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Scientific/Historical Traveling

“Traveling with the Atom: Completing the Story”
Exploratory Trip to Warsaw, Berlin, Leipzig, and St. Petersburg

May-June 2003


This is a brief report about an exploratory scientific traveling trip to Warsaw, Berlin, Leipzig, and St. Petersburg from May 19 to June 11, 2003.  Dr. Antoni Moskwa was my traveling companion while we were visiting Poland and Russia.  (Dr. Moskwa is a Professor of Economics at Allegheny College and a native of Poland.)  My daughter Jennifer Rodgers traveled with me while visiting Berlin, Leipzig, Grossbothen, Freiberg, and Dresden.

May 21, 2003 (Warsaw)


Dr. Antoni Moskwa and I met with Alicja Rupinska, the manager of the Society in Tribute to Maria Sklodowska-Curie located in the oncological hospital and institute that Marie Curie and her sister Bronya set up in Warsaw in 1932, two years before Marie’s death.  The society emphasizes Sklodowska-Curie’s Polish roots and celebrates her life and the institute she established that is still a working oncological and radiological hospital. 


Next we drove to the Old Town part of Warsaw to the Museum of Maria Sklodowska-Curie, located in the 18th century house where Maria was born in 1867.  It houses Pierre Curie’s quartz piezoelectrometer and electroscope, many Sklodowska-Curie personal relics, photographs, and a bust and statue of Madame Curie.  We met with Malgorzata Sobleszczak-Marciniak who was enthusiastic about a visit from our group.  Next year will be the 100th anniversary of the awarding of the first of Marie’s two Nobel Prizes; they will have a special exhibit to honor that anniversary.  They also offered to send a 30-poster exhibit to Allegheny for us to use to advertise our study tour.


We also learned of the possibility of visiting a research nuclear facility south of Warsaw where small amounts of medicinally-related isotopes are produced.

May 23, 2003 (Berlin-Dahlem)


Unfortunately, Dr. Shawn Murphree’s study tour (“Chemistry that Changed the World: 150 Years of the German Chemical Industry”) that my daughter Jennifer and I were hoping to join in northeast Germany did not materialize this year.  So, on our own, we set out this day to visit the Fritz Haber Institute (FHI) and the Max Planck Gesellschaft (MPG).  At the FHI (the successor to the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute) our guides were Dr. Karl Doblhofer, a retired electrochemist, and Dr. Martin Fuchs.  The chemists Otto Hahn and Fritz Strassman and the physicist Lise Meitner worked here as well as Fritz Haber.  We toured the former Haber residence and learned many fascinating details about his life and that of his wife, Clara.  We received a very well done English-version guidebook to the FHI that will be of great help in deciding what to emphasize on the study tour.  At the MPG we were the guests of Prof. Dr. Eckart Henning, the director.  Here we learned about the contributions of the chemist Carl Bosch and the great physicist, Werner Heisenberg.  Of particular interest here is the tower where Heisenberg conducted much of the early work related to the production of a German atomic bomb.  Later this work was moved outside of Berlin.  We also were given a small book called “Dahlem – Domain of Science, A Walking tour of the Berlin Institutes of the Kaiser Wilhelm/Max Planck Society in the ‘German Oxford’”.  Both of these institutions would be excellent stops in a study tour.

May 24, 2003 (Berlin and Potsdam)


Karl and Heide Doblhofer treated us to an automobile tour of the Potsdam area.  Of particular interest was the Schloss Cecilienhof where the 1945 Potsdam Conference (involving Harry Truman, Winston Churchill who was replaced mid-conference by Clement Atlee, and Joseph Stalin) was held.  This would be an attractive option for students on a study tour.  We also took the “Discover Berlin Walk”, one of five excellent walks that we could recommend to students.  Berlin itself is an exciting and progressive city on the rebound with building projects just about everywhere one looks.  A free day in Berlin would be a must.  The Hotel Bogota on the Kurferdamnstrasse is an excellent, modestly priced, centrally located accommodation although we also explored both of the “Circus” hostels that would serve quite nicely.  Dr. Peter Ensberg of the Allegheny German department hosted Jen and me for an evening and it is evident that he would be an excellent resource for our trip.

May 27, 2003 (Grossbothen, about 20 miles southwest of Leipzig)


After checking into the Leipzig International Youth Hostel and exploring that city for a day (the 8th annual Bach Fest was in full swing), Jen and I set out for the Wilhelm-Ostwald-House called “Energy”.  This was Ostwald’s residence and includes his original furniture, artistic paintings, library, and laboratory with self-constructed apparatus, experimental data notes and manuscripts.  Ostwald is considered to be one of the founders of the sub-discipline of physical chemistry.  He was particularly important in establishing the field of catalysis for which he was awarded the 1909 Nobel Prize in Chemistry.  Interestingly, for much of his professional life, he refused to accept atomic theory as anything but a convenient fiction. We were hosted here by Dr. Karl Hansel and Anna-Elisabeth Hansel.  This house and its environs is a thoroughly intriguing scientific traveling site in a very small German town.  In addition to the main house, there is the recently renovated “Werk” house completely set up for speakers, seminars, dining, etc. as well as the “Gluckauf” house set up as guest quarters.  We should look into the possibility of the study tour group staying in these facilities.  The old Saxon city of Dresden is not many miles to the east by autobahn.  The old town area by the Elbe River is a wonderful place for students to wander around for several hours or more.

May 28, 2003 (Freiberg)


We spent the day in the “Silver City of Saxony”, several hours drive east by the autobahn from Leipzig.  At the Clemens Winkler Laboratory/Musuem we were hosted by Dr. Siegfried Richter, the leiter des Historischen Kabinetts at the Freiberg Mining Academy. He showed us around this small laboratory/museum (the original laboratory was much larger) and talked about the life and works of Winkler, who discovered Mendeleev’s “eka-silicon”; Winkler named it “Germanium” after his homeland.  There is a very nicely displayed and labeled section of the laboratory showing just how germanium was isolated from the argyrodit silver ore found in the local area.  There is also a colorful section of Mendeleev’s periodic table (emphasizing the “eka-elements”) in one corner of the museum.  Dr. Richter also walked us by Winkler’s birthplace and took us to the gilded gold memorial to Winkler on a quiet path overlooking a small pond, a part of the original moat around the city.  This is certainly another good “traveling with the atom” site, one that is particularly important if the group goes on to St. Petersburg and the Mendeleev Museum and Archive where Winkler takes his place among those who discovered the various eka- elements.

May 29, 2003 (Göttingen)


We drove west 210km to Göttingen.  The small history of chemistry museum at the Georg-August-Universitat Göttingen (Tammanstrasse 4) was closed as it was a bank holiday.  We also went to Bunsenstrasse 9 where, according to Klaus Hentschel in “The Physical Tourist”, there is a superb collection of scientific instruments but it was closed as well.  We also noted that we had just missed the Jahr der Chemie, 2003 program that had been held throughout the spring. This “Year of Chemistry” program evidently continues the tradition of the preceding topic-referred years (year of physics 2000, year of the life sciences 2001 and year of the geosciences 2002). The goal of these programs is to promote dialogue between scientists and the interested public. We did, however, find the Stadfriedhof cemetery where Max Planck (one of the first to propose quantum theory), Otto Hahn (a prominent name in the discovery of nuclear fission), Hermann Nernst (one of the first to apply the principles of thermodynamics to the electric cell), Max Born (who helped establish the mathematical basis of quantum mechanics), and Max von Laue (who discovered the diffraction of x-rays by crystals) are buried.  There is also a marker there about Werner Heisenberg.  These graves (except for Born’s) are all in the same section at the back of the cemetery along a pleasant path with benches that overlook a small pond with a large fountain.  (At the entrance to the cemetery there is a directory of famous persons buried there.  It contains the names of Born and Hahn but not the others.)  In the town itself we found, in front of the Klosterkirche St. Peter and Paul on Papendiekstrasse (near the corner with Paulinerstrasse) two poles with various signs containing the names of perhaps as many as 30 or so important scientists.  These were pointing in various directions but we were unsure exactly why. 

May 31, 2003 (Train from Berlin to Warsaw)


By happenstance, I struck up a conversation with Dr. Tomasz Budnikowski, an economics professor in Pozan.  It turns out that he and his wife run a travel agency specializing in German students visiting Poland.  We might very well be able to use his agency for traveling in these two countries.

June 2 - 3, 2003 (Torun and Frombork, Poland)


Antoni and I drove about two and a half hours northwest of Warsaw to Torun, an old and small Polish city on the Wisła River that is the birthplace of Nicolaus Copernicus.  There is a very large statue of him in the old part of town but, unfortunately, the little Copernicus Museum was closed this day.  We then drove about four hours NNE to Frombork (east of Gdansk on Vistula Bay) stopping briefly on the way at Malbork (site of Europe’s largest castle – it was built by crusaders who settled here instead of returning to their homelands).  The next morning we walked to the Chapel Hill area that includes the Cathedral Basilica (1537AD), the Bishop’s Palace (the 2nd floor has a very nicely done exhibit on Copernicus including a good-sized quadrant with quantitative markings), the Belfry (known as Radziejowski’s Tower, burned by the Nazi’s in 1945 but rebuilt in the 70’s) with a Foucault’s Pendulum on the way up to a terrific view of the whole area.  On the way back to Warsaw we stopped in the city of Olsztyn where we found the Muzeum Warmii where Copernicus drew lines on the walls tracing the path of the sun’s rays. Part of Copernicus’ effort to determine the exact day of the equinox, information needed for his redescription of the calendar, these lines were only discovered in 1965).  The Copernicus sites in Frombork (as well as Torun and Olsztyn), although significantly off the beaten track, are competitive with other non-Traveling-with-the-Atom sites (like the Royal Observatory in Greenwich, the Darwin House in Downe southwest of London, and the Musee et Institut Pasteur in Paris) that any science history traveler should visit if anywhere near the area.

June 4, 2003 (St. Petersburg)


We checked into the St. Petersburg International Youth Hostel just a block or so off the Nevsky prospekt, the central artery of the city.  It is an inexpensive, clean, starkly plain, but secure hostel with a pleasant and helpful staff.  The breakfast they serve is minimal but adequate.  Visitors are advised not to drink the water but they provide bottled water upon request.  (We bought mineral water each day.)   It is the prime candidate for a place for the study tour to be housed while in “Peter”. 

June 5, 2003 (St. Petersburg)


After walking up the Nevsky prospekt and across the Dvortsovyy most to Vasilievski Island, we found the statue of Mikhail Lomonosov (often referred to as both “Russia’s greatest scientist” and the “father of Russian poetry”) and then tried unsuccessfully to visit the Lomonosov Museum in the Kunstkammer.  This museum will be closed for several more months for renovations.  Daniel Bernoulli (author of Bernoulli’s equation relating flow velocity to pressure) and Leonhard Euler (Swiss mathematician) as well as Lomonosov worked in this building.  The Mendeleev Museum and Archives is located at St. Petersburg State University in the massive Twelve Colleges building on Mendeleevskaya liniya.  We were greeted by Eleonora Dubovitzkaya who was substituting for Dr. Igor Dmitriev, the director of the museum with whom we had a 3:00PM appointment.  Eleonora’s English was very good and we learned about this apartment where he lived and worked as a professor at the university and the social occasions called “Mendeleev Wednesdays”.  We saw his stand-up desk (he was a tall man for the times) and many photographs of his family and colleagues, learned of his participation at the 1860 First Chemical Congress in Karlsruhe, Germany, saw a group of photographs of Mendeleev with the discoverers (including Clemens Winkler) of some of his “eka-elements”, went into his reconstructed study (where Antoni was shown Mendeleev’s textbook on economic theory), saw some of the many instruments designed by and built for Mendeleev, and a world map showing all the places that he visited (including northwest Pennsylvania) as part of his scientific travels.  This would be an outstanding stop on our study tour.  

June 6, 2003 (St. Petersburg)


In the Hermitage (the Royal State Museum) we tried to visit Room 163 in the Russian Culture section to see five mosaic tiles and a portrait of Peter the Great done by Lomonosov.  Unfortunately, this portion of this magnificent museum was closed for “technical reasons”.

June 7, 2003 (Peterhof outside of St. Petersburg)


We took the hydrofoil to the imperial summer palace of Peterhof.  It turned out that this day was the opening ceremonies for turning on the fountains on the tercentennial anniversary of St. Petersburg.  The ceremonies were most impressive and the crowds were huge.  Opening ceremonies or not, students would certainly enjoy this trip while in St. Petersburg.

June 8, 2003 (St. Petersburg)


We took the Metro to the Pushkinskaya Station (thought we were at the Teknologicheskiy Inst) and eventually found the D.I. Mendeleev Institute of Metrology on Moscow Avenue where there is a nearby statue of Mendeleev and an impressive three-story early version of the periodic table showing his eka-elements and many others.  We were told that there is a small museum in the institute, which was founded by Mendeleev in 1893, that we might want to visit another time.  The Metro stations of the original red line from ploshchad Vosstaniya southward are marvels of sculptures, mosaics and various chandeliers.Late in the evening (still light at 11:30PM during this time of year known as the “White Nights”) of this our last day in St. Petersburg we walked down the Nevsky prospekt from the youth hostel to the Alexander Nevsky Monastery and Cemeteries.  This is where Aleksandr Borodin, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Mikhail Glinka, Modest Mussorgsky, Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov, Fyodor Stravinsky, Pyotr Ilych 'Tchaikowsky', and Mikhail Lomonosov (among others) are buried.  We need to get to this site another time around.

June 10, 2003 (Warsaw)


Following my established custom, I took an early morning walk to the Łazienski Park near the Moskwa’s residence.  This day I found the “Castle by the Water”, the summer residence of the last king of Poland who abdicated in 1795.  The entire park has a large population of beautiful but raucously loud peacocks. (Other days I had explored the Chopin Monument and the Old Orangerie in Łazienski and also the nearby Ujazdowski Park with its beautiful grounds and surrounding embassies). The Hotel Harenda, which we have identified as the leading candidate for a modestly priced, ideally located residence for the study group while in Warsaw, is within walking distance of both this magnificent park and the Old Town district.  Also this last day in Warsaw, we explored Old Town, the Royal Route district (with a statue of Copernicus on one end), and investigated the Dom Restauracyjny Gessler, which would be excellent place for a study tour group dinner in Warsaw.
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