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202 John G. Fuller

remained: Was there fuel melting or not” With direct observa-
ticn impossible, the problem would boil down 1o instruments,
tacuon, and a prayver I he only prt for future H|~p«\llull Wwas
Jrain the thousands of gallons of the thick. opaguc sodium out
of ** ~ reactor, and then, with infimte care, to try to probe the
bowels of the core 1o see what had happened. This was, of course,
impuossible at the moment
McCarthy didn't need to be reminded of the words of J. R,

Dietrich in the nuclear engineer’s Bible

In all but the smallest and most compact fast reactors, the
welomeration of even a fraction of the wotal fuel into a compact

mass will usually result in a highly super-cnt al assembliy

Some kind of fue! melting was \n\l)ull'(i by Mike Wilber,
and if his theory was correct, the melting could be in more than
one fuel subassembly, The question here was: How much fuel
had melted. what was the condition of the core, and what were
the chances of 2 secondary accident?

Again, Dietrich had given a very clear and terrifying picture

of this

In a fast reactor, the dynamic portion ol a reactor acc ident cannot
be considered to end with the general melting or thermal failure of
fuel elements. On the contrary, it is conceivable that the erious

portion of the accident may only begin at that point

It didn't take long to deduce that there was definitely fuel
melting. and that it wasn't confined to a single subassembly. 1f
there was melting in several subassemblies, it would create a

situation that would require extreme caution.

Almost immediately after he arrived at the plant, McCarthy

called a meeting. Every available key man of the Fermi team was
there—Olson, Wilber, Jens, Amorosi, Johnson, and others—some
of whom had nursed the plant from its infancy, for over a decade.

Alexanderson was to arrive later
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I he prome gquestions seres Is the reactor secure? Waould it
stay secure” What could be done 1o explore the accident that
wouddn 't trigeer o secondary accident more ternble than the
first” The urgent, buraing prionty was to make sure that no
hazardous condition existed in the core, The potential hazard
was of course enormous, and the lack of experience i handling
fast breeder accidents made the sitwation fraught with danger.
Further, no provision had been made in the design for investigat-
g and recovenng damaged fuel elements.

1o say that the Fermi team was sitting on top of a posder
keg would be a major understatement, The threat of a secondary
acordent was, as MoCarthy was o say later, “a ternfving
thought

Hirnvvever winifsine the situanon, it was starine the Fermi
crew in the face. The kevnote was wncortang. There were tew road
maps toogo by No one at the hasaly called meeting knew exactly
what huud happened within the reactor core. No ane knew what
woudd happen it they tried to look inside it or how o ook
mside 1t The most probable cause of fuel melting was the
bluching of the sedivum conlant.

MoCarthy took command by savie: “We ol oo at thie veny,
coryy s ™ Betore any kind of exploration of the conditon of the
reactor, a procedure would have to be sritten. It would have to
be checked and double checked before any attempt 1o put it into
acnon would be permitted. Aeain, there could be oo margin for
Crrog

Onatsicle of the tense atmosphere in the Ferm plant conter-
enve toum. there was no outward sign of trouble at Lagoona
Beach. Speculation about a peacetime nuclear accident had been
kept in such a low profile by the AEC that hardly anvone would
be hikely to think about 10 A coal mine dicaster, a chlorine
explosion, an ammunition ship blowing upall were wagic sorts
of thines that could th'n*n But none of them theeatened to

contaminate a whole state o o Kill i sueh [nm-nlmllx Massive




