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HISTORICAL MEMOS
APRIL 29, 1948

Prompted by Mr. Smith’s testimony
in March 2000, EL RAEHA located these 
historical memos describing the 1948

mercury poisoning episode. 

These memos were found on the
Department of Energy’s Opennet
data base. www.osti.gov/opennet/



Health Monitor 
Carl Buckland 
Remembers

(April 2001)

“…I will vouch for the validity of the correspondence…”
“Since a mercury vapor detector was available within the Health 
Group of Q-Building, I was asked to see if I could detect the presence 
of mercury vapor…”
“ The key words expressed by Dr.Hardy are “amount of Mercury in the 
air as a result of the operation that you do daily is probably in excess 
of the maximum allowable concentration.’ ”
“important point was made by Dr. Hardy concerning skin absorption 
of mercury. An industrial hygienist needs to express his or her opinion 
from the current thinking of the matter.”



LANL Health Monitor Remembers
Mr. Carl Buckland, a retired LANL Health Monitor, 
wrote some of the 1948 memos.

With his memory jogged by historical documents, 
here he provides Mr. Smith with personal 
recollections of the 1948 mercury poisoning
incident.



A Blue Line on the gums 
is a classic medical sign of 

Mercury  Poisoning.
Here, Alex Smith of Cochiti Lake,NM
testifies in front of Senator Bingaman,
Congressman Udall and Assistant Energy
Secretary David Michaels on March 18,
2000 at Northern New Mexico
Community College.

He recalls Dr. Hardy diagnosing
him and three co workers with
mercury poisoning in 1948,
based in part on the Blue line in
their gums.



Chapter 6 is entitled
“ A Year at Los Alamos”

(1948)
Dr. Hardy retired from M.I.T. and Harvard Medical 
School in the late 1970’s. She died 1994 of CLL, a 
slow form of leukemia common in old age and not 
known to be associated with radiation. Her textbook, 
Hamilton and Hardy’s Industrial Toxicology, is 
now in its fifth edition.



Research Community 
Alerted to the Dangers of
Mercury

In November 1949, Dr. Hardy alerted the
physics research community to the dangers of 
mercury with this article in Physics Today,
published the year after she left Los Alamos.

The article does does not mention the incident 
at K Stock Room.



Dr. Hardy’s autobiography, published in 
1983, tells the story of mercury poisoning

in K stock room.



Lessons Learned?Lessons Learned?



“200 Rusty Flasks in 
Decayed and Broken 

Wooden-Frame Holders”
Were found at Technical 

Area 48 (Radiochemistry) in 1986

Each flask contained 76 pounds of high-purity 
mercury. A triple distillation process to remove 
radio-nuclides is believed to have been carried 
out at TA-50. These 15,000 pounds of mercury 
were removed from TA-48 in about 1989. 
(RFI Work Plan for OU1129, May 1992) 
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“Minamata Disease”
Minamata, Japan

A young woman deformed by mercury pollution
W..Eugene Smith, 1971

The deformed and contorted 
body of 16-year old Tomoke 
Uemura was the result of 
mercury pollution that also 
left her blind and mute.

More than nine tons of 
mercury was utilized in 
weapons research at 
Los Alamos Scientific 
Laboratory between 
1947/1971 in K Building.
The mercury was 
subsequently reused by 
means of distillation of 
Radionuclides from the 
element. Where did it end 
up?



Mad as a Hatter 
“…the term ‘ Mad Hatters’ 
derived from the early hat 
makers who used Mercury 
nitrate in the process of 
making  hats.
”They went insane”
This photo was taken in Danbury, 
Connecticut, a center of the hat 
manufacturing industry. Mercury 
poisoning was called the “Danbury 
shakes” Connecticut outlawed this use 
of mercury in 1941. (Greenwald,1990)

Note the effects on the central 
nervous system, gums and teeth 
and skin pallor- all recognized 
effects of mercury. 



Mercury 
Contamination 

in New Mexico’s Lakes



Congressman Tom Udall
Gives His Support to 

DOE Workers Claims
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