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ABSTRACT

Arnold Frankel begins the first interview with a discussion of his family
background. His father emigrated from Poland to New York in 1907. Though he was a
sign painter, he believed in the importance of education. Frankel spent most of his
childhood in the Bronx; because of the Depression, the family moved frequently, but
remained in the same area. Frankel attended City College, enrolling in the chemical
engineering curriculum and receiving his B.S. in 1942. While at City College, he met
Seymour Mann, who later became his business partner. After graduation, Frankel
accepted a position with the U.S. Rubber Company, working at a TNT plant. Soon
thereafter, he moved to Publicker Industries, where he did pilot plant work. He also
encouraged Mann to join Publicker. Frankel and Mann began to discuss forming their
own business, and planned to manufacture 2,4-D and antifreeze. Though they later
discarded that idea, they did form Aceto Chemical, Inc., and exported a variety of
chemicals. Frankel is joined in the second interview by his wife, Miriam Frankel, and
they discuss the difficulties of beginning a business and a family at the same time.

INTERVIEWER

Arnold Thackray is president of the Chemical Heritage Foundation. Educated in
England, he was a fellow of Churchill College, Cambridge. He served on the faculty of
the University of Pennsylvania for more than a quarter of a century. There, he was the
founding chairman of the Department of History and Sociology of Science, where he is
the Joseph Priestley Professor Emeritus. In 1983, he received the Dexter Award from the
American Chemical Society for outstanding contributions to the history of chemistry. His
publications include Gentlemen of Science and Chemistry in America.
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INTERVIEWER: Arnold Thackray

INTERVIEWEE: Arnold Frankel

LOCATION: New York, New York

DATE: 13 March 1998

THACKRAY: Arnold, can you begin by telling me a little bit about your parents?

FRANKEL: Sure. My father was born in Poland. He came to this country in 1907 and he
married my mother in 1921. She was a secretary.

THACKRAY: What age was your father when he came over here, do you know?

FRANKEL: Let’s see, 1907. He was born in 1883, so seventeen and seven—twenty-four.

THACKRAY: Was he on his own? Did he come with a group of other people?

FRANKEL: On his own.

THACKRAY: Did he come to New York?

FRANKEL: Yes.

THACKRAY: What did he do initially?

FRANKEL: He was a sign painter.

THACKRAY: He was a sign painter. He continued in that, did he?
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FRANKEL: Oh, yes.

THACKRAY: Was your mother an immigrant as well?

FRANKEL: No. She was born in New York City. Her mother and father were immigrants.
Her father was a tailor.

THACKRAY: Where did they live? Did you have brothers and sisters?

FRANKEL: Two younger sisters.

THACKRAY: All right. You were the first child, then.

FRANKEL: Right.

THACKRAY: Where was the family living when you were born?

FRANKEL: In the Bronx.

THACKRAY: In an apartment?

FRANKEL: In a small apartment.

THACKRAY: How much younger are your sisters?

FRANKEL: One is four years younger, and the other one is five and a half years younger.

THACKRAY: What have their lives been? Have they been housewives or have they had
careers, or anything else?
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FRANKEL: Well, my youngest sister has a Ph.D. in chemistry from [University of] Rochester.
She lives in California now. She took a leave of absence for ten years to raise her kids. That
sort of put her in the category of no experience, so she had trouble getting a research job, which
is what she wanted. She got her masters degree in library science and became a research
librarian, but she wanted to do real research. She had problems with that. After several years as
a research librarian and teaching library science, she retired. Her husband’s a professor of
biochemistry at USC.

THACKRAY: All right. What about your other sister?

FRANKEL: She was a librarian. She moved upstate thirty years ago. She’s unmarried. She
lives in Pottsdam, New York. She worked for the state university [State University of New
York] in Pottsdam. She too is retired; she retired, oh, ten or fifteen years ago.

THACKRAY: Your father, although a sign painter, had three very educated children. Why was
that?

FRANKEL: It was his desire for them to go to college.

THACKRAY: Can you talk a little about your childhood? I’m interested in your early
childhood memories of your home and family and life in New York.

FRANKEL: Yes. We lived in very modest apartments. We moved I guess frequently, always
in the Bronx. Then when my father had better times, we ended up moving to a brand-new
elevator apartment. When the Depression came, we sought to reduce the rent and we moved to
a walk-up. We lived there for—oh, I guess until I went to college.

THACKRAY: In a walk-up, the question is, what floor you’re on.

FRANKEL: We were on the third floor.

THACKRAY: You got used to climbing stairs, I’m sure.
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FRANKEL: Of course, it didn’t matter very much at the time. I have to tell you about my
illness. I have MS. One of the advanced symptoms is the inability to talk really clearly. I’ve
had this MS for twenty-two years, but it’s affected me minimally. There was no speech
involvement and I had no problem with walking—until the last year. I officially retired in June
of last year. My executive vice president retired the year before I did, even though he was
fourteen years younger than I was. [laughter] My thoughts were, “I’ll never retire.” Then I got
to a point where I couldn’t really function as I would like to. We took the number-three person
and made him president and CEO and chairman, which he is right now. He is doing a pretty
good job.

THACKRAY: Well, that’s good to see the company moving forward.

FRANKEL: Oh, yes.

THACKRAY: We’ll just go on until we’ve done enough. Then we’ll come back and do some
more sessions, and take it slowly.

FRANKEL: Well, I think I delivered a couple of papers in the past on Aceto (1). I’ll give those
to you.

THACKRAY: Thank you. Can I take you back to the decision to go to City College? Was that
just a natural, obvious thing? How did you make the decision to go there?

FRANKEL: Well, City College was tuition free. You’d either go to City College or some other
city university like Brooklyn College, but the only one that had a chemical engineering
background—not background, curriculum—was City College.

THACKRAY: What prompted you to choose chemical engineering as a major? Where did the
idea for this come from?

FRANKEL: You had to pick something, right? I was interested in chemistry since I was a kid.
I had a chemistry set. Chemical engineering sounded better to me than straight chemistry—
rightly or wrongly. [laughter] That was it.
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THACKRAY: When you went to City College and started pursuing chemical engineering, was
there quite a large class of students in that specialty?

FRANKEL: No. I think there were about twenty-five the first semester.

THACKRAY: Did you like it?

FRANKEL: Well, I suppose that’s true, sure. [laughter]

THACKRAY: In which year did you actually start at City College?

FRANKEL: In 1938.

THACKRAY: In 1938. You went through the four-year curriculum there, then.

FRANKEL: Yes.

THACKRAY: The Depression was still very much in evidence at those times.

FRANKEL: Well, it persisted from the 1930s to the U.S. entrance into World War II.

THACKRAY: I believe you had a partner in Aceto, Seymour Mann. Did you meet him at City
College? Were you taking courses together?

FRANKEL: Yes.

THACKRAY: What sort of person was Mann? Isn’t that a Jewish name? Was he also Jewish?

FRANKEL: He was Jewish, yes.
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THACKRAY: Yes. He didn’t have family who were in chemical engineering either, so he was
in the same situation as yourself.

FRANKEL: That’s right.

THACKRAY: All right. By the time you got out of City College, Pearl Harbor had just been
attacked.

FRANKEL: That’s right.

THACKRAY: Where did you go to work after college? What were your plans and thoughts?

FRANKEL: Well, my first thought was to get a job, any job. I took a job with a TNT
[trinitrotoluene] plant.

THACKRAY: Where would this have been?

FRANKEL: In Williamsport, Pennsylvania, with the U.S. Rubber Company. They were
preparing a new plant.

THACKRAY: Preparing, in what sense?

FRANKEL: It was under construction at the time. I was there about a year. I was assigned to
focus on plant operations.

THACKRAY: What exactly did your position entail? You were an operating engineer on the
plant. Were you on shift work?

FRANKEL: Yes. Before that, we had to spend a month training at another TNT plant, which
was in Kankakee, Illinois, about thirty miles south of Chicago.

THACKRAY: I understand you were there about a month.
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FRANKEL: In Kankakee, yes.

THACKRAY: It sounds like an exciting place. [laughter]

FRANKEL: Well, then I looked for something more in line with research and engineering. I
got a job with Publicker Industries in Philadelphia.

THACKRAY: Yes. What did your job entail? What were you hired to do there?

FRANKEL: I was in the pilot plant—or, I should say, an R&D unit. I did several things.
Publicker was in the alcohol business primarily. They were making various byproducts—
derivatives—of alcohol. They had the idea of making butadiene, which has led to the synthetic
rubber program. They were building a plant in Eddington. I think they made one tankcar.

THACKRAY: One tankcar of butadiene.

FRANKEL: Yes. The problem was, they had a very inefficient process. Before they went into
Eddington, they had test results. They had assumed—they hoped—that the Eddington plant
would be more efficient. It turned out to be less efficient, so that sort of ended.

THACKRAY: You were doing pilot plant work around the questions with this other plant they
were trying to build and get operating. It must have been pretty frustrating for everyone, wasn’t
it?

FRANKEL: [laughter] Yes.

THACKRAY: How long did you stay with Publicker?

FRANKEL: Two years.
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THACKRAY: This is when you were also doing some graduate work at Penn, was it not?
Were you doing that in the evenings? How did that work?

FRANKEL: Evenings and Saturdays.

THACKRAY: That was masters course work in chemical engineering, was it?

FRANKEL: Yes. How do you know about that?

THACKRAY: [laughter] We have our sources. That’s what historians do.

FRANKEL: I didn’t think it was published anyplace.

THACKRAY: [laughter] I have a research file. That’s what we always do in relation to an oral
history, to help the interviewer know what things to ask about. Were you living just in an
apartment as a bachelor in Philadelphia at that time?

FRANKEL: Actually, I shared an apartment with Seymour Mann.

THACKRAY: He was at Publicker as well?

FRANKEL: Yes. He had another job down south. He was looking for something else, and he
applied to Publicker.

THACKRAY: This was after you’d gone there? Who got there first?

FRANKEL: I did.

THACKRAY: You’d stayed in touch with him after graduating. You were friends, then?

FRANKEL: Right.
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THACKRAY: Did you get to Publicker by answering an advertisement, or did you learn about
the position by some other route?

FRANKEL: I think that it was through the Pennsylvania state employment services.
Philadelphia didn’t seem like a bad place. There was an opportunity there. I could also have
gone to the Chemical Warfare Department of the federal government in New Jersey.

MIRIAM FRANKEL: I found your fiftieth anniversary speech (2).

FRANKEL: Good, good.

[END OF TAPE, SIDE 1]

THACKRAY: You encouraged Seymour Mann to come up to think about applying for a job at
Publicker. Then you were sharing an apartment together and chasing all the girls in town,
probably.

FRANKEL: Right. [laughter]

THACKRAY: You were still there at Publicker when the War ended, were you not? Then you
stayed there for a while after the War. Did the War’s end have much effect on what Publicker
was doing?

FRANKEL: Well, Publicker was making all these chemicals outside of butadiene. They made
acetic acid, and of course ethanol, and butyl alcohol, acetone, and butyl acetate.

THACKRAY: Were you operating plants, or were you in pilot plant work all this time?

FRANKEL: Pilot plants.

THACKRAY: That was a little bit more interesting, I would imagine.
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FRANKEL: I was in the pilot plant, in the research lab where they were developing a solvent
called mesityl oxide. It’s a solvent.

THACKRAY: You were doing pilot plant studies on its manufacture?

FRANKEL: Pilot plant studies. Actually it wasn’t a pilot plant. It was a research lab.

THACKRAY: Was Seymour Mann doing something very similar?

FRANKEL: Yes.

THACKRAY: Why didn’t you stay in Philadelphia, then, and live happily ever after, as it were?

FRANKEL: That’s a good question. I think we were discouraged by the failure of the
butadiene process.

THACKRAY: When did you first begin to talk together about going into business for
yourselves? Was this something you’d discussed for a long time? How did that evolve?

FRANKEL: Well, I referred to those things in one of those speeches. We had planned to make
antifreeze and 2,4-D in a storefront.

THACKRAY: Why did you pick those two entities?

FRANKEL: They would both be easy to make. 2,4-D was a reaction of monochloracetic acid
and dichlorphenol.

THACKRAY: Very good. You thought there would be a market for these?
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FRANKEL: Yes. All they’d give us was one hundred pounds of monochloracetic acid and
dichlorphenol. This was at a time when chemicals were very tight and unless you had an
allocation, you couldn’t get them. Of course, you couldn’t get an allocation without a history.
We gave that up after a while. The other thing was antifreeze, which is really a glycol plus some
water. If you read those papers, that was really pre-Aceto Chemical. We called it Aceto
Chemical, but this part had a short history and was prior to our incorporation.

THACKRAY: When you were thinking of producing 2,4-D and the glycol, had you actually left
Publicker? Were you still at Publicker thinking about it, and then realizing you couldn’t do it?

FRANKEL: Yes, I guess we left Publicker. The plan to manufacture was abandoned after a
while. Then we started Aceto Chemical Company, Inc.

THACKRAY: I would like to return to that first venture, the 2,4-D and the glycol. Had you
come back to New York to try to do that?

FRANKEL: Yes.

THACKRAY: Had you got a different company name at that time?

FRANKEL: Same name, Aceto. It just wasn’t incorporated. We thought we’d use a washing
machine as a reactor. [laughter] It was wild.

THACKRAY: You were just living off your own savings, were you, initially?

FRANKEL: No. I had another job.

THACKRAY: In New York? With whom? Was this a chemical job?

FRANKEL: Oh, I had a job with Irvington Varnish and Insulator Company in Irvington, New
Jersey. They were eventually acquired by 3M.
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THACKRAY: It sounds as if you really were brainstorming and trying to get going on your
own. Those first efforts—the idea of the 2,4-D and so on—that was in 1947, was it?

FRANKEL: Yes.

THACKRAY: It sounds as if you gave it up pretty quickly when you found you couldn’t get the
materials you had wanted.

FRANKEL: That’s right. [laughter]

THACKRAY: You didn’t need the washing machine! Well, you must have been pretty
aggravated and frustrated at that moment. The idea of becoming jobbers, as it were—that was
born out of desperation, wasn’t it essentially? How would you describe that?

FRANKEL: Well, it seemed like a good way to go. Seymour had a job with an export-import
company.

THACKRAY: Why had he got that job? Was it simply to get something in the New York area
so you could work together?

FRANKEL: No. He was the head of the chemical department. They didn’t have a chemical
division, but they started him off. Then I went into a similar business where we were offering
surpluses in inventories of paint and plastics manufacturers. A lot of these things were in
demand in Europe at that time. We’d call various people in the phone book and say, “Do you
have any surplus?” They said, “Well, yes.” Of course, we were paying much higher prices, so
we had a good response.

THACKRAY: We had been discussing buying the surpluses at higher prices. Then what was
on the agenda after that? Sending them to Europe?

FRANKEL: Either we would send them to Europe or selling them to people around New York
who had other export contacts. We eventually sold most of that stuff ourselves. That business
came to an end when we developed our own import contacts.
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We bought some spent PCB from a major manufacturing company. It was about, I think,
one thousand drums. Then the byproduct. They had drained the PCB from transformers. The
PCBs broke down after a while and had to be replaced with new PCBs. We used a public
warehouse. Another thing that we had was a byproduct.

THACKRAY: I see. Was your market for these materials in England, for the most part?

FRANKEL: AF-20, in the U.S. We sold aniline to the Chinese market, which they used to
make sulphur black dyes. China at that time was buying tremendous quantities of aniline. We
sent samples of the stuff, and they evaluated it. Another product we got from domestic suppliers
was off-grade methanol. We obtained it from penicillin manufacturers. I don’t remember
clearly, but I imagine that these domestic suppliers gave us credit.

THACKRAY: With the two of you doing this, when did you first hire another employee? Were
you using other people as moonlighters?

FRANKEL: No, we hired employees. I’m just trying to think of when. The first employee—
I’m remembering him—was I guess in 1955.

THACKRAY: All right. Initially, was it a fifty-fifty partnership between the two of you? Did
you come to blows? Who had the deciding vote? How did that work?

FRANKEL: No, we never came to blows. [laughter] I think we were accommodating. If I
really opposed an idea or Seymour opposed an idea, we talked it out.

THACKRAY: Where did the name, “Aceto,” come from? Was that just acetic acid? How did
that evolve?

FRANKEL: There are a lot of stories about that.

THACKRAY: All right. Which is the true one? [laughter]

FRANKEL: It began with “A.” We wanted a name at the start of the alphabet. Years later, this
came to haunt us. There was a famous landmark case where we were named in the defense—
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one of thirty-five other companies. The case became known as the “Aceto” case. [laughter]
Aceto was a chemical plant name. We later imported aceto acetanalide, but that was very much
later.

[END OF TAPE, SIDE 2]

[END OF INTERVIEW]
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INTERVIEWEE: Arnold Frankel

INTERVIEWER: Arnold Thackray

LOCATION: New York, New York

DATE: 27 March 1998

THACKRAY: How long were you at Irvington Varnish?

FRANKEL: About three years.

THACKRAY: Three years. Were you mainly involved in paint mixing and matching all that
time?

FRANKEL: Always in paint, I had to match with the formulas that I knew. I had to make the
plastic to match the fabric.

THACKRAY: You didn’t exactly need a chemical engineering degree to do that.

FRANKEL: That was part of my job. Part of it was color wash.

THACKRAY: Did you continue working, Miriam, when Aceto, Inc. was first launched? Were
you still working full time?

MIRIAM FRANKEL: What was the year of that?

THACKRAY: That was in 1947, I think.

MIRIAM FRANKEL: In 1947? Then I was working, yes. Our first child was born in 1949.

FRANKEL: In 1948.
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MIRIAM FRANKEL: I worked until the fall of 1948.

FRANKEL: Until that fall. Yes.

THACKRAY: It must have been a pretty nervous time for you, starting both a family and a
company.

FRANKEL: Well, those days were hard. We tried to succeed, and Miriam worked until our first
child was born.

[END OF SIDE 1]

[END OF INTERVIEW]
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NOTES

1. A. Frankel, “The Story of Aceto Chemical, Inc.” (Paper delivered at the 181st American
Chemical Society National Meeting, Atlanta, GA, 1 April 1981). See Appendix D.

A. Frankel, “The Birth and Growth of a Specialty Chemicals Company: A History of
Aceto Corporation” (Paper presented at the Chemical Marketing Research Association
National Meeting, Philadelphia, PA, 4 May 1987). See Appendix E.

2. A. Frankel, “AF Speech for May 15, 1997 50th Anniversary and Retirement Party”
(Speech delivered at Aceto’s fiftieth anniversary and Mr. Frankel’s retirement party).
See Chemical Heritage Foundation Oral History Research File #0167.
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