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Nikola Tesla was born an ethnic Serb in Smiljan, within the Military Frontier, in the Austrian Empire (present-day Croatia), on 10 July [O.S. 28 June] 1856. His father, Milutin Tesla (1819-1879), was an Eastern Orthodox priest. 

Tesla’s mother, Đuka Mandić (1822-1892), whose father was also an Orthodox priest, had a talent for making household tools and mechanical appliances and could memorize Serbian epic poems. Đuka never received any formal education. Tesla attributed her eidetic memory and creative abilities to her mother’s genetics and influence. Tesla’s ancestors came from western Serbia, near Montenegro.

Tesla was the fourth of five children. He had three sisters, Milka, Angelina, and Marica, and an older brother, Dan, who died in a horse-riding accident when Tesla was five. In 1861, Tesla started primary school in Smiljan, where he studied German, arithmetic, and religion. 

In 1862, the Tesla family moved to a nearby town Gospic, where Tesla’s father worked as a parish priest. Nikola completed primary school and then gymnasium in that small town. In 1870, Tesla moved to Karlovac and started secondary school at the High Realistic Gymnasium, where classes were taught in German, as was the custom in schools on the Austro-Hungarian military border.

Tesla later wrote that he was intrigued by the physics professor’s demonstration of electricity. Tesla noted that these demonstrations of “mysterious phenomena” made him want to “learn more about this wonderful force.” Tesla was able to perform integral calculus by heart, which, in the beginning, led his teachers to believe he was cheating. He completed a four-year semester in three years and received his diploma in 1873.

Tesla returned to Smiljan in 1873. Shortly after his arrival, he fell ill with cholera, was bedridden for nine months, and came close to death several times. In a moment of desperation, Tesla’s father (who had originally wanted him to enter the priesthood) promised to send him to a top engineering school if he recovered from his illness.

In 1874, Tesla escaped conscription into the Austro-Hungarian army in Smiljan by fleeing south-east of Lika to Tomingaj, near Gracac. There he explored the mountains dressed as a hunter. Tesla said that this contact with nature made him stronger, both physically and mentally. While in Tomingaj, he read many books and later said that Mark Twain’s works helped him recover miraculously from a previous illness.

In 1875, Tesla enrolled at the Imperial-Royal Technical College in Graz on a military scholarship. In his first year, Tesla did not miss a single lecture, received the highest possible grades, passed nine exams (almost twice the required number), founded a Serbian cultural club, and even received a letter of commendation from the Dean of the Technical Faculty to his father, saying: “Your son is a star of the first order.” At the University of Graz, Tesla was impressed by Professor Jakob Pöschl’s comprehensive lectures on electricity.

Tesla worked from 3 a.m. to 11 p.m., excluding Sundays and public holidays. He was disappointed when [his] father snatched [these] hard-earned awards. After his father died in 1879, Tesla found a packet of letters from his professors to his father, warning him if he was not removed from school, Tesla would die of overwork. 

At the end of his second year, Tesla lost his scholarship and became addicted to gambling. In the third year, Tesla lost his allowance and tuition money. He then made up his initial losses and returned the remaining money to his family. Tesla said he “conquered his passion then and there,” but later in the United States, he was again known as a pool player. 

When the exam time came, Tesla was unprepared and asked for an extension, but was refused. He did not get the grades for the final semester of his third year and did not graduate from college.

In December 1878, Tesla left Graz and broke off all the contact with his family to hide the fact that he had dropped out. His friends thought he had drowned in the nearby Muir River. 

Tesla proceeded to Maribor, where he worked as a draughtsman for 60 guilders a month. He spent his free time on the streets playing cards with local men.

In March 1879, Tesla’s father went to Maribor to ask his son to return home, but he refused. Around the same time, Nikola suffered a nervous breakdown. On 24 March 1879, Tesla was returned to Gospic under police guard because he did not have a residence permit.

On 17 April 1879, Milutin Tesla died at 60 after suffering from an unspecified illness. Some sources say he died of a stroke. The same year, Tesla taught a large class of pupils in his old school in Gospic.

In January 1880, two of Tesla’s uncles raised enough money for him to leave Gospic for Prague to study. He arrived too late to join Charles-Ferdinand University; he had never studied Greek, a compulsory subject, and he did not know Czech, another compulsory subject. However, Tesla attended philosophy lectures at the university as an audience member but did not receive grades for the courses.
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Nikola Tesla’s tender relations with Serbian women

Nikola Tesla was a visionary, dealing with questions of nature, space, and humanity, but he did not have good luck with women. He stayed away from the ladies and did not marry. Was he the real Data before Star Trek? Was he asexual? Gay? A misogynist? Too crazy to date?

By some accounts, Nikola Tesla was one of the most desirable bachelors in Manhattan between 1890 and 1905. And that’s not surprising. He was 6’4”, lean and handsome, with dark hair and blue eyes. Tesla had a sophisticated style and good manners. 

He was eloquent, well-read, and, above all, gentle. Was this not good material for a man at the end of the 19th century? At that time, women still did not have the right to vote, and men often determined their fate. Imagine if you had a man like that for a partner instead of a Brutus.

Tesla decided to marry science, and his discoveries accelerated the development of science in the 20th century. However, some women influenced his life. To find out about them, found some archives on the Internet in his mother tongue. Here are some of the Serbian women he liked and loved:

A beautiful girl from Lika whom he never forgot

AS A TEENAGER, NIKOLA Tesla wanted to study engineering. However, his father, Milutin, did not want his son to go abroad to study. He had already lost his eldest son, Dan, in a riding accident. Dan’s death deeply shocked the whole family. Milutin wanted his younger son by his side, safe and sound.

But Nikola was so eager to learn physics that he even finished high school a year early. When he returned to his village of Smiljan on the island of Lika (Croatia) in 1873, his father was determined: Nikola was going to study to become a priest, just like him. But the young man was desperate.

Soon after, Nikola fell ill with cholera. The illness was so severe that the seventeen-year-old was confined to bed for nine months. Nikola was on the verge of death several times. His father got distressed. Was God going to take his second son? One day, Milutin burst into Nikola’s room and tried to cheer up the weak boy. But the son outsmarted his optimistic father. He felt the fear of his grandfather. The priest was pale, and his voice sounded uncertain. Nicola told him:

“I might get better if you let me study engineering.”

“You’ll get into the best technical school in the world!” - exclaimed the desperate father.

And soon Nikola was well again! The priest kept his word and sent him to study in Graz, Austria.

While recovering from cholera, between 1874 and 1875, Nikola fell in love with a Croatian girl. More than 50 years later, in 1927, he told the Serbian journalist Dragoslav Petkovic about it:

“I have never touched a woman. But as a student on holiday with my parents in Lika, I fell in love with a girl. She was tall, beautiful, with extraordinary eyes, full of understanding.”

At the age of 71, he still remembered the feelings he had for that girl. It turns out that the young Tesla was not a cyborg but a sensitive soul. He was a shy, timid teenager who suffered from forbidden love. The girl was probably his cousin Milica Mandic. He met her in Tomingaj, the village where his mother was born. Milica was the daughter of Toma Mandić, Nikola’s maternal uncle.

The story of the beautiful girl was told by Nikola Tesla’s sister’s grandson, Croatian architect Boško Budisavljević. Reading his mother’s diary, Boško found an explanation of Tesla’s future attitude towards women. His mother Dana wrote:

“Having fallen in love with a woman he shouldn’t have fallen for, he remained a bachelor all his life.”

Although it may sound naïve, Tesla never forgot his high school sweetheart. Another source said that decades after he arrived in the US and was already a famous inventor, he received a request from Croatia. It was a girl from high school on whom he had a crush. She sent her son to the US and asked Tesla to introduce him to American boxing circles. 

Tesla did not hesitate to grant her wish. He even followed the young man to boxing matches and supported him. There is no photograph of this unknown woman, just a few lines above in an interview he gave at an advanced age.

However, there was another young woman who
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