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A History of the Physics Department 

The Story of Physics in South Kensington 

Past Heads of Department 

Nobel Prize Winners 

Patrick Blackett was awarded t he Nobel prize in 1948 for "his 

development of t he Wolson cloud-chamber and his di scoveries 

t herewit h in t he fi elds of nuclear physics and cosm ic rad iat ion". 

Bl ilc kett st ilrted his reseilrch cil reer in t he '20s wit h Rut herford. 

Fo llowing Rut herford 's init ial observat ions of t he eject ion of prot ons 

from collision experiments, Blackett used the Wi lson d oud -chilmber to observe 400,000 

t racks of il lpha-pilrt id es in nit rogen gas, so being t he fi rst to ident ify ilnd report t he 

t ransmutat ion of nit rogen to oxygen. Wit h the Occh iillini he t hen used t he chamber to 

det ect cosm ic rays. init i il lly the cham ber WilS simply expanded every few seconds wit h 

t he result t hilt most phot ogrilphs we re blank; Blilckett rea l ised t hilt by putting Ge iger 

counters ilbove and below the chambe r t o contro l its operilt ion, photographs could be 

taken only when cosmic rilys had left tracks in the gas. In 1933 he used t he techn ique to 

confi rm Anderson's d iscovery of t he positron, d eilrly demonst ra t ing t hilt posit rons were 

produced in elect ron-posit ron pairs. 

In 1953 he t ook ove r t he Physics Depilrtment here, pl ilnning and leild ing its miljor 

expilnsion in t he 1950s. Subsequently he became president of the ROYil l Societ y, was 
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