

  ALFRED NOBEL




  A Life from Beginning to End






    




BY HOURLY HISTORY








Copyright © 2020 by Hourly History.






    All rights reserved.




Introduction


Alfred Nobel is of Swedish descent, yet the surname of Nobel is a bit of a rarity in Scandinavia. By any other measure, just a glance at the name and one might figure Alfred was from Germany rather than Sweden. But Alfred Nobel did indeed begin his life in Swedish habitation; the Nobel family hailed from the village of Nöbbelöv in southern Sweden, which is where the name originated.


Nobel’s father, Immanuel, was an ambitious engineer who came from a long line of inventors and scientists, the most notable of which was a man by the name of Olof Rudbeck. Rudbeck, born in 1630, was said to be a brilliant student and eventually went on to become the rector of Uppsala University in Sweden. Here he delved into studies of medical science, which led to his ground-breaking work in helping to identify the lymphatic system of the body among other things.


Rudbeck’s grandson, Olof Nobelius, was the father of Immanuel Nobel the Elder, and it was Immanuel the Elder who first changed the family name to its now-famous, shortened form of Nobel. Immanuel Nobel went on to be a prestigious physician as he settled down, had a family, and named his son after himself. That son—Immanuel the Younger—was Alfred Nobel’s father.


Alfred’s father was the one in the family who first delved into work on munitions and incendiary devices. Big industry was avidly seeking a more efficient means to cut through large stone structures so that bridges, tunnels, and other important pieces of infrastructure could be built. It was his father’s background in engineering combined with a love of chemistry and the explosive secrets of nitroglycerin that would eventually lead Alfred Nobel on his path to destiny.




Chapter One


Early Life in Sweden and Russia


“I am a misanthrope and yet utterly benevolent, have more than one screw loose yet am a super-idealist who digests philosophy more efficiently than food.”


—Alfred Nobel


Alfred Bernhard Nobel was born on October 21, 1833, in Stockholm, Sweden. Not a whole lot is known about his immediate childhood. For the most part, he was homeschooled, and his initial teaching was no doubt in the hands of his mother, Karolina Andriette, along with whatever private education could be provided.


When Alfred was around four years of age, his father, who had been struggling to keep his fledgling enterprises afloat in Sweden, opted to head on over to Finland to seek employment as an engineer. From here, Immanuel then traveled to St. Petersburg, Russia, where he hoped that his work as an engineer would be in much higher demand than it was in the more competitive auspices of Scandinavia.


It seems that Mr. Nobel arrived just in time. Russia had fended off a massive French invasion from Napoleon a couple of decades prior, in which French artillery and superior armaments had almost brought the Russian Empire to its knees. Tsar Nicholas I was determined that Russia would not make that same mistake twice and was eager to modernize Russian industry as rapidly as possible.


To Immanuel Nobel’s delight, he suddenly had not only steady work but also steady and reliable income. With his financial situation much improved, in 1842, he finally invited his wife and children to join him. Alfred was nine years old at the time, and it was in Russia that the young boy was first exposed to the power of chemistry.


Although Alfred was not sent to any public schools in Russia, his father made sure that he had his own private instructors. One was a Swedish tutor by the name of Lars Santesson, and under the guidance of Lars, Alfred studied his native Swedish language and history as well as literature and philosophy. It was a Russian instructor, however, that would prove more influential. Ivan Peterov was recruited to teach young Alfred and his brothers mathematics, physics, and chemistry. It was from Ivan that the precocious Alfred would first learn about the chemical reactions upon which much of his career would be based.


After learning the fundamentals under Ivan, Alfred then went on to study chemistry more in-depth under a Russian chemist by the name of Yuri Trapp. Perhaps most important, however, was the instruction that Alfred received under another professor, Nikolai Zinin, who worked at the Technical Institute of St. Petersburg. It was Zinin in particular who introduced both Alfred and his father to nitroglycerin. Nitroglycerin—a chemical compound put together by mixing glycerol with nitric and sulfuric acids—had just recently come in vogue among chemists of that day and age.


It was under the auspices of top-notch instructors like these that Alfred Nobel passed the 1840s. His father meanwhile had begun work on many important projects for the Russian military. He worked to perfect torpedoes for Russian ships as well as explosive sea mines—both of which would play a role in the coming Crimean War that would break out between Russia and the other great powers in 1853.


It is somewhat ironic that Albert’s father would play such a key role in a war that would be fought in part between Russia and France, considering the fact that his son Alfred would receive some of his most important training from the French. In 1850, just three years before the outbreak of the Crimean War, Alfred Nobel left home to travel to Paris. It was in Paris that Alfred would meet the man behind the invention of nitroglycerin, Ascanio Sobrero.

