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decided to study for a PhD with Prof. W. E. Bachmann at Ann
Arbor Michigan. Probably André’s choice for Bachmann wasn’t
just the chemistry project proposed for his PhD but also the fact
that Bachmann had close ties to Switzerland. Bachmann’s family
came from Switzerland and he had worked in Prof. Karrer’s
laboratory for one year working on the structure elucidation of
lycopene.

André’s thesis was concerned with the structure elucidation
and synthesis of steroids and related decaline analogues that drew
his interest to stereochemistry, absolute configuration and the
conformation of molecules.[1]

After completion of his thesis in 1947 and a brief postdoc he
became Assistant Professor at Wayne State University in 1949.
In 1954 he returned to Switzerland, joining the Department of
Chemistry of theUniversity of Zurichwhere he became Professor
of Chemistry and stayed there until his retirement in 1987.

When Dreiding arrived in Zurich the Cahn-Ingold-Prelog
(CIP) system had been already invented defining static
stereochemistry. However, he was convinced of the need to
visualize dynamic stereochemistry and the structure of molecules
in space in order to understand the regiochemistry of reactions
and provide insight in how molecules might be synthesized.
This led to the invention of his molecular models, which was
published in 1959.[2]This paper (Fig. 1) describes all the details to
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André S. Dreiding, one of the founding fathers of the
Bürgenstock Conference, passed away last year at the age of
94. The organizers of this year’s event decided to dedicate a
presentation to this eminent Swiss scientist, including his role in
the foundation of the Bürgenstock Conference.

As it happens I am one of the few remaining academics who
knew André and his friends quite well and therefore I have been
invited to recall some anecdotes of the last 60 years.

André S. Dreiding was born in Switzerland into a family of
east-Europeandescent.His fatherBorisDreidingwas aRumanian
pharmacist who left his country for Switzerland in 1914 with one
precious asset in his pocket: a recipe to make a foot cream. In
1919 he started a perfume business at Bahnhofstrasse in Zurich
that, even after more than 90 years, is still family-owned and is
run by one of his granddaughters.

As you can see from André’s birthday he was about 20
when events that would lead to the Second World War began
to unfold. So it was decided that the US would be safer and he
moved to Columbia University for his undergraduate education
in chemistry. After a brief period at Roche in New Jersey he

Fig. 1. Copy of the publication reporting the construction of molecular
models.[2]
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produce tetrahedral C-atoms and functional groups from simple
metal tubes and fitting rods so that rotation about single bonds is
possible. Somewhat like LEGO, these parts can be assembled to
form large molecules that display the correct atomic distances,
dihedral angles and corresponding flexibility.

The original value of this invention can be judged best if one
recalls the situation of chemical analysis/structure elucidation in
the late 50s and early 60s. As most of you in the audience were
not born or still in Kindergarten it may be useful to remember
how difficult it was to arrive at a conclusion on the absolute
stereochemistry of a rather complex molecule. At this time the
available techniques to characterize a compound were rather
limited as compared with today’s sophisticated methods.

Spectroscopy was limited to UV and IR and elemental
analysis, melting points, and optical rotation were the most
important molecular constants. Most laboratories had no MS- or
NMR-machine available before 1960 and if they did they would
have been equipped with a rather unstable 60 MHz iron magnet.
Even in the late 60s the first 100 MHz machines looked like
Captain Nemo’s console and required two experts to handle it
(Fig. 2).

Hence structure elucidation was mainly done by chemical
transformation into compounds of known constitution and
configuration.

Fig. 2. A 100 MHz NMR machine in the late 60s.

As alkaloid research was a rather popular area at this time in
Zurich I cite one example concerning the absolute configuration
of strychnine (Fig. 3).[3]

Strychnine was hydrogenated over Pd and dihydrostrychnine
degraded to strychindole. The latter was then synthesized from

α,α'-diethyl-succinic acid of which the absolute configuration
was known. This sequence confirmed the absolute configuration
of C20 of dihydrostrychnine. Since the relative configuration
of strychnine was known from total synthesis[4] the absolute
configuration of strychnine was finally defined. Surprisingly to
the experimentalists the hydrogenation of strychnine gave only a
single product. However, if they would have used the ‘Dreiding
models’ they would have immediately understood and even
predicted the result. This is because the heterogenous catalyst
can only deliver hydrogen from the si-face of the double bond –
the other face is shielded by the five-membered ring containing
the nitrogen (Fig. 4).
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Fig. 3. Determination of the absolute configuration of strychnine.[3]
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Fig. 4. A ‘Dreiding model’ of strychnine – the red arrow shows H2addition
to the C20 double bond.

The success of his molecular models – produced by
Büchi AG – and the increasing awareness of the community
concerning stereochemical problems led Dreiding to initiate the
first Bürgenstock Conference on Stereochemistry in 1965. He
believed that stereochemistry was an ideal platform embracing all
disciplines of chemistry and he convinced the European
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Commission and industry to offer financial support and
his colleagues from ETH-Zurich, namely Arigoni, Dunitz,
Eschenmoser, and Prelog, to participate in the intellectual
endeavour. And against all odds this conference has been a
success ever since.

During his time in Zurich Dreiding’s own research became
more and more focused on the synthesis of stereochemically
challenging molecules such as the triaziridines[5] to investigate
pyramidal inversion at nitrogen and the preparation of complex
sesquiterpenes through α-alkynone cyclizations (Fig. 5). The
latter method was developed by Dreiding’s student Martin Karpf
as a very efficient thermal reaction involving the formation of a
carbene that inserts into the nearest C–H bond – as an example
the synthetic strategy leading to capnellene is shown.[6]
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Fig. 5. Triaziridines and capnellene – two selected synthetic targets of
the Dreiding group.

Besides his synthetic activities Dreiding always loved
calculations and in this context his group developed, for example,
algorithms to define symmetry groups of mobile molecules.[7]

I became close to Dreiding by accident – literally – because
Hans Schmid, who supported me, died unexpectedly during the
course of my habilitation. Subsequently André offered me an

attachment to his group without any duties other than organizing
seminars for his people. Hence I could continue my own research
but could also expand my knowledge as a ‘supporting actor’ of
his group.

AsAndré loved social activities spiced with chemistry I came
to knowmany of his friends and contemporaries and also his wife
Norma (Fig. 6), who had been with him for many years tying him
down to earth from his three-dimensional phantasies.

Besides chemistry André loved his family, a good wine, his
Cuban cigars and Italian cars. I believe everybody who knew
him will remember him as a joyful, generous person and I hope
everyone here is grateful to profit from his Bürgenstock legacy.
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Fig. 6. Norma and André at a birthday party.


