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Fermi and Pooh:
A strange mix

Some beloved children’s characters played an unexpected role in the
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When one studies the atomic bomb era, it is easy
to get lost in the brilliance of the science and forget about the
personal lives of the men and women involved. And some-
times, those personal lives are incorporated into their work.

A case in point is renowned physicist Enrico Fermi. In
1939 at New York’s Columbia University, Fermi confirmed
the discovery of fission and began work on the first sustained
nuclear reaction. In 1942 he moved to the University of
Chicago, where he continued his work on that project, which
culminated in such a reaction in December of that year.

During my own research into the early development of
the atomic bomb, I ran across several references to Fermi’s
fondness for Winnie-the-Pooh stories, apparently as a way to
help him learn English.! In particular, it seemed that Fermi
named some of his instruments after characters in the Pooh
stories. How charming, I thought. However, there did not ap-
pear to be any direct evidence to support the assertions be-
yond the recollections of some of his colleagues and students.
Was this just some kind of urban legend?

Then, while looking for information on the contribution
of St. Louis’s Mallinckrodt Chemical Works
to the atomic project at the University of
Chicago, I came across a small pocket cal-
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1942. As seen in figure 2, the list had several instruments
named after Winnie-the-Pooh characters—Piglet, Heffalump,
and Roo.? Not only had the individuals who had packed up
this equipment at Fermi’s Columbia University lab respect-
fully labeled the instruments as Fermi referred to them, the
University of Chicago logged the items into its own inven-
tory by those names.

Why did Fermi choose Winnie-the-Pooh as a means to
learn English? Maybe another set of documents will be found
some day to reveal the answer. It is important to remember
that history is composed of more than just scientific achieve-
ments. It is also composed of people who often found the
world of nucleonics and its application to the war effort a
daunting and disturbing undertaking. It might very well be
the case that Fermi found his world a bit more approachable
by mixing fact with a bit of fiction.

I thank Jay Satterfield, head of reader services at the Special Collections
Research Center at the University of Chicago, and Sam Golden in the
office of legal counsel at the University of Chicago for their assistance.
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