
Construction of the main pile at Chicago started in November. The

project gained momentum, with machining of the graphite blocks, pressing

of the uranium oxide pellets, and the design of instruments. Fermi’s two

“construction” crews, one under Zinn and the other under Anderson, worked

almost around the clock. V. C. Wilson headed up the instrument work.

Original estimates as to the critical size of the pile were pessimistic.

As a further precaution, it was decided to enclose the pile in a balloon cloth

bag which could be evacuated to remove the neutron-capturing air.

This balloon cloth bag was constructed by Goodyear Tire and Rubber

Company. Specialists in designing gasbags for lighter-than-air craft, the

company’s engineers were a bit puzzled about the aerodynamics of a square

balloon. Security regulations forbade informing Goodyear of the purpose

of the envelope and so the Army’s new square balloon was the butt of much

joking.

The bag was hung with one side left open; in the center of the floor a

circular layer of graphite bricks was placed. This and each succeeding layer of

the pile was braced by a wooden frame. Alternate layers contained the

uranium. By this layer-on-layer construction a roughly spherical pile of

uranium and graphite was formed.

Facilities for the machining of graphite bricks were installed in the

West Stands. Week after week this shop turned out graphite bricks. This work

was done under the direction of Zinn’s group, by skilled mechanics led by

millwright August Knuth. In October, Anderson and his associates joined

Zinn’s men.
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