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Above: Hot shot grocery salesman, 
Sam Volpentest, 1925. (Courtesy 
Volpentest Family)

Pg 15: The 32-page program for 
Atomic Frontier Days, a festival held 
in September 1948 to celebrate 
Richland, Washington’s growth 
from rural settlement to modern 
community. (Washington State 
Historical Society, 2006.0.355) 

The newspaper ad that changed 
Sam Volpentest’s life. The Seattle 
Times, December 12, 1947. (Courtesy 
Volpentest Family)

The government town of 
Richland, Washington in the 
early days of the Hanford site. 
(USGov-DOE_N1D0060216)

SAM 
VOLPENTEST
Godfather of the Tri-Cities 
Seattle transplant Sam Volpentest had invested everything he owned in his Tri-Cities taverns 
when the federal government announced in 1964 that they were going to shut down the 
plutonium reactors at Hanford. Still recovering from life-threatening cancer, he vowed to save 
both his businesses and his adopted community. Along the way, he became the “Godfather” 
of the Tri-Cities.

S
am Volpentest fell into the role of community leader through luck and  
circumstance. Leveraging the political contacts and sales skills he developed 
over many years, he became a legendary lobbyist and community “fixer” who 
helped shape the history of the Hanford Site and the Tri-Cities. Neither ex-

isted when he was born to poor Italian immigrant parents in Seattle on September 24, 
1904. Ambitious and street-smart, young Volpentest was a small man with big dreams. 
He went to work at the age of 10 to help support his family but found enough time 
to become one of Seattle’s first Eagle Scouts in 1921. Always interested in music, he 
founded one of Seattle’s original radio dance bands while still attending Broadway 
High School. 

Volpentest began full-time work at age 17, first as a clerk and then as a star sales-
man for the pioneer Seattle wholesale grocer Schwabacher Bros. & Company, selling 
canned goods and produce in downtown Seattle to restaurants, speakeasies, and small 
corner grocery stores. He worked that delivery route for 22 years, honing his sales skills 
and developing a wide range of personal contacts, not only surviving but prospering 
through the 1920s, the Great Depression, and the years leading up to World War II. 

Volpentest idolized his favorite uncle, a cigar-smoking, smalltime bootlegger, gam-
bler, and club manager who was well-known in Seattle’s private club and after-hours 
scene. At one point his uncle managed the Italian Club, a favored downtown hangout 
for leaders of Seattle’s small Italian community. It offered fine dining and a convivial 
bar that attracted many of the city’s aspiring politicians, including Albert Rosellini, 
who became governor in 1956, and Warren G. Magnuson, who after being elected to 
the  U.S. Senate in 1944, went on to serve six terms, chairing both the Senate Com-
merce and Senate Appropriations Committees. Volpentest never forgot Magnuson’s 
admonition that “the closest path to a politician is through your own wallet.” 

In 1942 Volpentest, at age 38, left Schwabacher. It had become obvious that he would 
never break into the family-owned company’s top management. He worked for a few 
other companies during and immediately after the war, but he came to the conclusion 
that if he wanted to provide his children with the college education he had missed, he 
would have to go to work for himself. The opportunity arrived in summer 1949 when 
he responded to a blind ad in The Seattle Times seeking potential business owners will-
ing to locate in a new strip mall the army was building in Richland, the administrative 
headquarters for the Hanford Engineer Works, the production facilities for atomic bomb 
development that were part of the top-secret World War II-era Manhattan Project. 

BY C. MARK SMITH
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Volpentest wanted to open the mall’s new grocery store but 
had to settle for a tavern when he was told the grocery store was 
no longer available. However, the weather was hot, the workers 
were thirsty, and he was a good listener—his tavern prospered, 
and he soon bought several more. He realized, though, that 
Richland would never reach its potential as long as it was owned 
and operated by the federal government. He became active in 
local efforts to incorporate Richland and lobby the government 
to sell the land and buildings to residents. 

Volpentest was a lifelong Democrat and a member of that 
broad, national coalition that elected Franklin D. Roosevelt to 
four terms as president. Beginning in the mid-1950s, he became 
an active fundraiser for Warren Magnuson and Albert Rosellini, 
as well as Henry M. Jackson, Washington’s junior senator who 
was elected in 1953. All three took a strong interest in Han-
ford issues and helped Richland achieve incorporation in 1958. 
They became Volpentest’s close friends and political allies.

I
t was about that time that Volpentest first noticed a sore-
ness in his jaw. The doctor’s diagnosis was devastating. The 
53-year-old had a rare form of cancer of the jaw; the doc-
tor said he had perhaps less than a month to live. To fight 

the cancer, he endured eight painful operations between 1957 
and 1963, radiation therapy, a liquid diet, and a new lower jaw 
fabricated with bone from his hip. No longer able to work in his 
taverns because of a draining wound from his jaw, he suffered 
severe bouts of depression. His wife, worried about his mental 
health, contacted the influential publisher of the Tri-City Herald 
and asked if an activity of some kind could be found to get him 
out of the house. 

Already concerned about the city’s economic future and its 
reliance on Hanford, Volpentest willingly enlisted in the effort 
to incorporate Richland and sell its buildings to their occupants. 
When that effort succeeded in 1958, he was named chairman of 
the “Commencement Day” celebration planned for the newly 
incorporated city. In 1960 he was elected president of the start-up 
Richland Chamber of Commerce. 

Despite his painful and prolonged recovery, Volpentest 
attacked this new challenge with his characteristic energy and 
salesmanship. He laid out an activist vision to the small group of 
chamber members who were all too used to being ignored by the 
federal government. His first project was to have Richland enter 
and win Look magazine’s prestigious “All-America City” com-
petition. He organized the campaign and helped make the city’s 
presentation. Approximately a year later, his picture was on the 
front page of the Tri-City Herald—his jaw swathed in bandages 
from a recent operation—pointing up to a sign that proclaimed, 
“Welcome to Richland: All-America City.”

Volpentest next proposed that the community find the neces-
sary funding to build a 29-mile highway across the flat Hanford 
Site and a new bridge over the Columbia River at Vernita—
then served by a six-car ferry. The new route would significantly 
decrease the time it took to drive from the isolated Tri-Cities 
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to Seattle and Spokane. With the help 
of his old friend Albert Rosellini, now 
Washington’s governor, he lobbied the 
state legislature and Seattle business inter-
ests—who were then seeking funding for a 
new interstate highway through Seattle in 
time for the Seattle World’s Fair—to sup-
port a compromise allowing both projects 
to be built. 

Volpentest’s third goal attracted the 
most attention locally. By 1962, as a result 
of greatly expanded production during the 
Cold War, the nation was awash in pluto-
nium. He heard rumors of proposed cut-
backs at Hanford every time he traveled 
to Washington, D.C., to promote his com-
munity. Volpentest believed the federal 
government needed to make some grand 
gesture that would convince the local 
community it would not be abandoned if 
the work at Hanford was curtailed. 

He had a specific grand gesture in 
mind—a massive new federal building—
and he knew just who to ask for it. In 1962, 
Warren Magnuson was a senior member of 
the Senate Appropriations Committee. 

When Volpentest approached him 
about his idea, Magnuson explained that 
it normally took at least 15 years for such 
funding to be authorized and appropri-
ated, and there were 25 federal buildings 
on the list ahead of the Tri-Cities. How-
ever, Magnuson was up for reelection, 
and he was facing a particularly difficult 
Republican challenger. 

Volpentest went to work raising cam-
paign contributions for Magnuson from 
local businessmen, Hanford contractors, 
and labor unions, reminding them of the 
many ways Magnuson could help the 
community and noting his own close ties 
to the senator. In the middle of a hard-
fought campaign, Magnuson announced 
that funds had somehow been found for 
a new seven-story, $8.2 million federal 

Top: Showing off Richland’s  
All -America City award, 1961.  

(Courtesy Volpentest Family)

Middle: Richland’s $8.2 million federal 
building under construction in 1964. 

(Courtesy U.S. Department of Energy)

Bottom: Sam with Senator John F. Kennedy 
at the annual Jefferson-Jackson Day dinner in 
Wenatchee, 1957. The effects of Volpentest’s 
recent cancer surgeries on his jaw are readily 

apparent. (Courtesy Volpentest Family)



COLUMBIA 17 I   NORTHWEST HISTORY

building in Richland. Volpentest later said, “I don’t know how 
he did it, and I didn’t ask.”

Volpentest teamed up with Robert F. Philip and Glenn C. Lee, 
the owners of the influential Tri-City Herald, to promote other 
community projects, including better air service and highways, 
and expanded post-graduate educational opportunities for Han-
ford’s scientists, engineers, and researchers. They understood that 
not even a new federal building would save the local economy 
if plutonium production at Hanford was cut back or eliminated. 
They decided that their only course of action was to fight any 
proposed cutbacks in plutonium production at Hanford, or, if 
that failed, to delay them for as long as possible while some other 
future mission for Hanford could be found. 

Senator Jackson was sympathetic to their cause and referred 
them to a consultant who was familiar with the Atomic Energy 
Commission (AEC) and experienced at helping communities 
diversify their local economies. With no local funds available to 
pay for the $25,000 study, Volpentest, Philip, and Lee decided to 
create a new economic development organization called the Tri-
Cities Nuclear Industrial Council (TCNIC). Philip was named 
its board chairman, and Lee became its president. Volpentest, the 
only one of the three who was not working, became its unpaid 
executive. He set out to sell memberships in the new organiza-
tion with all the sales skill he had acquired over the past 40 years. 

The consultant’s report was not very optimistic. General Elec-
tric (GE), Hanford’s prime contrac-
tor, was unwilling to welcome other 

contractors to the site or share its research facilities. As a result, 
Jackson and TCNIC developed a plan to separate the Hanford 
contract into smaller components and require that each new 
contractor invest in local non-Hanford projects as the price of 
receiving a lucrative Hanford contract. These efforts were still in 
the talking stage when their worst fears became reality. 

On January 8, 1964, President Lyndon Johnson stood at the 
rostrum of the House Chamber in the  U.S. Capitol, enjoying the 
focused attention of the assembled audience while he delivered 
his first State of the Union Address. Tucked between his sen-
tences honoring John F. Kennedy’s legacy, his support for civil 
rights, the War on Poverty, and government frugality—was a 
phrase that fell like a thunderclap on the Tri-Cities community: 

We must not stockpile arms beyond our needs or 
seek an excess of military power that could be pro-
vocative as well as wasteful. It is in this spirit that 
in this fiscal year we are cutting back our production 
of enriched uranium by 25 percent. We are shutting 
down four plutonium piles. 

Johnson’s announcement was the first step in the govern-
ment’s decision to shut down Hanford’s eight production 
reactors over the next decade. The Tri-Cities business lead-
ers did not know it at the time, but Johnson’s announce-

ment had little to do with plutonium. The reactors were just a 
convenient target. The primary motivation behind his decision 
lay in his efforts to pass the long-delayed Civil Rights Act. The 
former senate majority leader knew that the cost of getting the 
conservative senate Democratic leadership to allow his civil 
rights legislation to come up for a vote was his promise to propose 
a federal budget of less than $1 billion. Cutting back on pluto-
nium production was one way to get there.

Two weeks after Johnson’s address, GE and the AEC deliv-
ered another stunning surprise. They jointly announced that GE 
would be leaving Hanford and that the $1.4 billion in nuclear 
reactors and related facilities, as well as the $80 million in labo-
ratory facilities it operated, would be rebid and turned over to 
new contractors. Many Hanford employees immediately started 
looking for work outside the community. Home foreclosures and 
business bankruptcies spiked. Volpentest later recalled that “the 

Real estate brochure announcing 
the sale of federal townsite lots in 
“Richland, Washington, atomic city of 
the West.” Produced in 1960 by the 
Housing and Home Finance Agency. 
(Washington State Historical Society, 
cat. i.d. 2003.62.15)

Sam’s allies, from left to right: 
Governor Albert Rosellini, Senator 
Warren Magnuson (pictured second 
from the left), and Senator Henry 
M. “Scoop” Jackson. (Courtesy 
Volpentest Family)
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whole community was at risk of drying up and blowing away.” 
Almost daily, Volpentest bombarded Senators Magnuson and 
Jackson with the latest horror stories about what was going on in 
the community, his major point being: the federal government 
created this mess, and it needs to solve it. 

The process of replacing GE began almost immediately. 
Magnuson was able to get some skeptical federal agencies to 
look at Hanford’s facilities while Jackson plied his considerable 
influence with the AEC and major defense contractors. When 
prospective contractors arrived for a visit, 
Volpentest gave them the red-carpet 
treatment. His sales pitch always included 
the availability of existing nuclear and 
research facilities at Hanford, the unparal-
leled pool of nuclear construction workers 
and trained nuclear operators, a commu-
nity that embraced nuclear energy, vast 
amounts of inexpensive land and cheap 
electric power, the recreational benefits of 
the Columbia River, and the area’s mild climate. 

He also never failed to mention his connections to the state’s 
powerful senators and that his personal influence with them 
might be useful in resolving any problems associated Hanford. 
His motivation was never personal—it was about his community. 
When one potential contractor sent him an unsolicited check to 
act on their behalf, he immediately sent it back.

New Hanford contractors were largely in place by 1965. Their 
contractually mandated efforts to create non-Hanford jobs and 
invest in the broader community produced uneven results. Even 
when new projects were successful, the jobs they created rarely 
paid the same high wages or provided the same benefits as those 
that had been lost. One major exception was Battelle Memo-
rial Institute’s acquisition of the old GE research laboratories. 

Battelle acquired 275 acres for its new campus and spent $12 
million on new buildings. By 1967, there were 2,600 Battelle 
scientists, engineers, and researchers working on a broad array of 
scientific research projects. 

The slow drip of reactor closure announcements continued 
throughout the 1960s. Each announcement resulted in a new 
round of community pessimism. Each new announcement raised 
questions of how the jobs lost would be replaced. Volpentest came 
to believe that the answer lay in transforming Hanford into a vast 

integrated nuclear energy park with as many as 
20 nuclear power reactors producing electric-
ity that could be exported, and the resulting 
financial windfall underwriting the growth 
and economic diversification of the Tri-Cities. 
One potential solution to the closures—clean-
ing up the large amounts of nuclear waste that 
had been created over the years—was not then 
considered a viable option by a community of 
dedicated nuclear supporters. 

During the next 20 years, Volpentest’s primary focus was to 
attract new missions to Hanford. By 1979 he was in his mid-70s, 
but he continued to work on behalf of TCNIC and the com-
munity with Senator Jackson and Senator Magnuson, House 
Speaker Tom Foley, and other powerful politicians of both par-
ties, cutting deals and finding the money to keep Hanford alive. 
He became the Tri-Cities’ indispensable lobbyist, making as 
many as 20 trips a year to Washington, D.C., often at his own 
expense. His remarkable energy, art of persuasion, infallible mem-
ory, and dogged persistence were all the more effective because 
elected officials and their staffs knew that Volpentest was not 
being paid for his efforts. 

If he did not have an appointment, he would show up at his 
target’s office first thing in the morning and still be there at the 

“Sam was really 
extraordinary in terms 
of his persistence.  
He was like a multiple 
warhead missile. “

Nuclear reactors line the riverbank at the Hanford Site along the Columbia 
River in January 1960. The N Reactor is in the foreground, with the twin 
KE and KW Reactors in the immediate background. The historic B Reactor, 
the world’s first plutonium production reactor, is visible in the distance. 
(United States Department of Energy N1D0069267)



end of the day, waiting patiently, his hands folded on his lap, until 
an exasperated staff member finally found a way to get the little 
old man with the white goatee in to see the boss. His exploits 
became well-known, and people started referring to the “Legend 
of Sam.” Gerald Grinstein, Magnuson’s outstanding administra-
tive assistant in the 1960s, remembered,

Sam was really extraordinary in terms of his persis-
tence. He was like a multiple warhead missile. He 
had a project here, a project here, and another proj-
ect here. He was always working the problem. And 
then he’d follow up on the telephone, again and 
again. He was the master of the political process. 

Volpentest’s success was partly a result of careful planning 
before and after his visits. His past career as a successful salesman 
was another factor. He developed an intuition for what oth-
ers wanted or needed, and his reasoned presentations reflected 
this. He had an exceptional memory. He knew the names and 
telephone numbers of the right contact at hundreds of Capitol 
Hill and governmental offices. Gary Petersen, who worked with 
Volpentest on Tri-Cities economic development issues for many 
years, remembered, “He’d just pick up the telephone and call 
them. He had all those numbers in his head, and he would almost 
always be put straight through.” 

Working closely with the AEC and the state’s congressional 
delegation, Volpentest and TCNIC tenaciously sought new proj-
ects and missions for Hanford. The New Production Reactor, 
later known as the N Reactor—designed to produce both pluto-
nium and steam for generating electrical power—was funded in 
1958. Funding for the companion $122 million Hanford Steam 
Generating Plant was narrowly approved in 1962, and Volpentest 
convinced President Kennedy to attend the dedication in 1963. 

The new Fast Flux Test Reactor (FFTF), built at Han-
ford for $270 million, but with a significant cost overrun, 
was a major success. Other projects were less successful. The 

massive $550 million fuels and materials examination facility 
built next to the FFTF never opened. Millions of dollars were 
spent exploring the potential of an underground nuclear waste 
depository at Hanford before the project was ended in favor of 
Yucca Mountain, Nevada.

Volpentest believed that his dream of a large nuclear energy 
park at Hanford could be fulfilled by the Washington Public 
Power Supply System (WPPSS), a state agency that was attempt-
ing to build five new nuclear power plants—three of them at 
Hanford—during the 1970s. The dream was beyond WPPSS’s 
capabilities. Mismanagement, technical difficulties, labor prob-
lems, growing anti-nuclear sentiment, and a massive debt load 
finally led to a default on $2.25 billion worth of bonds and the 
layoff of more than 5,000 workers, ending Volpentest’s dream of 
a Hanford nuclear energy park. 

B
y 1985 times had changed. The production reactors 
were gone. Efforts to attract new programs and missions 
to Hanford all fell prey to politics, huge cost overruns, 
and changing national priorities. Existing programs, 

such as the multipurpose N Reactor and FFTF either reached 
the end of their useful life or were unable to attract ongoing 
support. Widely reported nuclear accidents at Three Mile Island 
and Chernobyl played into the public’s growing concerns about 
the safety of nuclear energy. Yet Volpentest refused to give up 
hope. “Don’t ever be afraid to dream,” he would say. “He was,” as 
one associate remembered, “like a lead horse with blinders on.” 

The cumulative result was that a new economic crisis hit the 
Tri-Cities in the early 1980s that was every bit as intense and 
painful as the one in 1963. And now both Senators Magnuson 
and Jackson were also gone—Magnuson lost his 1980 reelection 
bid and Jackson died as a result of a stroke in 1983. Volpentest’s 
longtime ally, the Tri-City Herald, had been sold to new owners. 
The new occupants of the familiar offices on Capitol Hill—Rep-
resentative Sid Morrison, Senator Slade Gorton and Senator 
Dan Evans—were Republicans, but Volpentest found ways to 
work closely with them. On the other hand, many Democrats, 
like Senator Brock Adams, were openly hostile to Hanford.

TCNIC’s informal management structure and reliance on 
Hanford contractors was unable to deal with the changing 
times. The community had grown larger and more diverse. 

 Making his case on Capitol Hill, Sam lobbies on behalf of the Tri-Cities in 
1971. He would make as many as 20 trips a year to Washington, D.C. and 
would become its oldest registered lobbyist. (Courtesy Volpentest Family)

An unconvinced Sam Volentest during the press conference announcing the 
creation of TRIDEC in 1985. For the first time, he would be paid for his efforts 
as Vice President of Hanford Programs. (Courtesy Volpentest Family)
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Local governments, the chambers of commerce, environmental 
groups, agribusinesses, and organized labor now all demanded 
a seat at the table. Volpentest believed that the real power and 
money in the community still rested with the Hanford contrac-
tors and that expanding the local economic development effort 
would result in a blurred message being presented to Congress. 
“We have to speak with one voice,” he said. Many in the com-
munity interpreted his comment as meaning that they had to 
speak with one voice, so long as it was his.

Over his opposition, the council decided to create a new, 
more inclusive economic development organization that would 
engage in a broad spectrum of economic development and 
diversification activities. In May 1985, TCNIC acquired the 
debt, assets, and membership of the largest of the local chambers 
of commerce, reinventing itself as the Tri-City Nuclear Indus-
trial Development Council (TRIDEC). Volpentest insisted that 
the word “nuclear” be retained in the title.

His objections to TRIDEC were somewhat overcome by the 
creation of a paid executive vice-president position that left 
him in sole charge of all Hanford-related activities and govern-
ment lobbying, while a younger, new president was hired to 
handle everything else. For the first time, Volpentest, now 81 
years old, would be paid for his efforts.

The new TRIDEC board brought together all of the suspi-
cions, distrusts, animosities, and competing community and 
economic interests that had been building in the Tri-Cities for 
the past 25 years. Hanford interests, local business, agribusi-
ness, and units of local government—themselves badly frag-
mented—all held widely differing views about where the orga-
nization should focus its efforts. There were complaints from 
other organizations that were not represented at TRIDEC’s 
table. The chambers, still upset by the merger, complained that 
TRIDEC handled business leads that they had first developed.

Gradually, the council’s transition problems and the health 
of the local economy began to improve. TRIDEC completed 
two successful community fundraising campaigns and expanded 
its services to include entrepreneurial development, business 
assistance, and recruitment of non-Hanford businesses to the 
community. With the help of Pacific Northwest National 
Laboratory (PNNL), they developed a science and technology 
focused business park in north Richland that was anchored 
by the laboratory, the Joint Center for Graduate Education, 

offices of various Hanford contractors, and some non-Hanford 
businesses created by the contractors. Volpentest’s longstand-
ing interest in improving highway access and air service led to 
the Tri-Cities finally being included in the interstate highway 
system. With TRIDEC’s help, a new air terminal was built. A 
branch campus of Washington State University replaced the 
Joint Center in north Richland. 

By the late 1980s, it was clear that Hanford’s future focus 
would have to change from production to cleanup. After intense 
negotiations that lasted almost a year, the Department of Energy 
(DOE), the  U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), and 
the State of Washington signed what became known as the Tri-
Party Agreement. For the first time, milestones and time frames 
were set for cleaning up the site and treating the approximately 
56 million gallons of nuclear waste that had been accumulating 
there for 40 years. It was a difficult and costly transition. If any-
thing, the nuclear industry knew less about cleanup in the late 
1980s than it did about plutonium production in the early days of 
World War II. DOE, its contractors, and the unions struggled to 
embrace a cleanup mentality and develop and acquire the neces-
sary technology for the job. 

The Tri-Party Agreement led to a number of unantici-
pated consequences, but the largest was the positive impact 
the injection of $1–$2 billion a year for cleanup had on the 
still relatively small Tri-Cities economy. Volpentest remained 
unconvinced at first, considering cleanup jobs to be less impor-
tant than the ones they were replacing. As cleanup efforts 
progressed and money flowed into the community, he changed 
his mind. “The green stuff is just raining down from heaven. 
All the stuff that’s in the ground at Hanford I think of as a 
gold mine. The whole world has to be cleaned up, and this is 
where it could all start,” he said. 

V
olpentest did some of his most effective work when he 
was in his 90s. In 1994 he helped broker an agreement 
between PNNL and DOE to locate the $230 million 
Environmental Molecular Science Laboratory on the 

PNNL campus. With the help of new political allies such as 
Representative Norm Dicks and Senator Patty Murray, he found 
$365 million to fund the Laser Interferometer Gravitational-
Wave Observatory (LIGO) on the Hanford site. LIGO was de-
signed to detect gravitational waves believed to have originated 

Left: Sam’s allies, Senator Patty Murray and 
Representative Norm Dicks (with Robert 
Ferguson). (Courtesy Volpentest Family)

Page 21: The Volpentest HAMMER Federal 
Training Center is the primary training 
facility for the Hanford Site. (Courtesy 

Volpentest HAMMER FTC, 2017)

The author presents Volpentest with a 
Lifetime Achievement Award from the 
International Economic Development 
Council on the occasion of his 100th 

birthday party, attended by more than 700  
guests in 2004. (Courtesy of C. M. Smith)



hundreds of millions of light years away during the dawn of the 
universe. It was the largest project ever funded by the National 
Science Foundation. After an extensive redesign and expansion 
between 2010 and 2014, LIGO detected its first gravitational 
waves in 2015, proving Albert Einstien’s Theory of Relativity.

Volpentest’s last project was also his 
favorite. It resulted from his newfound 
belief that Hanford should be the train-
ing ground for nuclear cleanup efforts 
worldwide. The $30 million HAMMER 
(Hazardous Materials Management and 
Emergency Response) Education and 
Training Facility provided realistic training 
for thousands of Hanford workers who were 
transitioning to cleanup-related jobs. It was 
also one of the most difficult funding proj-
ects Volpentest ever worked on. To fund 
the facility, he helped forge a partnership 
among the federal government, national 
labor unions, and Hanford contractors. 
In return, they named the facility in his 
honor—a decision that was made at DOE’s 
highest level. Smiling with obvious pride, 
he said, “It was the most important project I ever worked on.” 

After working almost daily on this project for 11 years, Vol-
pentest finally had the pleasure of seeing the HAMMER facility 
dedicated in a series of ceremonies that took place in September 
1997, including a reception and dinner celebrating his 93rd 
birthday—an event attended by over 350 people. 

Today, HAMMER is a unique public-private partnership that 
includes 10 international labor unions, at least five federal depart-
ments, three state agencies, three tribes, three local and regional 
unions, and two colleges and universities. Almost 3,000 people 
a month from all over the world receive training in counter-ter-
rorism, detection of nuclear materials, and detection of ancient 
Native American campsites and cultural artifacts. Some of those 
closest to Volpentest credited HAMMER with keeping him 
active and engaged for 15 years. 

By the dawn of the new century, Sam Volpentest had 
become a community icon, with HAMMER, a freeway bridge 

over the Columbia River, the ballroom at the Richland Red 
Lion Hotel, and a number of local awards all named in his 
honor. His annual birthday parties drew hundreds, including 
old friends, current and former elected officials, and agency 
executives from both Washingtons. 

Volpentest turned 100 on September 
24, 2004. More than 700 people attended 
his birthday celebration, which had to be 
moved from Richland to a larger hotel in 
Pasco. Among the awards he received that 
night was a lifetime achievement award for 
economic development, a bottle of Jack 
Daniels bourbon distilled in 1904 for the 
St. Louis World’s Fair, and a green high-
way sign designating the primary highway 
on the Hanford Site as Volpentest Bou-
levard. At the conclusion of his remarks, 
he told his audience that there was “still a 
lot of work remaining to be done” and he 
intended to be around to help do it. This 
was not to be. He had to cancel his next 
birthday party because of ill health, and he 
died on September 28, 2005, just four days 

after turning 101. One of his best friends, Robert Ferguson—for-
mer DOE official, former managing director of WPPSS, business-
man, and chairman of TRIDEC—remembered his close friend:

It’s difficult to understand all that he’s done when 
he should have been retired. He had a native intel-
ligence about him that is hard to describe, the best 
memory and best political instincts I ever saw, and 
he was committed to his community in ways most 
people don’t appreciate.

Now a metropolitan area of nearly 290,000 residents, the Tri-
Cities is a very different place than it was when Volpentest helped 
shape its future. Though some problems persist, if he were still 
alive he would marvel at the economic growth and diversity of 
his adopted community and remind the rest of us that much more 
remains to be done. 4

Volpentest did some of 
his most effective work in 
his 90s. He helped to bring 
LIGO to Hanford. It was 
the largest project ever 
funded by the National 
Science Foundation. In 
2015 LIGO detected its 
first gravitational waves, 
proving Albert Einstien’s 
Theory of Relativity.
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