Key Dates on Construction of the World’s First Few Nuclear Power Plants

Quoting from the book,  Creating the New World (T. Rockwell) page 177:

“The first few years of the 1950s were frantically busy and very confusing for Rickover and his Naval Reactors people as one challenge after another piled up.  President Truman authorized the Nautilus on August 8, 1950, and one week later the Chief of Naval Operations asked us to explore the feasibility of developing a nuclear-powered aircraft carrier, a propulsion plant requiring twenty times the power output of the submarine.  That same month we broke ground for the full-sized submarine prototype plant at Idaho, but it was a full year later before we were finally able to sign contracts with Westinghouse for the power plant and Electric Boat Company for the ship and the prototype hull.  Two months after that (we’re now up to October 1951), we were asked to study design criteria for a high-speed submarine.”

At that time,  no one even knew how to produce the basic materials for a nuclear power plant—zirconium for the fuel rods and reactor structure, hafnium for control rods, uranium oxide for nuclear fuel, and the special steels for plant systems.  Nor had we begun development of the special instruments and components needed for a full-scale nuclear power plant.  Then….

“Before the [Nautilus] prototype plant had proved it could produce power, President Eisenhower had already authorized construction of the world’s first commercial atomic power station.   Eisenhower wanted this to be a fully commercial program, and he wanted it to have no military flavor whatsoever.  But it was clear that no one else was in a position to undertake this task; so on July 9 [1953], with the strong support of [AEC] Commissioner Murray, the newly-promoted Admiral Rickover was assigned the job of converting nuclear power to an unclassified, civilian, commercial status.”

On December 18, 1957, the Shippingport Atomic Power Station started delivering electricity into the commercial grid of the Duquesne Power & Light Company, and by year’s end, four and a half years after the initial go-ahead,  full power commercial operation was underway.  During the year 1961, 18 new naval nuclear power plants were brought to full power and put into service.

Before 1955, submarines could travel submerged only up to 15 miles per hour max, for about one hour, before having to recharge their batteries on the surface.  Five years later, the nuclear powered submarine, Triton, sailed around the world continuously submerged.  NR now has reactor cores that last the life of the ship, steaming over a million miles without refueling. The “waste” volume is so small it remains in the fuel rods.
Naval Reactor Plants Fully Operational

1-1953  Nautilus land prototype Full Power

1-1954  Nautilus commissioned

1-1955  Seawolf prototype

3-1957  Seawolf, Skate, Shippingport (civilian)

3-1958  Swordfish, Sargo, SubAdvancedReactor prototype

8-1959  Skipjack, Triton (2 reactors), Seadragon, Carrier Prototype (2 reactors), Tullibee Prototype, GeoWashington

6-1960  Halibut, Scorpion, PatHenry, RobtELee, Tullibee, Seawolf PWR

18-1961  Shark, Snook, TRoosevelt, ALincoln, Scamp, Sculpin, Thresher, EAllen, Enterprise (8), Long Beach (2) 

41 nuclear power plants in 8 years, many different reactor types.  

During this period we also set up six nuclear shipyards and three naval nuclear design and construction facilities, several training facilities, and worked out with the AEC and its Advisory Committee on Reactor Safeguards, criteria and procedures for evaluating and certifying the safety of nuclear power plants to operate in populous ports world-wide.

During the following couple of decades, the US civilian nuclear power program substantially finished about 200 commercial plants, many of which were curtailed or converted after the Three Mile Island incident.

Compare this with today’s civilian program, when Americans still speculate on the possibility of taking up to ten or more years to put into operation each of a few plants based on this technology of nearly half a century ago. 

