
Its parts have been dismembered, its roof is 
leaking, and a wall is missing. Now activists and 
scientists are squabbling over whether to com-
pletely raze the Bevatron — one of the most 
important particle accelerators ever built.
The remains of the Bevatron, which was 
decommissioned more than a decade ago, take 
up prime real estate on the Lawrence Berkeley 
National Laboratory’s campus in Berkeley, Cali-
fornia. Scientists at the lab want to tear it down 
to make way for fresh projects. But locals, many 
of whom oppose the demolition because of con-
cerns about the possible release of contaminants, 
say they want to see it made into a museum. 
On 3 August, the city council’s Landmarks 
and Preservation Commission dealt a blow to 
those wanting landmark status for the accelera-
tor by voting to recognize the Bevatron’s legacy 
without protecting the building. Nevertheless, 
landmark advocates have 
vowed to continue fighting.
“It’s truly a landmark, a very 
unique building,” says Mark 
McDonald, who  sits on the 
City of Berkeley’s Peace and 
Justice Commission. “Some-
body called it the world’s 
largest yurt.” The Bevatron, 
which from above looks not unlike a traditional 
Mongolian tent, began its life in 1954, smashing 
protons into a fixed target. A year after it opened 
for operation, physicists Emilio Segrè and Owen 
Chamberlain used it to discover the antiproton 
(see ‘Bevatron’s greatest hits’), for which they 
were awarded the Nobel prize in 1959. Over the 
next 40 years, other scientists used the Bevatron 
to study the violation of particle symmetry, as 
well as particle resonances, a phenomenon that 
eventually led to the quark model of matter. 
But the machine had trouble keeping up in 
the fast-moving world of high-energy particle 
physics. Attempts to improve it were constrained 
by space restrictions — caused by the Berkeley 
Laboratory’s placement on a steep hillside and 
close proximity to the city of Berkeley below. 
Over time it was gradually eclipsed by larger 
accelerators at other labs. In its last decades of 
operation, it was used to conduct biological 
research, including assessing the radiation risks 
associated with space flight. It was eventually 
shut down in 1993 due to budget shortfalls.
Since then, it has been taking up precious 
space on the Berkeley Lab’s relatively small 
campus, according to Benedict Feinberg, a 
physicist there who served as the Bevatron’s 
director for 1989–93. The laboratory recently 
got the $90 million needed to remove the 
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machine, and is currently pursuing its demo-
lition. “The value of the Bevatron is for the sci-
ence that was done there,” says Feinberg. “The 
building is nothing really special.”
Feinberg declined to comment on the latest 
interest in preserving the building, but some 
lab officials quietly believe that it’s the walls, not 
the accelerator, that are of real concern to local 
groups. The building was constructed using 
transite, a composite of asbestos and cement, 
which releases asbestos fibres when it is broken 
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up. Community members have expressed fears 
that razing the Bevatron would involve moving 
large amounts of loose asbestos through the city 
of Berkeley. Environmentalists also fear that 
lead and other contaminants from the build-
ing site could escape into the water table.
Pamela Sihvola, who co-chairs the Commit-
tee to Minimize Toxic Waste — a local watchdog 
group that monitors the laboratory — is among 
those pushing to preserve the Bevatron. “The 
EPA says that the best way to deal with lead and 
asbestos is to manage it in place,” she says. “All 
we want the laboratory to do is consider a re-
use alternative,” she says. “It could be a living 
science museum and education centre.” Cham-
berlain supported the idea, and even wrote a 
letter advocating the conversion of the Bevatron 
before his death in February, she notes. 
McDonald adds that the centre would 
immortalize the Berkeley Lab’s most famous 
work. “We haven’t had a lot of Nobel prizes up 
there lately,” he says. “There’s nothing wrong 
with paying a tribute.” 
But Feinberg disagrees. With limited space, 
he argues, the Bevatron site is more valuable to 
lab researchers than the ageing machine it con-
tains. “A fitting memorial,” he says, “would be 
to re-use that site to do cutting-edge science.”
The lab is now preparing the environmen-
tal-impact statement needed to proceed with 
demolition. Sihvola is gearing up for a fresh 
round of debate with the full city council: 
“Our attempts to preserve the building will 
continue,” she vows. ■
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Most of the discoveries made in the Bevatron 
occurred early on in its 40-year history.

1955 Owen Chamberlain and Emilio Segrè 
use the Bevatron to find the antiproton, for 
which they win the Nobel prize in 1959.
1956 Bruce Cork’s team discovers the 
antineutron using the accelerator.
1956 Tsung-Dao Lee and Chen Ning Yang 
suggest using the Bevatron to test ‘parity 
violation’, the idea that some laws of nature 
are not symmetric. 
1960 Bogdan Maglich reports a unique 
particle called Y*(1385), which points to 
the existence of quarks.  
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