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Interesting Chemists
Alfred Nobel (1833-1896) - Alfred was the fourth child of Immanuel Nobel and 
Karolina Ahlsell-Nobel, born in Stockholm, Sweden. His father had been a 
successful architect and construction engineer who became bankrupt following 
the loss of barges carrying his materials. In order to try to regain his business, 
Immanuel moved to St Petersburg in 1837 and worked for the Russian military. 
This gave Immanuel enough money to bring his family to Russia where Alfred 
received private tuition, in science and languages. 
Alfred’s father encouraged him in Chemical Engineering and so Alfred spent time 
in Sweden, Germany, France and the USA. During this period he met Ascanio
Sobrero, an Italian chemist who had synthesised nitroglycerine (a liquid) but 
found it too dangerous to use because of its unpredictable explosive nature. 
On Alfred’s return home, Alfred and his father, experimented with nitroglycerine
to try to make it more stable. By 1861, the Nobel family had returned to Sweden 
to continue as engineers and gunpowder manufacturers.  
The demand for nitroglycerine grew due to its use in construction but the safety 
concerns were a major concern for Alfred when taking over the family business. 
His research led him to discover that when he mixed nitroglycerine and kiesleguhr
(a type of fine sand), he could make a stable paste that he named dynamite. This 
was one of 355 patents that he held during his lifetime. 
The success of dynamite, along with a detonator, allowed Alfred to become very 
wealthy.  Alfred continued to carry out research on explosives. Meanwhile he was 
suffering from a number of ailments including angina, appetite loss, depression, 
heart trouble, migraine and scurvy. He died aged 63 in 1896. More recently the 
toxicological nature of nitroglycerine has been studied and matched to some of 
his symptoms.
After his death, Alfred’s Will revealed that he had made a bequest to establish 
five prizes: Physics, Chemistry, Physiology or Medicine, Literature, and Peace. The 
first prizes were awarded in 1901. The Will required that the prizes be awarded to 
whoever “during the preceding year, have conferred the greatest benefit to 
humankind.” These prizes are awarded by The Royal Swedish Academy of 
Sciences for the Nobel Prize in Physics and Chemistry, Karolinska Institute for the 
Nobel Prize in Physiology or Medicine, the Swedish Academy for the Nobel Prize 
in Literature, and a Committee of five persons elected by the Norwegian 
Parliament for the Nobel Peace Prize – Norway was part of Sweden until 
becoming independent in 1905. 

Read more about Alfred Nobel at:
https: www.nobelprize.org
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/history/historic_figures/nobel_alfred.shtml
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Element of the Month

Neon (Ne) While neon, atomic number 10, is the rarest naturally occurring 
element on Earth, it is the fifth most abundant element in the universe. 
Discovered by William Ramsay and Morris Travers at University College 
London in 1898 it was named after the Greek word for “new”. Ramsay had 
previously been involved with the discovery of helium and argon and thought 
that another element must lie between the two on the Periodic Table. 

The element is extracted from air by fractional distillation. Neon is a 
colourless, odourless, non-combustible and monatomic gas. Although it is 
non-toxic, contact with the liquid causes burns and the gas is an asphyxiant. 
As neon is a rare gas on Earth, it is expensive to produce. The most common 
isotope is 20Ne and it is classified as a Noble gas. It is not known to form any 
compounds.

Travers described the light that neon displays as crimson when placed in an 
electric field, and the element is commonly used in low- and high-voltage 
lamps and signs with fluorescent lighting to produce the characteristic 
“writing”. Only the red/crimson signs actually contain neon. Neon can also be 
used in medicine as a diagnostic tracer gas for lung diffusion tests.  

Read more about Neon here: 
https://www.rsc.org/periodic-table/element/10/neon
byjus.com/chemistry/neon/
https://www.periodic-table.org/neon-periodic-table/
https://www.chemicool.com/elements/neon.html
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Chemical Puzzle Corner:
In keeping with the theme of gases:

(A) below are anagrams of 10 gases for you to solve …one of them is a mixture of gases …..

(1) RAI / (2) MEATS / (3) EGONYX / (4) ANTUBE / (5) MUHILE / (6) MANAMIO / (7) MENHEAT / 
(8) GRONDHEY / (9) GROINENT / (10) LORNICHE

(B) Name a gas which

(11) turns moist litmus blue?
(12) relights a glowing splint?
(13) reacts with limewater to give a white precipitate?
(14) burns with a blue flame to form CO2 only?
(15) bleaches moist litmus paper?
(16) decolourises bromine water?
(17) burns with a “pop”?
(18) dissolves in water to form an acidic solution?
(19) burns with a blue flame to form CO2 and H2O only?
(20) Extinguished a burning splint and does not react with limewater?

The image 
above 

represents that 
only the 

red/crimson 
signs actually 
contain neon.
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Answers
(A) Anagrams of gases
(1) air
(2) steam 
(3) oxygen 
(4) butane 
(5) helium 
(6) ammonia 
(7) methane 
(8) hydrogen 
(9) nitrogen 
(10) chlorine
(B) Name a gas which
(11)ammonia 
(12) oxygen 
(13) carbon dioxide 
(14) carbon monoxide 
(15) chlorine
(16) ethene/propene/butene
(17) hydrogen
(18) chlorine/carbon dioxide/nitrogen dioxide/

sulfurdioxide/sulfurtrioxide
(19) methane/ethane/propane/butane
(20)nitrogen
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