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Assembly for the Test

About 8:30 on the morning of Wednesday, December 2nd, the group

began to assemble in the squash court.

At the north end of the squash court was a balcony about ten feet

above the floor of the court. Fermi, Zinn, Anderson, and Compton were

grouped around instruments at the east end of the balcony. The remainder of

the observers crowded the little balcony. R. G. Nobles, one of the young

scientists who worked on the pile, put it this way: “The control cabinet was

surrounded by the ‘big wheels’; the ‘little wheels’ had to stand back.”

George Weil

On the floor of the squash court,

just beneath the balcony, stood George

Weil, whose duty it was to handle the

final control rods. In the pile were three

sets of control rods. One set was auto-

matic and could be controlled from the

balcony. Another was an emergency

safety rod. Attached to one end of this

rod was a rope running through the

pile and weighted heavily on the opposite

end. The rod was withdrawn from the

pile and tied by another rope to the

balcony. Hilberry was ready to cut this

rope with an axe should something

unexpected happen, or in case the au-

matic safety rods failed. The third rod,

operated by Weil, was the one which actually held the reaction in check until

withdrawn the proper distance.

Since this demonstration was new and different from anything ever

done before, complete reliance was not placed on mechanically operated

control rods. Therefore, a “liquid-control squad,” composed of Harold

Lichtenberger, W. Nyer, and A. C. Graves, stood on a platform above the pile.

They were prepared to flood the pile with cadmium-salt solution in case of

mechanical failure of the control rods.

Each group rehearsed its part of the experiment.

At 9:45 Fermi ordered the electrical y operated control rods with-

drawn. The man at the controls threw the switch to withdraw them. A small

motor whined. All eyes watched the lights which indicated the rods’ position.

But quickly, the balcony group turned to watch the counters, whose

clicking stepped up after the rods were out. The indicators of these counters
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