
trot rod was reinserted without waiting for its automatic feature to operate.

The graph line took a drop, the counters slowed abruptly.

At 11:35, the automatic safety rod was withdrawn and set. The control

rod was adjusted and “Zip” was withdrawn. Up went the counters, clicking,

clicking, faster and faster. It was the clickety-cl ick of a fast train over the

rails. The graph pen started to climb. Tensely, the little group watched, and

waited, entranced by the climbing needle.

Whrrrump! As if by a thunder clap, the spell was broken. Every man

froze–then breathed a sigh of relief when he realized the automatic rod had

slammed home. The safety point at which the rod operated automatically

had been set too low.

“I’m hungry,” said Fermi. “Let’s go to lunch.”

Time Out for Lunch

Perhaps, like a great coach, Fermi knew when his men needed a

“break.”

It was a strange “between halves” respite. They got no pep talk. They

taiked about everything else but the “game.” The redoubtable Fermi, who

never says much, had even less to say. But he appeared supremely confident.

His “team” was back on the squash court at 2:00 p.m. Twenty minutes later,

the automatic rod was reset and Weil stood ready at the control rod.

“All right, George,” called Fermi, and Weil moved the rod to a pre-

determined point. The spectators resumed their watching and waiting, watch-

ing the counters spin, watching the graph, waiting for the settling down and

computing the rate of rise of reaction from the indicators.

At 2:50 the control rod came out another foot. The counters nearly

jammed, the pen headed off the graph paper. But this was not it. Counting

ratios and the graph scale had to be changed.

“Move it six inches,” said Fermi at 3:20. Again the change—but again

the leveling off. Five minutes later, Fermi called: “Pull it out another foot.”

Weil withdrew the rod.

“This is going to do it,” Fermi said to Compton, standing at his side.

“Now it will become self-sustaining. The trace will climb and continue to

climb. It will not level off.”

Fermi computed the rate of rise of the neutron counts over a minute

period. He silently, grim-faced, ran through some calculations on his slide

rule.
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