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For The Core 5





There is no present or future—only the past, happening over and over.

—Eugene O’Neill

When everyone is dead the Great Game is finished. Not before.

—Rudyard Kipling







PROLOGUE [image: ]

DECEMBER 1918

EMANUEL NOBEL CLOSED the door to his suite of rooms at the Grand Hotel and walked outside to the cold air of early winter as he weighed the most important decision of his life.

He strolled the cobblestone streets of Kislovodsk, a resort town in southern Russia where for seven months he’d taken refuge from the slaughter of civil war that had engulfed his country. Armies opposed to the Communist takeover buffered the quiet town from the frenetic and fast-shifting battle lines.

In the street he passed others who, like him, had left their homes but stopped short of abandoning Russia entirely. By his estimation the town now contained the aristocracy of “half of Petrograd” (today Saint Petersburg), assorted government ministers, and several relatives of the murdered Tsar Nicholas II. Only a few months earlier Communist guards had dragged Nicholas, his wife Alexandra, and their five young children to the basement of the house where they’d been imprisoned and shot the huddled family point-blank. Then, fueled by a mix of vengeance, hate, and alcohol, the guards stood over the bodies and repeatedly stabbed them with the bayonets of rifles. They threw the corpses into a hastily dug pit, poured acid over top, and buried the remains.

In the wake of this terror, Emanuel received word that Joseph Stalin’s secret police had arrested Emanuel’s two younger half brothers and were holding them in a dank cell in the Peter and Paul Fortress in Petrograd, only a stone’s throw from the headquarters of Nobel’s family business. Stalin had emerged as one of the most powerful and ruthless leaders of the revolutionary communist government. Now the party leaders of the new regime—the Moscow Soviet—had summoned Emanuel to the capital, wanting to press him into their service in order to stabilize the war-torn Russian economy.

His advisors urged him to refuse the Soviet and remain in the region of Russia not under communist control until he could safely escape the country altogether. These loyal colleagues had prepared forged travel documents, designed a costume of a peasant to fit him, and coordinated an escape route to reach the Finnish border traveling by covered wagon. They begged Emanuel to flee Russia immediately, afraid that it might already be too late. The Communists were consolidating their control beyond the capital, and Stalin’s armies were closing in fast.

It was now December 1918 and winter was here. As Emanuel passed through the town market, the blue-eyed and gray-bearded bachelor politely greeted the proprietor of one of the shops. He selected his provisions and approached to pay. The resort-town community had long since run out of roubles, yet it was not practical for this set of unlikely refugees to pay for bread with diamonds the size of teeth. So, shortly after Nobel had arrived, he devised a new currency in cooperation with the local bank, which printed new notes. He established a system to guarantee the currency using the residents’ deposits of jewels, stocks, and other hard assets.

Emanuel opened his billfold and smiled as he removed a few of the notes. The proprietor had often remarked on Emanuel’s broad and friendly face, his self-possession. Nobel exchanged notes for the purchase and left with his goods. The proprietor, as did all the royals and aristocracy encamped in the town, appreciatively called these bills “Nobel Notes.”

Emanuel returned to his suite at the Grand Hotel, where his colleagues awaited him. If he could survive the Soviet’s attempt to seize his businesses, he would remain one of the wealthiest men in the world.

His executives stood before him in the comfortable suite while he removed his heavy coat. Then Emanuel Nobel quietly informed them of his decision as to whether he would remain in Russia and face down Stalin or if it was time to run.
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CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Prison or Russia

DECEMBER 1837

Eighty-one years earlier…

IMMANUEL NOBEL WAS desperate. He sat close to his wife in his family’s small rented home in the port city of Stockholm, Sweden, to discuss the dire news. The cramped room was heated by a fire, the doors closed against the harsh winter winds that whipped across the Baltic Sea.

The brash and energetic inventor was unusually solemn; even the playful clattering of the couple’s three young boys could not brighten his spirits. His dream had been to keep his boys close, to give them an education of earned wisdom by his side in his laboratory and workshop, an experience he believed to be more valuable than any classroom could offer. He and his wife, Andriette, had been loyal partners through many trials in pursuing this dream for the Nobel boys. But it was not to be. Not for now. His workshop was gone. The bankruptcy court had ruled against him, and an angry creditor had threatened to have him imprisoned.

Immanuel had reached the heartbreaking conclusion that he needed to get out of Sweden. To stay would mean debtors’ prison, where he could be of no help to his family. Yet to flee the Swedish authorities and strike out on foreign soil with three young children in tow seemed an impossible burden. Immanuel and Andriette decided that he should set out on his own, carrying little money but with his plans for many useful inventions that, with a fresh start in the greener pastures of the expanding Russian Empire, could bring him fortune. His absence would be brutal on those left behind. Of the children, perhaps their oldest, Robert, would be the hardest hit. At eight years old, Robert was the most prepared to learn by his father’s side and would feel Immanuel’s absence most keenly. But his parents believed that Immanuel’s absence would be brief and that he would soon be able to send for his family to join him.

Over the years, he had made several small fortunes in Stockholm from his innovations but had lost even more, always gambling that his next idea would be the truly big one. If not a genius, Immanuel certainly had a knack for ingenious designs to make a range of useful items. He had developed this talent despite having essentially no formal training. He had poor handwriting, atrocious spelling (he was possibly dyslexic), and had completed only a few years of school before he was sent to sea in 1815 at age fourteen to serve as a cabin boy in the Mediterranean service of the Swedish fleet for three years.

His time at sea was marked by several hardships, including the death of the ship’s captain and several of the crew, which ended any interest he might have had in a naval career. When he returned to Stockholm in 1818, he sought to make a living pursuing his natural talent for mechanical design and architecture. Immanuel was a mostly self-taught engineer and chemist, an Edison-type tinkerer rather than a product of the hallowed halls of the universities of Europe.

He had begun experimenting with explosives as early as 1832 but often faced setbacks. His most significant early achievement with gunpowder was to blow to bits his rented home and workshop in Sweden, which created a mountain of debt and growing concerns among his customers. Separately, he worked as an architect and engineer and successfully completed a floating bridge in Stockholm using his custom design for airtight flotation pontoons made of metal and wood. He tried but failed to earn a patent in Sweden for the design.

The stakes got higher for Immanuel as a growing family came to depend on his success. In 1827 he had married Andriette Ahlsell, whose father made a modest living as a shop clerk in town. The couple rented an apartment in the Stockholm suburbs and soon had three sons: Robert (b. 1829), Ludvig (b. 1831), and Alfred (b. 1833).

In these years of the early and mid-1830s, Immanuel started a rubber factory to make “elastic materials and bands” from the newly popular substance. (Charles Macintosh had founded the world’s first rubber factory in England in 1820.) Immanuel earned acclaim for his rubber products, including a request from Crown Prince Oscar, admiral of the Swedish fleet, to experiment with a waterproof overcoat for sailors, though nothing commercially viable came of the effort.

The industrious, self-taught inventor continued taking one step forward and two steps back until finally, on November 30, 1837, in response to a creditor’s complaint, the Office of the Governor of Stockholm issued the verdict that Immanuel had fourteen days to pay all his debts or face incarceration in debtors’ prison.

Once the decision was made that Immanuel would flee, his wife and children faced the grim consequences. Andriette had no funds, no job, minimal education. She had three dependent children, ages four, six, and eight. There was no time frame for her husband’s return, no certainty that he would be able to send money home, no guarantee that he would fare any better in Russia than he had in Sweden. It was a gamble for the fate of the family, but Immanuel believed it was the only path available to them. By December 15, 1837, Immanuel had evaded the authorities and left his family behind.

He traveled first to Finland, which had recently become a duchyI of the Russian Empire. In Finland he had several business contacts who he hoped might help him, and from there he could get to Saint Petersburg. Immanuel was confident that the growing economy of Russia would be more receptive to his inventions than his native Sweden.

As the harsh winter arrived in Stockholm, Andriette started working odd jobs for well-to-do families in town, then opened a small booth at a local market, selling milk and vegetables, all while doing her best to look after her three young boys. Ludvig, her middle son, would humbly write as an adult, “The small amount of moral and intellectual value I may happen to possess is the result of the setbacks and sufferings I saw our beloved mother exposed to in my earliest childhood.”



Immanuel spent a year in Finland, where he built a network of connections among industrialists and military officers who were impressed by his experiments with explosives. These connections opened doors for him with government officials in Saint Petersburg. Immanuel moved to the Russian capital, where praise of his work preceded him, and he received invitations to present his innovations to high-ranking ministers of the Tsar’s government and leading members of the aristocracy. Though the range of his inventive efforts still had the spread of a shotgun blast—including improvements for the loading and firing of rifles, adjustments to steam engine design, and the making of propellers for ships—Immanuel had made one particular breakthrough that brought him early renown and a reward from the Tsar’s military. Through a combination of experiments with explosives and his work to build watertight containers made of metal, wood, and rubber, Immanuel invented a rudimentary but very effective undersea mine.

Immanuel was adept at navigating his connections, and in the summer of 1840 he received a dinner invitation from the Swedish-born shipbuilder Johan Eberhard von Schantz,II an officer in the Russian Imperial Navy. Joining Schantz and Nobel at the fancy dinner were Alexander Menshikov (minister of the navy), General Karl Schilder (adjutant general to Tsar Nicholas I), and Moritz Hermann (civilian chairman of the Tsar’s Committee for Undersea Mines). The dinner conversation turned to undersea mines.

General Schilder discussed his recent bungled and discouraging experiments with gunpowder mines floating just beneath the surface of the water. Schilder described the scene with exasperation. Russian engineers had attempted to detonate the floating bomb by electric pulse through an underwater cable that connected the mine with a technician on land. He described a raft of problems, including frequent unintended detonations and the near-impossible task of dragging a cable through hundreds of yards of deep water from the placement of the mine to the technician without snapping or ruining the cable.

Immanuel boldly chimed in, pointing out the additional challenge that the technician would face in order to detonate the mine from such a great distance at the right time. Immanuel declared that remote detonation by cable was a clumsy and altogether failing approach. Schilder challenged whether Immanuel had a design that might work any better. Immanuel affirmed that he could deliver an undersea mine that would meet the requirements of the Tsar’s committee and recorded in a letter home that Schilder replied, “If the thing succeeded I could demand whatever I wished.”

Immanuel knew that a contact mine was the winning approach. Rather than using a cable, the mine should detonate upon impact with a vessel. Weeks after the dinner, on October 12, 1840, Immanuel demonstrated his mine to several of the Tsar’s generals and Grand Duke Mikhail Pavlovich, youngest brother of the Tsar. Nobel arranged for a wooden barge to float down the Neva River toward a mine he’d laid. He and a crowd of onlookers stood on the riverbank to observe. The expectations of the Grand Duke and the generals were quite low. For years they’d struggled to develop underwater mine technology that was effective yet stable enough to be more lethal to the enemy than to themselves. They’d suffered through disheartening displays of prototype mines in which explosions tended to come at the wrong time or not at all.

They shuffled their feet and murmured from the hilltop overlooking the river, waiting for Immanuel’s orchestration of events to unfold. There was perhaps a glimmer of optimism from General Schilder, who had supported the spirited Swedish inventor.

The old barge approached, pulled by a towline attached to a boat whose oarsmen slipped their vessel safely around the mine, then pulled the trailing barge toward the explosive device. Impact was only moments away. Nobel held his breath, as did Schilder, who felt that by this point his standing with the Tsar was also on the line. The barge made impact with the mine and set off a great explosion.

To the amazement of all, the demonstration was a monumental success. Even as shards of wood were still falling back to the earth, Schilder leapt toward Immanuel and grasped him in a bear hug, kissed him, then danced around the hilltop. The Grand Duke also felt the euphoria of the successful test. He congratulated Immanuel and decided on the spot to acquire the rights to Nobel’s mines.

The following day the mine committee delivered the official report to the Grand Duke that Nobel’s mine was “thoroughly satisfactory and completely in agreement with the intended goal,” and that detonation “simply through contact with a floating body” was “a discovery of major importance.”

The demonstration was a historic occasion, and Immanuel later memorialized the scene in an oil painting. But despite the Grand Duke’s enthusiasm on the day of the test, to Immanuel’s frustration, the resulting business negotiation was drawn out for two years. There was a preference in Russia to develop entrepreneurship domestically, and a faction of the Tsar’s mine committee felt that a Russian engineer might be able to duplicate Immanuel’s success. In general, during the reign of Tsar Nicholas I, there was a wariness about the encroachment of Western political and cultural values that carried over to doing business with Western companies. As further evidence of this ideological bent, the approach of foreign business from the East, from Asian countries with autocratic forms of government similar to the absolute monarchy of the tsars, was less strictly regulated. This aversion to the West would be an obstacle with which all three generations of Nobels would contend.III

But trying to rival the thriving economic systems of the West while also repelling its democratic and free-market systems were incongruous ambitions. Unsurprisingly, the Tsar’s generals could find no successful homegrown alternative to Immanuel’s mines, and upon a repeat of the demonstration in September 1842 during which his mine made an impressive blast in front of Crown Prince Alexander (the future Tsar Alexander II), the Russian inspector general awarded “the Foreigner Nobel” twenty-five thousand roubles (more than $4 million today) to supply the Russian navy with mines. By this time, Immanuel had been apart from his family for nearly five years. With this windfall in hand, he immediately sent for Andriette and the three boys to join him in Saint Petersburg.

The family’s gamble on Immanuel and Andriette’s sacrifice had paid off. With joy and optimism, the second generation of Nobels arrived on Russian soil to join their father, and the family soon welcomed a fourth son, Emil, in 1843.



The Nobels moved to a Russian Empire that was geographically massive. The tsars had been annexing enormous stretches of land for the empire for so long and with such success that the empire’s vastness became a defining characteristic. Though the elite nations of Western Europe still considered Russia a second-rate power, at its peak in the nineteenth century the Russian Empire had a landmass of 8,800,000 square miles—four times larger than the Roman Empire, and larger than the United States, China, and India combined (and almost thirty percent larger than present-day Russia).

The broad lateral expanse that encompasses so many varied cultures makes Russia a Eurasian land, acting as a sort of hinge between the East and West. The empire had the logistical headache of ruling over peoples of 104 nationalities speaking 146 different languages. With so many border touchpoints, Russia was (and remains) surrounded by several traditional and ancient adversaries. To the east is Japan. To the south, the Turks of the Ottoman Empire. To the north, the fierce border of the Arctic and the White Sea. To the west is Sweden, the military rival of Peter the Great, along with the rest of Europe, which has alternately been friend and foe.

Despite this encirclement of threats, throughout the centuries Russia’s greatest defense has been distance. Moving people and gear across Russia has historically been difficult. The river systems mainly travel north and south, not east and west. Only with the advent of railroads did moving people and goods across the breadth of Russia become more feasible.

At the time Immanuel established himself in Saint Petersburg, most Western Europeans considered Russia to be a semi-Asiatic, backward nation that was incapable of mounting a serious offensive threat. Lord Durham, the British ambassador in Saint Petersburg during the reign of Nicholas I, wrote, “Her power is solely of the defensive kind. Covered by the impregnable fortress with which nature has endowed her—her climate and her deserts—she is invincible, as Napoleon discovered to his cost.”

Durham’s assessment of Russia’s defensive orientation was the prevailing wisdom of Parliament, yet in the hundred and fifty years preceding the Nobels’ arrival, Russia had expanded its borders more than any country of Europe. And within Russia, the reign of Nicholas I brought a sense that the country’s military power was on the upswing and that its economy was set to boom. There was national pride in the empire, and it was a fertile environment for a bold entrepreneur like Nobel. Nicholas seemed interested in modernizing all aspects of Russia except for his divine right of absolute rule.

Immanuel and his family joined the small but close-knit community of Swedes in Saint Petersburg. This respected group of immigrant tradesmen and business owners buttressed Immanuel’s connections to ministers of the Russian government.

With a stable home in Saint Petersburg and some money he’d earned from his government contract for mines, the Nobels were able to provide their boys with a more formal education than they themselves had received. Immanuel employed private tutors for his sons, in part because Russian schools offered few options for foreign students, but also because he wanted his sons to have the additional learning opportunities he had had—to gain knowledge through direct experience rather than only to receive it in a classroom. Immanuel insisted that his boys spend much of their time alongside him in the Saint Petersburg factory that he had leased for the manufacture of munitions, carriage wheels, and boilers for steam engines.

Robert and Ludvig, the older sons, later offered opposing perspectives on this aspect of their childhood. Robert, who throughout his life was known to be an irascible and difficult partner in business, recalled his “perverse upbringing,” saying that his father’s unfocused approach to life and work revealed “the desire to be everything and at the same time nothing.” Ludvig, a natural leader and problem solver, recalled his childhood very differently, writing, “We never cease to be aware of the lack of knowledge that is inherent in us and we find a constant source of pleasure in studies… that experience of life and the world around us has enabled us to achieve.”

The three oldest boys—Robert, Ludvig, and Alfred—would each live long enough to make a significant mark on the world, and from an early age the three demonstrated very different dispositions and gifts that would become more pronounced with time. In 1848, Immanuel wrote a letter to his wife’s brother in Sweden that included an assessment of the talents of each of his three oldest boys, and these early judgments proved to be remarkably accurate. (Emil was only five years old at this time, ten years younger than Alfred, and presumably too young to be included in the list of appraisals.) “That which Providence has dealt out less to one of them another seems to have received in greater measure. In my opinion, Ludvig has the greatest genius, Alfred the greatest capacity for industry, and Robert the greatest courage for speculation.”

Perhaps Immanuel mentioned his son Ludvig first, though he was the middle son by age, because he was by far the most likable. Ludvig was handsome, with a bright, broad face and wide-set blue eyes. Not tall, but athletically built, he seemed to engage and lift up any room with his presence. Robert, the oldest, was quite severe looking, to match his ornery disposition. He was quarrelsome and short-tempered, and his relationship with his brothers would wax and wane over the years as he contended with personal insecurities and envy. Alfred was extremely industrious, as his father noted, and also, like his father, had a natural talent for chemistry. Socially Alfred was a bit withdrawn, somewhat awkward around men and painfully so around women. Far less handsome than his brother Ludvig, Alfred had complicated relationships with women (he would never marry) that later created high drama in the family.

Through the balance of the 1840s, the Nobel family unit was intact. Immanuel and his three oldest boys worked side by side at the Nobel & Sons Foundry and Workshop on Malaya Wulfova Street and expanded the business to the design and manufacture of steam engines, scaffolding, lathes, and window frames. The factory earned an excellent reputation throughout Saint Petersburg, and the Nobel-designed windows installed in the grand Kazan Cathedral, one of the most spectacular structures along the Nevsky Prospekt, the main boulevard through the heart of the capital, were their best free advertising.

Immanuel also designed a central heating system for residential and commercial use. He connected a boiler that forced hot water through a network of pipes. The first installation was in his own home. He then repeated the success in a hospital, a hotel, and several other homes. These were the first central heating systems in Russia.

The Nobel foundry had also improved upon the design of their undersea mines since Immanuel’s early demonstrations for the Grand Duke. The updated chemical-contact mines (meaning that contact with the mine triggered a chemical reaction that detonated the gunpowder) were cone-shaped, two feet long and fifteen inches wide at the breadth of the cone. Each held eight pounds of gunpowder. A lead-glass tube about the size of a pencil, filled with sulfuric acid, protruded from the mine and was suspended over a mixture of potassium chlorate and sugar. These chemicals were covered with a thin lead casing. When impact with a ship bent the lead and broke the glass tube, the mixture of chemicals created an instant flame that detonated the main charge.

As the expansionist foreign policy of Tsar Nicholas I brought Europe closer to war in the early 1850s, Russian military spending surged. The Tsar sent a purchase order to the Nobel foundry for three five-hundred-horsepower engines to be installed in the warships Volya, Ganud, and Retvizan. Only twenty years old, Ludvig was closely involved in the design and manufacture of these marine engines, which would prove valuable experience for the young engineer.

With Russia on a war footing over contested lands in the Crimea, where Nicholas hoped to acquire a warm-water port on the Black Sea, there was increased demand for Immanuel’s undersea mines. During these years, Immanuel sent Alfred to America to study chemistry. In New York he met with, among others, Swedish-born John Ericsson (who designed the first ironclad warship, the USS Monitor, which saw action in the American Civil War). Despite Alfred’s absence, the Nobel foundry delivered a dozen more marine steam engines and more than a thousand mines to the Tsar’s navy.

By October 1853, Russia was officially at war against the alliance of France, Great Britain, and the Ottoman Empire in what became known as the Crimean War. Tsar Nicholas I had sought to acquire valuable coastal lands from the weakening Ottomans. France and Great Britain joined the Ottomans to counter Russia’s southward expansion.

In these decades, Britain exerted military force mainly through the Royal Navy, and British admirals would jest that the army was merely another projectile to be fired upon land by the mighty ships of its navy. In 1853, Russia’s fear was that the British fleet would sail to the eastern edge of the Baltic Sea and shell Saint Petersburg into oblivion. The city needed better defenses from a naval attack. The Tsar put the Nobel family to work.

In the summer of 1854, the Nobel factory, which now boasted a thousand employees, delivered 245 mines for the defense of the home waters. The logical place for deployment was around Kronstadt, an island fortress in the Baltic only twenty-five miles from the coast of Saint Petersburg that afforded some protection against a naval assault.

Ludvig Nobel, now twenty-two, stayed onshore. He climbed over the rooftops of Kronstadt’s waterfront buildings and perched himself on chimneys with a view over the Baltic, where the Royal Navy would make its approach. Scanning the water, he could see his older brother Robert commanding a convoy of small boats that carried anchors, lines, and the Nobel-built mines, each of which contained almost ten pounds of gunpowder.IV

From his boat, Robert looked up at his brother on the rooftops to interpret his signals that directed the placement of the mines. Robert attached each mine to a line and anchor so that it held steady a few feet below the surface. Russian citizens observed with fascination the handiwork of these industrious Swedes. The Nobel boys worked quickly, and they needed to. The British fleet had set sail on March 11 to begin the Baltic campaign and would soon be upon them.

Sir Charles Napier, Britain’s most accomplished admiral of the time, had departed from England on the Duke of Wellington as Queen Victoria herself looked on. The indomitable Royal Navy seemed assured of quick victory. The Russian navy was feeble by comparison. Napier would simply sail into the Baltic and from an unopposed position would blast Saint Petersburg into submission.

Napier considered the Kronstadt fortress to be the strongest in the world. He planned to navigate the shallow coastal waters and bring the Duke of Wellington and his other massive ships of the line into firing range so that he could reduce the fortress to rubble. But he knew Russia had mined the waters. He sent the small steamer Arrogant forward for reconnaissance, and British sailors managed safely to collect one of the mines. They returned with Nobel’s mine so that the officers could conduct an evaluation. In a controlled detonation, the British found the performance of the mine to be disturbingly successful.V

Napier was no fool. Between the gunners on Kronstadt and what he described as those “infernal machines” that had been designed and deployed by the family Nobel, Napier reported back to the First Lord of the Admiralty that “any attack on Kronstadt by ships is entirely impracticable.” Wary and frustrated, Napier turned his fleet around. The admiral may have saved many of his queen’s ships, but the result of his Baltic campaign was a disgrace for the most powerful navy in the world. This reversal for the British fleet was so unexpected that upon Napier&apos;s return to England, his previously high-flying career crumbled.

With the Royal Navy repelled, Russia’s leadership viewed the Nobels as saviors. In a war that was otherwise going very badly for Russia, it was a rare bright spot and it occurred in close proximity to the capital and the Tsar’s palace. Immanuel reached a new pinnacle of success, and with a rash of new orders arriving at the Nobel foundry for engines and munitions to supply Russia’s military, it seemed certain that he would become a very wealthy man. In response to these favorable winds, Immanuel borrowed capital to invest in a massive expansion of his factory to fill the influx of orders.

Though Nobel’s undersea mines had proved successful in repelling the British fleet from the Baltic, the outlook of the war for Russia did not improve.

Historians consider the Crimean War to be the first modern war for its prevalent and effective use of artillery. Armies took to the field and deployed long-range weapons using innovative tactics and with an amount of firepower that far surpassed any prior war.

At issue in the Crimean War was of course the Crimean Peninsula, critical coastal real estate on the north edge of the Black Sea that has been contested for thousands of years by the armies of the Greeks, Romans, Byzantines, Mongols, Ottomans, Russians, and Ukrainians. From the time of Peter the Great to Vladimir Putin, Russia has wanted this land. Nicholas I won several key battles in Crimea, including the slaughter of the British cavalry in a battle that Alfred Tennyson described in his poem “The Charge of the Light Brigade” as the British rode headlong into fortified Russian artillery. The brutal result signaled the beginning of the end of the horse as a means of attack.

Aside from the hapless cavalry charge, the British and French had superior military training and weaponry and soon turned the tide. Russia suffered decisive losses. Amid the failures of the Russian campaign, the early success of Nobel’s harbor defense was quickly washed from public awareness. Far more resoundingly, the war proved how woefully out-of-date the Russian military had become. The brave and costly Russian victories over Napoleon decades earlier were now a distant memory as the ill-prepared armies of the Tsar were humiliated by the combined Ottoman, French, and British forces.



The paranoid and aggressive posture of Nicholas I that had led Russia to war had been, in part, a reaction to the brutal fate of his predecessors. His grandfather Tsar Peter III was betrayed and murdered. His father, Tsar Paul I, was betrayed and murdered. The Russian throne was not a safe place to be. On the very day of Nicholas I’s ascension in 1825, he faced a mutiny of three thousand soldiers that nearly killed him in what became known as the Decembrist Revolt. The reign of Nicholas I was baptized in blood and violence.

In 1826, during the first year of his rule, Nicholas I created a unit of secret police called the Third Order. This was the forerunner to all future Russian intelligence organizations, and their deployment began a reactionary period during which communication was tightly controlled, and even literature was placed under the purview of the secret police. Both criticism and praise of the Tsar in literature were forbidden. He simply was not to be discussed.

Nicholas I never pardoned any of the mutineers of the Decembrist Revolt, though several of his advisors had suggested he do so. Nicholas had developed his own view of the Russian people and what they needed in a leader. He imparted his mindset to his son, Alexander, telling him: “In Europe the ruler must have the art of being sometimes fox, sometimes lion. That is what General Bonaparte taught politicians. In Russia, he must be only the lion.”

To underscore his point, Nicholas I forced his young heir to witness the corporal punishment of an army deserter. Russia treated her soldiers viciously, and the standard punishment for attempted desertion was a flogging of fifteen hundred blows. Alexander stood close to the ghastly scene, flanked by royal guards who towered over their young charge. Fifty feet away, dozens of soldiers formed two lines to make a gauntlet. At one end, the wretched deserter was stripped to the waist, with his wrists bound. Two soldiers yanked him through the gauntlet while the blows rained down on his back. A drummer standing to the side of the courtyard kept the rhythm while Alexander watched with watery eyes. The blows continued and the anguished screams grew louder. The deserter begged for mercy. Strips of skin hung from his back.

Before the prisoner could complete the gauntlet, he collapsed and became silent. Soldiers came close to inspect. The man had no skin left on his back, only exposed bone and blood. He no longer begged, no longer breathed. Even so, the blows continued until reaching the prescribed number, thudding against the lifeless form that had once been a soldier. Haunted, Alexander remembered another phrase of Napoleon’s that ran counter to his father’s philosophy. “A whipped soldier loses the most important thing—his honor!”

Nicholas I’s nationalist and expansionist impulses continued the legacy of his grandmother, Catherine the Great, who had died when he was almost five months old. Catherine’s ambition had been to expand the empire’s borders to the south, to control the Crimean Peninsula, which juts into the northern side of the Black Sea, then to conquer the ancient city of Constantinople on the southern shore of the Black Sea. Perhaps the clearest evidence that the monarchs of the Romanov dynasty, established by Michael Romanov in 1613, believed they were the true inheritors of the Eastern Roman Empire and rightful occupiers of Constantinople was the frequent use of the name Konstantin for their male heirs.

Nicholas coveted these warm-water ports in the south because they afforded easy access to markets in both the East and West. The fortress city of Constantinople had been a religious, political, and economic hub for centuries. Strategically located at the mouth of the Bosporus—the narrow passage leading from the Black Sea eventually to the Mediterranean—Constantinople has been fought over from the ancient Persian wars to modern times.

Not only would Nicholas I fall short of these objectives, he would not live to see the end of the war. A fatal case of pneumonia would end his rule at the age of fifty-eight, and in March 1855 his son took the throne as Alexander II. The son he’d hoped to prepare with harsh lessons and stern advice would have to pick up the pieces.

Yet Alexander, thirty-six years old when he inherited the throne, had already shown signs that he did not share his father’s brutal disposition. As Nicholas I’s character had been forged by assassination plots and attempted coups that led to his reactionary and harsh regime, Alexander II had a more stable childhood. He was surrounded by violence but was never the intended target, and he enjoyed a smooth transition to power.

The new Tsar quickly sued for peace to end the war, and within his government he favored a much less aggressive foreign policy. He was inclined to test whether being something other than the lion could work in Russia.

Alexander II intended to usher in both political and economic reforms that would lead to drastic changes to the empire’s business environment. In some ways, the free-market and entrepreneurial approach signaled by Alexander II seemed to benefit a man like Immanuel. But there were other policies of the new Tsar that would prove catastrophic to the Nobel business.
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	I. In order of ascending authority: a duke (or duchess) rules a duchy, a prince rules a principality, a king rules a kingdom, and an emperor (or tsar or kaiser) rules an empire. Any of the higher orders can include multiple of any order below. For example, an empire can include multiple kingdoms and principalities. Kaiser Wilhelm II ruled Germany, within which was the Kingdom of Bavaria.

	II. Schantz had circumnavigated the globe from 1834 to 1836 as commander of the Russian ship America and later served in Russia’s Baltic Fleet during the Crimean War.

	III. Despite ideological differences with much of Western Europe, among the Russian aristocracy there was a desire culturally to be more European than Asian, and the official language of the Russian court was French.

	IV. The mines were a successful deterrent, though later analysis of the mines indicated that each required a greater amount of gunpowder to disable the largest ships of the British fleet. The following year Nobel deployed hundreds of similar mines in the Gulf of Finland that caused extensive damage to a combined British and French fleet, disabling the Merlin, Firefly, Otter, Exmouth, and Vulture.

	V. Proving that some of Immanuel’s ideas were wildly impractical, around this time he drafted a treatise on the deployment of mines that contemplated a muzzle and towline attached to trained seals that would follow verbal instructions for laying the mines. Immanuel wrote the treatise for Sweden’s King Charles XV, though there is no evidence he actually sent it to the King.








THE NOBEL FAMILY: THREE GENERATIONS




[image: A portrait of Immanuel Nobel seated in formal attire with a bow tie, one hand resting on a table, gazing forward in a posed studio setting.]

Immanuel Nobel, 1801–1872

The Pioneer




[image: A portrait of Robert Nobel with a full beard and spectacles, wearing a suit and bow tie, facing slightly left in a formal studio portrait.]

Robert Nobel, 1829–1896

The Adventurer




[image: A portrait of Ludvig Nobel with a thick beard and neatly combed hair, dressed in a dark suit, looking to the side in a composed studio portrait.]

Ludvig Nobel, 1831–1888

The Engineer




[image: A portrait of Alfred Nobel with a trimmed beard and mustache, wearing a suit and bow tie, facing right in a formal head-and-shoulders portrait.]

Alfred Nobel, 1833–1896

The Chemist




[image: A portrait of Emanuel Nobel with a full beard and mustache, wearing a dark suit and tie, facing forward in a formal studio setting.]

Emanuel Nobel, 1859–1932

The Financier




[image: A portrait of Nicholas I in a military uniform with epaulettes, sporting a curled mustache, posed in profile with a composed, authoritative expression.]

Nicholas I

Reigned 1825–1855

Died of pneumonia, age 58




[image: A portrait of Alexander II in an ornate military uniform adorned with medals, with a full mustache, facing slightly right in a formal pose.]

Alexander II

Reigned 1855–1881

Assassinated, age 62




[image: A portrait of Alexander III in a dark military uniform with a thick beard, holding a hat, facing forward with a stern expression in a studio portrait.]

Alexander III

Reigned 1881–1894

Died of kidney disease, age 49




[image: A portrait of Nicholas II in a decorated military uniform with medals, with a trimmed beard and mustache, facing forward in a formal studio portrait.]

Nicholas II

Reigned 1894–1917 Abdicated

Assassinated in 1918, age 50






CHAPTER 2 [image: ] Reform, Repress, Repeat

AS A SMALL firm whose largest customer was the Russian military, the success of the Nobels was correlated to that of the Russian Empire. When Nicholas I’s son Alexander II took the throne in 1855, he moved quickly to negotiate for peace with the combined enemy forces of the British, French, and Turks. He concluded negotiations in March of 1856 with the Treaty of Paris, ending the Crimean War. Russia agreed to demilitarize its southern border along the Black Sea and to return seized lands to the Ottomans, but otherwise Russia got off easy. As a result of the war Russian ministers came to see that the empire desperately needed to modernize to keep up with the great powers of Europe.

Alexander II aimed to meet the challenge. But his plans did not include the Nobels. His treasury was already overextended, and in the immediate term, Alexander’s modernization meant the redirection of funds away from mines and warships to other efforts. Never mind the purchase orders already sent to the Nobel foundry, and never mind that Nobel had already invested in the expansion of his factory and purchased raw materials to fill the now-deceased Tsar’s orders. The new regime felt no obligation to honor the commitments of the old. Alexander II left Immanuel and his sons holding the bag.

As a result, Immanuel needed money. He filed a claim to enforce the government contract, but the courts ruled against him. He sought investment, but in the postwar Russian climate it was nearly impossible to raise capital. The Nobel factory tried to cobble together small pieces of new business while under the burden of massive debt and a factory far larger than required, all as creditors were clamoring for repayment. After three uphill years, Immanuel recognized the futility of his effort. Bankruptcy was upon him yet again.

He had long since settled his legal entanglements in Stockholm, and in 1859 Immanuel, furious and defeated, returned to Sweden with Andriette and their youngest son, Emil. Ludvig seethed that such a massive effort by his family could be so poorly rewarded by the Tsar. It was a bitter lesson that he would not forget.

The three older brothers remained in Saint Petersburg in part to clean up the mess and in part because they had come to consider Russia their home. They had been living in Russia for more than sixteen years by this point—their entire adult lives. Ludvig, the middle son, now twenty-eight and the most capable of the three, was also the first of his generation to become a father.

Meeting a wife in Tsarist Russia was not so easy for a Swede. Opportunities for courtship were extremely limited. Russians were generally wary of foreigners, and there were only a few thousand Swedes in the insular community within Saint Petersburg. The differing social norms expected of men and women would be an outrage today. Unmarried women rarely went out in public without a chaperone, while unmarried men, even from the well-to-do families (perhaps especially), were encouraged to gain sexual experience and sow wild oats with prostitutes prior to getting married.

When the time came for marriage, the Lutheran church often facilitated the matches within the Swedish community. But in Ludvig’s case he became enamored with a cousin on his mother’s side living in Sweden: Mina Ahlsell, the daughter of his mother’s brother. Ludvig and Mina had come to know each other during Ludvig’s occasional trips to visit with family back in Stockholm, and Mina had also made visits to Saint Petersburg. It was common at the time for cousins to wed, and Immanuel supported the match, even writing letters to his brother-in-law expressing hope of an engagement. Ludvig and Mina became engaged in September 1855. Then came a scandal.

Ludvig and Mina were engaged but living apart. Ludvig became smitten with an older married woman, twenty-nine-year-old Anna Lindal, and began an affair. Anna was the daughter of a close friend of Ludvig’s mother, and Anna traveled in the social circles of Saint Petersburg’s Swedish community. She had married a much older man, a doctor from Finland, two years before and had a one-year-old son. Letters suggest that Anna’s husband had begun to suffer severe effects from syphilis that compromised even his sanity. In any event, Ludvig’s fiancée was in Sweden and Anna’s husband was sick in bed, giving Ludvig and Anna ample time to become intimate. Anna gave birth to Ludvig’s son Hjalmar Crusell on September 4, 1856.I

This of course got the engagement with Mina off to a rough start. Family letters suggest that outside of the two participants in the affair, only Immanuel and Mina came to know the truth. Anna’s dying husband and Ludvig’s mother were spared the full story. Ludvig and Mina made amends, however, and after what became a multi-year engagement, they finally married on October 7, 1858.

The reconciliation between Ludvig and Mina in the aftermath of the affair seems to have been sincere. Letters written between them and letters written by family members about them indicate a loving and faithful marriage. The couple had a son, Emanuel, born in Saint Petersburg on June 10, 1859. Emanuel’s birth came less than eight months after the wedding, which makes one wonder about the timing of conception, though there is no record that discusses the issue.

The backdrop for this tumultuous period in Ludvig’s personal life was a professional life in utter chaos. Now with a family of his own and facing financial insecurity reminiscent of his own childhood, Ludvig worked hard to overcome the bankruptcy of the family business.

He took the lead role in managing what remained of the Nobel factory during his father’s absence and continued (unsuccessfully) to litigate in the courts for compensation from the Tsar while also managing his father’s creditors, even earning their praise. With Ludvig’s help, the creditors eventually sold Immanuel’s remaining Russian assets. Ludvig was thus relieved of the failed business and with his modest savings rented a small industrial building on the banks of the Neva, hoping to start afresh. In 1862 he founded the Ludvig Nobel Machine Factory. He mainly built engines and munitions—things for which he’d already demonstrated great skill.

His timing was good. Now some years after the Crimean War, the 1860s brought military spending back to the fore. Prussia (the most powerful of the Germanic states prior to the unification of modern Germany) was on the march, presenting Europe with a new expansionist threat. Otto von Bismarck, Prussia’s Iron Chancellor, led Prussia to military victories over Denmark and Austria as a part of his plan to combine all Germanic states to create the German Empire. All of Europe was rearming, including Russia, and Ludvig’s new munitions business was thriving.

He was a constant presence on the machine shop floor, overseeing minor adjustments to the fabrication process. When not at the side of his employees, he was sketching design improvements for rifles, grenades, and steam engines. He hired a few Russians, but mostly he hired immigrants from Sweden and Finland who already possessed the skill set for factory work. And Ludvig was the unquestioned chief. The only other Nobel working with him was his son Emanuel, who occasionally toddled into the factory to visit his father.

1862 was also a good year for Ludvig’s younger brother Alfred. While still living in Saint Petersburg near his older brothers, Alfred managed his first-ever detonation with nitroglycerin, having advanced the work he’d begun with undersea mines alongside his father.

Robert, the eldest brother, was having somewhat less professional success. With the matter of their father’s bankrupt assets concluded, Robert had left the machine shop. Ludvig was quite easygoing, so there was no particular bad blood between them, but the relationship between Alfred and Robert had become fractured. Their falling-out was not due to business but rather their love of the same woman. In the limited pool of available romantic partners, they had both fallen for a young woman named Pauline Lenngren. The Lenngren family was close with the Nobels, and Pauline’s parents became Emanuel’s godparents at his christening in 1859.

Pauline was only nineteen at this time, several years younger than Robert and Alfred, and only three years older than the youngest Nobel brother, Emil. Through a combination of some charm and the benefit of scarce competition, Pauline attracted the affections of all three available Nobels.

Robert proposed in 1859 and the two quickly married. Emil, by then living in Stockholm, was still infatuated and continued to write love letters to Pauline, which Robert encouraged her to ignore. Robert told her that any letter in response to Emil would have “the same result as pouring oil on the fire.”

Alfred also remained lovesick for Pauline, which was made worse by his proximity to the married couple in Saint Petersburg. Robert became furious and encouraged Pauline to treat Alfred with “coldness” to “bring him to his senses,” which fueled a rivalry between the brothers.

Within a few years, Robert and Pauline left Saint Petersburg and lived alternately in Finland and Sweden. He worked for a time in Sweden as a brewer of Bavarian beer (he earned his certification as a master brewer in 1863, the same year Adolphus Busch got his start in America), living frugally in his parents’ home while Pauline returned to her parents’ home in Finland. He later worked as an importer/exporter of kerosene and illumination lamps, then founded a factory making bricks for construction. None of these efforts brought him the success he craved and that he witnessed his younger brothers achieving.

Robert had won the girl, but married life did not settle him professionally and his career continued with fits and starts. Letters from Robert to his wife and brothers are riddled with grievances and a knack for placing the blame for his unhappy circumstances on anyone but himself. He wrote to Pauline of his time working in Finland, “I shall never again make my home in Helsinki, everything has been so hateful for me there and I would rather die than be there.” Ensuing letters between Ludvig and Alfred are marked by a degree of sympathy for their older brother and a sense of obligation to help him achieve success.

By 1863, Alfred had also left Russia and was back in Sweden, where he rejoined his father, mother, and Emil. He continued to experiment with nitroglycerin in a newly leased workshop that he shared with his father. Immanuel, true to form, had been tinkering with a range of inventions, including a machine gun similar to the American version developed by Richard Gatling that could fire three hundred rounds per minute.

Alfred had remained a bachelor and was dedicated to his work. A letter from Alfred to Robert in December 1864 suggests a reason for Alfred’s decision not to marry. In the letter he wrote of an abscess that was causing him pain: “The worst of all is that the doctor assures me that it is the old Venus that has popped up and he thought it necessary to acquaint her with Mercury.” Mercury was another name for quicksilver, which was the common treatment at the time for syphilis. Additionally, Alfred’s use of the word Venus mirrors the well-known contemporary expression “A night with Venus, a lifetime with Mercury.” The letter is a strong indicator that both Alfred and his doctor believed that Alfred had syphilis.II

In any event, Alfred was a near workaholic who was also far more focused than his father. He was committed to the goal of developing practical explosives. Amid Alfred’s progress, the Nobels suffered a tragedy in 1864 when a massive accidental blast occurred in Alfred’s lab in Heleneborg, Sweden. The explosion reduced the wooden structure to a scattering of blackened splinters. The windowpanes of homes more than a hundred yards away shattered. The Swedish newspaper Post-och Inrikes Tidningar reported:


Most horrible of all was the sight of mutilated corpses thrown here and there. Not only were their clothes torn off, but for some of them the head was missing, the flesh of the legs sliced off… [O]ne saw shapeless masses of meat and bone which bore little resemblance to a human body.



Emil was among the several dead who had worked in the lab. The twenty-year-old had been experimenting with different mixtures of gunpowder and nitroglycerin. He had prepared a refinement to his research while both his father and Alfred were outside the lab. When the mixture detonated, Immanuel and Alfred were near enough to be thrown off their feet, and Alfred was peppered with shards of glass and wood. Emil was blown apart.

Immanuel was despondent over the death of his youngest son, and four months later suffered a stroke from which he never fully recovered. Alfred persevered through the tragedy and continued to experiment with combinations of gunpowder and nitroglycerin to create a more stable explosive. He earned the patent for the blasting cap (the “Initial Ignition Principle”) in July 1864, which began a new epoch in explosives. He founded the Nitroglycerin Company Ltd in October of that year. Immanuel became a shareholder in the company, more in recognition of prior work than for his ongoing involvement.

Alfred was not only an inventor but showed remarkable business savvy, quickly establishing factories in Norway and Finland to supply the rapidly increasing demand for dynamite in the construction of canals and railroads, as well as for use in mining. Alfred hired Robert as the managing director of the Finland plant in 1866. It was no doubt humbling for Robert to accept employment from his younger brother. For Alfred’s part, romantic rivalries aside, he loved his brother and recognized in Robert the pioneering spirit that their father had also seen, and Alfred believed that Robert would succeed in the role.

Back in Saint Petersburg, Ludvig and Mina’s family was growing. Carl (b. 1862) and Anna (b. 1866) joined the eldest child, Emanuel. Ludvig prioritized the same kind of on-the-job training for his sons that his father had, and as opposed to Ludvig’s childhood, for this generation of Nobels that education came without the family suffering through a bankruptcy and the long absence of a father.

Ludvig’s munitions and engine factory was thriving. In 1864 the Russian Ministry of War decreed that all munitions must be manufactured domestically, and in 1866 Alexander II had decreed the same for all railway and other related industrial equipment. Ludvig was still a citizen of Sweden, but his firm was incorporated in Russia, which made him eligible for the Tsar’s business. Ludvig rapidly developed a new technique for the manufacture of grenades superior to that of the imported German model, and he managed to do it more cheaply. In March 1864 he wrote, “I have a great deal to do and am working every day like a manual laborer, for I have bombs to





































	I. Anna Lindal’s husband, Gustaf Crusell, died not long after the affair in 1858 of complications due to syphilis. Hjalmar was only two. Ludvig and his first wife, Mina (and later Ludvig’s second wife, Edla, after Mina died in 1869), raised the child in the Nobel family, where he was treated with respect. Hjalmar went on to hold executive positions in Ludvig’s businesses, though his status as a son was not publicly acknowledged, and family letters indicate that even Edla was not aware that Hjalmar was her husband’s son.

	II. Data from 1869 reveals that forty-five percent of Russian prostitutes had syphilis at that time. The Russian Empire had legalized brothels in 1843, and Alfred had likely strayed beyond the companionship that was available to him at the Lutheran church.

	III. In 1854 Russia had only 3,600 university students, far fewer than any of the major European powers.

	IV. On January 1, 1863, Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation, freeing the slaves, nearly two full years after Alexander II’s reform.

	V. Amid Alexander’s benevolent reforms, there is evidence of the cruelty of the times, and certainly of Russia’s past. For example, his reign permitted the near-genocidal behavior of the Russian military in the Russo-Circassian War. Such a checkered past as Alexander’s reflects the long and difficult road to bring an ancient empire from its dark and barbaric history into an enlightened future.

	VI. The First International dissolved in 1872. Subsequent Internationals that formed in Europe were primarily socialist.
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