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DOM LEO’S family roots extend back to the earliest 

Dutch settlers of New Amsterdam on his father’s side.  

For the van Winkles, New York State remained home 

until Cortlandt van Winkle, Dom Leo’s father, branched 

out after being educated in Hoosick, N.Y., obtaining  his 

B.A., M.A. and Ph.D. degrees at Princeton. He became a 

professor, teaching first at the Newman School in New 

Jersey, where Dom Leonard Sargent served as chaplain 

while waiting to found Portsmouth Priory in 1919. He 

then taught at Yale, Albertus Magnus, and Smith College.  

The example of his father made a profound impression 

on his son, Thomas, who gained from him a love of 

learning and a desire to teach that shaped his whole 

life.  From both his parents, converts to Catholicism, 

he obtained a knowledge and respect for religion that 

prepared him for his eventual entry into monastic 

life. While a student at Portsmouth, from 1933 until 

his graduation in 1939, he was under the headmastership 

of Dom Hugh Diman, who remained a close friend until 

his death in 1949. At Portsmouth Thomas excelled in his 

studies, graduating cum laude and serving as editor of The 

Raven. It was here that his life-long interest in science 

developed, and, after winning a scholarship to Yale, he 

majored there in chemical engineering.

At Yale he always made the Dean’s List and was the holder 

of two prestigious scholarships. He played intramural 

sports and, among other groups, was a member of Tau 

Beta Pi, the student branch of the American Institute 

of Chemical Engineers. In his senior year he became 

president of the Thomas More Club, which had been 

founded by Father Lawrason Riggs, chaplain for 

Catholics at Yale, a close friend of Father Leonard and 

Father Hugh and a generous benefactor of Portsmouth. 

Thomas continued his studies after graduating with 

honors, and, because of his scientific background, he was 

deferred from active military service, obtaining 

his master’s degree in 1944 

from Yale and spending 

a year at the University 
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of Pennsylvania to work on a Navy project for the 

government, developing “an air-scrubbing system 

which was to become operational on all nuclear 

submarines.” He was then assigned to an “important 

work in the Southwest,” which proved to be the 

most closely guarded secret in the war. In April of 

1945 he was ordered to report to Los Alamos to work 

on the Manhattan Project, an operation involving 

thousands of people led by expert scientists on the 

weapon that was to end the war.  This was the atomic 

bomb, the first experimental uranium version used 

in the New Mexico desert as a test, the later, more 

efficient type, with a plutonium base, of which two 

were being completed for use that August against 

Japan if the results of a July 16 detonation were 
Letter in background was written 
in October of 1945 by Tom van 
Winkle to Dom Hugh Diman. In 
it, Tom describes the impact on 
him when he witnessed the ex-
plosion of the first atomic bomb. Above: Robert Oppenheimer inspecting his “gadget” prior to the Trinity 

test in New Mexico

Below: Tom Van Winkle (second from left) with fellow Alamo scientists 
who worked on the development of the atomic bomb.

Opposite top: Article about the Alamo scientists in Smithsonian maga-
zine in 2005.

Opposite middle: Dom Leo van Winkle, headmaster of Portsmouth, walks 
the campus with Assistant Head Peter Harris in 1970.

Right bottom: The School’s announcement of the appointment of Dom 
Leo as headmaster
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successful.  In a letter to Dom 

Hugh dated October 9, 1945, and 

written from Los Alamos, Dom Leo 

described the impact on him when 

he witnessed the explosion of the 

first atomic bomb:

“It all started when we learned the 

exact date set for the test shot.  The 

night before, a bunch of us drove 

up to the top of a mountain about 

100 miles away and waited.  We 

had almost given up hope as it was 

11/2 hours after the set time – maybe 

the bomb was a fizzle or maybe the 

shot had been postponed  – when 

suddenly the sky and the mountains 

around were lit by a terrific flash of 

light followed quickly by the ball 

of fire moving rapidly into the sky.  

Then about ten minutes later we 

heard the rumble and felt a slight shock wave. We went 

back that morning confident that the war would be over 

very soon.  The news of when the first bomb was to 

be dropped over Japan spread through this place several 

days ahead of time, so we waited for the news to break.  

But it still came with startling suddenness. And of course 

when V-J Day came along, this place went wild, realizing 

how much it was due to the people here.”

Dom Leo then went on to give his view of the morality 

of using such a deadly weapon, a topic on which he was 

asked to comment repeatedly for the rest of his life. He 

never wavered in insisting that Truman had made the 

right decision to use the bomb in order to bring an end to 

the most destructive war in history.  

“Several people left (Los Alamos) 

immediately when they realized 

what they had been working on 

and the terrific destruction it had 

wrought.  But most of us felt that 

we had saved countless thousands 

of American lives and also wrought 

less destruction on Japan than 

would have occurred if an invasion 

had been undertaken.  It is an awful 

and fantastic weapon that has been 

created, and I hope that the general 

public does not forget (this) too 

soon, and that the politicians have 

sense enough to follow the advice 

of those who know what they have 

done and can do, and that they do 

not try to stifle the whole business.”

As reported in The New York Times on September 1, 1945, 

“The great cloud of fire and smoke that rose more than 

eight miles to the stratosphere over the New Mexico 

desert on the morning of July 16, 1945, when the first 

atomic bomb poured out its energy in an explosive burst 

greater than any ever produced on earth, symbolized a 

funeral pyre for the Japanese Empire.”

In 1946, Thomas returned to Yale to 

complete his doctoral studies 

and thesis in chemical 

engineering. 
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the School of maintaining its Benedictine character. 

Academic standards were rigorously kept at a high level, 

assuring students of admission to the most competitive 

colleges. Two factors were responsible for this: a highly 

qualified and deeply committed faculty, and a student 

enrollment which was easily filled because of the 

demand for a Catholic education and the scarcity of good 

Catholic boarding schools.

Because of his background in science, Dom Leo was 

instrumental in defending the School from repeated 

threats from commercial and state interests that directly 

affected the continuing existence of the School and 

Monastery. Two were from refinery companies that 

desired to make use of the favorable location adjacent 

to the property and accessible to the Narragansett Bay 

in the 1960s, and a similar threat occurred in 1970 from 

an LNG company.  A most important initiative taken in 

1969 by Dom Leo was the formation of the Board of 

Consultants, which evolved from the Parents Committee 

and has since developed into the Board of Regents. 

An enthusiastic skater, Dom 

Leo had been coach of the 

hockey team before becoming 

headmaster, so he gratefully 

appreciated the offer in 1972 of 

a generous parent to donate a 

hockey rink to the School that 

was completed the following 

year. Finally, a major need 

in the School suddenly arose 

when, as a result of a tragic 

Then Thomas made 

the most important 

decision of his life and 

joined the Benedictine 

Order at Portsmouth.  

After completing 

his monastic and 

priestly studies, he, 

now known as Dom 

Leo, was chosen by 

the Prior, Dom Aelred Graham, 

to fill the office of headmaster because of 

the sudden resignation of Dom Aelred Wall, three days 

before the opening of school in September of 1957.  

Dom Leo was the most qualified monk for the 

appointment and, despite his reservations, willingly took 

on the responsibility.  However, he remained chairman 

of the Science Department and continued to teach the 

most demanding courses in the curriculum, Physics II 

as well as a course in mathematics, for which he had 

revised a text, The Theory of Numbers.  

During Dom Leo’s long term as headmaster, from 1957 

until 1973, the School witnessed many changes. He 

implemented the House System, first instituted under 

Dr. Bateman, the headmaster in the early years of the 

School. Instead of being grouped by Forms, boys stayed 

in the same house for their tenure at the School, in 

this way developing a loyalty to their dormitory that 

was strengthened by inter-house competition in sports 

and activities.  Dom Leo also insisted that each of the 

housemasters be drawn from the monastery, assuring 

Top: The invitation to the dedication of the 
new science building in 1965.

Left: Dom Leo teaching chemistry to Ports-
mouth students in the 1980s.

Right: Dom Leo van Winkle during his ten-
ure as headmaster at Portsmouth Abbey.

Opposite page top: From left, Henry  M. El-
liot ’41, president of the Alumni Association 
from 1963-67; Dom Stephen Collins (today 
Monsignor Timothy Collins), alumni sec-
retary from 1967-69; Henry Elliot III ’67; 
and Bruce McShane ’68, son of Gordon Mc-
Shane ’41 with Dom Leo.

Opposite page right: After retirement, Dom 
Leo, worked at Yale University and at Cath-
olic Univerity of America, before returning 
to the Abbey.



S U M M E R  B U L L E T I N  2 0 1 2 PAGE 35

fire at Providence College in the late 1960s, a strict 

national fire code took effect immediately, causing 

three wooden-frame buildings used as dormitories 

– the New, the Blue and the Red, built as temporary 

structures during the first decade of the School – to be 

condemned, thereby necessitating a plan for their swift 

replacement and raising the necessary funds. The new 

dormitories were completed in 1973, the culmination of 

Dom Leo’s leadership of the School and shortly before 

his retirement.    

The high point of his tenure as headmaster came in 

1966 at the successful completion of the second phase of 

the Building Campaign to fund the construction of two 

crucial buildings in the Long-Range Plan, an auditorium 

to replace the carriage house of the Hall estate, and a 

science center to supersede the antiquated two-room 

structure built in the earliest days of the School, which 

still stands and now serves for additional classroom space.  

An impressive dedication ceremony, with distinguished 

speakers from Princeton, Harvard, Berkeley, and M.I.T., 

took place to feature the two newly completed buildings.

It was at Los Alamos that Dom Leo had made the 

acquaintance of several important figures in atomic 

research. Among them was Dr. Robert Oppenheimer, 

who was credited by the War Department “with the 

achieving and implementation of atomic energy for 

military purposes,” the scientist for whom Father Leo 

had the highest regard and under whom he served. 

He was also acquainted with Professor Edward Teller, 

known as “the father of the Hydrogen Bomb,” who had 

come to celebrate the opening of the new science facility.  

Portsmouth could well be proud of the handsome 

new edifice, which was deliberately situated by Pietro 

Belluschi, the architect, on the main quadrangle 

opposite the church. There it took its place symbolically 

as a major academic discipline able to hold its own with 

its peer schools as well as demonstrating the harmonious 

relationship between religion and science. 

In 1973 Dom Leo resigned as headmaster, having served 

16 years in this post, even longer than Father Hugh 

Diman. During this period Portsmouth had undergone 

the most significant changes in its history to date:  

expanding to an enrollment of 225; a campus that had 

been transformed with many of the Belluschi buildings 

that dominated the main quadrangle and environs; and 

the addition of a hockey rink to accommodate the need 

for a winter athletics facility. The School continued to 

receive national recognition for its outstanding academic 

achievement.

After enjoying a three-month trip around the world, the 

gift of a grateful group of alumni, Dom Leo returned to his 

alma mater, Yale, where, for two years, he was a visiting 

fellow and lecturer in the Department of Engineering 

and Applied Science, teaching undergraduates courses 

on air pollution and 

e n v i r o n m e n t a l 

problems.  Following 

this, he went to Catholic 

University as associate 

professor of chemical 

engineering, and in 

his final year, he was 

appointed chairman of 

the department.

After an absence of 

10 years, Dom Leo 

returned to Portsmouth in 1983 and resumed his position 

on the faculty, teaching three courses in mathematics 

and an ethics seminar. As a final response to the call 

of duty, Dom Leo agreed to fill the need for an interim 

headmaster when the headmaster abruptly resigned after 

only three years of service.  After serving for two years in 

an epilogue to a long and distinguished career, Dom Leo 

succumbed to a fatal bout with cancer, which had been 

latent for 40 years since his research work with plutonium 

at Los Alamos.  His work as a consultant; his frequent 

contributions as an active member of numerous scientific 

societies and organizations; his articles and lectures; and 

his outstanding career as teacher and headmaster:  all 

testify to a life of continuous and unstinting service to 

his country, to the educational institutions of which he 

was a member, and above all, to his loyal commitment to 

the monastery and school of Portsmouth to which he had 

devoted his life.
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