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                In the late 1980s the Cornell University physicist Hans Bethe invited Silvan S. Schweber to write his biography, granting him extensive interviews and privileged access to letters and personal writings. Nuclear Forces is Schweber's second of the two volumes inspired by that invitation. It explores Bethe's life up to 1939, when Bethe was just thirty-three. The United States was not yet at war with Germany, and American scientists, including Bethe, had not yet begun work on the atomic bomb. (Schweber's first volume, In the Shadow of the Bomb [2002], focused on the postwar years, when Bethe was a key U.S. government adviser on nuclear policy.)
Bethe was a brilliant scientist who made fundamental contributions to the fields of quantum mechanics and nuclear physics, and received a Nobel Prize in 1967 for his explanation of how stars generate energy. That is not enough to explain Bethe's scientific and professional success for Schweber, who sees Bethe as a model of modesty, integrity, morality, and collegiality and who seeks to describe the culture, institutions, and personal relationships that made Bethe the admirable scientist that he was. Schweber focuses on two mentors who played key roles in shaping Bethe's scientific life: his father, Albrecht Bethe, who was a professor and scientist (of biology); and Arnold Sommerfeld, the renowned professor of physics at the University of Munich, who served as Bethe's doctoral adviser. Sommerfeld had a vast array of contacts who helped Bethe obtain fellowships and temporary posts in Germany and England after he was fired from the University of Tübingen in 1933 for being half-Jewish. Such a variety of institutional settings gave Bethe the connections that, combined with his remarkable scientific talent and output, led to an offer from Cornell University, where Bethe remained for the rest of his career.
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