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The sequence of events which transformed the Kaiser-Wilhelm-
Gesellschaft into the Max-Planck-Gesellschaft is well-known.1 After the
death of Albert Vigler, the then President of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-
Gesellschaft, Max Planck, who had been President from 1930 to 1937,
informed the Institutes’ Directors from Gottingen on 24 July 1945 that
he was temporarily taking over the office of President. He also sought
their approval for the appointment of Otto Hahn, at that time interned
in England, as the future President. Hahn eventually returned to Ger-
many and took office on 1 April 1946. In the meantime it had become
known that the Allied Control Council in Berlin had decided to dis-
solve the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft. Preparations were under way,
with the active support of the British occupation power, for the found-
ing of a successor organization in the British zone. This came into be-
ing on 11 September 1946 in Bad Driburg under the name of the ‘Max-
Planck-Gesellschaft zur Forderung der Wissenschaften in der Britischen
Zone'. It initially had thirteen institutes, with its head office in Gottin-
gen. Otto Hahn was elected President and Dr Ernst Telschow, admin-
istrator of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft, became its chief executive.

Next on the agenda was to get approval from the Americans at least
for the new Max-Planck-Gesellschaft to expand its area of activity. This
was granted in the course of 1947. On 24 February 1948 the Max-Planck-
Gesellschaft in the British zone was dissolved, to be replaced two days
later in Géttingen by a new bizonal Max-Planck-Gesellschaft. It was
founded as an ‘association of free research institutes, which belong
neither to the state nor to industry’. Otto Hahn was again elected Presi-
dent. Finally, on 8 July 1949 this Max-Planck-Gesellschaft was recog-
nized by all three Western occupation powers, which enabled the Kai-
ser-Wilhelm Institutes in the French zone to join the new society. Since
the decision by the Allied Control Council to dissolve the Kaiser-
Wilhelm-Gesellschaft was never implemented, it eventually dissolved
itself in June 1960.

Such a bald presentation of historical facts, viewed with the luxury
of hindsight, could give the impression that all this was an automatic,
virtually inevitable process. What it does not show, however, is that
those involved in all this between 1945 and 1948 could certainly not
have foreseen how things would turn out. For their aspirations and
plans, their conceptions of what should be, what was in a sense for
them a ‘present future’ is at most only partially identical with what to
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us, looking back, seems to be the ‘future present’ of those years. But
the historian’s interest should not only be in the future present of a
certain period. He should also examine the present future of those in-
volved at the time, since this, after all, is what determined their ac-
tions. The historian must always try to get away from the broad per-
spective of historical distance and adjust to the lower eye-line of con-
temporaries.2

I
If we bear all this in mind and then ask how and why the Max-Planck-
Gesellschaft came into being in Géttingen, there is one very clear and
fundamental answer: in the beginning was Telschow. Dr Ernst Telschow
was a chemist who had studied with Otto Hahn and became Secre-
tary-General of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft in 1937. He proved
his excellent administrative and organizational abilities when things
were on the point of collapsing in the winter of 1944/45. Most of the
large institutes in Berlin-Dahlem had been evacuated to the southwest
in 1943/44. The Institutes for physics and chemistry, led by Werner
Heisenberg and Otto Hahn, had been moved to Hechingen and Tail-
fingen in Wiirttemberg, but the administrative section was not allowed
to leave Berlin, even though it had become increasingly difficult to
maintain contact with all these institutes. Telschow, however, managed
to find a loophole, which also prepared the ground very effectively for
the new beginning after the collapse.3 He set up a branch of the admin-
istration in Gottingen, which had been spared the effects of the bomb-
ing, and where suitable accommodation was at hand in the shape of
the Kaiser-Wilhelm Institute for Flow Research and the building of the
Aerodynamic Research Institute, also closely linked with the Kaiser-
Wilhelm-Gesellschaft. In February 1945 the Society’s most important
administrative personnel were transferred, unnoticed by the German
authorities, from Berlin to Gottingen. In the autumn of 1944 Telschow
had already distributed a donation from the ‘Fordergemeinschaft der
Deutschen Industrie’ amongst the individual institutes as a so-called
Emergency Fund. In addition, he had managed to park a second dona-
tion in a Gottingen account at the beginning of 1945, so that financial
resources would be available later on. What is more, Telschow had
been given full powers of attorney by the then President, so that the
Society could continue to work in the event of his death. By doing all
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this, Telschow laid the foundations for rebuilding the Kaiser-Wilhelm-
Gesellschaft.

An equally significant event occurred in the spring of 1945 when
Max Planck, who was already 87 years old, moved under very dra-
matic circumstances to Gottingen.# This came about thanks to the
American astrophysicist Gerard P. Kuiper, who was employed by the
Alsos Mission, the Anglo-American secret service group closely con-
nected with the Manhattan Project. The Alsos Mission tried to provide
information on German work in the field of nuclear energy, to intern
those scientists engaged in this work, and to confiscate their diagrams
and equipment. While Kuiper was investigating the Goéttingen physi-
cists, Max Planck, seriously ill and emotionally shattered by the mur-
der of his son Erwin in Berlin-Pl6tzensee by the Nazis, was destitute
and living in miserable conditions in a farmhouse in Rogétz on the
Elbe. In mid-May, shortly before the area was handed over to the So-
viet occupation force, Kuiper carried out a daring coup. He brought
Planck to Géttingen, where Planck’s forefathers had worked as profes-
sors of theology, and where he and his wife were taken in by close
relatives.

At Telschow’s request Planck, who commanded great authority as
a scientist and a former President of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft,
agreed to assist in the preservation and reconstruction of the Society.5
By July 1945 Telschow had already worked out a concept for this re-
construction, and in August he visited the institutes in the American
and French zones. He also had discussions with German and Allied
departments, backed by a letter from Planck asking for their co-opera-
tion in the attempt to ‘preserve the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft in its
entirety’. As mentioned earlier, on 24 July Planck had already informed
the Directors that he was preparing for the election of a new President.
On the following day he offered the job to Otto Hahn. His letter did
not reach its addressee until eight weeks later, after a detour via the
Royal Society, the British Academy of Science. More of this later.

By the end of 1945 it was already quite clear that the enterprise
started by Planck and Telschow to preserve and reconstruct the Kai-
ser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft was receiving all sorts of outside help. First
and foremost was the exceptional support of the British occupation
power. A major role was played here by Brigadier-General Frank
Spedding, head of the Research Branch in the Economic Sub-Commis-
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sion of the British Military Government (Control Commission for Ger-
many /British Element), and, above all, by his colleague, the chemist
Colonel Bertie Blount.Time and again in the files there is evidence of
Blount’s extraordinary efforts on behalf of the Kaiser-Wilhelm and the
Max-Planck-Gesellschaft. The unavoidable conclusion is that without
this support from the British there would be no Max-Planck-Gesellschaft
today.

This sort of support was, of course, absolutely vital to the people in
Gottingen since in Berlin there were other ideas. At the beginning of
July 1945, Otto Winzer, a member of the so-called Ulbricht Group had
just arrived from Moscow. He was head of the Amt fiir Volksbildung
of the new Berlin city council and was therefore responsible for uni-
versities and science. Winzer had appointed a new ‘head’ of the Kai-
ser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft. This was Dr Robert Havemann, the famous
scientist, who had been imprisoned by the Nazis in Brandenburg lu-
natic asylum and had narrowly escaped the death sentence. Havemann
interpreted his appointment to mean that he was to “exercise the rights
and duties of the President of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft in full,
according to the constitution’.6 His first step was therefore to revoke
all powers of attorney ‘accorded by the former President of the Kaiser-
Wilhelm-Gesellschaft or its former Secretary-General’. Havemann had
all the Society’s real estate at his disposal, including the Institute build-
ings in Berlin-Dahlem, which were still largely intact. But clearly only
a handful of scientists were still working here. The major problem, how-
ever, was that Havemann’s appointment was not constitutionally cor-
rect. Soon there were objections from those directors, department heads,
and members of staff who had remained in Berlin. Havemann was
under even greater constraint once the American sector was set up.
Nonetheless, he made determined and energetic efforts to reorganize
the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft in his own way. He started by revok-
ing all powers of attorney over the bank accounts in the Western zones
of occupation. In the autumn of 1945 this led to a dramatic battle for
these accounts, which Telschow eventually won — though only, of
course, with the help of the British.

Otto Hahn was released from internment in England at the begin-
ning of 1946, returned to Germany and took up the office of President
on 1 April. Apart from the on-going problem of financing the Insti-
tutes, Hahn had two immediate priorities: to establish the Kaiser-
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Wilhelm-Gesellschaft securely in the British zone, and then to extend
it further afield.” The first step was achieved to some degree with the
founding of the Max-Planck-Gesellschaft in the British zone. It was
then a question of persuading the Americans to support the Kaiser-
Wilhelm-Gesellschaft, or at least a new society that would take its place.
The American Military Government firmly rejected both these propos-
als. So in March 1947 there was a ‘lively discussion’ on the matter, in
the presence of Brigadier-General Spedding, between Otto Hahn and
Dr Carl H. Nordstrom, responsible for German science as ‘civilian” head
of the Research Control Branch (Economics Division) of the American
Military Government. Nordstrom urged Hahn to inform the Institutes
that in the American zone the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft no longer
existed and that there was ‘no further interest’ in this or any other or-
ganization. Hahn refused, and announced that he was going to ask the
Minister-Presidents of the Linder, and the German Nobel Prizewin-
ners, to intercede with the three Western Commanders-in-Chief in sup-
port of the Society.

This plan to involve the Minister-Presidents of the Linder failed be-
cause the Land of Bavaria refused to co-operate. However, a telegram
was sent by the Nobel Prizewinners, although the reactions it brought
forth were quite diverse.8 From the French General Koenig there was
no reply at all. The response from Britain’s Sir Brian Robertson was, as
might be expected, encouraging. General Clay’s reply was friendly in
tone, but the American position had not changed. Hahn then asked for
a private discussion with Clay, which took place on 4 August 1947.
Hahn remarked that Clay was ‘very reticent”: ‘I talk a great deal, he
very little’. Clay pointed out that the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft had
been dissolved by the Control Council. Hahn wanted to have this in
writing — he could not dissolve the Society because the scientists, who
had put their trust in him, would not understand it. In the end Clay
promised at least to review the situation.

After a few weeks of uncertainty Colonel Blount let it be known
confidentially in Gottingen that he had heard from the Americans, and
things looked good. Then on 10 September a representative of the Re-
search Control Branch appeared in Géttingen and congratulated Hahn:
they were now prepared to support a bizonal organization. This was,
he said, the result of Hahn’s visit to Clay. Of course there would still be
many difficulties, but the road was now open. And so it was.
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II

It is quite clear that the successful outcome of these negotiations was
due in no small measure to Otto Hahn, his scientific authority, his pow-
ers of persuasion and his winning personality. What is also clear, how-
ever, is that without the support of the British right from the start this
outcome could never have been achieved. The question therefore arises
as to the motives behind such a supportive attitude on the part of the
British where the ‘to be, or not to be’ of the Kaiser-Wilhelm- or Max-
Planck-Gesellschaft was concerned. Why were the British in the Con-
trol Council initially against the dissolution of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-
Gesellschaft? And why were they so unswervingly determined that a
scientific society should exist, that they deliberately frustrated the de-
clared objective of the other two Western occupation powers, namely
to dissolve the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft by means of a Control
Council directive and not to replace it?

There have been various answers to these questions. The British, so
it was said quite recently, were ‘not entirely altruistic’ in all this: they
wanted ‘to have German fundamental research under their control so
that they could share in the results’.? Another opinion says just the
opposite: the British were no longer interested in German fundamen-
tal research since they already knew all its secrets and also knew that
German science was no longer a danger to Allied security.10 Or per-
haps the British attitude was the result of a ‘liberal position’, along the
lines that ‘restricting science could prevent the reconstruction of an
economically sound and democratic Germany’.11 All these answers are,
for different reasons, unsatisfactory. But must we therefore conclude
that there is no ‘really clear answer’, as has recently been suggested?12

111
I shall now attempt to find such an answer, using a different approach.”
The path Iintend to tread starts with a source which had remained Top
Secret until 1992 and was not published until 1993, namely the so-called

*I should like to thank my colleague Eckart Henning, Director of the historical
archive of the Max-Planck-Gesellschaft in Berlin, for the great service he ren-
dered me in my official investigations. Amongst other things, he allowed me
to be the first to see Otto Hahn's diaries whicﬁ, along with the rest of his pa-
pers, will be accessible to the public under the thirty-year rule in 1998.

10
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Farm Hall Transcripts.13 These are records and summaries of conversa-
tions held between ten German physicists while they were interned in
Farm Hall, a small country house near the village of Godmanchester,
outside Cambridge, from 3 July 1945 to 3 January 1946. The group con-
sisted primarily of directors and staff-members of the Kaiser-Wilhelm
Institute for Physics, amongst them the Nobel Prizewinners Werner
Heisenberg and Max von Laue, as well as Erich Bagge, Horst Korsching,
Carl Friedrich von Weizsicker and Karl Wirtz. Also present was the
director of the Kaiser-Wilhelm Institute for Chemistry, Otto Hahn, the
man who discovered nuclear fission. These conversations were bugged
and summarized in weekly reports. The officer responsible for what
was called ‘Operation Epsilon” sent these to the appropriate depart-
ment of the British Military Secret Service in London. The enterprise
was controlled by an Anglo-American Secret Service Committee, in
which the British Secret Intelligence Service pulled the strings. It was
headed, in London, by Lieutenant Commander Eric Welsh, a chemist
who had played a major part in various spectacular British Secret Serv-
ice operations during the war in the field of science, and whose pri-
mary objective had been to observe German activities in nuclear re-
search.14 In overall command of the group from the beginning of May
onwards, and later on the spot, was Major T.H. Rittner.

Most of the internees were captured on 23 and 25 April 1945 in
Hechingen and Tailfingen, by a special unit of the Alsos Mission. The
scientists were taken in great secrecy past the advancing French units
via Heidelberg, Reims, and Versailles to the Paris area and then — after
various other scientists had joined the group —on to Belgium and even-
tually, on 3 July, to Farm Hall.

By April it had already become clear in Hechingen that the German
scientists were not working on an atom bomb, but on a ‘uranium ma-
chine’, in other words, a reactor. So in fact the main question had al-
ready been answered. Nonetheless, the British were still interested in
details of the German work with uranium and also in information on
the political role of these scientists in Nazi Germany. What is more,
they wanted to prevent the French, and even more so the Russians,
from getting their hands on it. And they also had some other ques-
tions, for example the internees’ attitude to the Russians and the west-
ern Allies, and how they felt about the possibility of co-operating with

11
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British and American scientists. Farm Hall was like a sort of chemical
experiment, the results of which were written down in transcripts. As
we shall see, however, the British here pursued quite different inter-
ests from the Americans, and also behaved quite differently towards
the German scientists.15 They were, from the start, much more benevo-
lent than the Americans would have been, and indeed than the Ameri-
cans would have allowed, had they known. The details of all this are
still largely unknown, particularly the remarkable way in which Major
Rittner interpreted his orders to keep the internees ‘in a good frame [of
mind]’,16 but I cannot go into that here.

From the start Otto Hahn was the leader and spokesman of the group
of scientists. As Heisenberg later put it, he was ‘trusted by every indi-
vidual in the group because of the force of his personality and his calm-
ness in difficult situations’.1” And very soon, if not right away, he was
also trusted by the other side. Rittner’s assessment of him, as recorded
in the Farm Hall Transcripts, was: ‘A man of the world. He has been the
most helpful of the professors and his sense of humour and common
sense has saved the day on many occasions. He is definitely friendly
disposed to England and America’.18

v
On the day of Hiroshima, 6 August 1945, the people of ‘Operation Ep-
silon” made the internees listen to radio announcements reporting the
events. The internees were most agitated by this information. Barely
had this agitation abated, when there was further upset amongst the
group over a quite different matter, sparked off by letters that now
started to arrive and, above all, by visitors.

On 8 August, only two days after Hiroshima, the News Chronicle
published an interview on the subject of Otto Hahn with the promi-
nent English nuclear physicist Sir Charles Darwin (a grandson, inci-
dentally, of the famous biologist; 1887-1962), at that time Director of
the National Physical Laboratory in London. He praised Hahn as a
‘pioneer’ of science, stressed his completely irreproachable political
stance during the Nazi period ('certainly not a Nazi’), and asked what
had happened to him. Four days later came a lecture by Darwin on the
English radio, in which Hahn was again revered as the discoverer of
nuclear fission and as ‘a friend and pupil of Rutherford’. Ten days later,
Sir Charles suddenly appeared at Farm Hall, accompanied by Com-

12
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mander Welsh, to talk to Hahn and Heisenberg.1 This was, he stressed,
a ‘purely private’ visit, which of course was not the case — on the con-
trary. This is already clear from the fact that Sir Charles handed Otto
Hahn the British White Paper on the atomic bomb (Statements relating
to the Atomic Bomb). A conversation took place with Hahn and Heisen-
berg regarding the German work with uranium. Then in the evening
there was a ‘general discussion’, instigated by Darwin, as to what the
German physicists ‘were going to do about things in the light of the
atomic bomb’. They talked about politics, science and science policy.
The next morning Heisenberg summarized his impressions, saying that
‘people like Darwin’ were clearly considering ‘the state of Europe in
four years time and how gradually to return to peace conditions’. These
people obviously also intended to allow the Farm Hall internees to
‘play some part in it in the long run. They seem to be thinking along
the lines of a United States of Europe and say to themselves: “The Ger-
man scientists are among the most important people as they have a
certain amount of influence in Germany and because, in addition, they
are sensible people with whom one can discuss things”.” Heisenberg's
assessment of British intentions was quite accurate. His second assump-
tion, however, that these people were ‘not in any hurry’ to put such
plans into operation, was, of course, quite wrong.

At the end of August news arrived for the first time at Farm Hall,
via American officers, about the condition of the Institutes in Berlin-
Dahlem.20 There was also news from Gottingen for the first time: that
Max Planck and Telschow had taken the intiative to reconstruct the
Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft and that Hahn was being talked of as the
future President. This news, which at first was still fairly vague, sparked
off conversations at Farm Hall about the Institutes, the future of the
Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft and, in addition, about the possibility of
reorganizing science in Germany.2!

On 8 September, again accompanied by Commander Welsh, another
visitor came to Farm Hall.22 This was the nuclear physicist Patrick
Blackett who was likewise introduced as a private person, as an ‘old
friend” of Heisenberg. This was not untrue, but on the other hand it
was certainly not the whole truth. For, as the transcripts show, Blackett
had come for talks ‘about the future of German science’. He had indi-
vidual discussions with Heisenberg, Hahn and von Laue.2? Patrick M.
S. Blackett (1897-1974)2* had become famous through his work with

13



Max-Planck-Gesellschaft

the Wilson cloud chamber, carried out in Rutherford’s laboratory in
Cambridge in the early 1930s. This had confirmed Rutherford’s hy-
potheses and was to earn Blackett the 1948 Nobel Prize for Physics.
Blackett was indeed an old friend of Heisenberg’s from the time they
had spent together in Goéttingen with James Franck in 1924 and 1925.
These professional facts were about all the Germans at Farm Hall knew
about him, but the topics of conversation he introduced, and above all
the way he dealt with them, were enough to show that he was some-
one who had political influence.

Blackett had two long conversations with Heisenberg?> and in re-
sponse to the question of what was going to happen to science in Ger-
many replied that the British were still “in a pretty bad mess’. They
were ‘probably better prepared for war than ... for peace’. In America
and England they were going through ‘a formative period ... in which
we are really trying to think out what is practical politics’. As far as
science was concerned ‘all kinds of different ideas have been put about
by different people’. He himself, of course, had ‘a perfectly clear idea’
of his own and could say that ‘a great majority of English scientists
agree’. He also thought that most of the internees ‘should go back [to
Germany] reasonably soon’, to the British zone, for example to Géttin-
gen. He did not think that there was ‘any danger in working in nuclear
physics, provided that no great uranium or [other sorts of] plants’ were
built. He was also ‘quite sure ... that the rest of physics and science’ in
Germany would be clear for Heisenberg ‘within a reasonable time’,
and this was also the opinion of ‘most scientists” in England. They were
already thinking about what was to happen to science in Germany, but
it would ‘take some time to get finally settled’. He himself could and
would influence the situation, even though he had only been put in
the relevant position to do this three days ago. As far as the fate of the
internees was concerned, the decision rested, ultimately, with the Ameri-
cans and would be taken in Washington; in this the British were ‘very
much junior partners’. But still, since Hiroshima everything had be-
come less complicated because there was no longer any need for ‘ex-
treme secrecy’. Now it was ‘quite possible to outline a reasonable policy’
— to the Americans - ‘and push for it'.

Blackett went on to say that as regards German science in principle
there were, of course, differences of opinion. Some thought all scien-
tists were dangerous. But this attitude was becoming obsolete. The

14
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phrase ‘scientists are dangerous’ should be replaced by ‘the applica-
tion of science is dangerous and wants control’. Then it would be pos-
sible to find ‘individual ways of sorting the practical difficulties’, not
the least of which was the problem of the various zones of occupation
and relations with Russia. But he, Blackett, was convinced ‘that the
future of Germany is extremely important for Europe’, and that Heisen-
berg was ‘one of the people who could help to get things going again’.
‘Go back’, Blackett said to Heisenberg, ‘and be as good as you can and
do your very, very best to build up a new Germany’'.

Blackett spoke in similar vein during a long conversation with Hahn
on 9 September.26 In the Allied Control Council, he said, there were
certain ‘differences of opinion about German science’. But he, Blackett,
had ‘no doubt at all that the view of the majority of English scientists
and the sensible people is that ordinary academic and pure and funda-
mental physics will be completely uncontrolled. There may conceiv-
ably be some bar on nuclear physics’. In any case, Hahn’s ‘reputation
is very well known over here because of your fine record as an anti-
Nazi. It is very much appreciated’. He said much the same to Max von
Laue: ‘I feel that you are one of the people who should, in my own
personal view, be back there helping to re-build academic and scien-
tific life. Your reputation is very high as a wise man who has taken a
very good line and you are respected enormously’.2’

\'
Despite various hints, those who were talking to Blackett on 8 and 9
September remained in the dark as to the context of these conversa-
tions in terms of science policy. They were similarly unaware of Black-
ett’s actual official position in the controversies of the summer and
autumn of 1945 over what British science policy in Germany should
be.28 Plans had been formulated in the summer of 1944, specifically for
the handling of German industry after the war. Of great significance
here was the fact that at the suggestion of Lord Cherwell (the Oxford
physicist FEA. Lindemann), Churchill’s scientific adviser, prominent sci-
entists had been involved in these discussions from the beginning.??
One of them was the physicist and Nobel Prizewinner Sir George P.
Thompson (1892-1975).30 In August 1944 Anthony Eden appointed the
German Science and Industry Committee to look into the economic,
technical and scientific aspects of handling German industry after the

15
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war. On 10 May 1945 this committee presented a report stating that in
the opinion of the experts all restrictions and prohibitions on scientific
research were, in practice, ineffectual and in any case were basically
undesirable. Controls should not be applied to research, but to its re-
sults. This was also the opinion expressed by Blackett at Farm Hall.

This view, which was based on making a distinction between fun-
damental and applied research, was also supported by the British mili-
tary command, namely the Deputy Chiefs-of-Staff in London.3! They
considered the Americans’ far more radical ideas (prohibition of all
research activities; closure of all research establishments; new begin-
ning only under strict control) to be unworkable and impossible to
implement. The liberal approach was opposed, however, by the Plan-
ning Department, and the Research Branch in the Economic Sub-Com-
mission of the British Militiary Government under Brigadier-General
Spedding, in March and again in June 1945.32 Their recommendation,
which overlapped with the American view, was that all German re-
search should be restricted and monitored in principle, in order to
smother at birth any conceivable application of research results for the
purposes of war. “The Control Commission was determined to use this
unique opportunity, which had fallen to Britain as a result of winning
the war, to prevent Germany, long-term, from ever becoming a danger
again by means of research’.33 But this was precisely what the scien-
tific experts of the German Science and Industry Committee refused to
accept.

So there were two diametrically opposed opinions, as Blackett in-
dicated in his conversations at Farm Hall.To overcome these contro-
versies an interministerial body, the Economic and Industrial Planning
Staff, working under the Foreign Office, was asked in July 1945 to draw
up the ultimate directive for British science policy in Germany. This
was the situation at the time Blackett first talked to the internees at
Farm Hall.

Blackett himself played in important role in the process of making
this decision.3¢ Since the late 1930s and during the war Blackett had
been involved in a great variety of projects involving the co-ordination
of politics, science and technology. He was a member of the so-called
Thomson or Maud Committee, chaired by Sir George P. Thomson,
which, since the German invasion of Norway and Denmark in 1940,
had been looking into the possibilities of developing a British atom

16



Future of German Science

bomb.35 Its findings had led to co-operation with the Americans in the
Manhattan Project. Blackett was also involved in the organization of
British coastal and air defence, and in the development of radar. Since -
1942 he had been Director of Operational Research at the Admiralty.
Above all, however, he was scientific adviser to the Labour Party (which
he continued to be until the mid-1960s, until he was elected President
of the Royal Society). Since the return of the Labour government in
July 1945 he had thus been very close to the seat of power where deci-
sions were made.

Now, in the late summer of 1945, Blackett set discussions in motion
amongst the scientists at Farm Hall about the future of German sci-
ence. He also reported on these discussions to British scientists, politi-
cians and the military. On 24 September the German scientists were
asked to put down their ideas for the future in a memorandum. The
document was discussed for two days, formally approved, signed and
handed over on the 28th.36 At just the same time the internees started
to receive letters from Germany.3” Hahn was informed that Planck and
Telschow wanted him to become President of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-
Gesellschaft. ‘It would be awful for me’, commented Hahn, ‘since I'm
neither a politician nor a public speaker. I hope it’s not true’. Two days
later he was given Planck’s letter of 25 July, in which, as we know,
Hahn was invited to accept this task. From other letters he learned
about the fate of individual institutes, about Havemann’s energetic
initiatives in Berlin, about the protests against them, and much more.
Hahn felt that all this information and the requests for his opinion were
too much for him. These were “all sorts of things and questions’ which
he was “in no position to decide here’.

But external pressure for a decision now began to mount. On 1 Oc-
tober Hahn, Heisenberg and von Laue received an unexpected invita-
tion to a meeting with British scientists, already scheduled for the af-
ternoon of the following day in London. The theme was announced
(according to Hahn's note of the evening before) as: ‘Important things
— German science, institutes, etc.’

VI
The venue for this meeting between the three German scientists and
their British counterparts on 2 October 1945 was, in itself, significant.
It was none other than the Royal Institution building in Albemarle
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Street, home of the Britsh learned society for the promotion of science.
But of even greater significance was the choice of British scientists to
attend this meeting. Some of them we already know quite well, for
example Patrick Blackett and Sir George P. Thomson, winner of the
Nobel Prize for Physics in 1937. The others were Sir William Laurence
Bragg (1890-1971), Nobel Prize for Physics 1915; Sir Henry H. Dale
(1875-1968), then President of the Royal Society and Resident Director
of the Royal Institution, Nobel Prize for Medicine 1936; Sir Archibald
V. Hill (1886-1977), Nobel Prize for Medicine 1922. So these discus-
sions were basically a meeting of past and (as in the case of Hahn and
Blackett) future Nobel Prizewinners.38

There are no minutes of this meeting,3° but the following summary
of the discussions, taken from Otto Hahn’s precise and incisive diary
entry of that evening, will do just as well:

After a gin, we went for tea and talked in a small group for an hour and a
half, until quarter to six, about German science and the possibility of gradu-
ally rebuilding it, about our Institutes, the difficulties in the zones of occu-
pation etc. etc. Our main problem is this. The Americans will probably not
allow us — Heisenberg, Wirtz etc. and me — to return to Hechingen to work,
because occupied by the French. But the United States have said that we
may return to Germany. So what is supposed to happen? The British are
obviously better at organizing things in Germany than the USA. So it would
obviously be a good idea for us to try and move, as a point of crystalliza-
tion, so to speak, to somewhere in the British zone, preferably a university
town. Géttingen would be the most suitable place.

Hahn’s diary entry goes on to say that a probable American objection
to Gottingen was anticipated, because of its proximity to the Russian
zone. From this point of view Bonn or Hamburg would have been bet-
ter. And another difficulty in choosing the place from which to rebuild
German science was ‘that it must also revitalize the humanities.” For
that, apart from the universities, ‘tieeacademies werebest suited’. There
was one academy in the British zone, which happened to be in
Gottingen. And again: ‘Come what may, the British must help us, which
they will certainly be more inclined to do than the Americans, who are
not so interested in Germany, except where the uranium bomb is con-
cerned’. And then the final sentence which sums up the whole conver-
sation: ‘The general impression, on a human level, was of particular
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goodwill, perhaps even recognition [on the part of] the English partici-
pants and their desire to help German science as far as possible’.

This meeting of Nobel Prizewinners was of decisive importance for
the formulation of British science policy in occupied Germany and the
role of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft. This is evident in Heisenberg's
very brief report to his colleagues at Farm Hall: “The idea is that some
central organization is to be set up which will somehow arrange the
reconstruction of German science. Géttingen was mentioned in this
connection, as, first of all, the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft has been
evacuated to Géttingen and, secondly, the Academy is there and, thirdly,
on account of the university’ .40

Something else was significant about this meeting, which the Ger-
man participants were certainly not aware of. The British contingent
were not only prominent scientists. During the war they had also held
key positions in co-ordinating science, technology, politics and war
conduct. Patrick Blackett and Sir George Thomson we already know
about. But the same also applied to the others.41 Hill and Dale, for ex-
ample, were members of the War Cabinet’s Scientific Advisory Com-
mittee, Dale as chairman. The responsibility of this small circle of sci-
entists was subsequently formalized, so that on 2 May 1946 a Scientific
Committee for Germany was appointed to advise the government in
matters of German science and science policy in Germany. Sir Henry
Dale was chairman of this body, whose members also included Sir
Charles Darwin and Sir George P. Thomson.#2

Incidentally, it was Dale who saved the day in the summer of 1946
when the British objected to the name ‘Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft’.
He suggested simply dropping this name, which had rather compro-
mising historical associations, and in future calling the whole thing
the ‘Max-Planck-Gesellschaft’.43

VII
The significance of the meeting on 2 October 1945 is also demonstrated
by its outcome. Things started to speed up. Hahn, Heisenberg and von
Laue had been asked by the British contingent to talk through any out-
standing problems with their colleagues at Farm Hall. This they did
on 3 October, and on 4 October, as requested, they reported the results
of their conversation to Blackett.#4 They agreed that a place must be
found ‘within the Anglo-American zone of occupation’, which would
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make it possible to ‘resume work in accordance with the former scien-
tific tradition and thus provide a suitable starting-point for the rebuild-
ing of science as a whole’. They all agreed that ‘as far as natural science
is concerned, the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft would be a suitably cen-
tral organization” and that for the humanities this role should fall to
the Academies.4> On 4 October Hahn also wrote to Max Planck telling
him that despite ‘serious reservations’ about his suitability, and with a
‘heavy heart’ he was prepared to take over the office of President, since
its was obvious that at this point he could not ‘reject [Planck’s sugges-
tion] in principle’. He only hoped that he would be able ‘to hand over
this office to someone more suitable as soon as possible’.

On the British side matters were nearly settled. Admittedly at the
end of October the British Commander-in-Chief, Montgomery, was still
expressing the opinion of the Control Commission when he said that
he would only accept the interned scientists in the British zone if they -
were ‘confined and under close surveillance’.4¢ But the final decision
went the other way. On 29 October the Economic and Industrial Plan-
ning Staff produced its directive; on 16 November it was approved by
a cabinet committee led by Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin and six days
later passed on to the British Commander-in-Chief in Germany.47 The
purpose of having control over German research, it said, could not be
to exact revenge, but only to prevent it from being used to create weap-
ons, and to turn it towards peaceful activities. It was not, however,
desirable to restrict research fields. It was therefore necessary to make
a distinction between fundamental and applied research and to deal
with them differently. Fundamental research could only be controlled
with great difficulty, but with applied research it was much easier. In
any case it was applied research that could cause problems of security.
It was therefore in Britain’s best interests to impose controls and re-
strictions on specific spheres, namely those that could have a military
application. Otherwise German research should be allowed to develop
freely:

Finally, we have thought it in the best interests of this country to limit our
program of prohibitions and controls to the specified fields which we con-
sider to be dangerous ... and to allow German research free play over the
remainder of the field, at the same time encouraging the publication of the
results of research and the restoration of channels of communication be-
tween German science and the outside world.48
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At the same time, that is in October and November 1945, this mes-
sage was conveyed to the British public. Articles on Hahn, whose
whereabouts were still unknown, appeared in the British press. On 13
October 1945, The New Statesman and Nation wrote that Hahn - ‘an old
friend and associate of Lord Rutherford’ — admittedly had known how
to produce the bomb, but, as an opponent of Nazism, had kept it se-
cret: ‘Hahn was not only a great scientist, but a good internationalist,
who might have won the war for the Nazis if he had been willing to
work for them’. He should therefore not only be given the Nobel Prize
for Chemistry, but also the Nobel Peace Prize: ‘He seems to have gone
on doing scientific work, but to have refused to further the military
development of his researches. If this is a true report the Nobel Com-
mittee should confer its Peace Prize as well as its Science Prize on Otto
Hahn'.4? As we know, Hahn did not, in fact, receive the Peace Prize on
16 November 1945, but he was given the Nobel Prize for Chemistry, an
event which, given the political context, was most remarkable and in-
deed well noted. It is not difficult to guess who brought external influ-
ence to bear on this decision.50

Although the internees did not know it, their time at Farm Hall was
now drawing to an end. ‘Commander’ Welsh had gathered the opin-
ions of prominent non-German scientists and had, for example, trav-
elled to Copenhagen to hear the views of Niels Bohr regarding the
future of German science. On 22 November he appeared at Farm Hall
again. His announcement, which was met with general astonishment,
was that a return to Germany was on the cards. He told Hahn and
Heisenberg that at that time ‘only the English have sympathy with
German science’ and that therefore its reconstruction with the help of
the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft was only possible in the British zone.
But, as Hahn noted that evening, ‘it is now up to us ... our task will be
to get German science going again and to find the places where work
can restart’.

On 2 January 1946 another meeting took place at the Royal Institu-
tion between Hahn, Heisenberg and von Laue, and most of those who
had been present on 2 October. It was as if the Germans were saying
farewell to their god-parents. ‘Friendly talk’, wrote Hahn, ‘repeated
wishes for the reconstruction of German science which we must now
take in hand’. In the evening Brigadier-General Frank Spedding ap-
peared at Farm Hall. The next day he was to accompany the internees
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on their flight to Biickeberg and help them settle into new quarters at
Alswede, near Minden. In his first conversation with Hahn on Ger-
man soil, on 3 January 1946, even Spedding, now following the British
government’s line on science policy, stated what his ‘orders’ and his
‘wishes’ were: “To get German science going again, especially the Kai-
ser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft’.

Here, on 3 January 1946, is where I stop the detailed account of
events. I could go on to say, however, that Hahn immediately responded
to these British ‘orders” and ‘wishes’, which were constantly repeated.
He did not wait until 1 April 1946, the day when he officially took
office as President of the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft, but assumed
office de facto from the moment he landed in Germany, and with in-
creasing vigour after he moved to Gottingen on 12 January. He had
formulated what he wanted to achieve. ‘The most important point’, as
he putit, was: ‘the Kaiser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft in all three zones’, start-
ing with Géttingen. And in a conversation about the future of the Kai-
ser-Wilhelm-Gesellschaft at the end of January 1946 he pointed out
that at that time science was surely ‘Germany’s only asset’.

VIII

So now we know how the foundations were laid for British science
policy in Germany in the summer and autumn of 1945. We know which
scientists were involved on the British side, which Germans they
wanted as their partners to help realize this policy, and which instru-
ment was to be used. The decisive factor in all this was that on the
British side prominent scientists, outstanding representatives of fun-
damental scientific research, were involved in formulating science
policy. This led, on both sides, to co-operation between scientists who
recognized, and acted upon, their responsibilities, not only in the field
of science, but also in the political sphere.

Another equally decisive factor was that this group of top interna-
tional scientists consisted of men who could work together, who knew
each other well and whose mutual basis of trust had not been destroyed
by the world war unleashed by Germany. Here, as in other cases, a
significant role was played by the so-called ‘Rutherford Family’, the
close ties between the friends, colleagues and pupils of Ernest Ruther-
ford.5! Sir Charles Darwin and Patrick Blackett were members, as in-
deed was Otto Hahn.52
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Conclusion

Officially, then, the Max-Planck-Gesellschaft was founded on 26 Feb-
ruary 1948 in Gottingen. In a broader historical sense, however, it could
be said to have been founded not in Géttingen, but in London, on 2
October 1945, in the building of the Royal Institution — where else?

In conclusion, I should just mention that the story did not really
end on 26 February 1948 but — again in a broader historical sense — not
until 23 April 1948, the day of the commemorative celebrations for Max
Planck who had died on 4 October 1947. He would have been ninety
on 23 April 1948. The celebrations in Géttingen, organized jointly by
the new Max-Planck-Gesellschaft, Gottingen University, the Géttingen
Academy of Sciences and the Deutsche Physikalische Gesellschaft were
the final chapter in the story, reflecting once again all the most impor-
tant elements.

In the great hall of the university Max von Laue, Werner Heisenberg
and Richard Becker paid tribute to Planck’s scientific achievements.
Otto Hahn read out a memorial by Albert Einstein in English and Ger-
man, also on behalf of the National Academy of Sciences of the USA.
Sir Charles Darwin spoke for the Royal Society, to whose ‘small and
carefully guarded body ... of Foreign Members’ Planck belonged —along
with Leibniz, Huyghens, Euler, Laplace, Gauf3, Fresnel, Helmholtz, Gibb
and Boltzmann — and whose highest award, the Copley Medal, he had
received. Darwin declared that Planck’s constant and Newton's gravi-
tational constant were the two fundamental scientific discoveries that
had opened the two great epochs of modern natural science. In so do-
ing, he linked the celebrations for Planck in Géttingen with those for
Newton held by the Royal Society in London in the summer of 1946, at
which Planck had been the only German guest and representative of
the ‘other Germany’.53 Darwin also recalled the ‘many signs of respect
and friendship’ accorded Planck in London.

In May 1948, a prominent journal, Nature, published a report in-
forming the international scientific public about the founding of the
new society, which now bore Planck’s name.5¢ This was written by the
English physicist Edward Neville da Costa Andrade who, with an-
other physicist, Sir Robert Watson-Watt, had represented the Univer-
sity of London at the celebrations in Gottingen. Andrade also paid trib-
ute to the role played by Ernst Telschow, ‘who was a prominent figure
at the discussions that took place’, and by Bertie Blount, ‘who had car-
ried out a difficult task with equal tact and efficiency’. The report con-
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cluded by naming all the numerous American, English and German
scientists who had attended the celebrations in Géttingen and con-
firmed once again the ‘friendly” atmosphere of the occasion, ‘so that it
might have been a gathering of scientific friends at a German univer-
sity before the First World War’.

To mark the fiftieth anniversary of D-Day, on 6 June 1994, the English
historian and journalist Timothy Garton Ash published an article in a
German daily newspaper entitled ‘Véter und Sohne’ (‘Fathers and
Sons’).55 Here he said that ‘the specific British contribution, not only to
liberating Germany from Nazism, but also to the reconstruction of what
was to become West Germany after 1945’, and the fact that Britain had
a ‘policy for Europe’ in 1944/45, seemed to him to be ‘a chapter of
history that ... has faded almost completely from German memory’. If
this is the case, then the chapter of Anglo-German history entitled ‘The
British Roots of the Max-Planck-Gesellschaft’ certainly contains ample
food for thought.

Translated by Jane Rafferty
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