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Fusion of Fissions


On 29 August 1949 at 2 o’clock in the morning a device of Soviet construction was risen to the top of a tower in Semipalatinsk, Kazakhstan. The device—a bomb filled with uranium-235 was ready both to be detonated and to destroy the American monopoly of the Atomic Bomb. The bomb exploded on time, as expected for the Soviet scientists, but about five years early for the Americans. The first Soviet atomic bomb was a trump card for the Soviet Union at the beginning of the Cold War.


Nuclear research in the USSR had its beginning just before World War II. Scientists had discovered that through a process called fission, a new source of power could be harnessed that seemed limitless. The output on the device kept increasing—exponentially for that matter. The power given off, in theory, could be too much for a reactor to handle if allowed. The Soviets, although seeing this new form of power as impractical, decided to begin some preliminary research. Little did they know of the storm to come (Goncharov 72).


On 22 June 1941, the Nazis invaded the USSR. Hitler sent his armored columns into the heart of the Communist Empire based on his own expansionist purposes. This did not stop the research of nuclear power for the Soviets. In fact, it spawned the idea of the creation of a nuclear or atomic device in order to thwart the Nazi advances. The research wasn’t taken too seriously. Moscow saw the bomb as too impractical to be used against the enemy within any relevant time frame (Goncharov 75).


The Soviet atomic research proceeded very slowly throughout the rest of World War II. The main debate between the physicists was whether to use Uranium or Plutonium as the catalyst for the nuclear reaction. The world, however, decided it wasn’t going to wait for the Soviet scientists to make up their minds (Goncharov 84).


On 16 July 1945, The United States detonated the first ever Atomic bomb, called project “Trinity.” This thrust an unprepared Soviet Union into the Atomic Age. Stalin responded to the American bombing of Japan in August of 1945 by signing USSR GKO Order No. 9887ts/sd that made the attainment of the bomb the most important objective of the Soviet Union. They placed Dr. Kurchatov, the most renowned Soviet physicist at the time, in charge of the Soviet special committee in charge of building a bomb for the benefit of the Soviet Union. The bomb began its development (Goncharov 85).


The Soviet debates led to the development of two bombs: A plutonium-type imploding bomb, and a uranium-type bomb. The uranium-type bomb later proved to be quicker to build, so it was given the most attention. The bomb was given a dire setback at this point, however. Uranium-235, the type of uranium used for the reaction was running low, and the physicists did not have enough to build a functional bomb. They therefore set up a nuclear reactor in Russia to produce the much-needed uranium. By the end of 1946, the Union had enough uranium to make their bomb (Goncharov 90).


Through over a year and a half of delays, the bomb, RDS-1, was finally completed in August of 1949. The bomb was shipped to its detonation site in Semipalatinsk where all final preparations were made. The bomb was assembled there and Dr. Kurchatov pushed the final detonator switch on 29 August 1949. The bomb exploded just as planned and the Soviets had finally broken the backs of the great American nuclear monopoly (Goncharov 91).


In a great irony of history, the greatest weapon of all finally ended the world conflicts. The Soviet bomb, coupled with the American bomb, can be seen as what has prevented a third world war from starting. Both sides feared the other will use their nuclear arsenal and that prevented them from letting the world slip into another Great War. The weapon that could destroy the world might have just saved it.
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