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She had thrown the cocktail party for her husband’s academic colleagues as 

she had done many times before. But, today, as they came through the front 
door of the house, they treated her other half like a conquering hero, 

pumping his hand, slapping his back and hugging him. “What?” she mimed 
across the crowded living room. But all she received back from him, before he 

was swallowed by the throng, was a shake of the head and an enigmatic 
smile. 

 It was 2 December 1942 and Laura Fermi would not get an answer to 
her question until the war was over three years later. That afternoon, on a 

squash court under the west stands of the University of Chicago’s Stagg 

Field, Enrico Fermi had changed the course of history. In a crude “pile” of 

uranium and graphite, he had unleashed the stupendous energy of the atomic 
nucleus in the world’s first sustained nuclear chain reaction. 

 “The Italian navigator has landed in the New World,” was the cryptic 
message sent by one physicist to another. It was a signal that Fermi, a man 

so revered by his colleagues they called him “the Pope”, had set his adopted 
country on the road to the atomic bomb. 

 Fermi was a genius who had made giant contributions to “quantum 
theory”, the revolutionary description of the world of atoms and their 

constituents fleshed out in the mid-1920s. But the work that had led him to 
flee Mussolini’s Italy in 1938 was his discovery that slow neutrons could bury 

themselves in the core, or “nucleus”, of atoms, in the process transmuting 
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one element into another. 

 However, despite meticulous experiments in his native Rome, 
irradiating ever heavier elements with neutrons, Fermi missed something 

crucial. Nuclei of uranium, the heaviest naturally occurring element, did not 
simply transform into nuclei of another element, they split in two. “Nuclear 

fission” was confirmed in Berlin in late 1938 by Otto Hahn and Fritz 
Strassmann. Thus, David Schwartz points out, the two critical discoveries on 

the road to the atomic bomb were made in laboratories of the Fascist 
dictatorships. 

 Schwartz, whose book blurb claims he has written the definitive 
biography of Fermi, tells this story in lively and compelling detail. Fermi was 

famously pragmatic, eschewing philosophical discussions on, for instance, the 
meaning of quantum theory for things he could calculate. This lack of 

scientific introspection was matched by a lack of introspection in other areas 
of his life. He left no diaries and wrote few revealing letters. This is a serious 

handicap for a biographer. And Schwartz deserves congratulations for piecing 
together the brilliant picture he has. Do not, however, expect a clear 

summary of Fermi’s contributions to physics such as “Fermi-Dirac statistics”. 
Schwartz’s field is political science and his scientific explanations, when 

inspected closely, often lose focus like a newspaper photograph dissolving 

into dots. 
 Fermi arrived in the US in 1938 via Stockholm, where he collected the 

Nobel Prize. Installed at Columbia University, he teamed up with Hungarian 
Leo Szilard, who famously had the idea for a neutron-triggered chain reaction 

on 12 September 1933 while waiting for traffic lights to change in London’s 
Russell Square. Fermi later moved to Chicago, and the Stagg Field pile led to 

the building of huge secret reactors at Hanford in Washington State that 
would breed the plutonium fuel for Nagasaki bomb. 

 Fermi’s dark side was his remoteness from his wife and children. “He 
may have been a world-class physicist but he was not a world class family 

man,” says Schwartz. For Fermi, physics was the other woman. On the birth 
of Fermi’s daughter, Schwartz reports Laura saying Enrico “had no idea how 



3 

 

to relate to someone with whom he could not speak or engage in any of his 

favourite pursuits”. Probably, Fermi was not unusual among men of his 
generation.  However, there was a cost. His son attempted suicide because 

comparisons with his distant father made him feel so inadequate. 
 Fermi was deeply loved, however, by those who worked with him – 

more so, it seems, than almost any other physicist. He was an inspirational 
organiser of people, single-handedly reviving Italian physics. And, unusually, 

he was both a master of theoretical and experimental physics. In the words 
one physicist used by Schwartz for his book title, he was “the last man who 

knew everything” (At least in physics!) 
 Fermi was extremely generous in crediting others for work he had 

often initiated or even played a major role in. He also reveled in teaching, as 
Richard Feynman, who I was lucky enough to be taught by, did later. 

Unusually, and to his credit, it was those who were slowest to catch on on 
whom he lavished the most time, convinced that with patience he could 

explain anything to anyone. 
 In so many ways Fermi did not fit the stereotype of a scientific genius. 

He was sociable and sporty - hiking, playing tennis and, as Schwartz 
recounts, even swimming a mile down the ice-cold Rhine while at a physics 

conference. This makes it all the more shocking that Fermi met such a 

spectacularly sudden end. Schwartz speculates that his stomach cancer may 
have been triggered in his Rome days when he would rush down a corridor to 

a Geiger counter, clutching to his chest a sample of the latest neutron–
induced radioactive substance. 

 Fermi remained asymptomatic until close to the end – although 
Schwartz reports cryptic remarks he made to colleagues which hint that he 

may have known something was badly wrong with his health. He died on 28 
November 1954. He was just 53 years old. His stellar career changed not only 

physics but our entire world. And his stunned and heart-broken colleagues 
were left wondering what more might been have achieved by the greatest 

Italian scientist since Galileo. 


