Dissolve My Nobel Prize! Fast! (A True Story) (1160L)
Instructions: COMPLETE ALL QUESTIONS AND MARGIN NOTES using the CLOSE reading
strategies practiced in class. This requires reading of the article three times.
Step 1: Skim the article using these symbols as you read:
(+) agree, (-) disagree, (*) important, (!) surprising, (?) wondering
Step 2: Number the paragraphs. Read the article carefully and make notes in the margin.
Notes should include:
o Comments that show that you understand the article. (A summary or statement of the main
idea of important sections may serve this purpose.)
o Questions you have that show what you are wondering about as you read.
o Notes that differentiate between fact and opinion.
o Observations about how the writer’s strategies (organization, word choice, perspective,
support) and choices affect the article.
Step 3: A final quick read noting anything you may have missed during the first two reads.
Your margin notes are part of your score for this assessment. Answer the questions carefully in complete
sentences unless otherwise instructed.
Student ____________________________Class Period__________________

Dissolve My Nobel Prize! Fast! (A True Story)
It's 1940. The Nazis have taken Copenhagen. They are literally marching
through the streets, and physicist Niels Bohr has just hours, maybe minutes, to
make two Nobel Prize medals disappear.
These medals are made of 23-karat gold. They are heavy to handle, and being
shiny and inscribed, they are noticeable. The Nazis have declared no gold shall
leave Germany, but two Nobel laureates, one of Jewish descent, the other an
opponent of the National Socialists, have quietly sent their medals to Bohr's
Institute of Theoretical Physics, for protection. Their act is probably a capital
offense — if the Gestapo can find the evidence.
Inconveniently, that evidence was now sitting in Bohr's building, clearly
inscribed "Von Laue" (for Max von Laue, winner of the 1914 Prize for Physics)
and "Franck" (for James Franck, the physics winner in 1925) — like two death
warrants. Bohr's institute had attracted and protected Jewish scientists for years.
The Nazis knew that, and Niels Bohr knew (now that Denmark was suddenly
part of the Reich) that he was a target. He had no idea what to do.
How To Get Rid of A Nobel Prize Medal
On the day the Nazis came to Copenhagen, a Hungarian chemist named Georgy
de Hevesy (he would one day win a Nobel of his own) was working in Bohr's
lab. He wrote later, "I suggested that we should bury the medal(s)," but Bohr
thought no, the Germans would dig up the grounds, the garden, search
everywhere in the building. Too dangerous.
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I decided to dissolve it.
So Hevesy's thoughts turned to chemistry. Maybe he could make the medals
disappear. He took the first one, he says, and "I decided to dissolve it. While the
invading forces marched in the streets of Copenhagen, I was busy dissolving
Laue's and also James Franck's medals."
This was not an obvious solution, since gold is a very stable element, doesn't
tarnish, doesn't mix, and doesn't dissolve in anything — except for one particular
chemical emulsifier, called "aqua regia," a mixture of three parts hydrochloric
acid and one part nitric acid.
As you can see in this video from the University of Nottingham, dissolving gold
is a slow business. The narrator (who looks like he was cast by Mel Brooks, but
is presumably, the real deal) explains that nitric acid loosens the gold atoms,
after which hydrochloric acid moves in, using its chloride ions to surround and
transform the gold. While the video shows the reaction in sped-up form,
remember, in 1940, they weren't dissolving little bits of gold. Hevesy's beaker
contained two hulking gold medals.
It must have been an excruciating afternoon. De Hevesy, in his autobiography,
says because gold is "exceedingly unreactive and difficult to dissolve," it was
slow going, but as the minutes ticked down, both medals were reduced to a
colorless solution that turned faintly peach and then bright orange. By the time
the Nazis arrived, both awards had liquefied inside a flask that was then stashed
on a high laboratory shelf. Then, says science writer (and Radiolab contributor)
Sam Kean, in his book The Disappearing Spoon:
...When the Nazis ransacked Bohr's institute, they scoured the building for loot
or evidence of wrongdoing but left the beaker of orange aqua regia untouched.
Hevesy was forced to flee to Stockholm in 1943, but when he returned to his
battered laboratory after V-E Day, he found the innocuous beaker undisturbed
on a shelf.
Back in Denmark, de Hevesy did a remarkable thing. He reversed the chemistry,
precipitated out the gold and then, around January, 1950, sent the raw metal
back to the Swedish Academy in Stockholm. The Nobel Foundation then recast
the prizes using the original gold and re-presented them to Mr. Laue and Mr.
Franck in 1952. Professor Frank, we know, got his re-coined medal at a
ceremony at the University of Chicago, on January 31, 1952.
Niels Bohr also had a Nobel medal, but he'd put his up for auction on March 12,
1940, to raise money for Finnish Relief. The winning bid was anonymous, but
later, Mr. Anonymous gave Bohr's medal to the Danish Historical Museum of
Fredrikborg, where it can be seen today.
Three winners, three medals — each of them sold or dissolved, then replaced. In
wartime, it seems, Nobel medals get around.
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Comprehension questions – answers may be in phrases.
1. List three adjectives used to describe the physical attributes of the Nobel Prize.

2. List three characteristics of gold as mentioned in the text.

3. Define precipitated as used in the article.

4. List three precise synonyms that could be used in place of the word “taken” as used in the text.

5. Define loot as used in the text.

7/8.RI.4,5

Answer each question in one or more complete sentences and by providing complete explanations.
1. Explain
ing the purpose of a chemical emulsifier. Cite from the text to support your answer.
7/8.RI.1,2,3,4,5

2. Which sentence best demonstrates the fact that the gold pieces that were being dissolved were
large?
Of the

Rachel Feltman September 18 Rachel Feltman September 18
7/8.RI.1,3,5
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3. Summarize the article using the money summary method. (Money summary: 20 words, each word costs
10 cents. A, an, the are free.)

(
7/8.RI.2

4. The exact weight of a Nobel medal varies, but each medal is 18 karat green gold plated with 24 karat
(pure) gold, with an average weight of around 175 grams, according to an article in About Education.
Using the information below, what is the approximate value today of one Nobel prize? Show your math.
Answer in a complete sentence. Provide a one-sentence explanation.

7/8.RI.10
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