Rutherford - A Brief Biography
Ernest Rutherford is one of the most illustrious scientists of all time. 
He is to the atom what Darwin is to evolution, Newton to mechanics, Faraday to electricity and Einstein to relativity. His pathway from child to immortality is a fascinating one.
Family

Ernest Rutherford was born in Nelson, on August 30th 1871 by James and Martha Rutherford. His father was a wheelmaster and his mother was a teacher. Beside Ernest there were 6 sons and 5 daughters.
Childhood                
At age ten at Foxhill School Ernest received his first science book. Amongst the many suggested experiments in it one, on using the speed of sound to determine the distance to a firing cannon, gave him the knowledge to surprise his family by estimating the distance to a lighting flash.

At Havelock Ernest was lucky to avoid the drowning fate of two of his brothers and lucky to be taught by a country school-teacher of above average ability. In 1887 Ernest, on his second attempt, won a Scholarship to Nelson College.
Ernest boarded at Nelson College. In 1889 he was head boy, played in the rugby team and, once again on his second attempt, won one of the ten scholarships available nationally to assist attendance at a college of the University of New Zealand. 
University
From 1890 to 1894 Ernest attended Canterbury College. There he played rugby and participated in the activities of the Dialectic Society (a student debating society). His mathematical ability won him the one Senior Scholarship in Mathematics available in New Zealand. This allowed him to return for a further (honours or Masters) year during which he took both mathematics and physics. Cambridge  
Ernest Rutherford left New Zealand in 1895 as a highly skilled 23-year-old who held three degrees from the University of New Zealand and had a reputation as an outstanding researcher and innovator working at the forefront of electrical technology. He elected to work with Professor J. Thomson of Cambridge University's Cavendish Laboratory. Professor Thomson, who was about to discover the first object smaller than an atom (the electron), quickly realised that Rutherford was a researcher of exceptional ability. Thomson invited him to join in a study of the electrical conduction of gases. 

 In 1898 Rutherford discovered that two quite separate types of emissions came from radioactive atoms and he named them alpha and beta rays. Beta rays were soon shown to be high speed electrons.

Rutherford returned to New Zealand in 1900 to marry Mary Georgina Newton. They were to have one child, Eileen. 

Canada 

Rutherford discovered radon, a chemically unreactive but radioactive gas. In this he was assisted by his first research student, Harriet Brookes. Rutherford, with the later help of a young chemist, Frederick Soddy, unravelled the mysteries of                                          radioactivity, showing that some heavy atoms spontaneously decay into slightly lighter atoms. This was the work which first brought him to world attention. He was elected a member of the Royal Society of Canada in 1900 and of London in 1903. His first book Radioactivity was published in 1904. In 1908 he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Chemistry for his investigations into the disintegration of the elements and the chemistry of radioactive substances.
In 1919 Rutherford became the Director of Cambridge University's Cavendish Laboratory.
In 1925 Rutherford once more travelled out to Australia and New Zealand to give public lectures and to visit parents. He was then an imposing figure: tall, well-built and with bright blue eyes. The six-week tour of New Zealand, his fourth and last visit to his homeland, was that of an international celebrity.

Legacy

Ernest Rutherford died aged 66 on the 19th of October 1937. His ashes were interred in London's Westminster Abbey. When J.Thomson died in 1940 he was interred next to Rutherford. 
Lady Rutherford retired to Christchurch, New Zealand, where she died in 1954. Rutherford's medals, possibly the best assemblage of scientific medals in the world, were given to the University of Canterbury.

Death did not stop the public acclamation. Many buildings in many countries have been named in his honour. He has appeared on the stamps of four countries; Sweden (1968), Canada (1971), Russia (1971) and New Zealand (1971 and 2000). Curiously, he has never featured on a British stamp. In 1991 the Rutherford Origin was built on the site of his birth in Nelson. It incorporates into a garden setting a permanent outdoor display of information about his life and work and is open all hours. In November of 1992 he featured on the new NZ$100 banknote.
