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Patrick Blackett . • • 
an appreciation by Sir Edward Bullard 

PATRICK BLACKETT, who died on July 
13, was I suppose, the most versatile 
and the best loved physicist of his 
generation. His achievement was also 
without rival. Few of his friends had 
seen much of him during the past two 
years, but the sense of loss is, for me 
at any rate, unique. When J . J . Thom
son and Rutherford died, it was sad 
and it was the end of an era, but their 
work was done and they had not, in 
the same degree, the wide ranging 
interest or the personal concern or 
kindness that were so characteristic 
of Blackett and which lasted unabated 
into old age. 

Blackett was born in November 1897, 
the son of a stockbroker. At an early 
age he went to the Royal Naval College 
at Osborne and then to Dartmouth and 
to sea at the beginning of the 1914-18 
war. 

After the war he was sent to Cam
bridge by the Navy and soon decided 
that he did not want to return to the 
service. He once told me how, after 
this difficult decision, he felt as if a 
great weight had been lifted. He had 
all his life, a great affection for the 
Navy and a liking for an active life, 
but he felt he needed a wider field and 
one where the conventions as to what 
it was suitable to say and do were 
less restrictive. 

I do not know exactly how he trans
formed himself from a naval officer 
to a research worker in the Cavendish, 
there is no mention in Who's Who 
of his ~aking a BA. He never attempted 
to take a PhD and when teased about 
accepting a peerage, replied that at 
any rate he had remained Mr Blackett 
until after he retired (this was not 
strictly true as he had a large number 
of honorary doctorates). He soon ob
tained striking results in the Cavendish 
planning of the pos·twar development 
of an automatic cloud chamber. C. T. R. 
Wilson, who first devi,sed the cloud 
chamber before the war, was a slow
work;ing perfectionist; Blackett was 
willing to take tens of thousands of 
photographs of hundreds of thousands 
of tracks if the problem needed that 
many. In 1925 he succeeded in photo
graphing the emission of a proton from 
"N in a collision with an a particle. 
These famous photographs have 
adorned almost every text book of nu
de.ar physics for the past fifty years. 

The work with the cloud chamber 
led to the discovery of the positive 
electron in 1933 and to the study of 
cosmic rays by a counter-controlled 
chamber. This work brough.t out Black
ett's remarkable facility in instrument 

design. He could use physical theory 
to design a piece of equipment and 
then draw it, make it and get it to 
work. I have known nobody who pos
sessed this combination of talents in 
the degree that he did . It is a major 
theme in his scientific work and can 
be seen in the bomb-sight he designed 
at Farnborough and in the magneto
meter which he and his students used 
so effectively in the 1950s. 

He was not entirely at case in 
Cambridge or in the Cavendish. He 
felt that Rutherford gave a dispropor
tionate share of support and funds to 
Kapitza and, perhaps, that his own 
left wing politics did not fit well in 
the still feudal-Victorian environment 
of Camhridge. He left for Birkheck 
College in 1933, where he continued 
his work on cosmic rays, and then 
moved to Manchester in 1937. At this 
time he became involved in the con
troversies concerning the air defence 
of Great Britain and the relative im
portance of radar and other methods 
of detection. As a member of Tizard's 
Air Defence Committee he played an 
important part in ensuring that the 
essential stations were working when 
they were needed in 1940. 

Soon after the outbreak of war he 
was at Farnborough ; from there he 
moved to Coastal Command. There, 
and later at the Admiralty, he and 
E. J. Williams essentially invented 
operational research . He thought of 
it as the study of what actually hapoens 
as opposed to what is supposed or 
desired to happen. It was work that 
suited him; it involved not only in
telligence and ingenuity but firmness. 
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persuasiveness and a commanding per
sonality. The effect on the U-boat war 
was of great importance. 

In the course of his work at the 
Admiralty he became convinced of the 
ineffectiveness of the area bombing of 
cities. After the war this argument be
came connected with questions of 
nuclear strategy. He, perhaps unwisely, 
said that the idea of winning a war by 
the wholesale destruction of cities and 
the slaughter of civilians was an Anglo
American innovation and was not 
shared by the Germans or the Rus
sians. This argument culminated in his 
arrest by a sheriff in some city in the 
Southern United States where his plane 
had made a refuelling stop on the way 
from Mexico to Canada (the sheriff was 
very civil and took him to his own 
house and not to jail). 

In the last four months of the war 
Blackett became deeply involved in the 
planning of the postwar development 
of science, the rapidity of the subse
quent development is in large measure 
due to him. He returned to Manchester 
in 1945 and started on a oompletely new 
line of work. He investigated a possible 
rela,tion between rotation and mag
netisation and, when this failed as a 
theory of the Earth's magnetic field, 
turned to the study of rock magnetism. 
The part that this work played in the 
modern developments of geological 
theory cannot be described here. 

In the Attlee administration he was 
regarded as too far to the left to be an 
acceptable advisor or member of the 
government. In Mr Wilson's first 
administration he played a large part in 
the setting up and conduct of the 
Ministry of Technology. He was a 
member of many official and unofficial 
committees, his work as Chairman of 
the Council of the Department of Scien
tific and Industrial Research (DSIR) in 
1955-60 was of paPticular importance 
for the support of science in the uni
versities. 

The Ja~t time I saw Blackett I 
remarked that his portrait at the Royal 
Society made him look very serious. He 
replied: "But I am a very serious man". 
He was; he minded about the things he 
considered important, he thought 
deeply about them and held his views 
firmly. This could have made him tire
some and a bore, but it didn't: he was 
wonderfully intelligent, charming, fun 
to be with, dignified and handsome. 
There was no one like him. He had 
every kind of honour; the Presidency of 
the Royal Society, a Nobel Prize, a 
peerage, all the medals and honorary 
doctorates a man could ask for, mem
bership of the American, French and 
Russian Academies and many more. To 
add to all this he was married to one 
of the most delightful women in the 
world who did much to prevent him 
from becoming too serious. 
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