oral History

Local newspaper
accounts of Wein-
baum’s arrest and
trial must have been a
public-relations night-
mare for Caltech,
where he had contin-
ued to work as an
instructor in chemis-
try after losing his
clearance at JPL.
Caltech hired a lawyer
to defend Weinbaum
before the military
board but took no
official action on his
behalf thereafter.
Several faculty mem-
bers then raised funds
for his defense.

Sidney Weinbaum

Politics at Mid-Century

Sidney Weinbaum was born in 1898 to a middle-
class_Jewish family in Kamenets-Podolsk in the
Ukraine. As a schoolboy he was interested in mathe-
matics and also became an accomplished pianist and
chess player. His universiry education at Kharkov
Institute of Technology was intervupted by the Russian
revolution, but a job inspecting sugar beer plantations
near the bovder enabled him to flee first to Germany and
then to Poland in 1921. An aunt in Los Angeles and
a cousin envolled ar Caltech nvged him to keep going,
and after being accepted as a student at Caltech (and
refused Polish citizenship), Weinbaum emigrated in
1922. He taught piano to pay bis way and organized
chess teams that included Professors Harry Bateman
and Ralph Smythe (Weinbaum was LA chess champion
twice in the twenties). In 1924 be earned his BS, and
after a series of draftsman jobs and veturning briefly to
Russia to marry, be came back to Caltech in 1929 to
work as a technical assistant for Linus Pauling, whom
he had known earlier in advanced math courses. Cal-
tech awarded him a PhD in physics in 1933.

During the 19305 Weinbaum, along with a num-
ber of his better-known colleagues, was acrive in leftist
causes that veturned to hawnt him during the “Red
scare” that began in the late 1940s. Although several
Caltech people were accused of Communist Party mem-
bership, only Weinbaum went to prison for a substan-
tial peviod of time; ome was jailed briefly for contempt,
while others cooperated with the FBI or left the country.

In Angnst 1985 Mary Tervall interviewed Wein-
baum for the Caltech Archives. Portions of that oval
history dealing with bis political activity and eventual
arrest and trial are excerpted heve, beginning with bis
work for Panling doing the complicated calculations of
crystal structure.

You know, people
now really
cannot realize
what those days
were like.

Mary Terrall: Pauling was working on x-ray
crystallography at that time?

Sidney Weinbaum: Yes. That's what I was
going to do. He was working on chemical bonds.
Because the crystals are formed in a certain defi-
nite way, you can calculate the distances between
the atoms. Then why is it in some crystals the
distance is more, in other crystals less? So that’s
experimental data; if you develop a theory for
that, you can check and see whether it is correct.
Or, if you already have a theory, then you can say
the distance should be so-and-so in this crystal,
within a certain error.

Pauling had just come back from a fellowship
in Europe [1926-271. I think he worked with
Arnold Sommetfeld; I don’t remember where he
worked in Europe. But anyway, those were the
days when quantum mechanics appeared. And
Pauling became interested in whether quantum
mechanics could not also be applied to chemistry,
to calculate the bonds. In that day only very
simple things were done— things that had just
one electron in them—but he was interested in
molecular problems. And he had a theoretical
physicist, Boris Podolski, working on it. He was
a Caltech PhD and came to Pauling’s lab after
spending a year or two in Russia. You know, in
the thirties there were no jobs in the U.S. The
problem requires some very extensive algebra.
So, besides doing crystal structure, I was also
checking his algebra.

MT: When you decided to enter a degree
program, how did it happen to be in physics
rather than in chemistry?
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INNOGENT PLEA
BY WEINBAUN

Caltech Jet Scientist Insists
He Never Was Communist

Dr. Sidney Weinbaum, Califor.
nia Institute of Technology math-
cmatical physicist, pleaded not
guilty in Federal Court yesterday
1o an eight-count indictment
charging perjury and fraud.

The indictment charged the
Cal-Tech sclentist with stating
under oath to Army security offi-
clals that he had never been a
Communist.

Aceording to Federal Burean
of Invesiigation agents, however,
Dr. Weinbaum formerly held eard
No. 6401 in the Los Angeles Pro-
fessional Unit of {he Communist
Party, under the name of Sydnoy
Empson.

The not guilty plea was ®n-
tered after Judge Ben Harrison
had denied motions of Attorney
Ben Margolis lo dismiss the In-
dictment on technical grounds.

TRIAL AUG. 22

Margolis formerly represented
a group of local Communists who
were convicted a year ago on
contempt. charges for refusing to
answer questions hefore the
Federal Grand Jury regarding
local Communist activities.

Judge Harrison set tentative
trial date of August 22 for Dr.
Weinbaum.

Until a yrar ago, the Russian-
barn scientist was a research
fellow and a Wey figure in the
Army's highly seeret jet propul.
sion laboratory af Cal.Tech.

Following his not guilty plea,
Dr. Weinbaum sald he was “ut-
terly bewilderrd” by the charges
and insisted tHat he had nevor
bren a memberiof the Commu-
nist Party.

Pending lrial he is at liberty
under $§5000 bond.

SW: Because my background was not in chemis-
try and | wasn’t particularly interested in it.

Also, I was interested more in theoretical things.
I graduated in physics and engineering, not in
chemistry. And in the years in between, there
were big changes in physics, from quantum
theory to quantum mechanics, that | missed.
And here I came back, and suddenly I got into
that and it was very interesting to me. I sort of
gort acquainted with particular phases of quantum
mechanics. And as I say, the main thing was that
actually 1 was doing work in physics.

MT: Was Pauling politically active in the
thirties?

SW: At first he was not politically active at all.
Even later, I didn’t have any political discussions
with him. Did I tell you how he gort interested
in politics? This I heard; I don’t know it firsc
hand. Eventually the Paulings had a big place in
Sierra Madre or wherever it was, and they had a
Japanese gardener who worked for them. And
when the war started, and all the trouble started
with the Japanese, he came to Pauling very dis-
traught, and Pauling said, “You know, you have
no family; you can use that shack, and if you
wish, you can live there.” So he did. The house
stood on a little hill, and the garage was at the
battom. Mrs. Pauling came down one morning
ro take cthe car our, and there were all kinds of
four-letter words—and “you Jap lovers,” and
things of that sort. So they called the sheriff, and
the sheriff came and took a look at it, and said,
“Well, isn’t that true?” I was told that that was
the beginning of Pauling’s political awareness.
Buc I was quite interested in politics. That's
basically why I got into trouble. I circulated very
successtully two petitions in Caltech during the
middle thirties or early chirties; | don't remember
the dates. One was for recognition of Russia; and
the other was against the Criminal Syndicalism
Act. And for that second one I had very good
backing, because Theodore Soares, who was a
retired theologian on the campus in the thirties,
had an office in Dabney, the humanities building.
When somebody gave me a leaflet abour chis
thing, I saw he was among the people who spon-
sored it. He belonged to a certain parish, and 1
even went to him to ask whether he knew anyone
who might be willing to sign this petition. And
in a couple of days I got from him a fairly long
list of people. In Calcech, I certainly didn't go
to people like Millikan, and I didn’t even go to
Pauling in those days for his signature, because
he was directly my boss, so I didn’t want to do
it. And, as I say, at cthat time I didn’t even know
where he stood politically. I knew that he was
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fairly liberal, but you never can tell. For exam-
ple, [Alfred] Sturtevanc was very liberal, but one
of these petitions he refused to sign; I don’t
remember which one it was.

MT: You said you knew the Paulings socially.
So your friendship would have been more around
cultural chings chan politics?

SW: Yes. And children, food, things of that
sort. We went to their place. I didn’t have a car,
so it was easier for them to come to us. Several
times a year we would get together. Burt our real
social life was in the biology department. Calvin
Bridges became a close friend. He was politically
very liberal.

In those days Caltech needed money very
badly. When Einstein was chere, they had a
dinner for the people with money. It was a
thousand-dollar dinner; Einstein was the guest of
honor. And they invited all the top people on the
taculty. Calvin Bridges was not on the faculty,
but he was also invited. He sat between two
ladies, and all during che dinner he discussed the
question of the necessity to rediscribute the
wealth in the United States. He probably was
never invited again.

MT: Going back to your graduate work, did you
take a class from [Richard C.} Tolman? Didn't
he offer a class in quantum mechanics in the
chemistry division?

SW: I don't remember. Maybe it was before |
came. But | had a very good relationship with
Tolman. Also, Tolman was the first man I always
went to for his signature on many of these things,
because Tolman was a very liberal person,

These political activities never came up
against me. But the particular accusation {of
Communist Party membership] thac was made
in 1950, came up for the first time, I would say,
about 1941. The war had already started in
Europe, and I know that I had just started work-
ing for Bendix Aviation. By the way, I was
recommended by Professor Sorensen for that job.
Anyway, a friend of mine—well, [ don’t have to
hide the names now—~Frank Malina, came to me
quite perturbed. Frank Malina was a very close
friend. He told me that he was at a big party in
the aeronautics department, and Clark Millikan
had gleefully rold him that they were informed
that he and I, and another two or three names,
were members of the Communist Party. So I
went ro see a lawyer friend of mine and said,
“What can I do?” I was sure that wich an accu-
sation like that they were going to refuse me
clearance. But no! T was cleared throughour all
these years; from '41 to '49, when the trouble
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got into trouble.
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began, I was cleared for top-secret work. So why
did it suddenly come up? I have my explana-
tions for rhar,

MT: What was this accusation by Clark Milli-
kan based on? Did you know him?

SW: Obviously the FBI gave that information to
the authorities in Caltech. And Clark Millikan
was way at the top, you see. And I say “gleefully”
because | presume there was not too good a
relationship between Frank Malina and Clark
Millikan. Anyway, I never expected anything to
happen to me so much later.

So 1 got my PhD. 1 just worked over my
thesis a lictle bic, and it was my first published
paper. That was the first application of quantum
mechanics to molecular problems—nort just when
there is one electron, but when there is a whole
molecule. And then the same thing was repeated
with the helium ion; that also had only two elec-
trons. Pauling had some other ideas, and 1 spent
a lot of time on them, but the amount of work
proved to be too great.

MT: Did you continue working on this, then,
after you got your degree?

SW: Yes. I continued working with Pauling on
this type of problem or any other problem that
required mathemarics. | was at that time already
a research fellow. 1 came in 29 and stayed until

41.

MT: Did most of the people that you knew also
have Caltech connections?

SW: No. My first more or less interesting

sadena -

STAR NEWS
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IN TANGLE

Communist Party Ties

FBI Takes Dr. Sidney Weinbaum
Into Custody at Pasadena Home

connections were those that I made through chess
when I came here—some very interesting friends,
and some just acquainrances. ‘Then, besides that,
I met some friends through {Paul} Epstein. And
1 also knew che people in the English department
pretty well. I went regularly to che group thar
met at {Clinton] Judy's house. It lasted only a
few years; I don't remember why it disbanded.

So I knew Judy very well. Any time there was
something musical going on—for example, when
one of these modern composers, Krenek, gave a
talk ar Caltech, Judy invited my wife and me to
dinner. My contribution to these things ac Judy's
house was a talk on modern trends in music.

MT: Whar was the political atmosphere around
Caltech, and the climarte here, in the thirties?

SW: I would say it was indifferent, as | found
out when [ went around with the petition for
recognition of Russia. [ was amazed how liccle
people knew about Russia, abouc che revolution,
about what the situation was. And not just one,
but several of these people in the faculty thanked
me for talking to them about this. And even our
close friends, with the exceprion of Calvin
Bridges, were that way.

MT: Sodid you find yourself arguing with
people?

SW: No. I neverargued with people. First of
all, they were not interested. And my polirical
interests became Ginally in support of Roosevelr,
That's where 1 mer a number of Communists and
a number of them became friends. Because

actually, in all these Democratic organizations,
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DEFENSE ENDEL
B WEINBAU

Dr. Sidney Weilnbaum ended
his Federal perjury trial defense
late yesterday affer steadfastly
denying he ever was a Commu-
nist Party member, or even knew
a Red cell exisied on the Cali-
fornia Institute of Technology
campus.,

Day-long arguments'to the jury
by the prosecution and attor.
neys for Dr, Weinbaum, a 52.
year-old Russian barn scientist
will open this morning.

. 5. Judge Ben Harrison an-
nounced he will Heliver his in.
structions to the jurers tomor:
row.

Weinbaum, In short, clipped
phrases, sought ta convey the
impression to the jury of 11
women and one man that Gov:
crnment witnesses were his ene
mies for various yeasoms, in his
final testimony.

FORMAL DENIAT——

The former €Caltech faculty
member took the stand after
U. 8. Atorney Ernest A, Tolin
dismissed a perjury- accusation
and another of fraud on which
Weinbaum was indicted.

This left Weinbaum still facing
three counts of perjury and one
of fraud, based on his denials
that he ever was a Communist
Party member.

Under gquestioning of Defense
Attorney Ben Margolis Wein-
baum formally denied he ever
had been a Communist or had
used the party alias of “Sydney
Empson.”

He teold of his political infer-
osts In the 1937-39 period when
the Government charges he was
a Communist.

“I was disturbed over the
growth of Fascism and the
persecution of science and the
Jdews and felt thal the rest
of the world should unite in

Los Anneles Examiner * Sec. |

Wed., Sept. 4, 1950

the people who did the work were the Commu-
nists. The Young Democrats in Pasadena, for
example. The leadership either was Communist
or was somebody who knew Communists,
Because otherwise there was no organizational
ability and no desire to put any time in. At best,
people would come to a meeting. Some work had
to be done.

MT: Did vou ger to know Frank Oppenheimer
in this contexec?

SW: The whole Oppenheimer thing for me is
very interesting. Frank Oppenheimer may be one
of the reasons why a lot of people got into trou-
ble. Because like all rich people, well, they don’t
give a damn about anyching.

He joined an open group. He was absent-
minded enough that when he sent a suit to be
cleaned, he had his Party card in that suic. [
think he was pretty open among students, not
necessarily saying that he was a Party member,
but to the extent that when there were big
meetings in Los Angeles—he had a truck in those
days; to show how proletarian he was, he had a
lictle truck—he would take some of the students
in the truck to chese meetings, and things like
that. Well, naturally, he became a friend after I
met him. The most amazing thing was to find
him among the witnesses for the government case
4gainst me.

We also became, through Frank, very friendly
with Robert Oppenheimer. Robert spent very
liccle time in Caltech. A couple of times we
invited him and he came to dinner. He used to
drop in quite often, because we lived very close to
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Caltech, so on his walks he would just stop to
say hello. When the thing happened to me, |
thought that a few people should know about it.
And T wrote to them so that they would know,
from the tone of my lecter, thac I was not going
to say anything that might be prejudicial to
them.

MT: You were talking about Oppenheimer and
how he could afford to be so open abourt his
involvement. Wasn't it also true, though, at that
time that no one had any idea what was going to
happen later?

SW: But you see, actually, maybe the auchorities
didn’t even know about Frank Oppenheimer;
anyway, Robert Oppenheimer was such a re-
spected person that they might not look that way
at his brother. So far as Robert Oppenheimer is
concerned, I think that all the books and the
series on television and so on missed the most
important thing about him—of a man who
thought that he was God.

Later on he said that he had been a fool; he
practically beat on his chest about what a fool he
had been. You see, this was such a tragedy for
him. He used to look down on everybody.
Though nobody spoke about this openly, in
Caltech most of the professors didn'c like him
because he always behaved as if he were so much
above them. And, by the way, when he became
close to the Communist Party, his manner did
change. When he gave a ralk, you could under-
stand what he was talking about. Before that, if
he gave a talk I think he made it a point to ralk
so that maybe one or two people would under-
stand him, because he didn’t care about the rest
of the people.

When I thought that I had only lost my job
in the Jet Propulsion Laboratory, before I was
actually arrested, I wrote to a few people, and
Robert Oppenheimer was among them. T
thought that Robert may find a possibility to
suggest a job for me.

Well, the next weekend, the doorbell rings.
And here he was with Mrs. Tolman. In other
words, he came with a protector for the interview.
And we ralked rogether. 1 couldn’t ralk com-
pletely openly, but it was clear to Robert Oppen-
heimer chart there was no danger to him from me.
I never heard from either Frank or Robert again.
Never! And they knew that 1 was the sole sup-
porter of my family. 1 know that my family
would not have accepted any help from them.
Bur they didn’t make an attempt, because,
among other things, they were scared. They
wanted to protect themselves as much as possible.

The thing with Oppenheimer was that he



Why was I the
victim at that
particilar time?
And why was it
[ and not some-
body else?
Things were
happening in the
East, all the
arvests of spies
and so on.

never got a Nobel Prize, because he never
contributed anything new. He right away
understood a new idea and knew how to go
turther with this new idea and so on. But this
was such a big loss for him. These people that
he’d looked down upon, some mere experimental
men or something like that, got a Nobel Prize
but he did not. So when the opportunity to build
an atomic bomb came, that was his great contri-
bution. And when they took his clearance away,
what did he need that clearance for anymore? He
had made his contribution.

MT: How did it happen that after the war you
came back to JPL?

SW: Actually it was [H.S.} Tsien who was
responsible for my getting the Jet Propulsion
Laboratory job, because {Pol} Duwez was the
head of the materials section at JPL, and he was
looking for a mathematician. Also, he was a very
fine cellist.

MT: Did you have to get clearance to get this
job originally?

SW: Well, this is the whole thing. I think I
have mentioned thart I expected, on account of
these rumors that had been circulated in the past,
that I wouldn’t be cleared for it. But I had no
trouble at all. During the war I even spent two
weeks at the Wright field in Dayton, Ohio.
There they recheck these things, but nothing
happened.

But this is the question: Why was I the
victim art that particular time? And why was it |
and not somebody else? Things were happening
in the East, all the arrests of spies and so on. And
I think that the FBI here felt that it should show
some activity—so they went through their rec-
ords._Some of the people were already too impor-
tant, like Frank Malina. But here was a man like
myself, who was, first of all, Jewish, and second,
still had a mother and sister in Russia. And I
knew that something was brewing, because even
some of these lawyers remembered that the so-
called perjury things have a three-year statute of
limitations. Suddenly in 1949 I got a telephone
call from the JPL office that they were sending
me another application to fll out. And when I
asked why, they just got mad on the phone. So I
did it, but I found it very strange.

MT: So had you filled out something similar to
this in 46, when you first came to JPL?

SW: You see, it was three years old.
MT: Had they asked you these questions in '467?
SW: Yes, the same things. You had to show all

the organizations that you used to belong to.
The thing is that in general, it was just like the
loyalty oath at the university in Berkeley. Politi-
cal things were not supposed to be asked. But
they selected me as somebody that maybe pres-
sure could be put on. Their approach was this:
“We know that you like your family very much
and that you would like to support your family.
And if you work with us and tell us who are your
friends, though you cannot work anymore at the
Jet Propulsion Laboratory, we can arrange it so
that you will get a satisfactory job someplace
else.” I had an offer: if T just name names,
everything will be smoothed out.

MT: So it was with this new form that you filled
out that they were able to accuse you of perjury?

SW: Yes. But they had to formulate the things
in many different ways, because the prosecuting
attorney said that they didn’t quite know what
they would be able to prove. It had been tested
legally only once before. So it was all a purely
legal kind of thing. The main thing that they
were asking me was to name the people with
whom I had been associated. And when they
saw that I didn’t go along, they obviously de-
cided that I was the proper person for them to
start a court case here. It was unfortunate that
they didn’t have any real spying case or some-
thing of that sort here.

MT: Soin 49, they took away the clearance that
you already had?

SW: First, they took the clearance only to top
secret. I didn’t appeal, because I didn’t care if |
didn’t have that. For example, I asked for the
reports that I wrote to be declassified, and they
appeared afterwards in the Jowrnal of Applied
Physics. 1 felt that something was brewing, but I
never expected it to come to this kind of thing.

MT: So it was after the hearing in "49 that you
lost your job?

SW: And the Institute appealed my case to the
military board. They said, if I don’t appeal, I
cannot work in Caltech anymore. This is where
the trouble comes with Caltech. They were
under pressure. So the charge of perjury came
from my testimony before the military board—
because I denied the charges before the military
board. Professor [Earnest] Watson was a witness
for me and also Verner Shomaker.

There was always a lot of incorrect informa-
tion—that’s putting it mildly—about me. The
only thing that personally worried me in all chat
time was that there were two or three things that
came up that couldn’t be known about me
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TESTIFIES—Dr. Frank Oppenheimer, Caltech graduate

who told court he did not recall if Dr: Sidney Weinbaum

had ever attended Communist meetings at his home.
* Timts pholo

WEINBAUM TRIAL

Cantinued fvom Fivst Page:

numbered 60491 and a green-cov-
ered book \nth the same num-¢
ber stamped on it. r

“Are these like yours?” asked
Tolin.

“Yes, they are the same thing,
~Iit is the same type of book,”
the witness replied.

Used by Weinbaum

“This hook shows the name|
Sydney Empsen,” Tolin pointed |
out to the witness, “Do you
know anyone of that name?”

“Dr.. Weinbaum used that as
his party name,” the witngs
testified.

Rosanoff said that he was told |}
by Dr. Weinbaum that his pacty
responsibility consisted of keep-
ing his eyes and ears open and|
encouraging anyone who talked |
glong the party line and if they 3
were sufficiently interested to y “ ' i
call them to the attention of| WITNESS—Richard A, Ros-
other officials. anoff, who testified Dr.

He said that his own parly| Weinbaum admitted Red
card was in the Caltech unit| tigs.
which was known as Proiession-
al Unit 122 of the Communist
Party of America, He said that
following the time he joined the
party eavly in 1028 he had s
cussed numerous possible party
prospects with Dr. Weinhaim
and others. One of these was no|

Timea phota
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And be said in
his letter that the
worst that be
could think of me
was that maybe
1 voted for
Rovsevelt,

personally except among very close friends. And
1 was wondering whose hand I was still shaking
who . . . Up to today I do not know who the
person was.

MT: But when you were actually arrested, chat
came as a Surprise to you?

SW: Yes. Butar the same time, | was more

or less prepared for a thing like chat. But one
doesn’t think abour these things; one hopes that
it won't happen.

MT: Just to go back to the trial for a few
minutes, you said that you didn't know during
the hearing who it was that was talking to the
FBI. But, in fact, there were these people who
testified against you. The major portion of the
case really rested on this testimony, right? There
was Gus Albrecht [previously at Caltech and
JPL], Frank Oppenheimer, and Jacob Dubnoff [a
semor research associare at Caltech}. Whar is
your interpretation of why these people talked?
Do you see it as just being pressure from the FBI?

SW: Well, I knew that Dubnoff was a Commu-
nist, and Oppenheimer, and many others that I
was friendly wich in those days. Bur che charge
was worded that I had been a member. The other
charge was that [ got some people to join. And
the third was that I abetted the Party or some-
thing. Well, the third one may have been right,
Burt you see, the whole thing was not that. They
didn't give a damn; they just wanted to have a
case, to put the FBIL on the map. And also, they
thought that I would crack, like Dubnoff for ex-
ample. The day before Dubnoff's testimony, it



Weinbaum
Case Jail
Term Test

Highest Court May
Rule on Refusal
To Testify

‘Wheiher Communists, ex-Reds
or suspected Comymunists can get
special (reatment from the courfs
by refusing to testify regarding
their present or past affiliations
appeared today to be headed for
a ruling by the highest courts of
the country.

An appeal was being framed to-
day from the decision of District
Judge Ben Harrison to send Dr.
Eugene Brunner, research chem:
ist, to jail for six months for con-
templ in relusing to ahswer ques-
tions in the federal cotirt perjury
trial of Dr. Sidney Weinbaum.

Brunner, 39, [ormerly a gradu-
ate student at Caltech, was called
as a prosccution witness in the
trial of Dr. Weinbaum, former
physicist in the jet propulsion
laboratory at the institute, and
refused flatly to answer these
fwo questions:

“Between 1937 und 1939 were
you s member of the Commu-
nist Party in Pasadena? Dur-
ing the period, did you ever see

e, Weinbaum at Communlat
meetings?”
BAIL 15 DENIED

Judge Harrison then denled a
motion by Brunner's lawyer, Wil-
liam Esterman, that Harrison dis-
quallfy himself, He also denied
the attorney's request to fix bail
pending appeal “because I find
that this contempt was deliberate

and wilful.”

Earlier Dr. Jacob Dubnolf,
senfor vesearch assistant at Cal
lech, admitted on the witnéss
stand that he had been treas-
urer of the “Caltech branch’ of
the Communist party prior to
1940. He said that his “party
name” was ‘“John Kelly," and
that he had collected dues from
other Pasadena Reds, but he
“couldn’t remember” . whether
Weinbaum had been one of them,

appeared in the newspaper that he refused to
testify; and the next day, he was che first witness!

But none of these people claimed thar I had
been a Parcy member. What I say is this: if I
were, one way or the other, then they lied. If1
was, then they knew that, they had to know;
then, by going all around, but not naming it,
they are the ones that perjured themselves. But
this is also quite true, that whether I belonged or
not was not the problem.

One name that came up was that of the wife
of Rudolf Schindler, the famous architect. They
said she visited our house and stayed for a long
time; they saw her car parked outside. Certainly
she did. We were very friendly with her. Idon’t
remember now what was the origin of our meet-
ing. Speaking about the people that I knew—
Richard Neutra, you know, the famous architect?
Well, his wite played the cello and sang. They
were friends of some distant relative of mine, and
I have accompanied her a2 number of times.
Actually they lived for a while in a house that
Schindler buile. The only time I visited the
Neutras was in that house, before I even knew of
Mrs. Schindler's existence. So, they said, didn't 1
know that she was a Russian agent? You know,
imagining that woman to be an agent was hike—
I don't know. So it is very, very funny.

MT: Well, it’s true that maybe the point wasn't
whether you had been a member or not; but, in
fact, chat was what they had to prove, in order to
get this convicrion.

SW: So you see, the way the things were worded,
even if I wasn't 2 member, they put the word
abetted, because it covers the situation and I was
certainly working with them. So, if that's a bad
thing, in that way, that was true.

MT: In order to convict you of perjury, they had
to prove that you had been a member of the Party
though.

SW: But it was not only chis thing, but also
these two other things. In the atmosphere of
those days, there was very lictle question about
being convicted. The only explanation is that ac
that rime the climate was such that if you don't
have a case of some sorc—these are the sort of
things I didn’t think of at that time.

MT: So, what kind of a defense could you have,
then? Did you call witnesses in your favor?

SW: No. Bur chat was an interescing thing. My
lawyer wanted to read the letcers chat had been

submitted to the military board. And the district
attorney got up and objected to that, saying, “Let

these people appear here as witnesses.” However,
in his speech, he had quoted some things from
the military hearings. So the judge, very reluc-
tantly, | must say, said that he had to allow this.
And so my lawyer read some of the selected
letters. One was from a man by the name of
Miller. He was some kind of a technical electron-
ics man in the seismological laboratory; he was a
chess player who played years before on my team.
During the war he built up a factory and made a
lot of money. 1 wanted to have a letter from
someone working for the milicary, and I asked
him for a recommendation letter. And he said in
his letter that the worst that he could think of me
was that maybe I voted for Roosevelt.

Frank Oppenheimer did very foolish things.
You know, he had a hearing before a congression-
al committee. Oppenheimer obviously didn't
have a very good lawyer, or the lawyer was mostly
trying to protect Oppenheimer. When they
asked Frank about a number of people in Berke-
ley, he claimed every time that they were not
Communists—that he knew that they were not
in the Party. But when the names of Malina, and
Tsien, and myself came up, then he refused to an-
swer. By this, you see, he singled us out. Well,
because somehow nothing about his brother had
yet come up in Caltech— maybe it was on
account of that.

MT: Did you see the trial as kind of a foregone
conclusion, the outcome of it?

SW: Yes. My lawyer warned me char there was
little chance. The district attorney called for ten
years, because he grouped the counts into two
different bunches. Bur the judge said that chey
are all based on just one thing, so the maximum
was five years, and he gave me only four. I think
I told you the story of the marshal who told me
that he was sure that I would get a suspended
sentence. So the judge said, “You know, [ didn’t
even give him the maximum. [ had to give him
four years because he’s going to get parole after a
short time, and I want to make sure that he is not
going to leave this country and give his services
to our enemies. By that time, science already will
develop further.” 1n other words, my knowledge
would be already obsolete. And again, there was
that offer, that if I go and tell abour people, I
could get a suspended sentence. But my scien-
tific career was finished anyway, you see. You
know, people now really cannot realize what
those days were like.

MT: I know for myself, just reading the newspa-
per clippings—even though I know something
about the period—it’s shocking.
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Sidney Weinbaum last
year at his Santa
Monica home.

Now looking
back, 1 must say
that 1 consider |
led an interesting
life in many
respects.

SW: 1didn't read everything. The things I read
about myself were actual things that happened in
the court, sort of a summary without too much
derail. And also, one or two articles in the
beginning that told about me in general, that
were nice and favorable. There was nothing
prejudicial in any way. But seeing that headline
in the newspapers, that Weinbaum faces four
years 1n prison—that wasn't very pleasant. No,
those were not very pleasant days. A few tele-
phone calls, some abusive. A letter when I was in
prison, waiting to be sentenced, was very, very
abusive.

When you get to prison, by the time you get
through admission, the prison is already dark.
And so they take you and give you a pillow or
something like that, and push you into a two- or
four-man cell. And [ had o lie on the floor with
my head to the toilet. You see, some of us were
only transients, because we were federal, and chat
was a county prison. One of the trusties who had
obviously been there for a long time came over
and said, “Oh, I have the two most famous pris-
oners in my place.” Who was the other one? It
was a man who had tried to blow up a plane
because his wife deserted him or something like
that. I talked to that man quite a bit, bur he was
not quite there. You see what “fame” is; for the
trusty we were both famous.

One of the better-educated guards—officers
they called them—told me I was there when
Mickey Cohen, the underworld king, was there.
This guard said, “All these people who are here,
when they come out, you know what they will be
boasting about? They will say, ‘1 knew Mickey

as Engineering & Science/Fall 1991

Cohen, and I knew Dr. Weinbaum.” So [ had
very good company.

Not that there were not some disagreeable
things that would happen; but I had to learn to
handle these things. And there were not too
many personal things that I had trouble with,
either with the inmates or the prison.

When the time for my parole came, everybody
that I talked to among the guards and some of
the younger people said, “Oh, you're certainly
going to get parole.” Well, I knew otherwise.
Because when [ appeared before the parole board,
they started to ask me who my friends were. The
chairman of the parole board said, “Why should
we give you parole if you don't know how to
cooperate with us?” So, you see, it was a matter
of punishment and nothing else.

When [ was refused parole, a man who was
serving 25 years for being involved in a very
famous robbery of a truck that was going to
Lockheed with the payroll was working in che
officers’ dining room. When I was denied parole,
I noticed that there was a liccle package on my
bed. When I went in, it was a very nice ham
sandwich, the kind we didn't get, and a note was
artached: “You may have no standing with the
parole board, but you have a standing with me.”
The reason for that was that I didn’t succumb to
the FBI. And I was never again interviewed by
them while in prison.

I don’t know if I mentioned to you that the
inmates even elected me as cheir representative
for six months. So I came out of prison ready to
become emotionally stabilized; and I did. And 1
can talk about these things. And also, somehow
I tried to fit things that happened to me into the
life of the country in the particular time, and also
find out why I react emotionally in one way or
another. One lives a long life.

Now looking back, I must say thar I consider
I led an interesting life in many respects. I met
so many different people. And where I got my
greatest education was in prison. Prison was the
thing that is responsible for my living to be an
old man. I came out a different person. []

Weinbaum served three years of bis sentence with a
year off for good behavior. On his velease, an old friend
Sram his chess-playing days offered him a job in a dress
business. He also met his second wife, Betty, through a
chess-club connection: they settled in Santa Monica and
lived happily ever after. “1 cannot complain,” be said
near the end of what be considered a very rich life. He
had little to do with Caltech, but did make at least one
official visit—to be inducted into the Alumni Associa-
tion’s Half-Century Club. Weinbaum died Septeniber
1 after a short illness at the age of 93,



