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The search for a super-bomb
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The story of how the world’s most terrible wea-

pon was invented began many years before it was
used in the Second World War in 1945. In 1896, the
French scientist Henri Becquerel discovered that
atoms - the tiny particles of solid matter from which
everything is made - give off energy.
The world’s scientists were fascinated by Bec-
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Much of the early work on splitting the atom would have been
done in a science laboratory similar to this one.

AREVHNRFRBIETERREIENRELREERMN
BI\]C

6 » The Bombing of Hiroshima| =88



querel’s discovery, and they soon realised that
atoms contained huge amounts of stored-up energy.
In 1904 a British scientist, Frederick Soddy, won-
dered if energy from atoms could be used to make
a weapon.

So, scientists in Europe and Scandinavia began
the search to find a way to “split the atom”. Whoever
succeeded would know how to force atoms to
release their energy: they would have the secret for
making an atomic bomb.

In August 1939, Albert Einstein, one of the
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World-famous scientist, Albert Einstein,
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world’s cleverest scientists, wrote to the President
of the United States of America, Franklin D
Roosevelt. Einstein said: “Sir ... the element
uranium may be turned into a new and important
source of energy in the immediate future ...
This new phenomenon would also lead to the
construction of bombs, and it is conceivable that
extremely powerful bombs of a new type may thus
be constructed.”

One month after Einstein wrote to the
President, the Second World War began. It ended
six years later, in August 1945, when two bombs
destroyed the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and
Nagasaki. The bombs were atomic bombs, the

deadliest weapon ever invented.
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Splitting the atom
B\ fer
ST
The 1930s were a time of great change in

Germany because the Nazi Party, led by Adolf Hit-
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ler, had come to power. Under the Nazis, certain
groups of people in Germany were persecuted,
especially the Jewish community, many of whom

sought refuge in the United States of America.
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| Nazi soldiers place notices on Jewish shops, urging German
people not to buy Jewish goods.
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Amongst the Jews who fled from Nazi
Germany were many scientists. They knew that
German scientists were experimenting with a
substance called uranium, and they feared that
Germany was very close to building an atomic
bomb.

In 1938, scientists in Germany did succeed in
splitting the atom of uranium, a silvery-white metallic
element. They worked out that if uranium atoms could
be split over and over again, in a chain reaction over a
very short period of time, the result would be a massive
atomic explosion.

On 1 September 1939, the German army
invaded Poland. Two days later, on 3 September,

Britain and France declared war on Germany and
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the Second World War began.

One month before the start of the war, three of

the scientists who had fled to America, Leo Szilard,

Eugene Wigner and Edward Teller, told Albert

Einstein to write his letter to President Roosevelt.

Einstein had also fled Nazi Germany and because

he was world-famous the scientists hoped the Pres-

ident would be interested in what Einstein had to

say. He was.
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Leo Szilard reads a newspaper warning that the
Russians might have made an atomic bomb.
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America enters the war

RIE S

At first, the war was a war between the powers

of Europe and there seemed no reason why the

United States should become involved. However,
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Even though the United States was at peace in 1939,
President Roosevelt instructed his officials to look into
| Einstein’s suggestions.
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on 19 October 1939, President Roosevelt replied to
Einstein. He wanted the USA to be first to develop
an atomic bomb, not Germany. The letter said:

“My dear Professor, [ want to thank you for your
recent letter ... I found this data of such import that I
have convened a Board ... to thoroughly investigate
the possibilities of your suggestion regarding the
element of uranium.”

The American effort to build an atomic bomb
got off to a slow start, mainly because the USA was
not involved in the war and there was no urgency
to develop it. This changed on 7 December 1941
when, without warning, Japanese war planes atta-

cked US Navy ships at their Pearl Harbor base, on
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the Pacific island of Hawaii. Some 2,400 American
servicemen and civilians were killed.

Japan was already fighting a war with China,
and to keep its army supplied it had been buying
scrap metal and oil from America. In 1940, Japan
declared its support for Germany. So in July 1941,

America stopped sending war supplies to Japan.
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This angered the Japanese government, who began

to plan the raid on Pearl Harbor. When the attack

came, it brought the USA into the Second World

War.
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US Navy ships are bombed during the attack on Pearl
Harbor, Hawaii.
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The Manhattan Project

S

At about the same time as the Pearl Harbor
attack, a top-secret project began in the USA. It was

code-named the Manhattan Project, after the district
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The high-security,top-secret laboratory at Los Alamos opened
in April 1943.
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