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celed the award by ruling that her contam­
ination was a work-related injury and 
was thus covered by workmen's compen­
sation insurance. It also ruled that the 
Atomic Energy Act preempted any slate 
authority in the awarding of damages re­
lating to the use of nuclear materials. Only 
the $5,000 for property damages was al­
lowed to stand. The Silkwood estate is ap­
pealing this decision to the U.S. Supreme 
Court. 

But no matter what the Supreme Court 
decides, the Karen Silkwood story has 
taken on greater proportions. For millions 
of people, Karen Silkwood has come to 
represent a paragon of virtue and selfless­
ness and, at the same time, a victim of es­
tablished power. Squadrons of antinucle­
ar activists, the women's movement. and 
labor-student coalitions have adopted her 
as someone worthy of sainthood. They 
have portrayed her as Little Red Riding 
Hood-who in this case was devoured by 
the big, bad wolf; Kerr-McGee-a "poor, 
bewildered girl who didn't know what was 
happening to her," as one of her estate's 
attorneys said at the trial. 

Such is the effect of the media. The real 
Karen Silkwood was flesh and blood, 
somewhat less saintly than her image, a 
young woman tarnished by the complex­
ities of life. But perhaps when all the cir­
cumstances are considered and the facts 
disentangled from the myths, she will 
prove a heroine nonetheless. 

Karen Silkwood was a twenty-six-year-old 
mother of three when she left Texas, in 
1972, and moved to Oklahoma, where 
she took a job as a lab technician at Kerr -
McGee's Cimarron Facility. Here plutoni­
um was being processed and put into fuel 
rods destined for the Fast Flux Test Facility 
(FFTF), in Hanford, Wash., one of the 
country's first breeder reactors. 

The eldest of three girls born to Bill Silk­
wood, a house painter, and Merle Silk­
wood, a bank officer, Karen had spent 
most of her life in small Texas towns. Born 
in Longview and raised in Nederland, half~ 
way between Port Arthur and Beaumont, 
she had studied chemistry in high school 
and won a women's club scholarship to 
Lamar University, in Beaumont. In 1966, 
after one year studying medical technolo­
gy, she quit school to elope with her sum­
mer boyfriend, Bill Meadows, whom she 
had met while vacationing at her grand­
mother's far_m, in Longview. They settled 
in Longview, and by the time Karen was 
twenty-three she had three children. 
· Then her marriage began to sour. Bill 
spent money lavishly and ended up bank­
rupt. He had an affair with another woman, 
and later married her; he then wanted cus­
tody of his children. Karen resisted at first 
but finally realized she couldn't support 
them. She left late one night in August 
1972-never to return. She saw her chil­
dren only five or six times during the rest of 
her life. 

Shortly after starting at Kerr-McGee, 
Karen took up with Drew Stephens, five 
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years her junior and the · son of a Kerr­
McGee executive. He, too, was rebound­
ing from an unsuccessful marriage. 
Stephens was also riding in the wake of 
the hippie era as it swept through the rural 
outposts of Oklahoma. Karen and Drew 
shared an apartment, water-skied, and 
raced cars and dirt bikes together (Karen 
won trophies as an amateur driver); she 
also developed a reputation around the 
lab for experimentation in drugs and sex. 
"They stood out in a crowd," said Jon 
Harrison, a former lab worker who is still a 
good friend of Drew's and who served as 
a technical adviser for the movie Silk­
wood. 

For Karen, the most distinguishing fea­
ture of her experience at Kerr-McGee was 
her running battle with authority. She was, 
as a former high-school teacher later put 
it, "a very nice person who always wanted 
to be right about everything.·' There was 
hardly a laboratory procedure-nearly all 
of which were set up for safety and securi-

' Karen and Drew shared 
an apartment, water-skied, and 

raced cars and dirt bikes 
together, and she developed 

a reputation around the 
lab for experimentation-

in drugs and sex. 

' 

able respirators, sometimes for weeks at a 
time, to continue working. 

In this gloomy, regimented environ­
ment, Karen rebelled against almost ev­
erything. In fact, she carried on a constant 
campaign against the strict procedures of 
the lab. At a point near the entrance to the 
plant, for example, a guard was assigned 
to pat people down for weapons or stolen 
plutonium, in accordance with federal reg­
ulations. Karen was among those who ob­
jected the loudest to this procedure. She 
claimed that the female guard who 
searched her was too rough. 

Karen didn't like the surgical caps and 
constantly left strands of her hair exposed, 
increasing the chances of picking up stray 
bits of plutonium. She also objected to tak­
ing off her street clothes in order to put on 
a protective smock. At one point, she re­
taliated by taking off her underwear as 
well and walking around essentially naked 
in the light, loose-fitting garment. "It 
caused a big sensation in the lunchroom,·.· 
said health and safety manager Wayne 
Norwood, who became a key figure in the 
case. "She was the kind of person who 
always wanted to be the center of atten­
tion." 

After a year or so.at Kerr-McGee, things 
began to fall apart in Karen's personal life. 
Drew wanted out-he said he felt stifled 
and definitely wasn't interested in mar­
riage. Karen moved. She and Drew re­
mained friends, however, and saw each 
other frequently. Several months later, in 
November 1973, Karen called Connie Ed­
wards, a friend at the lab, and told her she 
had just swallowed a bunch of pills in an 
attempt to commit suicide. Connie rushed 
over and found Karen in a stupor on the 
couch. She wanted to take Karen to a hos-
pital, but Karen refused. So Connie ap-

, plied some fundamental first aid. She 
ty purposes-to which she did not take ex- made Karen vomit, walked her around for 
caption. Plutonium is, after all, one of the a long while, then took her home and put 
most dangerous elements ever known to her to bed. On Jon Harrison's advice, Ka­
man. Its alpha radiation is actually harm- ren began seeing a psychological coun­
less to the outside of the skin, where the selor. She also started getting prescrip­
thin layer of dead cells is enough to pro- lions for Quaaludes and various other 
tect the body from any damage. (The radi- drugs, saying that she couldn't sleep. She 
ation is so weak that it can barely pen- claimed to have lost several prescriptions, 
etrate a thin piece of paper.) But when it is and she also got cross-prescriptions from 
inhaled, it becomes a time bomb of deadly other doctors. 
particles, shooting off a constant barrage During the summer of 1974, Karen's 
of radiation "bullets" into the soft, unpro- appearance gave her co-workers cause 
tected tissue of the lungs. An amount the for concern, and after work on October 
size of a grain of pollen is enough to en- 16, 1974, another lab worker, Evelyn 
sure your getting lung cancer. Emerich, confronted Karen at the Hub 

The Cimarron facility was a kind of Cafe, which is in the center of Crescent, 
space-age compression chamber, com- about three miles north of the plant. "She 
plate with air locks and radiation monitors looked like death," Emerich later told the 
at every turn. The plutonium was generally FBI. "She was pale, she was moving 
handled in airtight glove boxes. The pro- slowly, and her speech was very slurred. I 
duction and lab workers wore surgical had seen her looking this way for several 
smocks, caps, and gloves and were sup- weeks." Emerich, appalled that Karen 
posed to monitor themselves for stray bits was intending to drive home, put her up for 
of plutonium every time they left a room. the night at her house, in Crescent. 
Air-sampling monitors covered with filler But for a few months prior to the night-
paper constantly screened the air at she spent at Evelyn Emerich's house, Ka­
breathing level. Whenever a "loss of con- ren had been trying to pull herself together 
tainment" occurred, technicians and pro- by becoming politically active. She had 
duction workers had to don uncomfort- been one of a few dozen members of the 

CONTINUED ON PAGE 199 
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SILKWOOD 
CONTINUED FROM PAGE 70 

.co.apter of the Oil , Chemical. and Atomic 
1rkers (OCAW) who went out on a fruit­

ress strike for three months in 1972-73. 
The strike was eventually broken, · and 
OCAW membership dropped from 150 
workers to 20. Operating in Oklahoma's 
intensely anti-union environment-which 
included a strong right-to-work law-the 
little bargaining unit was teetering on the 
verge of extinction. In mid-1974, Jack 
Tice, a seven-year veteran of the bargain­
ing committee, suggested to OCAW head­
quarters that plant safety and health 
conditions be made an issue in the next 
contract. The 1973 agreement was due to 
expire in December 1974, and negotia­
tions were about to begin . 

Karen began taking more interest in 
u_nion activities and in August was elected 
to the bargaining committee. Along with 
Tice and another union veteran, Jerry 
Brewer, she would soon be facing Kerr­
McGee management officials across the 
bargaining table. 

It is easy to see why resentments about 
working conditions at the Cimarron facility 
were beginning to rise in 1974. Kerr­
McGee was having its troubles-and then 
some. An energy giant with interests in oil, 
gas, coal, and uranium, Kerr-McGee had 
• ought it was moving to the forefront of 
,e new plutonium-breeding technology 

when it undertook the Hanford contract in 
1970. 

The project, however, had turned out to 
be not so easy as it looked. By the summer 
of 1974, production had sped up despite 
mounting problems, but safety mishaps 
and "losses of containment" dogged ev­
ery effort. At one point, there was leakage 
in a barrel of waste plutonium waiting to be 
transported away. Whole portions of the 
truck had to be buried. 

Safety procedures began to suffer. 
Kenneth Plowman, a young health phys­
ics technician trained in the navy, testified 
that he "couldn't sleep at night" because 
of the mess he had to confront every day. 
"Nothing was right," he said. "There were 
hardly any controls .. .. The contamina­
tion was everywhere. The equipment 
leaked. There was no real-effort to con­
trol it, I don't believe. The supervisors 
didn't control it. It was just a battle that was 
lost." Appalled by the situation, Plowman 
eventually quit and went back to farming. 

As things went from bad to worse, more 
people quit. At one point, the turnover hit 
30 percent a month. To make up for the 
losses, Kerr-McGee hired young farm 
boys, some of whom were thrown into the 
:reach with barely a hint of what they were 

·confronting. At the Silkwood trial, several 
employees testified that they had had no 
idea that plutonium could cause cancer. 
The young farm boys, having no sense of 
what they were dealing with, began hors­
Ing around with the plutonium and having 
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contests over who could' get "hot" the 
fastest 

Despite the deteriorating situation, how­
ever, few employees at Cimarron were 
ready for another bitter labor· confronta­
tion. The country was heading into a re­
cession. In early September, someone at 
the plant filed with the National Labor Re­
lations Board to have OCAW decertified 
as an official bargaining unit. This meant 
the workers would have to vote again on 
whether they wanted OCAW representing 
them. The Cimarron . chapter was already 
so weak that many people thought the 
union was about to go under. 

In mid-September, the three-member 
bargaining team-Karen, Jerry Brewer, 
and Jack Tice-was flown to Washington 
to discuss strategy with OCAW's national 
staff. There they met union legislative di­
rector Tony Mazzocchi, a tough veteran 
who had worked his way up from a shop 
floor in Brooklyn, and Steven Wodka, a 
twenty-five-year-old former Antioch stu­
dent who had quit college to become a 
legislative aide at OCAW. Wodka special­
ized in worker health and safety, which the 
union was beginning to emphasize more 
in its bargaining efforts. Mazzocchi and 
Wodka were shocked by the descriptions 
of conditions at Cimarron and by the 
team's general ignorance regarding the 
hazards they were facing. 'Karen, .for one, 
had never heard that plutonium could 
cause cancer and was upset when she 
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learned about it. Mazzocchi and Wodka 
said they would arrange for two nuclear 
scientists from the University of Minneso­
ta. Ors. Dean Abrahamson and Donald 
Geesaman, to travel to Oklahoma City to 
address union members about the dan­
gers of plutonium. 

The bargaining team also presented a 
list of thirty-nine safety grievances, many 
of them drawn up by Karen. OCAW 
agreed to help present them to the Atomic 
Energy Commission, which had just insti­
tuted a policy of allowing individuals to file 
complaints about conditions in nuclear­
energy-related plants. Then, as the meet­
ing was breaking up, both Karen and 
Brewer said that there was something else 
that bothered them about the plant. They 
said there was a constant practice of 
touching up quality-control records. Brew­
er had most of the details. He alleged that 
negatives of photographic records of the 
welds taken through a microscope­
called photomicrographs-were being 
opaqued to cover defects on the film . 

Mazzocchi and Wodka quickly realized 
they might have a much bigger story on 
their hands. "We saw a situation of nation­
al concern and importance," said Maz­
zocchi. "We felt- that by exposing it to the 
public, we could put pressure on the com­
pany that would lead to our getting a much 
better contract." 

Mazzocchi and Wodka told the three 
union leaders to try to pull together infor-

mation on the quality-control records in o 
der to present them to the AEC. Then the 
pulled Karen into a private session an 
told her that they wanted to give the stoI 
to New York Times labor reporter Davi 
Burnham, with whom they had worked bE 
fore. Karen was to be the main source fc 
the story. 

It is important to emphasize what wa 
going on here. When Mazzocctii an 
Wodka sent Karen on her "underground 
mission, they weren't just instructing hE 
to hide her activities from Kerr-McGeE 
That much was assumed. The importa1 
thing was that she had to hide her pu 
poses from the other union members a 
well. Wodka and Mazzocchi.seem neve 
to have caught on to the conflicts in the 
position. They should have realized that 
national scandal about quality-control rE 
cords at Cimarron almost certainly woul 
have shut things down for a while and er 
dangered the union members' jobs. Fey 
if any, of the workers at Cimarron woul 
have gone along with the idea of giving th 
story to the newspapers-which is exactl 
why Wodka and Mazzocchi didn't want t 
consult them about it. 

"This fear of losing jobs always make 
the local people more conservative i 
these situations," said Wodka in a later ir 
terview. "Sometimes the union leadershi 
has to take the initiative." When he wa 
asked why he and Mazzocchi had nc 
wanted to include Tice and Brewer in th 
plan, Wodka asserted that "they had farr 
ilies, while Karen only had herself to su~ 
port. ' ' 

Brewer said he did his own investiga 
ing and exchanged notes with Karen se\ 
eral times over the next month. But h 
says he was never informed that the mate 
rial was going into the newspapers. H 
said he probably would have preferre, 
going through th~ AEC to taking matters t 
the press. 

Jack Tice and other union member 
were far more vociferous about the ma· 
ter. When Tice found out that Karen ha, 
been working underground for Steve 
Wodka, he was furious and accuse, 
Wodka of "unprofessional" conduct. Juf 
to. complicate matters, Wodka bega 
sleeping with Karen the first night he me 
her in Washington. The story eventual! 
got around. 

When the negotiating team got back t, 
Crescent, they discovered rumor had pre 
ceded them. The story around Cimarro 
was that they had gone to the AEC to try t, 
close down the plant. The story may hav 
been encouraged by management, but 
was widely believed · in both the labora 
tory, where Karen worked, and the pre 
duction section, where most of the unio 
strength was located. 

Nonetheless. on October 10 and 1 
Ors. Geesaman and Abrahamson mad 
very effective presentations to two asserr 
blies of Kerr-McGee workers at the Amer 
can Legion Hall in Crescent. They set fort 
a chilling picture of the hazards the wor~ 



ers were facing. Most of the workers said 
it had never been made clear that they 
were risking lung cancer by excessive ex­
posure to plutonium. 

Geesaman and Abrahamson also spent 
rie discussing how plutonium enters the 

oody and how contamination will show up 
in tests. Most of this was new to Kerr­
McGee employees, and Karen copied it 
all down (her notebooks are still in the 
hands of her attorneys) . The two profes­
sors said that negative results of urine 
analysis didn't necessarily mean that a 
person hadn 't been internally contaminat­
ed and that sometimes the contamination 
didn't show up for a long time. They also 
talked about the way the microscopic 
hairs-called cilia-that line the nose and 
throat will try to beat back particles of plu­
tonium that have been breathed in and are 
headed for the lungs. This plutonium, they 
said, could eventually be coughed up and 
swallowed, and that this wasn't such a 
bad thing, because plutonium is not too 
dangerous if consumed. In one vivid illus­
tration, Dr. Geesaman said that the pluto­
nium would just "get mixed up with the 
peanut butter" and would be excreted 
without much risk of harm. 

The union won the decertification elec­
tion on October 16 by a vote of eighty to 
sixty-one. OCAW was still the official bar­
gaining unit, and negotiations over the 
next contract began immediately, with 
health and safety one of the key issues. 

Among other things, the union wanted a 
special safety committee set up within the 
plant, with Karen as the likely union repre­
sentative. 

Something else began happening at the 
same time that didn't become evident until 
November, when things started to ex­
plode. Karen Silkwood began handing in 
urine samples that later proved to be 
spiked with small amounts of plutonium. 

Karen was being monitored after an inci­
dent on July 31 that was in itself a little sus­
picious. She was being moved from the 
emissions-spectroscopy lab to the metal­
lography lab as part of the general shuf­
fling of personnel that went on almost 
continually. She was angry about the 
switch and filed a union grievance over it. 
On the last night that she worked in the 
emissions lab, she was almost completely 
alone on the four-to-midnight shift and 
then stayed another four hours overtime, 
working entirely by herself until 4:00 A.M. 

When the filters on the air monitors were 
changed the next morning, two filters in 
·the emission-spectroscopy lab were taint­
ed with small smudges of plutonium. The 
smudges weren't evenly distributed, as 
they would have been if the air were con­
taminated. They were clear, fingerprintlike 
impressions. 

This was not the first time such a thing 
had happened. (Small samples of plutoni­
um were everywhere in the lab. Putting a 
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little bit of plutonium on a glove and then 
wiping it on an air filter would be as easy 
as wiping dust off one's finger.) There had 
been similar incidents, none of which di­
rectly implicated Karen. The most notable 
was the year before, when the lab person­
nel were required to work on July 3. 
Someone had slipped some plutonium 
onto the monitor, setting off the alarms, 
and everyone got an early holiday. Karen 
was one of twelve people in the room at 
the time it happened. 

This time, on the day after her night 
alone in the emissions lab, Karen was giv­
en a lung count with a sophisticated ma­
chine that happened to be "visiting" the 
plant. She showed no plutonium contami­
nation anywhere, which made safety tech­
nicians even more~ suspicious that there 
hadn't been any airborne contamination in 
tHe lab the night before. Nothing was said, 
however, and she was put on a week­
ly _urine-and-feces-sampling program, 
which was routine after such incidents. If 
she had indeed breathed plutonium into 
her lungs, it could show up as plutonium 
nitrate in her urine. If she coughed some 
back up, traces could eventually ?how up 
as plutonium oxide in her feces. -

The testing procedure was ridiculously 
slow-in fact. this was one of the union's 
major complaints. The urine and fecal 
samples had to be shipped to Hanford, 
Wash., and results often were not known 
for two months. By that time, employees 
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often would have forgotten about them, 
and they weren't always told the results. It 
wasn't until October 10-the day before 
Geesaman and Abrahamson's first lec­
ture-that Karen was told that the urine 
samples she had-submitted during August 
had shown only the slightest traces of plu­
tonium. 

The sample she handed in after the lec­
ture on October 22 later proved to be 
"spiked" with a significant amount of plu­
tonium. The samples she handed in during 
the next ten days proved to be doctored in 
the same way. The amounts might have 
passed for actual evidence of contamina­
tion except that subsequent testing, after 
suspicions had been aroused, proved that 
the plutonium was in the form of plutonium 
oxide-the kind found in the laboratory­
rather than that of plutonium nitrate, the 
kind that would show up in urine. 

None of this was known, however, until 
after Karen had suffered "mysterious" 
contaminations on November 5, 6, and 7. 
By that time, she had been telling people 
for more than a week that she had been 
"badly contaminated with plutonium" on 
July 31 and that the evidence was already 
"coming out in [her] urine samples." 

Throughout October, Karen continued to 
gather information tor the story that was to 
be turned over to the New York Times . Her 
major efforts focused on the practices of a 
fellow technician, Scott Dotter, who 
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worked next to Jerry Brewer. In the metal­
lography lab, the technicians checked the 
welds at the ends of the fuel rods, which 
were made after the plutonium and urani­
um pellets had been inserted. Each weld­
ing batch included a few "dummies"­
identical thin pipes only two feet long­
that were pulled and checked for quality 
control. The "met lab" technicians cut up 
these sample welds in the glove boxes, 
checking them for cracks and voids (little 
pockets of air). The decision about the. 
quality of the welds was then made by a 
supervisor, based on the information pro­
vided by the technicians. When the in­
spection was completed, the technicians 
took a series of photomicrographs 
through the microscope to make a record 
of the work. (Throughout the 1979trial and 
the nine-year controversy about Karen 
Silkwood's death, there has been contin­
ual confusion between the photomicro­
graphs of quality-control samples and the 
X rays-also made for safety-inspection 
purposes-of the actual fuel rods. These 
X rays were made in another part of the 
plant, and the only two copies were sent 
with each fuel rod to Hanford. There, 20 
percent·of the rods were x-rayed again to 
check for defects and damages.) 

Scott Dotter, a young man studying 
medicine at the University of Oklahoma, 
had gotten into the habit of touching up 
dust spots on the negatives of his photo­
micrographs with a black felt-lipped pen. 

•---- ~~· -­
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The negatives were supposed to be per­
fect, but often dust on the camera lens left 
little white marks on them, which showed 
up as little black spots in the photographs. 
Touching up the negatives meant not hav­
ing to go through the process of making a 
whole series of photographs again. 

The practice did not involve tampering 
with the picture of the weld itself, as a long 
subsequent investigation by the AEC 
showed. But it was not an approved labo­
ratory practice and would have gotten 
Dotter in trouble if it had become known. 

It was unquestionably this corner-cut­
ting practice that Karen spent much of her 
time investigating. At one point, Karen 
brought a doctored negative to Jerry 
Schreiber, her former lab supervisor, anc 
.asked him what he thought of it. He said he 
didn't know. The notebook Karen late, 
gave Steven Wodka contained a list of se 
rial numbers of about forty negatives, all o 
which proved to have felt-tipped-per 
markings. 

In late October, Karen several time: 
called Wodka in Washington and told hin 
how her work was going. Wodka tapec 
the conversations, with her knowledge 
and they were introduced as evidence a 
the trial. Karen and Wodka talked abou 
the fuel rods. Reading from her noteboo~ 
Karen said: "And I've got on here Iha 
we're still passing all welds, no matte 
what the pictures look like, no matter whc 
the welds look like. We either grind dow 



too far or-and I have got a weld I'd love 
for you to see, man, just how far they 
ground it down until we lost the weld trying 
to get rid of the voids, the inclusions, and 
the cracks. And I kept it." 

They talked about an incident in which 
glove boxes leaked and supervisors put 
everyone in oxygen masks again and said 
production had to go on regardless. Then 
they returned to discussing the education 

. program, and Karen almost pleads, in a 
soft, haunting, Texas drawl: "We've got 
eighteen- and nineteen-year-old boys .... 
And they didn't have the schooling, so 
they don't understand what radiation is. 
They don't understand, Steve. They don't 
understand." 

On October 31, Kare·n had an auto acci­
dent. She was driving home from work 
early Halloween morning when-she later 
claimed-a cow suddenly appeared in the 
middle of the road. She spun around com­
pletely and found herself backed up 
against a fence post in one of the drainage 
ditches that border almost every road on 
the flat Oklahoma countryside. She called 
Don Gummow, the lab worker with whom 
she had been having an on-and-off affair, 
and stayed the night with him. Her car was 
towed out of the ditch the next morning. • 

The next day, Friday, Karen visited her 
personal physician, Dr. Clarence Shields, 
in Oklahoma City, to try to get some pain­
relief pills. In the waiting room she stum­
bled and slurred her words so much that 
the nurse told Shields that she "appeared 
drunk." In the office, Shields was alarmed 
by what he called her "listlessness" and 
asked if she had been abusing the Quaa­
ludes he had been prescribing for her. 
She said she was not but was suffering 
from whiplash pain. He found Quaaludes 
in several doses in her·purse, however, 
and took them away from her. 

That night, Gary Longaker, a fellow lab 
. worker, stopped by the lab at about ten 
o'clock to see if anyone wanted to go for 
coffee. He later testified that Karen and 
Gummow "appeared to be drunk" while 
trying to "bag out" some plutonium (re­
move it from the glove boxes and place it 
in plastic bags for disposal). Longaker 
was alarmed, but he had had too many 
run-ins with Karen to want to go through 
another confrontation. Instead, he called 
his wife and asked her to make an anony­
mous call to his supervisor and to say that 
someone in the lab was high. When the 
supervisor arrived a half-hour later, Karen 
was already gone, but Gummow admitted 
that he and Karen had taken some Ty­
lenol/3. Gummow was sent home for tak­
ing a prescription drug on the job, and it 
was decided that Karen would be issued a 
written reprimand. She didn't go to work 
the following Monday but went back to see 
Dr. Shields. She said she wanted her 
Quaaludes back. He reluctantly returned 
them but warned her to take them only at 
bedtime and never to combine them with 
alcohol. 

On Tuesday, November 5, Karen show-
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ed up for work for the first time since the 
incident with Gummow. She received her 
written reprimand, but she argued that she 
would deal with the matter only through 
the union. She went to work in the lab. 
Then, at about 6:30 P.M., after working in a 
room by herself with the glove boxes for 
about an hour, she announced that she 
was "hot." Members of the health physics 
staff arrived at the scene and confirmed 
that Karen had small amounts of plutoni­
um on her smock and inside the rubber 
gloves in which she had been working. It 
was assumed that the rubber gloves had 
leaked. A check of the gloves, however, 
turned up some odd things. There was no 
sign of any leak. Moreover, the contami­
nation on Karen's smock was four times 
gnfater than the contamination inside the 
gloves, suggesting that the plutonium had 
moved from her smock to the gloves rath­
er than vice versa. "There was something 
awfully funny about that incident right from 
the beginning," Jerry Schreiber, one of 
the lab supervisors, recalled. 

Nothing was made of it, though, and Ka­
ren was put through decontamination. 
This meant a thorough washing. Traces of 
plutonium were"found in her hair, and a 
slight amount around her nose. She was 
issued another urine-sample kit {a card­
board box containing four pint-size plastic 
jars), and put OA a "total voiding" pro­
gram, requiring samples from all fecal and 
urinary excretions . for the next five days. 
Again, this was normal procedure for a se­
rious contamination incident. Karen was 
sent home "clean." 

The nextday, she came to work and 
was given a routine desk assignment 
away from the plutonium areas, as was re­
quired for several days after an exposure. 
She sat alone in a room for about an hour. 
When she got up to go to a union bargain­
ing session, she monitored herself at the 
door and once ag&in plutonium turned up 
on her arm, hair, and face. By this time, 
she was getting hysterical-"literally 
scared to death," as Jon Harrison later re­
called. Once again, the health • physics 
staff rushed in to decontaminate her. She 
told them-as she was to tell everyone for 
the next week-that she believed "the 
hairs in my nose and throat are pushing 
this stuff up out of my lungs, and it's com­
ing out of my body:" The health physics 
personnel told her there couldn't possibly 
be enough plutonium in her body to pro­
duce the readings they were getting. She 
insisted there was and said she was afraid 
she was going to die. 

·Once again, the health physics staff 
washed her down. They found some of the 
plutonium " fixed". on her arm, meaning 
that it had been rubbed so deep into the 
pores that it wouldn't come off. Eventually, 
they would remove it by using a caustic 
soap, which would peel the skin away. Ka­
ren insisted on going to the union meeting. 
The fixed plutonium was not likely to be­
come airborne, so they let her go, even 
though her arm was still hot. 

When the bargaining session opened 
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on the morning of November 6, Kerr­
McGee officials introduced a petition 
signed by nineteen of the twenty-one lab 
technicians asking that they be taken out 
of the bargaining unit and that they be paid 
on a salaried basis. Everyone in the lab 
except Karen and Jerry Brewer had 
signed it. Even Sherri Ellis, the twenty­
one-year-old technician with whom Karen 
had been sharing an apartment for two 
months, had gone against the union. 

Kerr-McGee's negotiators said it was a 
-matter for the National Labor Relations 
Board to handle and tabled the issue. The 
discussion then turned to matters of health 
and safety. The conversation hadn't gone 
on for long when Karen started shouting, 
"I'm contaminated and you know it! This 
contamination is coming out of my body 
and my urine, and nothing is being done 
about it!" 

Morgan Moore, the manager of the 
Cimarron plant, was furious. He said he 
thought-that the company was being "set 
up" and went down to the health physics 
office to check out Karen's charges. 
Wayne Norwood told him about Karen 's 
exposures over the last two days but said 
that nothing had yet shown up in her urine. 
He did note, however, that Karen had 
come into his office several times over the 
past few weeks and asked to see the re­
sults of her "high samples." He had told 
her that of all her samples handed in up to 
that point, none had indicated any signifi­
cant contamination as yet. (It is important 
to remember here that results of the Octo­
ber samples were not known at this point.) 
He said he really hadn't understood what 
she was talking about but was now begin­
ning to think there was something strange 
about her request. 

Karen was scrubbed down after the 
meeting and went home uncontaminated. 

That night Drew came over to Karen 
and Sherri's apartment, and all three of 
them went out for a pizza. Back at the 
apartment, they sat around eating and 
then stuck some leftover food in the refrig­
erator. During a conversation, Karen told 
Drew that she was certain that her urine 
samples were showing traces of plutoni­
um and that Kerr-McGee was not telling 
her about it. 

Sherri was working the night shift at the 
lab and left for work at 11 :30 P.M. She 
made herself a meal out of food in the re­
frigerator before she left. Drew stayed the 
night and arose at seven the next morning. 
He used the bathroom, nibbled some food 
in the refrigerator, and left for his new job 
at an auto-body shop. Karen was just get­
ting up as he departed; it was about 7:30. 

When Karen arrived at work about an 
hour later, her body was riddled with 
traces of plutonium. She had it on her hair, 
her face , her arms, and in both nostrils. 
{One of her nostrils had been blocked 
since childhood.) Her hands were clean of 
plutonium, except for one place on her left 
forefinger. where it was so completely 
ground into her skin that it could not be 
washed off. The health physics staff was 
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badly frightened. and Karen was hysteri­
cal. She kept crying and saying she was 
sure that the plutonium was backing up 
out of her lungs and covering her body. 

Wayne Norwood knew this couldn't be 
true, because the readings in both nostrils 
were 45,000 disintegrations per minute 
(d/m)-an almost lethal dose had it been 
inside her lungs. He was sure the plutoni­
um had to have come from outside the 
plant. He checked her car, which showed 
only slight contamination, then asked Ka­
ren if he could visit her apartment. Karen 
agreed and immediately called Sherri El­
lis, who would just be getting back from 
work, to tell her that people would be com­
ing to look for contamination. According to 
Norwood, Karen warned Sherri, "Don't 
go in the kitchen, the bathroom, or my 
bedroom." 

When Karen and Norwood arrived at 
the apartment an hour or so later, they 
found plutonium everywhere-but mainly 
in the kitchen, the bathroom, and Karen's 
bedroom. • 

''.How did all this stuff get in here?" Nor­
wood asked in dismay. 

"I spilled my urine sample this morn­
ing," Karen replied. 

"But Karen, al! this couldn't have come 
out of one urine sample," he said. "She 
clammed right up and never said another 
word to me for the rest of her life," he said 
later .. 

William Rogers, one of Norwood's staff 

who was manning the radiation counter, 
said he thought the contamination must be 
coming from something else. 

"There were a lot of vials and glasses 
around that I reco·gnized from the labora­
tory," he said. (Karen apparently had pil­
fered a few small pieces of equipment.) "I 
assumed that she had probably acciden­
tally brought some plutonium home in one 
of them. But she kept insisting that we look 
in the bathroom. Finally I went in there, 
and, sure enough, it was all over. There 
was a urine sample right under the sink 
that gave a very high count." 

The highest count in the bathroom-
100,000 d/m-was on the shag cover on 
the back of the toilet seat. The matching 
floor mat had a count of 40,000 d/m, and 
the floor, 20,000. Sherri Ellis had already 
sat on the toilet, and there was a ring of 
plutonium measuring 2,000 d/m on her 
buttocks. Readings in the kitchen were 
25,000 on the stove and 20,000 on the re­
frigerator door. Smaller readings, be­
tween 500 and 2,000 d/m, were found on 
Karen's sheets and pillowcases. Strange­
ly enough, the highest reading in the 
apartment was found in the refrigerator on 
the outside of a plastic package contain­
ing smaller wrappings of baloney and 
cheese. It measured 400,000 d/m. 

When the four urine and fecal samples 
that Karen submitted that morning were fi­
nally measured the next day, they showed 
readings between 27,000 and more than 

20,000,000 d/m. The highest reading 
anyone at the plant had ever encountered 
in a contaminated urine sample was 
around 5 or 10 d/m. 

The contamination was a national inci­
dent. The AEC was immediately sum­
moned from Chicago. Someone called the 
newspapers, and within hours the incident 
was making headlines. 

Kerr-McGee officials, along with some 
representatives from the Oklahoma State 
Health Department, donned "moonsuits" 
and cleared out the apartment-almost to 
the wallboards. Steve Wodka flew in from 
Washington, and the next day both he and 
Karen had a four-hour interview with AEC 
representatives Gerald Phillip and William 
Fisher. Karen told essentially the same 
story, that she thought that the contamina­
tion had come from her urine sample. She 
said that she had carried the package of 
baloney and cheese into the bathroom 
with her and put it on the back of the toilet. 
She thought that it probably became con­
taminated after she spilled her urine. She 
signed a sworn statement saying she be­
lieved that the contamination was coming 
out of her lungs and onto her body. She 
also told both Phillip and Wodka that she 
had in July inhaled enough plutonium to 
kill her. 

Karen also told Phillip that "no one in 
the lab is speaking to me," and that there 
was extreme tension between her and the 
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other technicians over the union issue. 
Then, as the meeting wore on, Karen in­
sisted that the contamination was coming 
out of her body so rapidly that she was 
probably contaminated that minute. A 
check was made, and, sure enough, more 
plutonium turned up on her arms. "It was 
like she couldn't escape this contamina­
tion," said Wodka at the trial. "I mean, it 
was still with her." 

The AEC insisted that Karen go to its nu­
clear-physics laboratory in Los Alamos for 
a whole-body count. Kerr-McGee agreed 
to pay the bill. Karen was unwilling to 
make the trip, however, saying she was 
suspicious of Kerr-McGee, its doctors, 
and everything to do with the company. 
She finally agreed to go if Kerr-McGee 
paid for Sherri and Drew to go along. (Ex­
cept for the ring on Sherri's buttocks, nei­
ther had shown any signs of contamina­
tion.) 

The three flew to Los Alamos on Sun­
day, November 10. Both Drew and Sherri 
turned up completely clean. Karen 
showed a total body burden of fifteen nan­
ocuries of plutonium-less than one-half 
of the lifetime "body burden" said to be 
"permissible" by the AEC. Doctors at Los 
Alamos told her there would probably be 
no long-term medical effects. Karen's 
urine samples were clean, which puzzled 
the scientists in light of her claims. Fecal 
samples taken at Los Alamos showed 
some high concentrations of plutonium. 
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however, indicating that she had swal­
lowed a small amount of it one or two days 
before. By this time. Drew was becoming 
suspicious enough that he asked Karen at 
dinner if she had eafen a plutonium pellet. 
Karen burst out cryi(lg, and Drew apolo­
gized. 

The trio flew back to Oklahoma City on 
Tuesday, November 12. They bought 
some 190-proof liquor in New Mexico, 
and when they got home-according to 
Sherri Ellis-they sat up talking and drink­
ing Bloody Marys. Drew went to bed at 
2:30 A.M., while Karen and Sherri stayed 
up drinking and talking. Karen then got up 
at 7:30 in order to attend a meeting of the 
bargaining committee at 8:00 A.M. She 
missed the session at the Hub Cafe but 
passed the other two negotiators, Tice 
and Frank Murch (who had replaced 
Brewer on the committee). on the high­
way. Together they went for coffee and got 
to the bargaining session at Cimarron at 
9:30 A.M .. 

Karen was in negotiations until 3:00 
P.M. Then she went for another hour-long 
interview with Phillip, of the AEC. She 
broke that off at five o'clock, saying that 
she had to go to a union meeting at the 
Hub Cafe in order to tell union members 
about the results of the bargaining. She 
got there around six- o'clock, sat in the 
back of the room. and said little. Jean 
Jung, a woman whom Karen had helped 
during a contamination incident at the lab, 
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said Karen was holding a spiral notebook 
and a large manila folder filled with pa­
pers. When asked in her deposition how 
Karen looked, Jung replied, "Tired. They 
had had a long, hard trip [to Los Ala­
mos]." 

After the meeting, Karen told Jung that 
she had "proof of falsification of records." 
She was clutching the manila folder at the 
time. Then, at about 7:00 P.M., she started 
to leave. David Burnham had just arrived 
in Oklahoma City, and Karen's long-await­
ed meeting with him and Wodka was 
scheduled for eight o'clock at the Holiday 
Inn. 

Brewer and Murch . thought she 
shouldn't try to drive home by herself. But 
Karen turned down their offers to drive her 
home. They both later told the state police 
and the FBI that Karen appeared tired, 
nervous, and in no condition to operate a 
motor vehicle. 

At a little after 7:00, she took off by her­
self into the November darkness. She 
must have popped a couple of Quaaludes 
almost immediately after leaving the cafe. 
An autopsy revealed that she had .35 milli­
grams of methaqualone in her blood­
stream-.10 milligrams above the "thera­
peutic" dose-and another .50 milli­
grams. considered a toxic dose, in her 
stomach waiting to be absorbed. 

Down the road about five miles, she 
passed the plant on her left. And after two 
stop signs she was on a straight stretch of 



highway that runs almost uninterrupted to 
the outskirts of Oklahoma City, thirty-five 
miles away. She had driven only about a 
mile when, at the bottom of a long, gently 
sloping hill, her car went off the left side of 
'he highway. It ran in a straight line along a 
i;irassy shoulder for almost 100 yards, 
then down a little gully that slopes away 
from the road. At the very bottom of the 
gully, the car flew out over an almost in­
visible concrete culvert that opens up to a 
surprising depth of about ten feet. The car 
sailed over the north wing wall, was air­
borne for about twenty-five feet, and then 
hit the south wing wall at a speed of about 
forty-five miles per hour. The front of the 
small Honda was totally destroyed. Karen 
probably died instantly. 

The state-police officer who investigated 
the accident theorized that she had fallen 
asleep at the wheel. He listed it as a one­
car accident. This was concluded before 
the autopsy disclosed that she had a ther­
apeutic dosage of methaqualone in her 
bloodstream. 

Steve Wodka, however, wasn't satis­
fied. To him it looked and smelled of foul 
play. He got in touch with a Dallas acci­
dent investigator, A. 0. Pipkin, and asked 
him to look into the matter. Pipkin, who 
specialized in heavy-truck accidents, took 
the job. 

Three days after the accident, Pipkin 
was at the scene looking at the tire tracks 
along the shoulder, which were still rela­
.ively fresh. He also inspected the dam­
aged car, which had been towed to Ted 
Sebring's Ford garage, in Crescent, and 
then by Drew Stephens to a secret hide­
out: To Pipkin, it appeared that Karen's 
car had gone off the highway at a 30-de­
gree angle and continued on that course 
until it went off the wing wall. He also noted 
that the steering wheel was bent from the 
sides rather than at the top and bottom. To 
him this meant that Karen had been hold­
ing her arms rigid when she hit the wall 
rather than being slumped over-and, 
presumably, asleep at-the wheel. Pipkin 
also found "two suspicious dents," one 
on the bottom of the left rear bumper, and 
the other on the metal frame just under it, 
which he said did not result from hitting the 
wall. He noted that because of the pitch of 
the road her car should have pulled off the 
right shoulder instead of the left. 

" Based on all the evidence," he wrote, 
" it is my opinion that there is enough cir­
cumstantial evidence present to indicate 
that [Karen's car] was struck from the rear 
by an unknown vehicle, causing it to go 
out of control, due to either the initial im­
pact or the combined impact and driver 
over-reaction.'' 

Pipkin's report immediately hit the pa­
pers, in Oklahoma and across the country. 
David Burnham wrote a story for the New 
York Times, and it was widely reprinted. 
The state police, Kerr-McGee, the AEC, 
and , eventually, the FBI responded by 
broadening their own investigations. 

After going over the evidence again, the 
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state police insisted that Karen's car might 
have been a little out of alignment when it 
left the road but that it "tracked perfectly" 
along the shoulder, showing no signs of 
skidding or any attempt to get back on the 
road. When the shoulder sloped down into 
the gully, her car followed the path of least 
resistance. Evidence from the car showed 
she did riot try to apply her_ brakes. They 
said she probably was not fast asleep and 
slumped over the wheel but only dozing, 
and could have stiffened her arms at the 
last second. 

Less than two months after the acci­
dent, ABC-TV brought in an identical 
Honda, hired a professional race-car driv­
er, and filmed test runs of Karen's acci­
dent from an overhead helicopter. In 
fourteer;, out of fifteen attempts, the Honda 
drifted fo the left side of the road when the 
driver let go of the wheel. It was later noted 
that Consumer Reports had once ob­
served that the Honda's front-wheel drive 
gave the car a slight tendency to pull to the 
left. 

Finally, extensive interviews with the 
tow-tr.uck operators who pulled Karen's 
car out of the culvert provided a very plau­
sible explanation of h.ow the rear bumper 
of the Honda might have gotten scratched. 
Sebring, who was assigned to the job, 
said that he decided to pull the car out 
over the south wing wall even though the 
car was facing in the wrong direction. To 
do this, he hooked his towline into the 
rear-bumper ring of the Honda and 
yanked it around to face the opposite way. 
When the door on the driver's side swung 
open, it "acted as a pivot," and the Hon­
da's undamaged rear end was pushed up 
against the three-foot wall. From there he 
tried to drag the car over the wall by simply 
driving his truck forward. 

After about a half-hour of this, however, 
the effort was abandoned. (Photographs 
of the wing wall taken at a later date 
showed the marks from Sebring's attempt 
to drag the car up its side.) He called up 
one of his employees, Harold Smith, who 
brought out another wrecker and a ten­
foot A-frame. Smith positioned the wreck­
er differently, ran the winch line over the 
top of the A-frame, and, finally, with much 
"rasping and grinding of metal against 
concrete," pulled the car out of the cul­
vert. The "dents" on the back bumper and 
underframe-which are really "scrapes" 
-are in the exact direction, back to front, 
that one would expect if they were dam­
aged in the towing process. In addition, 
the police found scrapings of white paint 
on the wall that resulted from the effort to 
drag the car out of the ditch. 

Furthermore, the dents and scratches 
on the rear bumper, where the other car is 
supposed to have hit hers, were only thir­
teen inches above the ground. A Honda is 
one of the smallest vehicles on the road. 
No other car, except for a few European 
sports cars, has a lower bumper. In order 
to get under the bumper, the "attacking" 
car would have had to be smaller than a 
Honda. Howard Kohn ponders the prob-
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Sherri "usually left their doors open" and 
that "anyone could have gotten in there 
and done it." They often attribute it to a 
"disgruntled lover" of Karen's. 

Thus, if you are keeping score, we now 
have two possible conspirators. Someone 
at the plant was sneaking plutonium into 
Karen's urine-sample jars before she took 
them home with her in order to make it 
seem she was spiking them. Someone 
else (perhaps the same person) sneaked 
into her apartment and put plutonium on 
the package of baloney and cheese in her 
refrigerator. 

We now have another problem, howev­
er. Karen submitted a total of ten contami­
nated urine samples, all of them taken at 
home. But she also had two more samples 
in her locker at work, these taken between 
October 31 and November 7, both of them 
uncontaminated. How did the person who 
allegedly spiked her sample kits know 
which jars she would bring home and 
which she would leave at work? 

Faced with this problem, the Silkwood 
supporters take another tack. They argue 
that the mysterious person was probably 
putting the plutonium into her urine jars af­
ter she brought them to work. "Lots of 
people had access to them," they say. But 
this undoes the earlier explanation. The 
plutonium on the· toilet seat and the bath­
room floor obviously did come from a 
urine spill. How did these contaminations 
get there unless the plutonium was al­
ready in the sample jar while Karen was 
using it? 

---------- -------------------~ The simplest explanation is that Karer 

lem in Who Killed Karen Silkwood? and 
comes up with a novel solution. He says 
Karen was probably driven off the road by 
a car "equipped with a homemade cow­
catcher." 

David BJ.Jrnham, of the New York Times, 
told me in an interview, "I've definitely 
concluded she wasn't murdered: I find it 
impossible to believe that the board of di­
rectors sat down and said, 'We're going to 
kill this girl.' In any case, it would have 
been impossible to arrange to have her 
car hit the abutment just the way it did, 
which is the only reason she died. It is pos­
sible that someone was out to scare her­
another union person, a fellow worker, or 
possibly someone in the management at 
Kerr-McGee. But I think that is very re­
mote." 

Those supporters of Silkwood who admit 
that it's unlikely that she was murdered 
nevertheless allege that Kerr-McGee or 
others (perhaps a fellow lab technician) 
doused her with plutonium in order to 
scare or discredit her, because she had 
gathered information that the fuel rods be­
ing produced at Cimarron were allegedly 
defective and that they could cause a nu­
clear disaster at the Hanford FFTF. 

Perhaps the easiest question to deal 
with is how Karen Silkwood got contami­
nated on November 5, 6, and 7-and how 
her urine samples were spiked. Every one 
of her contaminations at the plant is highly 
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suspect, and when it comes to the con­
tamination of her apartment on November 
7, there is no explanation other than that 
Karen was spiking her urine sample, got 
sloppy, and scattered plutonium all 
around the apartment. 

The arguments Silkwood's "support­
ers" put up against this are truly bizarre. 
They argue that someone at the plant was 
spiking Karen's urine samples in order to 
make it seem that she w,as spiking them. 
But this is farfetched at best, and it still 
doesn't explain all the contaminations in 
her apartment. 

The problem is the 400,000 d/m on the 
package of baloney and cheese in her re­
frigerator. This couldn't possibly have 
come from a urine spilt, even if someone 
already had sneaked plutonium into her 
sample kits before she took them• home. 
The shag cover on the back of the toilet 
showed only 100,000 d/rn even though it 
had received a direct "hit." Therefore, the 
contamination on the baloney and cheese 
must have come from somewhere else. 

Sarah Nelson, of NOW, who helped 
raise over $200,000 for the 1979 trial, has 
a set speech in which she fairly shouts at 
her audiences: "Somebody sneaked into 
Karen Silkwood's apartment and put plu­
tonium in her baloney-and-cheese sand­
wich." The argument here is that some­
one was trying to kill her by making her eat 
plutonium. The Silkwood attorneys sup­
port this scenario, noting that Karen and 

smuggled some plutonium home in he1 
urine jars, that she took some on her finge1 
to "dust" her hair and face before going tc 
work on November 7, and that she did spil 
her urine sample in the bathroom shortl~ 
after. How did the plutonium get on thE 
package of baloney and cheese? ShE 
probably carried it back to the refrigerato1 
before she washed her hands. There werE 
also plutonium traces in the sink trap in thE 
bathroom, showing that she eventualli 
washed her hands before going to work. 

There is one more crucial point that de 
feats the argument that someone else wa: 
responsible for the contamination. Ho~ 
did Karen know her urine samples wen 
contaminated when she told Norwoo1 
and Rogers-correctly-that they wen 
the source of contamination in her apar1 
ment? No one at Kerr-McGee even kne~ 
yet that her previous samples had bee1 
spiked. At some point on November 1 
Wayne Norwood became suspiciou 
about the whole situation and applied 
wound counter-a primitive radiatior 
measuring instrument-to the one fee, 
sample that Karen had brought in th, 
morning. It showed so much plutoniur 
that Karen would have been glowing like 
lightbulb if the stuff had actually come 01 

of her body. Norwood said he knew rigl 
then that something was fishy and that K, 
ren herself probably knew more than sll 
was telling. But he never revealed his sw 
picions to Karen. 



Will Rogers, who rode in the car with 
Norwood and Karen to her apartment, 
said that nothing was • ever mentioned 
about the sample. He said it was Karen 
herself who brought up the subject at the 
apartment: she kept insisting that things 
were covered with plutonium because she 
had spilled her urine sample. "I always 
thought she knew much more about what 
was going on than she was telling us, 11 he 
said. 

Connie Edwards, who helped Karen af­
ter her suicide attempt, probably made the 
most intelligent evaluation. ''.I thought that 
possibly she smuggled out a small quanti­
ty of [plutonium) in an attempt to create 
some sort of contamination incident, [and] 
somehow it got out of control and got, to be 
a great big mess, which ... she hadn't in­
tended," she said. 

Did Karen have information that would 
have proved embarrassing or damaging 
to Kerr-McGee? Most likely she did. The 
Silkwood supporters have always insisted 
that some documents mysteriously disap­
peared from her car. And the manila folder 
that Jean Jung saw her carrying at the Hub 
Cafe is supposed to have vanished. Yet, 
Drew Stephens, in his deposition, said 
that the first thing he, Steve Wodka, and 
David Burnham found among her posses­
sions was "a brown or yellow folder" filled 
with papers. 

Wodka Insists that nonetheless some­
thing must have been stolen, because 
there was nothing terribly incriminating in 
the folder. But she had given him a note­
book the week before that contained the 
serial numbers of photomicrographic neg­
atives. All of these negatives later proved 
to have been doctored with a felt-tipped 
pen. In addition, she claimed to have infor­
mation about a technician who apparently 
had access to secret quality-control data. 
Certainly, her allegations about the nega­
tives were. verified in a lengthy investiga­
tion by the AEC over the next few months. 
Although none of this revealed the welds 
to be defective, the AEC's findings did in­
dicate sloppy quality-control practices 
that would have embarrassed Kerr­
McGee. 

"If I had received the information she 
had about the quality-control records on 
the fuel rods, the Times definitely would 
have had an important story," said David 
Burnham. "The problem was that all these 
details were lost in the wake of her death. 
Karen was obviously a pretty good ob­
server and an accurate reporter. Her testi­
mony would have been critical, but 
everything she said seems to have been 
partially or completely confirmed by the 
later investigations. 11 

What would have happened if the Times 
had printed the story? The national rever­
berations might have stopped production 
at Cimarron, perhaps permanently. In fact, 
pressure from the Silkwood episode and 
the subsequent AEC investigation eventu­
ally influenced Kerr-McGee to drop its 
contract with Hanford In 1975 and with­
draw from the fuel-rod business altogeth-
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er. This is why there are many people in 
Crescent, Okla., who hate Karen Silk­
wood to this day. 

So in a very real sense, Karen Silkwood 
is a heroine-not because of the media 
myth created around her, not because of 
some trumped-up conspiracy-and-mur­
der story, but because she saw firsthand 
how the dangers of plutonium were being 
brushed over by the industry and because 
she acted to expose this negligence. Ad­
mittedly, her methods may not have been 
perfect or her motives pure. People like 
Gary Longaker and Connie Edwards 
called her "vindictive," and they are prob­
ably right. But that is less than half of the 
story. 

Finding herself caught between the bet­
ter-educated workers who knew all about 
the dangers of plutonium and the farm 
boys who didn't, Karen saw clearly that 
the latter's interests were being ignored. 
There is nothing more moving in the Silk­
wo_od story than hearing Karen's soft Tex­
as voice almost pleading over the 
telephone to Steve Wodka: "We've got 
eighteen- and nineteen-year-old boys .... 
And they didn't have the schooling, so 
they don't understand what radiation is. 
They don't understand, Steve. They don't 
understand." 

As I was leaving the Cimarron plant to 
write this story, I noticed an old newspa­
per clipping taped to a wall. Entitled "Cre­
ativity," it was one of those inspirational 
messages, printed in a display advertise­
ment that was probably sponsored by an 
insurance company or a funeral home. As 
I started to read it, I realized it was posted 
over the desk where Karen Silkwood 
worked on November 6, when she an­
nounced that she was again "hot" with 
plutonium. The paper was old and yellow, 
so worn that I was sure it must have been 
there when Karen sat at that desk in 197 4. 
Karen might even have put it there herself. 
It read: 

"The man who walks alone is likely to 
find himself in places no one has ever 
been before .... 
. "You have two choices in life: you can 
disappear into the mainstream, or you can 
be distinct. To be distinct, you must be dif­
ferent. To be different, you must strive to 
be what no one else but you can be .... 

"And the unfortunate thing about being 
ahead of your time is when people finally 
realize you were right, they'll say it was 
obvious all along." 

I was standing there copying it down 
when Wayne Norwood, who had guided 
me through the plant, came back to see 
what was going on. A solid company man 
who had been there long before Karen 
Silkwood arrived and was still there long 
after her death, he had probably walked 
past the clipping 10,000 times in the last 
ten years. 

Still, he was surprised to see what I was 
doing. "Humph," he said after standing 
there awhile. "I don't think I -ever noticed 
that before.''C>+-a 

Gone 
with the 

wind. 
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