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“The finest thing of its kind”:  H.D. Hubbard, W.F. Meggers, and the Periodic 
chart of the atoms 
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In 1947, a customer wrote to the Welch Manufacturing Company of Chicago, Illinois, 
regarding his latest purchase: “I think your chart is the finest thing of its kind I have ever 
seen.” The chart in question was the most recent edition of the Periodic Chart of the Atoms. 
The Chart was first sold in 1924 and was a best seller for Welch, and later Sargent Welch, 
for over a hundred years. It was so iconic that it formed the cover of Welch catalogs in the 
1960s and so ubiquitous that it can be found hanging on the wall in the background of 
photos of chemists and classrooms alike. The Chart was designed by Henry D. Hubbard 
(1870-1943), Secretary of the National Bureau of Standards (NBS). After his retirement, 
William F. Meggers (1888-1966), a spectroscopist at the NBS, took over responsibility for 
the Chart. This paper will examine the roles played by Hubbard in the creation of the Chart 
and by Meggers in its updating. It will also examine the popularity of the Chart and its 
influence on chemical education from 1924 to the present. 
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Chemical attractions at the 1933–1934 Chicago World’s Fair  
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When the Chicago World’s Fair called A Century of Progress Exposition opened in May 
1933, the huge central feature in the Great Hall of Science was a cylindrical periodic table 
of the 92 known elements—“the building blocks of the entire earth.” A central theme of the 
exposition was that in chemistry all sciences find their common meeting ground; another 
was the contribution of science to human progress. According to Irving Muskat, chief 
science planner, the exhibits in the Great Hall were dynamic models intended to show 
principles and processes rather than products and equipment. Individual “units” depicted 
chemical changes, catalysis, colloids, oil refining, rubber formation, the “story of air”, dyes 
from coal tar, the electrochemistry of chromium plating, and food and nutrition. The latter 
topic included a lecture by a ten-foot robot. Drug and manufacturing companies also had a 
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piece of the action. What became of the large periodic table? After getting a redesign, it 
was moved to the Museum of Science and Industry where it stood for many years. Despite 
an expression of interest by the Library of Congress to obtain the structure, the table was 
simply disposed of in 1980, according to MSI records. 


