
THE FIRST PILE
By Corbin Allardice and Edward R. Trapnell

On December 2, 1942, man first initiated a self-sustaining nuclear chain

reaction, and controlled it.

Beneath the West Stands of Stagg Field,l Chicago, late in the afternoon

of that day, a small group of scientists witnessed the advent of a new era in

science. History was made in what had been a squash-rackets court.

Precisely at 3:25 p.m., 2 Chicago time, scientist George Weil withdrew

the cadmium-plated control rod and by his action man unleashed and con-

trolled the energy of the atom.

As those who witnessed the experiment became aware of what had

happened, smiles spread over their faces and a quiet ripple of applause could

be heard. It was a tribute to Enrico Fermi, Nobel Prize winner, to whom,

more than to any other person, the success of the experiment was due.

Fermi, born in Rome, Italy, on September 29, 1901, had been working

with uranium for many years. In 1934 he bombarded uranium with neutrons

and produced what appeared to be element 93 (uranium is element 92) and

element 94. However, after closer examination it seemed as if nature had

gone wi Id; several other elements were present, but none could be fitted into

the periodic table near uranium–where Fermi knew they should have fitted

if they had been the transuranic elements 93 and 94. It was not until five

years later that anyone, Fermi included, realized he had actually caused

fission of the uranium and that these unexplained elements belonged back

in the middle part of the periodic table.

Fermi was awarded the Nobel Prize in 1938 for his work on transuranic

elements. He and his family went to Sweden to receive the prize. The Italian

Fascist press severely criticized him for not wearing a Fascist uniform and

failing to give the Fascist salute when he received the award. The Fermis

never returned to 1tal y.

From Sweden, having taken most of his personal possessions with him,

Fermi proceeded to London and thence to America where he has remained

ever since.3

The modern Italian explorer of the unknown was in Chicago that cold

December day in 1942. An outsider looking into the squash court where

Fermi was working would have been greeted by a strange sight. In the center

‘ The University of Chicago athletic stadium.

2Dr. Herbert Anderson has pointed out that the time was 3:36, which is now the

accepted official time.

3Dr. Fermi died in Chicago, Illinois, November 28, 1954.
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