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>>> 

……..September 27, 1938…… I am in The Lane with Wessler. We are on our way to 

a reception, a recital, talk and dinner, whose purpose is to raise more funds for refugee 

scientists. Jake Ungar is going to talk – I believe on the fate of an eminent woman, Lise 

Meitner who has been forced out of the Kaiser-Wilhelm Institute in Berlin and is not allowed 

to leave Germany. Ernst Chain, an émigré biochemist who Ungar knew and gave contacts to 

when he came to Britain –is to play the piano. 

We will probably hear Beethoven – the height of musical culture – though I am a 

southern jazz man. Chain will play Beethoven while Germany descends in to mayhem. Nor is 

Chain’s situation easy, Ungar has told me. He now has a position at Oxford. On the – surely 

spurious – grounds that he had a left wing relative in Bavarian politics, he is suspect to the 

British authorities. Chain was stripped of German citizenship when he left.  Because of this 

relative who may either be dead or interned in Germany, he also has no British papers. 

Because of this his mother and sister cannot come from Berlin to join him. He has a house 

and the means but they can’t come. 

Meanwhile our host, Bernard Lowenstein has a candidate for scientist underground. 

His son, Ben, did not join the bank, a source of grief. That said, father and son are now 

reconciled, the son a researcher in Glasgow University. The son is said to have proposed a 

graduate who is looking for work in London and who is said to be broad in outlook and 

personable. 

We are going to look at this fellow and, if we like the look, approach him. He has 

been told only that someone might be coming who could help him find some work. Wessler 

argues that he can find out more about someone looking at them, how they stand and 

discourse, than by allowing them the chance to tell lies in an interview.  

Walk The Lane in tense silence. 

We, Wessler and I, are going to try to penetrate the British war science establishment. 

We are doing this as private individuals. It is an outrageous idea. 

We are trying to hire someone to do this penetration. We’ve worked out the person’s 

cover. The man who will shield our man thinks that the British are so sloppily dominated by 

an old boy network that he can get our man top level security clearance.  

No one will question this Wessler contact – this Hon. George Elwys, electronics 

engineering professor at Imperial College. Since Wessler contacted him, after my visit to 

Churchill, Elwys says he has specific information on how Tizard and the radio detection work 
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are being sidelined, also how good that work is. (This is a business where you get used to 

contradictions in terms.) 

 And, the make the scientist underground more effective, Elwys is sure he can get a 

top level government security pass for our man.  

He will use his ties to the old boy network – talk to a fellow he was at Winchester 

school with. Elwys is in Boodles Club, He’s know as ‘Elwys08’ for the large cache of 1908 

Graham’s port he inherited and donated to the club. He shoots stags up on Garton place at 

Kinlochever.  

‘If the fellow’s a boffin, he’s got this damn fine port…. And a damn steady trigger 

finger.’ 

Of course you’d give Elwys what security passes he needs for an employee. He’s one 

of us. 

 Here we are, lovely evening, thrushes and blackbirds calling from gardens, sparrows 

bathing in a puddle, the elegant edifice of the Bernstein house, Georgian, with well- 

proportioned windows, a rambler rose still flowering over the maroon front door. 

 I knock and a maid who can’t be more than fourteen opens the door. We hand her our 

raincoats – mine a new Burberry which will irritate Wessler. With competence the tiny girl 

hands us numbered tickets. Wessler gives her a half crown which is a  generous tip.  

 The sniff of affluence hang heavy in the air, claustrophobic to me, yet exciting. I’m 

buoyed now I am here. Once this idea has a cast, things will be better.  

The hall tables have marquetry tops and brass edging. The floor is of black and white 

marble tiles. There is a florid nude on the left hand wall, a modern painting. 

 When will we see the candidate?   

 We are part of a line to greet the hostess. Belinda Lowenstein was a child prodigy in 

mathematics and graduated from Cambridge University aged nineteen with a high ranking.  

After that, no institution would take her into academic mathematics. She is female. 

 The injustice of this was baffling. She picked up, married, does now publish on prime 

numbers under a male pseudonym, Michael Swan. 

 Swan indeed: she is now almost as round as she is high. If she moves, which she is 

not doing now… if she moves her appearance is of a swan gliding. She wears long, a gold 

edged – real gold edged – dress, like a Roman toga. 

 Wessler, ahead of me, bows to shake her hand. To his discomfort she puts her other 

hand round his neck, draws him forward and plants a kiss on his cheek. Shaking himself like 

an animal that has had water thrown at it, he takes a brown envelope from his pocket. 

 I note this envelope is being been reused. ‘May I?’ the Swan says. 

 She wants to look. ‘It’s for the girls,’ he says. ‘The other is looked after.’ 
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 He has already made a donation to the refugee fund. Belinda has given a lot of energy 

and money to support girls in high school to do science and, when they are young women, to 

go to college or university. I wrote on famous women in science, I also covered the difficulty 

females have being accepted. I think it is one in seven in British universities and even less in 

science, none in engineering -- this still happening in the age of the Curies and the woman 

we’ll hear about tonight, Lise Meitner.  

 In my piece I referred to Belinda’s experience and her lobbying and philanthropy. 

Not only do a tiny number of girls get into British universities to do science, when there they 

face harassment and derision. University jobs for them are rare and sometimes obtained only 

via sexual favours. It’s tough. Belinda is a big force for good in this. 

 See a young woman alone come into a British lecture hall and all the men bang their 

feet on the floor. It’s not attractive.  

 Damn British, pig-headed, arrogant, snobbish about science and wonderful people. 

 The Swan recognises me, which is nice. And she refers to a recent article of mine. A 

pharmaceutical company in Tennessee had sold one of the new sulphonamide drugs – anti-

bacterial – at a huge mark up and branded it as an ‘elexir’. People were duped in large 

numbers. Then nearly a hundred mysterious deaths in the USA were noted and then traced to 

those who took the elixir which contained ethelyne glycol, a compound used, among other 

things, as a coolant. 

 No one had tested it for toxicity. It was big police work. I started the hund and we 

published when the Massingham company claimed the doses taken had been tampered with. 

 ‘Keep up the good work, Mr. Rutland,’ she says. ‘Capitalism and science are not a 

pretty mixture.’ 

 She wants me to kiss her fat hand. Humans!  

 Apart from seasonal hibernations, only humans get fat like this.  

 I thank her and move on. I’ve lost Wessler and I have not found Ungar. Nor can I see 

Bernard Lowenstein who is supposed to display our candidate. 

 I do see the biochemist, Ernst Chain, whom Ungar helped before he came to the UK. 

Chain was thrown out of his lab in Germany. He looks, I feel, overdressed, loud. Chain is one 

of those who can make even a black suit look loud. He is a wonderful man in a difficult 

situation, without German and without British immigrant papers. 

 I go up to him. He pretends not to remember me. ‘I was looking for Ungar,’ I say. 

 ‘Scared away,’ he says. ‘I must move on Rutland.’ 

 Well he may just not like reporters. ‘Ungar scared away?’ 

 ‘Excuse me, I’m playing tonight –‘ 

 I can’t clarify.  
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 Anyway, here is Bernard Lowenstein. He is a short, elegant man, perhaps carries a 

little bit extra at the waist, but trim, breaths energy, suit as understated as Chain’s is loud. He 

wears glasses with big black frames, greets me affably and tells me to follow. ‘Find the 

weasel,’ he says of Wessler. Bernard has a slight limp which he’s proud to tell people came 

from a fall when fox hunting.  

 Through the library which has old texts in Herbrew and German as well as English, 

into a glass covered conservatory. This is a long low room added to the house. This is now 

extended with a tent. There are six rows of ten or more chairs. Knots of people are talking. 

There are the well-heeled and the more restrained academics. Between the grand piano and 

the front row there are two groups of people sipping drinks and talking. 

 Bernard takes us to the right. The three of us are part obscured by a big tent pole. He 

nods and says in hushed tones. ‘The four beyond,’ Bernard says. ‘The young one.’ 

 The group of four are: an over-fed and shiny couple, she in tight damask with her 

behind under stretched fabric and the mammary glands there for all the world to see, 

sparkling neck pendant. With them are a good looking couple, an erect man,  British 

definitely, square jaw, dark hair, smoking a pipe. Next to him is someone much younger than 

the other three. 

 She has hair as short at a man’s, a long neck and is tall, and too thin. Unlike other 

women at the reception who are blousy to different degrees, wear  money and extrude 

vulgarity, she is wearing a simple red dress. It has a shirt top and long sleeves, a small collar. 

It has no embellishment – yet there is a sheen in the material. 

 I don’t realize for a moment this is the ‘fellow’ we are to look at. Her expression is of 

seriousness. 

 I’ve seen her before and I know where. I wrote on vitamins and on their discoverer, 

Gowland Hopkins. He had won the 1929 Nobel Prize. He lived in suburban Cambridge. The 

time I saw her was when he made the argument for expansion of biochemical and biophysical 

studies, threw down the gauntlet for humans to know much more about the chemistry that is 

life. Impossible to dream of four decades ago. Hopkins dream is for the study of life to move 

forward as the study of the atom has done. What will we have: longevity, cures for illness, 

improved plant species, the chemicals to kill pests, even pills to control pregnancy. 

 Progress. Dark side and light side, I wondered. Hopkins did not take offense. 

 This creature was there, in this house. She was sitting on the floor in a room cleared 

of furniture. She was cross legged, scruffy in appearance then, wore a plain, faded dress, hair 

in a handkerchief. She was concentrating, then hostile in the glance she afforded me when 
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Hopkins introduced us. There is intensity in her look. Small head on a long body, measured 

expression… hard to forget. I remembered her as ugly. She can’t stand men, I thought. 

 She then was sorting papers which she had arranged around her. I did not think I had 

ever seen a girl with such long arms. 

 She did not want to be disturbed. I asked Hopkins who she was. He said: ‘she to 

whom we all defer’. 

 

 [The Nobel Prize winner and ex head of the Royal Society said that of a 

twenty three year old…. 

So Bill Rutland meets Nathalie Armstrong, the woman who will become the 

Scientist Underground…..] 


