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Since scientists split the first atom, its potential for both good 
and bad was clear. Chart its dangerous course below

August 1945
Nuclear bombs dropped 
on Hiroshima and 
Nagasaki in Japan

December 1942
First nuclear chain reaction 
achieved in Chicago

November 1952
First thermonuclear 
bomb detonated 
by USA

June 1954
First nuclear power 
station opened 
(USSR)

July 1945
First nuclear bomb test 
in New Mexico

August 1949
The USSR detonates 
its first nuclear bomb

January 1954
First nuclear submarine 
launched (USS Nautilus)

Splitting the atom
In the first half of the twentieth century, the energy potential 
locked away in the atom was increasingly seen as a method 
of producing a limitless and transformational form of energy. 
By the 1930s, scientists had been able to split atoms (nuclear 
fission) to release vast quantities of energy — by the early 
1940s, the first chain reaction had been achieved.

With the Second World War already underway, the 
idea that atomic energy would end up providing power for 
everything quickly transformed into efforts to weaponise 
this new technology. In July 1945, a test in New Mexico 
demonstrated the fearsome destructive capacity of the 
nuclear bomb and just a few weeks later, the destruction 
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in Japan helped to hasten the 
end of the Second World War.

The Atomic Age
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Atomic arms race
Since the Second World War the Atomic Age has had two 
distinct facets. On the military side, the use of nuclear 
weapons by the USA drove an immediate arms race by rivals 
and allies alike to acquire the same technology. Through 
its own scientific endeavours, aided by espionage, the 
USSR detonated its first nuclear device in 1949 and was 
followed by the UK (1952) France (1960) and China (1964). 
Not content with devices based on a similar design to the 
ones used against Japan, scientists eventually developed far 
more destructive thermonuclear bombs, the largest of which 
had a yield more than 2,000 times more powerful than the 
bomb that destroyed Nagasaki.

In 1970 the Treaty on the Non-Proliferation of Nuclear 
Weapons came into force with the intention of stopping 
more countries acquiring these weapons. Despite this, India, 
Pakistan, Israel and North Korea all now possess nuclear 
weapons. Beyond weaponry, nuclear-powered submarines 
have been built by several nations, providing greater stealth 
and far longer range. Nuclear propulsion has also been used 
in some surface vessels, though to a far lesser extent.

A source of power
The other principal aspect of the Atomic Age 
is civilian nuclear power. The first power plant 
opened in Russia in 1954 and for a period of time, 
nuclear power was seen as a way of supplying 
cheap energy for a large proportion of the world. 
Only gradually have the potential downsides 
become apparent, with highly radioactive material 
needing to be disposed of safely after use. The 
obvious health risks associated with accidents at 
nuclear plants were brought to the attention of 
the public firstly at Three Mile Island and then at 
Chernobyl in 1986. An explosion at Fukushima 
in Japan in 2011 following the tsunami has led 
to some nations abandoning nuclear power and 
it remains deeply controversial as a method of 
generating power. While the promise of cheap 
abundant energy remains largely unfulfilled, 
nuclear energy remains a vital tool in the attempt 
to reduce carbon emissions from the burning of 
fossil fuels. 

March 1979
Three Mile Island 
incident in Pennsylvania

October 1963
Treaty banning above-
ground nuclear testing

October 1961
Largest thermonuclear 
bomb ever recorded 
detonated by USSR

October 
1964
China detonates its 
first nuclear bomb

April 1986
Chernobyl disaster
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