Half a Century of Nuclear Pioneering
Profile of W. Bennett Lewis

By Carell B. Johnson

Last July 26 the quiet library of the Chalk the gold medal, cheque for $25,000 and marking the 35th anniversary of the NRX

River Nuclear Laboratories was in- presidential citation to “W.B. — one of reactor, the 25th anniversary of the
vaded by the bustle of a media event. the pioneers in nuclear physics and NRU, and a total of 100 years of opera-
That afternoon Dr. Wilfrid Bennett Lewis, nuclear energy development for almost tion by CANDU reactors in Canada.

who had directed the Canadian nuclear 50 years.” W.B. Lewis' career not only spanned
research program from 1946 to 1973, In response, Lewis paid tribute to the but critically influenced all these events
received the prestigious Enrico Fermi scientists and engineers, many of in a variety of ways reflecting his wide

Award from the U.S. Department of whom were present, who were also range of interests and abilities. As
Energy. Only the second Canadian to honoured by the award which was McGill's Rutherford Professor R.E. Bell
receive this honour, Lewis was the first being conferred, he noted, in the 50th once said, "Any of us would be happy to

to accept it outside the U.S., a conces- anniversary year of the discovery of the be aleader in either academic research
sion to his frail health. neutron. or electronic development, or the
Ken Davis, Deputy Secretary of the In fact, 1982 was a milestone year in econcmic applications of science, or

U.S. Department of Energy, presented Canadian nuclear history in many ways, scientific administration, or international
co-operation. Wilfrid Bennett Lewis has
been a national and world leader in all
these fields”

Worked under Rutherford

Born in Cumberland, England on June
24, 1908, Lewis was educated at Clare
House Preparatory School, Kent;
Haileybury College, Hertford; and Gon-
ville and Caius College, Cambridge. His
academic degrees from Cambridge
were B.A. (Hons), 1930; M.A., 1934;
and Ph.D., 1934.

As a child he enjoyed long hikes with
his father, a surveyor, and by the age of
12 Bennett had decided to be an
engineer. By 14 his sights were set on
physics, but the early interest in meas-
urement was to remain a major theme in
his multi-faceted career. According to
Dr. Hugh Carmichael, a fellow physicist
with Lewis at Cambridge, and a Deep
River friend and colleague for 37 years,
“The activity in physics that gave Ben-
nett the most satisfaction was probably
the instrumentation.”

As a research student under Lord
Rutherford at the Cavendish Labo-
ratories in 1930-34, Lewis worked on
the first use of accelerated particles
for producing nuclear reactions. The
excitement of pure research at this
famous lab, where Chadwick discov-
ered the neutron, was even then tem-
pered with a sobering awareness of
world developments. Lewis recalls
Rutherford as “very active and con-
cerned about the future and what was
happening in German science which
was under a cloud.”

From 1934 to 1940 Lewis was a
research fellow at Gonville and Caius
College, working with Dr. J. D. Cockcroft
on nuclear disintegrations by particles
accelerated by high voltages and, later,







