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August 1995

Interview with Helen Vodopick, M.D. 
Setting: December 28,1994, Oak Ridge, T ennessee 

Interviewers: Marisa Caputo and David Harrell, DOE Office of Human Radiation Experiments

Did you have any mentors that you feel especially attached to or espe­
cially grateful to for where your career has progressed?

VODOPICK: When I was in training, we had several doctors who were very influen­
tial.

CAPUTO:

Public Perception of Radiation and Medical Research
CAPUTO: So, what do you think about this whole project, about this past year in

[Energy] Secretary O’Leary’s Openness Initiative and the Presidential 
Advisory Committee on Human Radiation Experiments?

VODOPICK: I think it’s been a waste of money. All of this material has been hashed
through the media almost every ten years. I hope this is the final ending 
and we can say this is now complete and open. I think that it has created 
a lot o f fear and misunderstanding in the public, and of many of the 
[prior] experiments.

I w a s ^ B f l l f e i  I can remember sitting in a movie theater in 1941 
[when] the movie [was] turned off. An announcement [was] made that 
Japan had just bombed Pearl Harbor. 1 can remember [city] blackouts 
and I can remember sirens, being taught to go under your desk. This was 
Milwaukee, Wisconsin; this was not in London or Europe. We were 
being trained to be prepared for an attack on the United States. Thank 
God we weren’t [attacked]. But it would [have been] possible. 1 think 
people forgot [this] after the war ended.

It’s lucky that we had the [atomic] bomb first. 1 have no reservations in 
my mind that Germany would have used it on the U.S. or Japan would 
have used it on us if they had had the atomic bomb. So the fact that we 
had the bomb and were able to end the war was a big benefit to the 
United States. But then came this fluny trying to know what radiation 
would do, how people would react.

Those plutonium experiments, 1 wasn’t around when it was done, but 
I’m sure that was done with the intent of learning about the material that 
people were going to be working with. They were working \vith it out 
at the plants, so there was a real need to know.

It’s just like medicine today: you have to go through different phases to 
find out what a material would [do] if used for chemotherapy today. You 
go through three phases of any study. You do a Phase 1 study to find out 
whether its going to work in any tumor at all. You do a Phase 2 study to 
try to define the dose. You try various dose levels, and you may kill 
patients with that. And you do a Phase 3 study, in which you home in on 
certain patients.

Well, [it’s] the same with radiation. You have to find out what it could 
do and what the side effects are, to hopefully preserve the people that 
are going to be working with it all the time. So, for me, looking back, it 
did seem that the intent was not to harm anybody, [but] to gain knowl­
edge.
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