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“In a routine experiment, he passed fluorine, a highly 
corrosive, poisonous, pale yellow gas… through a 
carbon arc. The result was a few drops of clear liquid, 
which Dr. Simons bottled and put in a filing cabinet.”



J of American Chem Society 1937

J of American Chem Society 1939



MANHATTAN DISTRICT 

(Silverman 1949)

1941 194419431942

Mid-1941: feasibility tests & “exploration”

Early 1942: “serious, coordinated lab effort”

Late 1942: engineering, scale-to-factory

1943 Construction at Oak Ridge begins
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The Birthplace of industrial Teflon



Via the Science History Institute archives
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“There was soon going to be urgent 
demands for what we then called poly-
F1114. He had a schedule for us to meet: 
we were to have 1 week to complete our 
development work on the polymerization 
process; we would have 2 weeks for the 
design of the plant; we would have 1 
week for plant construction, and then we 
were supposed to be producing 
polytetrafluoroethylene at the rate (I 
think) of a million pounds a month! Now, 
it may have been a million pounds a year, 
but I think it was a million pounds a 
month! We never made that schedule.”
Malcolm Renfrew 

via Science History Institute oral history archives



“… the pilot plant stage is where 
processes are apt to run into 

accidents. Even at best, the hazards 
are there because you're doing new 

things with scaled-up quantities. 
And so we had

our troubles.” 

Malcolm Renfrew
Via Science History Institute





…However, further research indicated that this material 
was not as satisfactory as originally expected…
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“… the breathtaking pace at which they 
were brought about…” (March 1947)



ANNOUNCED

Renfrew & Lewis 1946



May 1946

Washington Works, WV
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Milton Silverman (1949) 
Taming Chemistry's Hellcat

Collier’s Weekly 
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3M Annual Report
Minnesota Historical Society, 3M historical corporate records, Box 129.E.19.7B, Folder 15: 
New products division: chronology of division projects, 1940-1953.
Courtesy of Evan Hepler-Smith
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Reckoning
What is the full fluorocarbon 
legacy of the Manhattan Project?

What is archived on site?

What is in the archives?

Responsibility
PFASs have military origins

R&D subsidized by public money

Funded the proving grounds for 
Teflon, ECF technologies and 
more, then developed by private 
companies

IMPLICATIONS
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Dated: December 1946
Declassified: DOE 2013

Via Wellerstein’s Manhattan Project database
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