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The Radium Girls

Early in 2016, the Electronic Records Division of the National Archives and Records
Administration received an unusual collection of donated electronic records. The original
paper records, found to be radioactive, were discovered by the Environmental Protection
Agency (EPA) during cleanup operations at the Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania Safety Light
Corporation Superfund site. These records document the perspective of the United States
Radium Corporation (USRC) and its predecessor, the Radium Luminous Material
Corporation (RLMC), on the story of the radium luminous paint dial painters, popularly
known as the Radium Girls. These digitized records are now available in the National
Archives Catalog as Records Related to Radium Dial Painters, 1917-1949 (National Archives
Identifier 40978844).
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¥Er. H, B. Burkesr

Tnited Ftaten Redium Corporatien
538 Paarl Stresk

Heaw Tark fdty, Wew Tork

Ny desr Bariker:

I am smalsslsg o print made from the segative
abtained by sxposing fer Clfuy=tws days, tws speclzema af
bone obtaimed frem Dr. Ewing lest spring. Thesse bons speei=
mens wars from Mre. Esedomald. Ome im = ssstion of the
humarus and the othar of a wertabra. It seems o me that iF
thass phatsgraphs are at all reliable, the radius conbtent of
the wvertebre greatly szseeds that of the hussrws, The phate=
graphis affest harmonlsess with the redisn determioetions by
the émupation nethod whieh I mads last summéer, It was found
that the radlan seabant of the veartebers wis sbeul twies that
of the husarus, welght For welght,

With good wiskes, I remadn,

Einserely yours,

Earaas Sehlunds

FETY

Letters Received to H.H. Barker, October 2, 1930 (National Archives Identifier 75725719)

Following Marie Curie’s discovery of the element radium in 1898, scientists and
entrepreneurs sought to understand and exploit the element’s properties. Many young
women were employed in dial painting studios, applying paint containing radium to a
number of products, including watches and instrument dials. For some time after its

discovery radium was considered safe and was even advertised as a beneficial substance.

During the early 1920s, a growing number of scientists and physicians began to question
the benefits of radium and, slowly, acknowledge its link with the debilitating illnesses
afflicting dial painters. Complaints and lawsuits by former employees against the USRC

began to proliferate in 1923.
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T THE STOCEHOLDERS
OF UNITELD STATES RADIUM CORPORATION

Durimg March 1936 o final decree, in faver of the Corporation, was eatered in
the LaPorte case.  “This resulted from Judge Foreman's decision mentionsd in our
last year's meport to vou. Subsequent to this decree, all the other suits pending
against the Corporation were discontinued, and by Fall of last year, the Corporation,
far the first time since 1924, found itseld Free from linigation.

This selease from contimgent liakbility occasioned by pending litigation, afforded
an opportunity to distribute 1o Preferred Shasebolders a portion of the Corporation's
capital assets mot considered smentizl 10 the conduct of its business.

Preliminary to the offer of stock purchase made in January of this vear, the
Caorporation’s asers were sd jeaal 1w values considered conservarive by yoor Directors.
Good-will, etc., was reduced from 200,000 1o 2100, — idle plant was written
down ta an amount in line with whag might reasoashly be expeced in case of sale,
= and inventories were adjusted to present day market prices.  All these are reflected
in the attached Balance Sheet,

The purchase offer 1o Preferred Stockholders, mentioned abowve, has wp to this
writing resulbed im the parchase by the Corporation of 2,495 shares of its Preferred
Seock ar an sverape price of 6296 per shisre. This capital redection i nor sbows
in the attached Balance Sheet as all purchases, with the exception of 100 shares, have
been made since the beginning of 1937, {

Sgles for the year were about the same in volume as the previous year, but oper-
ating profits were less, largely on accmant of increased competition at reducing prices.
Should shis eomdidon comtinue, it will be difficult 10 earm asything like & fxir requrn
on the capital invested in the business, Operations for the year resulted in a loss ]
of 335363,

The Cosporation’s subsidiary, the Weksler Thermometer Corposation, enjoyed
an increzee in (12 manufactunng and sales volume of 1wv||l;'-n',:h1 peroent. | his I
narmally should show a2 saisfscrory opernting profic.  However, sales and promo- |
rionnl expenees, conasdered necesary to the expansion of a pew busimess, were rela-
tively heavy, and consequently the net resuly was & prafie of 3200601

The books of the Corporation have been asdited by Mesir, Peat, Marwick,
Mitchell & Co, of Mew Yook,
| Very truly yours, |
Cracence B, Leg,

President,

Report, December 31, 1936 (National Archives Identifier 75729459)

The USRC never admitted any liability for the illnesses of the dial painters and settled the
suits brought against it out of court. The most famous settlement went to Grace Fryer,

Katherine Schaub, Edna Hussman, Albina Larice, and Quinta McDonald in June of 1928.
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said Committes of Fhyasielamsz, or a majesity of thes, shall at sny time
determine and report that the party of the second pert is not, st the tim
of ssid report, onder any disability due to radins podsoning or to the
effects thorecl, then no further poyeents of oonnity provided for by
parsgraph L of this agreement shall be sade by the party of the first
part to the party of the second part.

IN WITHESS WHEAEOF, the party of the first part han cooesd ite
sorporate seal to be beroho affized and this sprecmont to be signed by
its Preosideat and atiested by its Secretary and the party of the second
part has hereunto sot ber bond end seal the dsy sod year [irst above

wrltten.
UHITED STATES RADIUN COREQRATION
By {simed) C,B:leg
Presidaat.
ATTEST:
Seoretary
- olgied, cealed ooa Delivored
in the prossnoo of
G g

—.

(siged( Reymond H. Bprev

Settlement Agreement, June 8, 1928 (National Archives Identifier 75722886)

In this case, which received substantial attention in the press and from the New Jersey
Consumer’s League, the dial painters received $10,000 (some sources state the amount
was as high as $15,000), a $600 annuity while they lived, and the coverage of their medical

expenses, subject to the approval of a committee of three doctors.

While a few dial painters received substantial settlements, generally such suits and claims
resulted in much smaller compensations. Three of the earliest suits against the USRC were
brought by Marguerite Carlough, the family of her sister Sarah Maillefer, and the family of
Hazel Kuser. Carlough’s heirs received $9,000. The family of Hazel Kuser received $1,000
and Sarah Maillefer’s survivors received $3,000, each estate signing releases protecting the

company from further litigation.


https://catalog.archives.gov/id/75722886?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=radiumgirls-aug2018
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/75722886?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=radiumgirls-aug2018

S EIESE AL ERLEAER Grover Brea, fmc, Law Blaah Pebllbben. Mewark, W L

@o all to whom these Presents
Shall come or may concern,

CREETIING:
KNOW YE: THAT 1, THEODORE ¢. EUSER., Individually and as
Adminipgtrator of the Estate of Hapel Knoer, deseased, of the Town of

Weat Orange, In the CQounty of Essex and State of New Jersey,

Sor and in considevation of the sum af

ONE THOUSAMD ($1,000.00) DOLLARS,
lacoful money of the Uniled Siafes of America, fo  me in hand paid by UNITED STATES
RADIUM CORPORATION and ARTHUR ROEDER,

Fave remised, released and forever discharged, and by these presents do, for  myzalf,
and enooeBEOrE,
my heirs, executars, and administralors femise, release and fovever discharge the said
UNITED STATES RADIUM CORFORATION and the eaid ARTHUR SOBDER, their
micceatora, heirs, execulors and edminisirators, of and from all and all manner of acdion and
aclions, cause and couses of aclion, suits, debls, dies, suma of money, accounds, reckonings, bonds,

bills, specialties, cooerands, confracls. coniroversies, agreemenls, promises, carianees, lreapaises,

damapes. judgmends, execulions, claima and demands iwhatsoever, in law or in equily,which against
the sald THITED ZITATES RADIUL CORPORATION anﬂ,fra-r the said ARTHUR ROEDER. .

arimdoodewoconodks, I, either Individually or as Adzinistrater of
the Estate of the said Hazel Emser, decessed, ever had, now have, or

whioch my heirs, executors or admindstrators, hereafler can. shall, or may have, for, upon or by
reazon of any matler, cause or thing whatsoeser, from the beginning of the world to the doy of

the date of these presends.; and partisularlymtnet by way of limitation of and

from any and all claime arieing out of or resulting from the injuries
to or the death of the said Hazel Kuseer, resulting from any aceident,

injury, diesase or other condition received, Incurred, or sustained by i

the gaid Hazel Faser at the plant of or while engaged in the employment
of the said United States Radium Corporatiom. ‘

General Release to Arthur Roeder [A. Roeder], April 29, 1926 (National Archives Identifier
75720833)

The majority of dial painters received no compensation from the company. In 1980, U.S.
Radium was substantially reorganized and ultimately dissolved into new corporations. Its
former radium processing facilities, which included the dial painting studio of Orange,
New Jersey, where Grace Fryer and her compatriots worked, became a Superfund cleanup
site. The EPA completed the cleanup in Orange during 2006, and cleanup work at the
Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania facility, which is still ongoing, is where the collection was
discovered. The radioactive paper records have been disposed of accordingly, but thanks
to the Safety Light Corporation’s donation of the documents, and the EPA’s scanning of

them, the history has been preserved and made available in the National Archives Catalog
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as Records Related to Radium Dial Painters, 1917-1949 (National Archives Identifier
40978844).

This post was excerpted from a blog post on The Text Message by Zachary Dabbs, processing
archivist at the National Archives in College Park. Read Zachary’s full post to learn more
about these records.

Do you find these records fascinating? Help us transcribe them!

Get Started Tagging and Transcribing!

Wiki Education, in collaboration with the National Archives, is offering a virtual
professional development course that trains individuals with a research interest in

political science, women’s rights, history, and related fields to successfully contribute to
Wikipedia.
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Photograph of Suffrage Parade, 1913 (National Archives Identifier 593561)

Participants in this new course will learn how to improve Wikipedia’s coverage of the
history of women’s voting rights in the United States in honor of an upcoming exhibit

hosted at the National Archives Museum, Rightfully Hers: American Women and the Vote.

Take an active role in ensuring that the world’s most popular reference source is more

representative, accurate, and complete. Apply to be a part of this unique initiative today!

Learn more at: https://wikiedu.org/national-archives-professional-development/

Questions or comments? Email us at catalog@nara.gov.
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