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Cold War
Atomic Toys By Kelly Bell

 W hen t  he “Atomic Energy 
Lab” came out in 1960, it 
was the latest in a line of 

Cold War-era nuclear-themed toys 
that had a hard science orientation. 
Produced and marketed by the 
American Basic Science Club, the 
boxed kit featured a spinthariscope 
(used for observing the breakdown 
of atomic particles), a cloud 
chamber and an electroscope. 
It also contained the radioactive 
substances uranium and radium. 

The still-dreaded phrase “Some 
Assembly Required” was also 
prominently displayed. Intended as an 
educational toy akin to chemistry sets, 
components of the Atomic Energy Lab 
had to be meticulously put together. 

The spinthariscope was con-
structed by hooking up an optical 
lens to an Alpha particle source (two 
protons plus two neutrons) consisting 
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of the end of a pin. That pin-end had 
been daubed with radium and embed-
ded in a cork coated with zinc oxide. 
By looking through the lens with the 
lights out, a budding atomic scientist 
could see miniscule fl ashes caused by 
alpha particles emitted by the radium.

The cloud chamber was assembled 
from a clear plastic container, the 
bottom of which held a disc of black 
paper. The radium-daubed pin was 
inserted into the cloud chamber 
through a small hole in its top, and a 
few drops of rubbing alcohol were then 
dripped in to produce a vapor. All that 
was illuminated by a tiny light bulb 
with a condensing lens fastened to 
the inside of a small metal box. Alpha 
and Beta (electron) particles would 
streak through the alcohol vapor, 
leaving ionized trails visible to the eye. 

The kit also contained an 
electroscope made of aluminum 

leaves that were viewed through the 
same lens used in the spinthariscope. 
When the leaves contained a like 
charge, positive or negative, they 
repelled each other and separated. 

The Atomic Energy Lab produced 
results that weren’t up to the level 
of the Manhattan Project, but were 
still fascinating to the “techno geek” 
children of that time. Nor was it 
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Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
to assist in creating the U-238 Atomic 
Energy Lab. He and his MIT advisors 
aimed to make nuclear energy 
less mysterious and frightening to 
American children, while also further-
ing their understanding of chemistry, 
physics and nuclear science. They were 
concerned too many would otherwise 
only associate fi ssion with the atomic 
bomb, and therefore shy away from 

its potential in peaceful fi elds.
The resultant U-38 Atomic 

Energy Lab was sold in 1950-51 for 
the steep price of $49.50 ($465.77 
in 2013 dollars). It featured the 
following components:

• U-239 Geiger radiation counter
• Electroscope to measure 

the radioactivity of 
various substances

• Spinthariscope to watch live 
radioactive disintegration.

• Wilson Cloud Chamber 
to see paths of electrons 
and alpha particles

• Three low-level radioactive 
sources (Alpha, Beta, Gamma)

• Four samples of 
uranium-bearing ore

• Nuclear spheres used to 
build models of molecules

the fi rst such kit to be marketed to 
young Americans. Earlier, in 1951 the 
A. C. Gilbert U-238 Atomic Energy 
Lab had come on the market.

Alfred Carlton Gilbert had founded 
a toy company with a serious edge 
back in 1909. Among the various 
products he marketed, included 
among them was the classic Erector 
Set, model trains and chemistry sets. 

In 1941 he opened a “Hall of 
Science” in New York City to promote 
technological advances. He hoped 
to use inventive toys to transform 
America’s youngsters into a genera-
tion of engineers and scientists who 
would then lead the world into a new 
golden age of high-tech wizardry. 

After World War II, with atomic 
energy a hot topic in popular culture, 
Gilbert approached the faculty of the 

Atomic energy and everything atomic was a frequent topic in the everyday life of many Americans. Gilbert U-238 Atomic Energy Lab 
(1950-1951) for kids was one of the most elaborate educational sets ever produced. It even included four types of uranium ore.
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• The booklet Prospecting 
for Uranium

• The Gilbert Atomic 
Energy Manual

• The comic book Learn How 
Dagwood Splits the Atom

• Three size C batteries

  Those components were packed 
in a 25x16.5x5” hinged case with a 
convenient carrying handle. The 
sets included disclaimers that aimed 
to further fascinate their users. For 
instance, the youngsters were told 

they shouldn’t take too long to use 
their kits, because the radioactive 
elements would deteriorate over “a 
period ranging from one to 50 years.” 

There was also an accompanying 
coupon, so users could mail order 
additional Alpha, Beta and Gamma 
cloud chamber sources from the 
Gilbert Company’s headquarters 
in New Haven, Connecticut. 
Customers were reminded about the 
importance of that resupply option 
by a written recommendation to 
“Keep this sheet in a safe place.”

That was the most elaborate home 
atomic energy kit ever produced, but 
its high price and relative complexity 
led to a short marketing lifespan for 
it. Only sold for two years, demand 
fell off quickly after a brisk start, 
which had been especially strong 
during the 1951 Christmas season. 
Gilbert’s hopes for his kit serving as 
a catalyst for a generation of atomic 
scientists went unfulfi lled. 

As early as 1947 the Porter 
Chemical Company had introduced 
an “Atomic Energy Kit” under its 
“Chemcraft” trademark. It featured 
a radioactive screen along with a 
spinthariscope and two glass vials, 
one containing uranium ore and 
the other a “uranium chemical.” 
Its “radioactive screen” was just a 
sheet of thick paper smeared with 
radium. The spinthariscope also held 
radium, which the kit’s instruction 
booklet touted as “one of the most 
valuable substances in the world.” 

There were only a few experiments 
listed in the booklet, consisting of plac-
ing the uranium samples or radioactive 
screen against photographic fi lm. It 
was supposed to produce “fascinat-
ing” effects on graphic images.

The Library of Science Radiation 
Detection Kit came out in 1958. It 
featured a fully operational Geiger 
Counter and a 47-page manual 
that took users through 48 experi-
ments on how to—among other 
things—detect ionization, cosmic rays, 
radioactive ores, x-rays, scintillation, 
radio-autography, electroscopy, 
Alpha and Beta particles, Gamma 
rays and radioactive sources. 

The ultimate irony perhaps comes 
from the fact the kits are much more 
in demand in the early 21st century 
than they were 60 years ago. Surviving 
Gilbert U-238 Atomic Energy Labs are 
in high demand by collectors, provid-
ing they’re well preserved and com-
plete. For example, one such specimen 
recently sold on E-Bay for $7,944. t
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