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Center for History of Physics 
•  Founded in 1961 

•  Mission: To Preserve and make known the historical record of 
modern physics and allied sciences. Through: 
•  Documentation 
•  Archival collections 
•  Educational initiatives 

  the Center ensures that the heritage of modern physics is    
  safeguarded and its story accurately told 
 
•  Includes fields like: 

•  Astronomy 
•  Geophysics 
•  Optics 

 



Education 
• Center plays an active role in communicating heritage of 

science to both scientists and laypeople 

• Staff writes historical articles and books, both academic 
and popular 

• Compile exhibits for museums and web 



Web Exhibits 



    Sources            &          Methods 
•  Books 

•  Oral History Interviews 

•  Lectures 

•  Academic Papers and Journals 

•  Letters 

•  Read as much as possible 

•  Think about information 

•  Write stream of consciousness 
draft 

•  Synthesize into historical 
narrative (with sources) 

•  Implement audio from OHIs and 
visual media from Segre 
Archives. 

•  Edit it to death 



• Rutherford’s Nuclear World 

Result 





Rutherford: Brief Timeline 
•  Born: 30 August 1871 in Brightwater, New Zealand 
•  Received his BA, MA, and BSc at Canterbury College, University of 

New Zealand 
•  1895: Received 1851 Exhibition Scholarship to do research at 

Cambridge 
•  1898: Made MacDonald Professor of Physics at McGill University in 

Montreal 
•  1903: Made Fellow of the Royal Society 
•  1907: Receives Langworthy Professorship at University of 

Manchester 
•  1908: Nobel Prize in Chemistry 
•  1919: Becomes Cavendish Chair of Physics and Fellow of Trinity 

College, Dublin 
•  1925: Elected President of Royal Society 
•  1931: Granted the title Baron 
•  Died: 19 October 1937 



The Professor and the Crocodile 
•  Origins and childhood 

•  Manner 

•  Generosity 

•  Confrontation 
 

“…In Russia the crocodile is the symbol for the father of the 
family and is also regarded with awe and admiration because it 

has a stiff neck and cannot turn back. It just goes straight 
forward with gaping jaws—like science, like Rutherford”  

Letter from Peter Kapitza to Peter Ritchie-Calder 



Cavendish 
•  1919-1937 

• More of a manager 

• Oversaw individual groups, 
   delegated research to them: 

•  Blackett 
•  Dee 
•  Kapitza 

• Several important discoveries and at least 7 Nobel Prizes 



Importance 
• Medical/Nuclear Physics 

•  Von Hevesy 

• Particle Accelerators 
•  Cockcroft + Walton 

•  The Bomb 
•  Chadwick + Feather 



Popular Culture 



Our Friend the Atom 
•  23:51-25:53 



Questions 
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Sources 
•  http://www.aip.org 
• Emilio Segre Visual Archives 
• Niels Bohr Library Oral History Archives 
• Chadwick, James. Collected Papers of Lord Rutherford of 

Nelson Volume 3. 
• Our Friend the Atom 


