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	Discovery of the Atom


	Ernest Rutherford

Ernest Rutherford was a New Zealand born scientist.

His career began with a scholarship to Cambridge University, which would lead him to make one of the most important scientific discoveries of the 20th century.

Prof Robert Marshall, University of Manchester – “Rutherford was very, very special. You can recognise this in certain scientists, that they are different from the rest. And he was one of them.”

During his career, Rutherford quickly became an established scientist, winning the Nobel prize for chemistry for his work on the disintegration of elements and radioactivity. 

But Rutherford’s best known for revealing the structure of the atom.

Atoms had already been discovered in the 1850s, however their structure remained subject to speculation. 

But in 1908, while working at Manchester University, Rutherford conducted the famous gold leaf experiment, by firing radiation through a thin gold foil, recording the intensity of the scattered radiation. 
Most of the radiation passed through the foil. 
This revealed that the gold atoms were mostly empty space. 
But a small fraction of the radiation was reflected back towards the source.  

Rutherford determined that the structure of the atom must therefore comprise a very small densely packed nucleus, the source of the reflection, surrounded by a cloud of orbiting electrons – a theory that remains valid to this day.

His discovery changed the face of science, giving rise to a new scientific discipline – nuclear physics, which went on to cause great destruction as well as provide great possibilities for the future.

Rutherford continued working to the end of his life, and died in Cambridge in 1937. 

His discoveries surrounding the atom made him one of our most important scientists to date, being described by Albert Einstein as ‘a second Newton’.
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