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Homewood’s Connection to “The 

Manhattan Project” 
by Kristine Condon 

HHS lost a longtime and devoted member in 

April of last year with the passing of Elfrieda 

Heuer.  For years, Elfrieda contributed to this 

newsletter and volunteered her time and her 

talents to the Dorband-Howe House along 

with her husband, Bert.  However, what 

follows is a true story that Elfrieda only 

allowed her family to disclose upon her 

death—that the petite woman with the 

twinkle in her eye, the quick smile, and the 

modest personality had been witness to the 

work of Enrico Fermi and The Manhattan 

Project at the University of Chicago.   

What follows is excerpted from Elfrieda’s nomination into the 2018 

Thornton Township High School Hall of Fame celebration this past 

November and was shared by Elfrieda and Bert’s son, David, with 

the Hall of Fame Nominating Committee. 

The preeminent University of Chicago physicist and 1938 Nobel 

Prize winner Enrico Fermi was well-known for his leadership of the 

Manhattan Project team, which succeeded in obtaining the first 

controlled self-sustaining nuclear chain reaction. This experiment, 

carried out at Chicago on December 2, 1942, made possible the 

development of the atomic bomb.  What many TTHS alumni do not 

know is that 1942 alumna Elfrieda Rahn Heuer, only six months out 

of high school, unknowingly witnessed world history in the making 

as she worked directly for Fermi on the Manhattan Project at 

Chicago’s Hyde Park campus. 

Born in St. Joseph, Michigan, Elfrieda and her family moved to 

Harvey in 1926, and she joined the Building and Grounds 

Department at Chicago after her graduation.  She became involved 
(Continued on page 2) 
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Elfrieda and Bert Heuer.  
Photo courtesy of 

legacy.com. 



The Manhattan Project, cont’d. . . . 

with the Manhattan Project’s clerical work in a group called 

the “Chicago Pile Team,” taking dictation and transcription of 

the project’s technical reports and correspondence.  She 

eventually handled all of Fermi’s secretarial tasks.  On 

December 1, 1942, Fermi gave Elfrieda and her coworkers a 

private tour of the experiment site under the west stands of 

Stagg Field in an unrestricted area.  While he could not tell 

them exactly what the project entailed, he wanted them to see 

firsthand what they had been working on so that one day, they 

would know the significance of the effort.  The nuclear reactor 

had its first successful test the next day, with news reports 

only revealing the result of this project several years later. 

Following the success of the first controlled atomic reaction, 

code named CP1 (Chicago Pile 1), the government funded and 

created Argonne National Laboratories for Fermi’s further 

development of this new energy technology.  Elfrieda assisted 

Fermi and the team in the creation of Argonne starting with 

the relocation and movement of CP1 to a different location.  Following CP1, a larger CP2 

was created, and CP1 was buried in an obscure forest preserve district location—the 

present-day Red Gate Woods, located near Route 83 a short distance from Argonne, as it 

remains today.  Working with Fermi up until 1946, Elfrieda also met and corresponded 

with many of the now-famous 

nuclear physicists during the 

development of this new 

controlled energy.  Elfrieda kept 

her knowledge of this effort a 

secret for the rest of her life, with 

that information only being 

publicly revealed after her passing 

on April 13, 2018. 

During World War II, a friend of 

Elfrieda’s asked her to write to a 

lonely soldier in Europe who was 

also a TTHS 1942 alumnus.  She 

was the only one who wrote to 

Bertram Heuer, and their pen pal 

friendship eventually culminated 

(Continued from page 1) 
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Elfrieda Rahn Heuer, circa 
1942, about the time of her 
graduation from Thornton 

Township High School.  This 
picture is permanently mounted 
on the TTHS Hall of Fame wall.   

HHS President Jim Wright (center), Kris Condon, and HHS Board 
member Dick Condon as Jim accepted the Hall of Fame induction 

for Elfrieda Heuer at Thornton High School, November 2018. 



The Manhattan Project, cont’d. . . . 

in their 1946 marriage.  Settling in Harvey to raise 

sons Daniel, Thomas, and David, she served as a Cub 

Scout den mother, became a member of the Bryant 

Grade School PTA, and served as PTA president for 

one year.  Bert and Elfrieda built a home in 

Homewood in 1962, and Elfrieda returned to work in 

1967 as the secretary to the principal at Flossmoor 

Junior High School.  After her retirement, she became 

active in the Homewood Historical Society and 

authored many articles for the Society’s newsletter.  

During her tenure as co-editor of the newsletter, the 

Society earned two Communications Concepts Awards 

for Publication Excellence (APEX).   

It is only with her passing that we now know, as Paul 

Harvey would say, “the rest of the story”—that a 

Thornton Township High School alumna and HHS member offered civilian service to her 

country with an impact she could not have imagined at the time.  For this reason, 

Elfrieda was inducted into the 2018 Thornton Township High School Hall of Fame as a 

“Civilian Servant.”  HHS President Jim Wright accepted her induction on behalf of the 

Heuer family during a daytime ceremony at Thornton Township High School.  Later that 

evening, Idlewild Country Club was the site of a dinner and reception honoring the 

inductees. 

(Continued from page 2) 
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Hyde Park & The Manhattan Project 

TTHS Principal Tony Ratliff unveils the 
2018 Hall of Fame inductees.   

From Wikipedia.org 

“An Army-OSRD council on 25 June 1942 decided to build a pilot plant for plutonium 

production in Red Gate Woods southwest of Chicago.  In July, [Lieutenant Colonel 

Kenneth] Nichols arranged for a lease of 1,025 acres from the Cook County Forest Preserve 

District, and Captain James F. Grafton was appointed Chicago area engineer.  It soon 

became apparent that the scale of operations was too great for the area, and it was decided 

to build the plant at Oak Ridge and keep a research and testing facility in Chicago. 

“Delays in establishing the plant in Red Gate Woods led [University of Chicago physicist 

Arthur] Compton to authorize the Metallurgical Laboratory to construct the first nuclear 

reactor beneath the bleachers of Stagg Field at the University of Chicago.  The reactor 

required an enormous amount of graphite blocks and uranium pellets.  At the time, there 

was a limited source of pure uranium.  Frank Spedding of Iowa State University was able 
(Continued on page 4) 



Hyde Park, cont’d. . . . 

to produce only two short tons of pure uranium.  

[An] additional three short tons of uranium metal 

was supplied by Westinghouse Lamp Plant which 

was produced in a rush with makeshift process.  

A large square balloon was constructed by 

Goodyear Tire to encase the reactor.  On 2 

December 1942, a team led by Enrico Fermi 

initiated the first artificial self-sustaining 

nuclear chain reaction in an experimental reactor 

known as Chicago Pile-1.  The point at which a 

reaction becomes self-sustaining became known 

as ‘going critical.’  Compton reported the success 

to [National Defense Research Committee Chair 

James B.] Conant in Washington, D.C., by a 

coded phone call, saying, ‘The Italian navigator 

[Fermi] has just landed in the new world.’   

“In January 1943, Grafton's successor, Major Arthur V. Peterson, ordered Chicago Pile-1 

dismantled and reassembled at Red Gate Woods, as he regarded the operation of a 

reactor as too hazardous for a densely populated area.  At the Argonne site, Chicago Pile-

3, the first heavy water reactor, went critical on 15 May 1944.  After the war, the 

operations that remained at Red Gate moved to the new site of the Argonne National 

Laboratory about six miles away.” 

(Continued from page 3) 
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Condolences and Updates 

HHS offers its condolences to the family of Life Member Helen Nielsen Ehlebracht, who 

died on January 10, 2019, at the age of 83.  Among Helen’s many surviving family members 

are HHS members Ray and Wanda Nielsen and Phillip Ehlebracht.   

HHS also offers its condolences to member Lois Hein on the passing of her husband, 

member Wally Hein, on January 13, 2019.  He was 93 years old. 

We want to offer a clarification on the Fall 2018 edition’s cover article entitled “Thornton 

High School Veterans.”  In response to an inquiry of whether the 1,400 collected names saw 

combat—well, that we cannot say.  However, the article recognizes the known names of 

Homewood area veterans who attended Thornton and who served our country during any 

era of conflict.  That service may have been stateside, in the reserves, or in a combat zone.  

The article’s purpose was to recognize the distinguished service of our men and women in 

uniform during particular eras in U.S. history, regardless of when, how, or where they 

served.  If you see a loved one or friend on that list, be sure to thank that vet if you can—

and remember that vet if you cannot.  If there are any corrections, please send them on to 

your newsletter editor at kmcondon@msn.com or call 708-957-9364. 

Illustration of Chicago Pile-1, the first nuclear 
reactor to achieve a self-sustaining chain 

reaction.  Designed by Fermi, it consisted of 
uranium and uranium oxide in a cubic lattice 

embedded in graphite.  Source:  wikipedia.org. 



Where Do Our Members Come From? 

I see a phrase like the one above that ends with a preposition, and I hear our late family 

matriarch, a retired first-grade teacher, saying, “Parse that sentence.”  While I go look up 

the meaning of “parse,” see what Membership Chair Karen Smith tells us about the 

makeup of our Society. 

by Karen Smith 

Have you ever wondered where our newsletters go?  We send out about 245 copies per 

quarter, with approximately 190 of those going to paid members and the balance being 

sent as “freebies,” or courtesy copies, to nonmembers such as Homewood churches, area 

historical societies and museums, and state historical organizations.  In return, most 

historical societies send us their newsletters, and some are quite interesting.  We also 

receive magazines, newsletters, and announcements from several state organizations.  

All of these publications are available for a “look-see” at the Dorband-Howe House 

Museum.  We always keep a few newsletters at the D-H House for prospective new 

members who might stop by for a tour. 

As for our membership distribution, over half of our memberships (99, or 53%) are from 

Homewood.  Another 10 newsletters (6%) go to the neighboring villages of Chicago 

Heights, Flossmoor, and Glenwood, and 32 (17%) go to other cities, towns, and villages 

throughout Illinois.  We send HHS newsletters to 25 other states, including Alaska and 

Maine, and California leads the list with 13 HHS member families.  Surprisingly, we 

send just five to Indiana, 

three to Florida, and one 

to Arizona.  Other states 

represented on our 

mailing list include 

Alabama, Arkansas, 

Colorado, Kansas, 

Kentucky, Louisiana, 

Massachusetts, Michigan, 

Minnesota, Mississippi, 

Missouri, Montana, North 

Carolina, Oregon, South 

Dakota, Texas, Virginia, 

Washington, and 

Wisconsin,  

Editor’s Note:  We’ll have 

membership renewal 

forms in the next 

newsletter.  It’s a bargain, 

and you’re guaranteed 

four issues per year!   
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RETURN SERVICE REQUESTED 

HHS welcomes its newest members:  TJ, Jen, and Layla Bilinski; James & Maureen 

Bringley; Eric Hofmann; Craig Johnson; Pearl Kish; and Michael Welsh.  Welcome, too, to 

new Life Member Marcia Lockwood of Marengo.  These new folks bring us to 233 members, 

just a few short of our record membership total! 

Our next newsletter will go out in April, just before our May elections, to announce the 2019-

2020 slate of officers.  We have a couple of interesting articles already on tap, including 

Homewood Says Howdy—The Homewood Business Association 

Homewood’s Thornton Alumni Support New Machine Shop Program 

The Dorband-Howe’s Victory Garden 

. . . And much more!  Membership renewal forms will also appear in the next issue.  To 

contribute, please e-mail your articles or pictures to kmcondon@msn.com or send via “snail 

mail” to 1830 Evergreen Road, Homewood.  All print materials will be scanned and returned.   

Finally, thank you for the opportunity to continue the fine tradition Lynne Basler has 

performed for the past several years as our newsletter editor.  Lynne’s informative writing, 

keen eye for detail, and interest in all things Homewood has made our quarterly updates 

great reads, whether they be in front of a roaring fire or on a summer porch.  Thank you to 

Lynne for her many years of service as our editor.  —Kris Condon 

Saving the Past for the Future 

Since 1980 

HHS 
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