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‘You may have my rich brocades, my laces; take each household key;


Ransack coffer, desk, bureau;


Quiz the few poor treasures hid there, con the letters kept by me.’




 





Thomas Hardy, ‘Friends Beyond’
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Author’s Note





Most of this story, as hardly needs saying, is fictitious; however, it is based on some substantial activities at Rehovot, so I hope that the ‘real’ people mentioned won’t take amiss the caricature of themselves or the things they have been made to get up to. I must add that they didn’t know what I was up to when picking their brains. Weizmann’s fermentation process with regard to oil works; but that, for the moment, is all that can be stated. One other thing I must state: Mr Igor Druyanov did not edit volumes 15 and 16 of the Weizmann papers. At the time of writing, this task had not yet been allotted; but advance apologies to whoever gets it, and if anyone like Vava crops up he ought to keep it to himself.



















Chapter One





I came in quietly, dabbing at the chill spots of rain on my forehead, and took my coat off and began sniffing. As I thought. At it again. I’d never actually caught her at it. I hung the coat up and padded silently down the carpeted corridor and got a fine full view of her through the open study door. She was standing by the window, the thing actually in her mouth, idly scratching some nether part as she looked out.


‘Well, Ettie! Still here?’


‘Christ!’ She spun round, almost coughing it out. ‘You come in like a cat!’


‘Not finished yet?’


‘Just giving a last lick,’ she said, flapping with the duster. ‘I like you tidy in here.’


‘Well, that’s nice. Have a cigarette, Ettie.’


‘I got one. Well, I borrowed one of yours, actually.’


‘I see.’


‘I run out of mine. Strong, aren’t they? I couldn’t smoke these all the time.’


‘No, well, you don’t actually have to, Ettie.’


‘It’s because I run out. What are the black things on the end for?’


‘For Russians with black mouths.’


‘Black hearts, more like.’


‘Thanks very much.’


‘Not yours. Not always. I’m nearly finished now.’


‘Good. Did Hopcroft call?’


‘No.’


‘Or Caroline?’


‘Nobody called.’


‘Funny.’


‘And I stayed in all the time, even when gasping for a drag,’ she said, nodding at me, and drawing carefully at the one of my father’s as she turned and flapped elsewhere in the room. I looked after her and then at the cigarette box she had left open on the desk. Three more gone. Not a tragedy: I never smoked them myself. Still, a principle was at stake. She was taking liberties. Everybody was taking liberties. Why no Hopcroft or Caroline? My stomach rumbled, as always before a journey. Too many things to see to. I sat down and took out a sheet of paper and attended to the first of them.




My sweet darling, Verochka, my joy,


There was no letter from you today, and for me this is a great deprivation. I hope that tomorrow there will be one, and I shall patiently await tomorrow. You ask me, little darling, to fondle you, if only by letter. Verunya, my dear, this is what I do in every word of mine, with every sound. But no such caresses can satisfy me. I hope, however …





There was a great deal more, and I toiled over it, conscious of Ettie still in the room, before steaming into the last paragraph.




You do know, don’t you, that I think of you every second, that it is you I live, think and breathe. You are not going to be upset and cross but will write me nice tender letters and will love me dearly, kiss and caress me when I am with you, won’t you, Verochka? Keep well, my joy, and write to me every day regularly, or I shall get very miserable. Love to my dearly beloved Verusenka.


                       Your


                                   Chaimchik 





‘Funny writing that,’ Ettie said.


She was behind me, looking over my shoulder.


‘Yes. Was there something special you wanted, Ettie?’


‘Well.’ She seemed nervous, patting at her hair. ‘What I was actually wondering,’ she said, ‘was if you could try a bit this month.’


‘I see.’


I hadn’t dated the letter, and did so. ‘Pinsk, 27 August 1902.’ Or was it 1903? I checked again. No, 1902 he’d written it.


‘I mean, I don’t want to press,’ Ettie said, ‘but you know. I wanted to catch you before you went.’


‘I’m not going till tomorrow.’


‘Before you went to the bank.’


‘All right.’ I’d already been. That’s where I’d been to. There’d been endless delays about the tiny bit of foreign currency.


‘It’s this bleeding lockout that’s coming up,’ Ettie said. ‘You know about that, don’t you, a lockout. And you know who’ll suffer.’


‘The bleeding workers can safely be left to me, Ettie. I’m the expert there.’


‘Well, if you’re all right, I’ll pop off now. You will try, won’t you?’


‘Yes,’ I said, and drew another sheet of paper, frowning.




My dear Mr Motzkin,


Unfortunately I cannot come to you and am forced to contact you in writing. I am terribly hard up; I positively haven’t a single pfennig to my name. The first is approaching, and I am unable to pay the landlady; I owe money to several persons who are causing me unbearable unpleasantness. I therefore beg you to let me have at least 30 marks without fail. This is the only source on which I can count. If you refuse, I shall find myself in a positively desperate situation. If I were able to find any other solution, I would have left you in peace, but I am in terrible straits and in fact depend entirely on you. I have nothing to pawn. My compasses have long been in the appointed place, and they are my only wealth. Forgive me for appealing to you.


               Yours,





I’d heard Ettie in her pop-off routine during the course of this, changing her shoes and housedress, and various bangs to do with her two shopping bags and umbrella. But she’d let Caroline in before she went. I’d heard the doorbell.


‘Caroline!’


‘Yes.’


‘What are you doing?’


‘Just a tick.’


She came in like a long wet rat. She was carrying a pair of slacks and a woolly jumper.


‘Been shopping?’ I said.


‘No, I haven’t. I’m going to change into these. After a hot bath. It’s absolutely pissing down out there,’ she said crossly.


‘You said you’d call.’


‘I just jumped in a taxi. And lucky to get one.’


‘Couldn’t you have called from where you were?’


‘I was at the Public Record Office, and bloody shriveled, I can tell you. They’ve got the heating turned down.’


‘Where’s Hopcroft?’


‘Off to Swiss Cottage.’


‘I thought you were going with him.’


‘Well, I didn’t. It was raining too hard. He took my umbrella. Just look at me. And I’ve got Willie tonight,’ she said, and went.


I thought about this, and heard the bath running. Presently I got on with another letter.




Dear Verochka,


I have as a matter of fact decided not to write any more but to wait until you get around to sending me a letter, as incidentally you promised in your last postcard. Since my return from Vienna I have been writing regularly, either every day or every other day, but I haven’t even received …





Acres more of well-merited complaint. I plodded on to the end.




There remains little to write about myself. My days and weeks are very monotonous, consisting entirely of laboratory work, and this is progressing very well. The end of the vacation is already approaching and people are gradually coming back. Perkin’s assistant arrived the other day. His name is Pickles. It’s four days since we began working together, and I am very pleased. In the first place there is a human being with whom one can exchange a few words during the day. Secondly, I can talk to him in English, which is extremely useful. By the time you come, I shall be able to converse almost freely …





Caroline was babbling from the bathroom. I signed and dated the letter, ‘Manchester, 13 September 1904,’ and had a look at my watch. Half past two. What from Hopcroft?


I padded down the corridor.


‘Caroline!’


‘Yes.’ She still had the water running.


‘It’s funny Hopcroft hasn’t called. I’ve got to ring Connie.’


‘I can’t hear you.’


I went in. The untidy girl had dropped her clothes in a heap. She was lying back, smoking, a trickle of hot water still running.


‘I said it’s funny Hopcroft hasn’t called.’


‘Water in the lines. I did try to call you, actually. I couldn’t get through. My goodness, this is the first time I’ve been warm today.’


‘There’s Connie to be considered. I’ve got to ring her, at Rehovot.’


‘You’ve got your ticket, haven’t you?’


‘I haven’t, darling, actually. Not the actual physical ticket. And I’ve got such a ton of things to get through.’


‘If you could just dot this in the basin,’ she said, giving me the cigarette. ‘While at the same time screwing all notions that I will go and get your ticket. I’m not running about out there again.’


‘Oh.’ I tipped the ash off and gave her back the cigarette.


‘Yes. I got a couple of jolly interesting things today, actually.’


‘Did you, darling?’


‘Quite fascinating. There’s a Cabinet paper with Ramsay Mac laying off about Chaimchik. He made a tremendously strong impression on Ramsay Mac, you know.’


‘Did he? How wonderful.’


‘What is the big problem?’


‘I have to tell Connie about Hopcroft. Whether he’s got the thing or not.’


‘He’ll swim in, never fear. Literally. I got drenched.’


‘What time did he go?’


‘Well, I don’t know. He was reading next to me. He had got on in some way to India Office things – I don’t know why. He drifts a lot. He’s probably drifting about Swiss Cottage now. What time is it?’


‘Gone half past two.’


‘Well, he went before twelve. He’ll be yarning to her. He yarns a lot, Hopcroft.’ She sat up. ‘Damn it. Could you take this a minute?’


I took the cigarette out of her mouth and gave her a towel for her hands.


‘Why has Connie got to know now? Why can’t you tell her when you see her tomorrow?’


‘I don’t know why. Some kind of tremendous flap has developed with Bergmann, in Jerusalem. She has to let him know. Perhaps he is going somewhere.’


‘Well, Hopcroft will appear. When he does, you can send him out for the ticket.’ She was smiling at me.


‘It’s two hours on in Israel, you see. Half past four there. They knock off early.’


‘They’ll hang on. Might I ask you a personal question?’


‘Ask.’


‘What is it about small tits? I mean, I know you like extravagances. Whose is that jumper, incidentally?’


‘I don’t know.’


‘Well, you have a high old time, don’t you? Re modest jobs, though, what is it?’ She was looking down at her own. ‘I know there’s supposed to be something titillating, to coin a phrase. Only what?’


What has Willie got to say?’


‘Oh, come on. I can’t ask him. As between friends. One never really learns when one needs to know.’


‘Well, they’re very pretty.’


‘Do you think they appeal to queerish people?’


‘Is Willie queerish?’


‘There’s such a whole range of things one never finds out. And it goes so fast. I mean, you find out at some stage, presumably. But it’s later. You learn about everything too late. Saddening thought.’


‘It’s a thought of youth. You’re in a stage of disquiet.’


‘Am I?’


‘Owing to youth. It is a stage of disquiet. And your work saddens you. The people one studies always end up dead and usually miserable, after their triumphs. We’re analysts of tragedy, darling – at least the smack of it.’


‘Yes. Your English is extraordinary, isn’t it? Smack.’


‘Thanks very much. And I’d love to know about Ramsay Mac and Chaimchik, and I’m sure you’ve spotted the absolutely relevant thing. You’re a bright girl with a lovely brain and exactly right tits. They suit you, they really do. Only what it is, my stomach is turning over and over because of my journey, and I haven’t packed or got my ticket, and Hopcroft hasn’t phoned, and I have to ring Connie and don’t know what to tell her. It’s one of those fluid situations, you see. I don’t like them.’


‘Well, tell me what I can do apart from the ticket, which seems made for Hopcroft.’


‘I don’t know. His papers will have to be gone through, anyway, when he gets back, for queries.’


‘I can go through them. I and my lovely brain,’ Caroline said.


‘You liked that, did you?’


‘Mmm. Quite nice. I’d better get out, then, hadn’t I, with this mountain of work.’


I moved over. ‘Except you probably can’t, damn it – I’ll bet anything they turn out to be in Russian. Damn and blast everything. And I’m still wrestling with little Kaplan, in Manchester. I promised him those early letters.’


‘I will wrestle with Kaplan, I,’ she said, stepping from one steaming leg to the other.


‘You cannot, idiot. As you know very well, they’re in Russian, too. That’s what Kaplan wanted. He didn’t like the look of the published English. And I would have run out and got them copied myself if I hadn’t worried that you or Hopcroft would ring, instead of slaving away by hand, which is the case you put me in!’


‘Igor, darling, you’re getting moany and foreign. So if you could just hand over some of your heavenly talc and fuck off.’


The telephone rang just at that moment, so I did, at the trot. Hopcroft.


‘Hello.’


‘Mr Igor Druyanov?’


Not Hopcroft. Long distance. ‘Yes.’


‘I have a personal call for you from Rehovot, Israel.’


‘Yes. All right.’


‘Igor?’


‘Connie, darling!’


‘Well – this – is – amazing. I just this minute put in the call! I thought I would put it in and leave it standing. It is so late. You were going to call me. It’s amazing!’ The ripe, slow, twangy cadences of Brooklyn came plangently over the line, with an undertow of Venezuela. I could see her standing there, the South American butterfly, dark eyes flashing in the animated face, in her room at the end of the corridor, in the glacial calm of the President’s House, the nation’s shrine.


‘Well, you see –’


‘Meyer is here. I am in Meyer’s house. He wants to say hello.’


I rapidly readjusted. Not in the nation’s shrine. In Meyer’s house. Next to Sir Isaac Wolfson’s house. Natural pine, royal-blue carpets, splendor, many pictures; outside trees, the lovely landscaped harmony of the Institute.


‘Igor, you son of a bitch.’


‘Very nice of you to say so, Meyer.’


‘Listen – Bergmann is on my ass. All kinds of geniuses are on it. How about getting off yours?’


‘What’s the trouble, Meyer?’


‘Did you get them yet – those Vava papers?’


‘Hopcroft is coming back with them now.’


‘Who?’


‘Hopcroft. A research assistant. He’ll be phoning me. It’s raining here, he probably can’t get through.’


‘What?’


Altogether too much to explain here to a man who’d just instantly got through from Israel. I saw his brows beetling: white brows, white mane, great squashed nose, tanned Red Indian face. He was seventy-nine and looked sixty, Hollywood tycoonish: Meyer Weisgal, idolater of Chaimchik, raiser of his Institute, guardian of the name.


‘Everything’s perfectly okay, Meyer. The problem is, Vava’s daughter is in the process of moving. She’s a pediatrician at University College Hospital and she’s just left her husband and taken a flat in Swiss Cottage. There was some question whether the papers were there, you see, or at Wimbledon, where she lived with her husband.’


‘Where?’


‘Wimbledon. It’s a place.’


‘Sure. I know it. They play tennis there. Wimbledon.’


‘That’s it. Exactly.’


‘You have the goddam papers or you don’t?’


‘Give Connie my love,’ Caroline said from the doorway. She was in a towel.


‘So I’ll be seeing you, Meyer,’ I said. ‘And Caroline would like to give Connie her love.’


‘Listen, Igor – bring that stuff, you hear? Connie, take this.’


‘Igor.’


‘Hello, Connie. Caroline sends her love. She’s here.’


‘Did she get engaged yet?’


‘I don’t think yet. Connie, what is this tremendous nonsense with Vava?’


‘Oh, it’s very involved. Do you have a batch of other queries with you?’


‘A whole war full. It seems years ago.’


‘So much has happened. Igor, listen – will you ring Dick Crossman and tell him he left his notebooks here? They are not lost. I have them. I will send them. Also Barney Litvinoff. Did you get that with Dick?’


‘You are sending his notebooks. They are not lost.’


‘Right. And with Barney they are going crazy in Jerusalem for his proofs of volume 5. He has them all, I don’t know why. You couldn’t get a set?’


‘Not really, darling. I have to go and see my father.’


‘Oh, well, so ring him. How are things there?’


‘Very nasty. It’s raining.’


‘So you’ll love it here. The oranges are out. I’ll go out tonight and pick some for you. I will do it right now.’


‘With orange blossom. Shalom, then, Connie.’


‘Shalom, shalom, Igor. L’hitraot.’


L’hitraot. Till we meet again. The cadence seemed to carry its own delicious whiff of orange blossom. It was quite a shock to turn and see the long blond figure in her towel.


‘What did she say about me?’


‘She asked if you were engaged yet. I said not quite.’


The corners of her mouth turned down. ‘All that orange blossom. It’s all right for some, isn’t it? Pissy London.’


‘You’ve got Willie tonight.’


‘Most true. Willie tonight.’ She drifted off.


‘Caroline.’ I went and embraced her, in her towel. ‘She said you were the most glamorous thing she could think of. She wished you were coming out, to give her a whiff of everything.’


‘Really?’


‘Really.’


She gave me a little kiss. ‘Not just brainy, then, eh?’


The usual lightning transformation. I made an equally lightning one.


I don’t think there was any mention of brains. She regards you as madly sexy, and aristocratic, and everything that ladies would like to be. As most people do.’


‘Do they, now?’


‘As I understand it, with my limited grasp of these things.’


In your builder-of-Socialism guise.’


‘You will probably work a builder up, in your towel, with all my many things to see to.’


‘You’d better see to them, then.’


She went off, in a cloud of my talc, well satisfied, and so did I; to the phone. I informed Mr Crossman of the missing notebooks, and Mr Litvinoff of the missing proofs, and put the phone down and looked at it for some time. It didn’t do anything.


‘Caroline.’


‘In the kitchen.’


She was making herself something there. I wandered along.


‘Don’t you think it really is odd about Hopcroft? It’s gone three. He can’t be yarning all this time.’


‘Vava’s daughter isn’t on the phone, is she?’


‘Well, that’s the point.’


She wasn’t. She’d just moved in to Swiss Cottage and the phone wasn’t connected yet. Her name was Olga Green, née Kutcholsky. The thing had blown up in the random way of many of the queries. Chaimchik had been writing to Fritz Haber, the Nobel Laureate in chemistry, and had mentioned Vava. The context was obviously scientific and not my preserve, but I had ringed the name all the same. No Vavas in our own biographical index, so I had sent it to Connie to see if they had anything on him in Rehovot. They hadn’t, which made her conclude it must be something for Professor Bergmann in Jerusalem; which turned out to be correct. Bergmann was doing the scientific volume on Chaimchik, and all relevant papers had been transferred to his own files. From Bergmann, after a lengthy delay, had come a note to say that Vava was a Dr Vladimir Kutcholsky and that he had worked with one or other of the oil companies in London in the mid-1930s; and then another letter to say that there must have been correspondence between him and Chaimchik, and could we find out if any of it existed.


This was quite a routine thing to do, and Hopcroft had spent months on similar quests when we first started. My preserve was volumes 15 and 16 (1931–35, Chaimchik’s period in the wilderness: a fruitful wilderness), and Hopcroft had turned up several previously unknown letters. Research is much a matter of one thing leading to another, and his drifting and yarning tendencies made him good at it.


He had gone to various oil companies and professional bodies, and had finally run Vava to earth, rather literally, in a cemetery at Bushey, where he had been since 1962. His wife had predeceased him, and probate (as another line of research revealed) had been granted to a daughter, Olga, a doctor of medicine. Finding Olga had presented no difficulties, except that Hopcroft’s moment of doing so had been unpropitious. She was separating from her husband, and conducting a piecemeal removal operation.


She confirmed the existence of correspondence between Chaimchik and her father, but couldn’t immediately lay hands on it because it was in one of twenty or so brown-paper parcels either at Wimbledon or Swiss Cottage. Urged on by Rehovot, which after the original dilatoriness had suddenly become very urgent and demanding, I had spurred Hopcroft, who had spurred Olga. She had promised to have the stuff today, so that I could take it away with me. She’d taken off a few days, anyway, to complete her removal before Christmas.


This last reflection now provoked another.


I said, ‘Do you know, it just occurred to me what Ettie was hinting about. She was hinting about Christmas. Another thing to be seen to!’


‘Well, I’ll see to that. Leave me a check.’ 


‘I wish I didn’t feel so terribly uneasy,’ I said.


‘It’s probably the disquiet of youth.’


‘I wish you’d save your mots for Willie.’


‘Well, would you like to know something?’ she said. She was looking down, slowly nibbling toasted cheese. ‘To tell the truth, I’m a bit pissed off with Willie.’


‘What’s up with him?’


‘Nothing. He’s nice.’


‘What’s the matter, darling?’


‘He’s not madly there on top, you know.’


‘I thought you were a bit off the brain.’


‘In ladies.’


‘What in God’s name do you suppose has happened to Hopcroft?’


‘Oh, well, bugger Hopcroft. I thought we were having an interesting talk,’ she said.


‘Caroline, what’s up with you?’


‘Well, what’s up with you?’


Her normally pale cheeks had become pink and her eyes were gleaming a little. There were toast crumbs round her mouth, and she licked them off. The phone went while she was staring at me, and she said, ‘Yes,’ nodding, and went to answer it herself. The yes did not seem to be a response to the summoning phone, and I stared after her. What was it a response to? The idiot girl couldn’t conceivably have taken a fancy to me? She’d just not ten minutes ago been conducting a perfectly normal conversation while in her bath – or, rather, my bath. I’d given her my heavenly talc. I thought over this complication, and heard her mumbling away in the other room, and she called,’ Igor.’


She’d put the phone down and was staring at a bit of paper. ‘Well, that was Hopcroft – or, rather, from Hopcroft. He’s been knocked down.’


‘Oh, my God! Is he hurt?’


‘Well, he’s in hospital. That was them. Not badly enough not to want to see you. In fact, he does want to see you.’


‘Has he got the –’ I said, and bit off the uncharitable inquiry.


‘I don’t know what he’s got. She said he’s got contusions. The St Mary and St Joseph Hospital,’ she said, reading.


‘Where the devil is that?’


‘Around Swiss Cottage, apparently. I told you. He was probably just drifting about there … Well, look. I’ll get on with the urgent things. What do you want me to do?’


‘Oh, damn it, I don’t know.’ I was scrambling into my coat. ‘I’m all in a flutter. I’d better get my ticket while I’m out.’


‘What about Kaplan?’


‘I’ve practically done Kaplan. You’ll see what I’ve done. Send him the completed ones. Write a little covering note. Dear, oh, dear,’ I said.


‘Any calls to be made?’


‘No. I don’t know. Poor old Hopcroft.’


‘Yes. In the midst of life, et cetera. He can’t be all that bad, you idiot.’


‘I’ll see you in the morning, will I?’


‘Yes,’ she said.


‘All right.’ I hurried out, on the point of remembering to wish her an enjoyable evening, and then remembering not to, and got a cab outside, in Russell Square.
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The St Mary and St Joseph was a snug small hospital, and Hopcroft had already established himself quite snugly in it. He was sitting up in bed in a small ward with three other men, all smiling as they listened to their headphones. Hopcroft was smiling himself, but not wearing headphones. He was wearing a pad of lint, like a little skullcap in his bushy hair, and he was smiling at a corpulent old lady with a dewlap who was not noticeably a nurse. She nodded and moved away as I approached, and Hopcroft said in an undertone, ‘Nice old thing. She’s a visitor. Her father was Skene, you know, the biographer of ‘the Liberator,’ O’Connell. She read Modern History herself under Namier at Manchester. Namier. Odd, isn’t it?’


It was odd, but even odder (though I’d noted before his natural ability for the work) was the speed with which Hopcroft had extracted this information. Allowing time off for having his injuries dressed, and his clothes taken away, and for the insertion of himself into pajamas, and into bed, he couldn’t have had long with her.


I said, ‘Hopcroft, what on earth happened to you?’


‘It takes a bit of beating, doesn’t it?’ One lens of his spectacles was cracked and there was a small blue bruise on his forehead. His bushy little mustache put me again in mind of one of Wells’s wistful counter-jumpers, some colleague of Kipps or Polly. He was an ageless twenty-four. ‘I mean, the whole thing happened in a flash. There was nothing I could do.’


‘Where did it happen?’


‘Tancred Court. I was just going out. Didn’t they tell you?’ He seemed rather disappointed.


‘They simply said you were knocked down.’


‘And how. Whang. I went over like a tree. Incredible, really.’


‘You were knocked down outside the block of flats?’


‘Not outside. I hadn’t even got outside.’


‘You were knocked down inside the block of flats?’


‘Like a light. I mean, boff! I came down in the lift and this chap at the bottom said, “Can you give us a hand, Guv?” And I thought somebody had been taken ill or something, he looked so anxious. It’s just at the back of the hall, there’s a sort of recess, and there was another man there and he said, “Could you see your way to helping us out with a quid?” And I thought, Oh-oh. I mean. I’d got six quid in my wallet. I didn’t want to sort of flash it. But at the same time it occurred to me, I’d been reading the paper in the tube, about people being laid off, these power cuts, and I thought. Well, reason with them, they might need a job, you know, sort of start a chat.’


Hopcroft had started a chat, and one of the men had hit him on the head.


‘I mean – boff! I didn’t even know what happened. I was just lying there. No wallet, no case – that smashing executive case of mine! I did notes on it, marvelous case, my mother gave me it. And I sort of staggered about, blood all down here, and the porter came out from somewhere, and that’s it. I mean, you know, cool, eh? Broad daylight!’


‘Fantastic!’


‘Isn’t it?’ Hopcroft said, pleased at my reaction. ‘Mugged in the middle of Swiss Cottage, at lunchtime. I’d not two minutes before been having a plate of soup with Olga – Doctor Green. She wanted to fry up a bit of veal, she was having some, but there was no phone, and I’d promised you, so I said, no, well, I’d better dash. And zap!’


‘Did you – did you have anything in the case?’ I said.


‘Oh, well, crikey, yes. I found the agreement for his lease on the Featherstone Laboratory, 1931. That was yesterday’s – I forgot to tell you about that. I got it from a solicitor in Gray’s Inn. Copy of it. Quite interesting, too. I think he understated his expenses – you know, when he was going on about how modest the whole budget was, five hundred a year to cover the rent and salaries and so on. That would be a bit tricky. The rent was three hundred. Interesting point, eh? Though, of course, we can always get another copy, now we know where it is.’


‘Yes. Anything else?’


‘Something today. What was it? I had a bit of a clonk, you know.’


‘Vava’s papers?’


‘Oh, yes. She hasn’t got them.’


‘She hasn’t got them?’


‘Not with her. I checked myself. It’s a bit of a mess up there. It’s this barmy way she’s moving. There’s one of the drivers at the hospital – University College – he’s doing it for her. He keeps going there and back. There’s apparently this one parcel with diplomas and so forth, birth certificates, that kind of thing. And she’s got the letters in it. It’s still at Wimbledon.’


‘Oh.’


‘That’s what I wanted to tell you. Sorry to drag you out here.’


‘Don’t be silly, Hopcroft. I was worried about you.’


‘It was a bit of a clonk,’ he said, cautiously touching his skullcap. ‘Thudding slightly. They insisted on keeping me in. We had the lot, you know – police, ambulance. The porter got them. Incredible, really. What else was there? There was something else, damn it.’


His eyes were crossing very slightly.


‘I don’t think you ought to be talking, Hopcroft.’


‘That’s all right. My mother will be here soon. Not much chance of getting that case back,’ he said ruefully. ‘Worth more than the six quid. My initials were on it. Rotters. Oh, yes. I know. Olga. She’s sending you the stuff. I told her you were going to Israel and that they were mustard keen, so she’s posting it. I said make it express, because of the Christmas mail and so forth, so you’ll get it there. She’s popping down the day after tomorrow; her husband won’t be there.’


‘The originals?’


‘Oh, sure, the genuine thing.’


‘You told her to make a copy.’


‘Did I? Oh, crikey, I didn’t. I don’t think so. Oh, gosh, sorry.’


It’s all right. I’ll go and see her myself.’


‘Yes, well, you can’t.’ Hopcroft was looking very unhappy. She was going off after lunch to stay with this friend in Frognal. I’m terribly sorry. I don’t know who the friend is.’


‘She can’t be reached anywhere?’


‘Well, no. She’s staying with her. She can’t sort of stand being on her own. She’s a bit cut up, just at the moment.’


‘Could we perhaps get in touch with the husband? He might leave her a note.’


‘Oh, she wouldn’t like that.’


‘What time is she going to Wimbledon, when she goes?’


‘I don’t know. I mean, there was no reason to ask her. Gosh, what an idiot I am.’


‘Don’t worry about it. It’s a piece of luck she didn’t have the papers. They’d have taken those as well.’


‘Yes. They must have spotted me coming out of the bank. There’s a Barclay’s just below. I’d topped up a bit on my way in, got five quid out on my credit card. I mean, with that spiffy case and everything I might have looked a bit important. They probably hung around waiting for me to come down. There were people around when I went in, you see. I told the police that. They thought there was something in it. A bit cool, eh? Mid-day!’


‘Lousy luck. I am sorry, old chap. Stop talking now, though.’


‘It is thudding a bit,’ he said on a fainter note, and looked slowly round as a simultaneous titter came from the three other occupants of the room. They were grinning at each other. A tiny batlike shrieking and a crackle of twigs were just audible from their headphones. ‘Well, I think I will dry up,’ he said. ‘Have a good time in Israel, et cetera.’


‘Thanks. Rest, Hopcroft,’ I told him.



















Chapter Two





I was walking in Central Park South (this was the previous year, not long after my book on the 1930s had appeared) when from the opposite direction another figure came walking: a dapper small figure, white mane of hair, Red Indian face, hands clasped behind him. Our eyes locked some distance off, and he stopped as he came abreast and said, ‘Hey – Igor Druyanov?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, nice to see you, Igor.’ He was giving me a most charming smile, and also his hand, which I shook. ‘Isn’t this the damnedest thing?’ he said. ‘I am Meyer Weisgal.’


‘How are you, Mr Weisgal?’ I was having my hand shaken a good deal lately by very affable once-met folk. I racked my brains.


‘So what are you doing in New York, Igor? I saw you were at Harvard.’


‘I’m doing a couple of lectures.’


‘Well, it beats everything. Here I take a walk and turn over in my mind The Betrayed Decade, and who walks along? You know, you don’t have to make things happen.’ He was doing a kind of shuffle, salty eyes smiling up from under his brows. ‘They just happen. They happened so often in my life!’ (So they did. Interested readers may turn to his autobiography, So Far, published by Weidenfeld & Nicolson.) ‘Quit worrying, we didn’t meet yet,’ he said.’ I am from the Weizmann Institute of Science, in Israel.’


‘Ah.’


‘It’s a very good – even an excellent book.’


‘Thank you very much.’


‘I don’t know if I would have passed the title. It takes the teeth out if you have to say it: I’m a good editor.’ The salty eyes were still radiating away.


‘You are – an editor at the Weizmann Institute?’ I said in some confusion.


‘Well, no, I’m not. I’m really the Chancellor there – whatever the hell that happens to be. Say, Igor, why don’t you and I take a stroll?’ He turned and we strolled back the way he had come.


‘How’s your father?’ he said.


‘Fine, thanks.’


‘That’s Maxim Druyanov, right?’


‘Right.’


‘What’s he doing now?’


‘He’s lecturing at the School for Slavonic and East European Studies in London.’


‘Do they guard him yet?’


‘No, no. That was years ago.’


‘Your mother is Jewish, right?’


‘Perfectly right.’


‘Well, hell. Goddam it,’ he said. The accent was a rich mixture of Brooklyn, Russian, Yiddish. He told me why he thought we were so well met.


A large letters project was under way – the collected and annotated letters of Chaim Weizmann. An editorial committee had been set up some years before consisting of Lewis Namier, Isaiah Berlin, and Jacob Talmon, all very top-class; also R. H. S. Crossman, the British ex-statesman, who was doing the big biography of Weizmann.


Most of the volumes had been allocated and were being worked on by political specialists, but a certain hole had appeared for the years 1931–35, Weizmann’s period out of office. For this correspondence, which apparently reflected well the Zeitgeist of that dismal era, it had not proved easy to think of the right editor. The appearance of The Betrayed Decade, with what was considered quite an intriguing name on it, might have solved one part of the problem.


‘The other part is up to you. How about it, Igor?’


We were in his apartment by that time – a pied-à-terre just off Central Park South, which is where our stroll had led – and his wife, Shirley, was pouring coffee.


‘Well. It’s sudden, Meyer.’ We were both now on first-name terms.


‘It would be two volumes, of the greatest historical importance. It is kind of the prehistory of the State of Israel. He was in touch with almost everybody. Day after day, in a thousand ways, you see the moral collapse of Europe coming. You’d have running footnotes, a long introductory essay to each volume. It’s yours, I see it, I have a feeling.’


His feeling was why I was now where I was, having mine.


*


It was the penthouse suite in the San Martin Clubhouse on the Weizmann Institute campus. Dignitaries usually got it. There weren’t any at the moment, which accounted for my occupancy. The plane had been hours late – a bomb scare in London – so I wearily sat and admired the glory and had a drink with Connie.


More than ever, she reminded me of a small South American hummingbird – a confectioner’s model, perhaps. She had very neat little legs and feet. Her eyelashes flickered. Her name was Nehama, but the nuns in the convent school in Maracaibo (where she had been born) had had some trouble with this, and asked what it meant. She had told them it was consolation in Hebrew, so they had renamed her Consuelo, shortened in class to Suelo. When the family had moved to New York, the teachers there had asked what Suelo meant, and she’d told them it could either be Nehama or Consuelo, and everyone had settled for Connie.


I said, ‘So what is the panic with Vava?’


‘Oh, you are too tired for these complications.’


‘What is the complication?’


‘Let me put it this way. I don’t understand it, and I’m an expert. He was a cousin of Vera’s, you know.’


‘Vera Verochka. Vava was?’


‘Your genius Hopcroft didn’t find this out from Olga?’


‘He didn’t tell me. Perhaps it was his bang on the head.’


‘Bergmann knew him in London in the thirties. He’d forgotten about it. Vava came from Vera’s hometown, Rostov. He didn’t leave Russia till after the Revolution. Then he went to Germany, until the Hitler thing started, and Weizmann got him out. He was one of his refugees. He stayed with the Weizmanns for a short time and Chaim started him off with some work at the Featherstone Laboratory.’


‘The Featherstone Laboratory.’ Through the echoing longueurs of the day and of the jet, I remembered somebody telling me something about this laboratory. What?


‘The Featherstone Laboratory in London. Weizmann’s laboratory. The one he started when they threw him out of the presidency of the organization in 1931. When he returned to science.’


‘Ye-es?’


‘Well, that’s it. So Vava stayed with them a short while, and then he got himself the job with the oil company, and found someplace to live, and they lived happy ever after, he and his wife and the little girl.’


‘Olga.’


‘Olga,’ Connie said.


None of this seemed to answer the question, and I was too weary to grapple with it anyway, so I ate one of the oranges she’d picked for me, and listened while she told me what was going on at the Institute and who was still around. Most of the old faculty people were still around, the Sassoons, the Beylises; also a good egg from Harvard called Hammond L. Wyke.


I said, ‘Anything further about his Nobel Prize?’


‘Well, fingers are crossed. There is an upstart in Japan who has his backers. That Nobel committee – I would seek to influence them in subtle ways, like financial. The unworldly scientist says you can’t. Then, Professor Tuomisalo of Finland is still with us.’


‘The professor of higher mathematics.’


‘That one. Well.’ She yawned. ‘Bat Yam is some kilometers away, with my bed in it. In the morning, you’ll ring when you want to come to the House. Ze’ev will drive round and fetch you.’


I saw her down to her car and returned, dog-tired. It was very quiet; just the soft thud of the heavy-water plant from near the nuclear science complex a few hundred yards away. I stood at the open window and took in the scent of oranges from the dark. My eyes were jumping. I thought I saw something in rapid, jerky motion. It wasn’t an animal, or a vehicle. It seemed to be a running man.


I watched the figure for some time, and went to bed, and tossed and turned there for hours, vaguely uneasy, sleepless.
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Next morning, in the dead of winter, birds sang, sun glittered, trees shone with fruit, and God was back in business – all welcome after the London that Caroline had so pithily described. From the window I looked at the undulating grounds, magnificently undulating away in all directions. Along the paths people were ambling on bikes between the temples of science discreetly embowered here and there – all very seemly and inspiriting.


I showered and shaved and topped off with a bit of the heavenly talc and descended for breakfast. There was only one other person in the restaurant, an Indian carefully feeding himself olives and cream cheese as he read the Jerusalem Post. I filled up a tray, and bought a paper for myself and took it near the window.


Armies still locked together on the west bank of the Suez Canal; a very nice picture of Sheik Yamani, the Saudi Arabian Oil Minister, seraphically describing his regret at the unfortunate economic condition of West Europe; a mysterious shortage of rice among the wholesalers of Israel, portending an imminent rise in the price of the product.


‘Excuse me. You are Mr Druyanov?’


The Indian was smiling tentatively down at me. Extended, he was a long, sinewy figure, slightly hunched.


‘Yes.’


‘Connie said you would be here today. We are good friends. Forgive me for intruding. I just wanted to say how much I admired your book. There were one or two things I would love to discuss with you, the role of Gandhi in 1939– Oh, please don’t let me disturb you.’ We shook hands, I half on my feet, and a pickled cucumber fell on the floor. He shot after it like a python. ‘There. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t eat it. Although the floor is very clean. Well, I don’t want to disturb you. I am working here; we will meet again, I am sure.’


‘I’ll look forward to it.’


The first signs of trouble in Arcadia.


I finished breakfast and rang Connie, and a few minutes later was being driven by Ze’ev, the chauffeur, to the House. We went out of the Institute and turned left into the main road of Rehovot, and then left again and up the avenue for half a mile till we reached the gatehouse. This had been the guard post in the days when Chaimchik had been President of Israel. We sped through it and along the winding path between orange groves, to pull up in the drive outside the House.


The biggish white place sat like a swan in the beautiful morning. The semicircular green awning was down over the window of Chaimchik’s old room, the wooden bird tray still attached to the balcony railing outside. He’d sat and fed the birds there while looking out to the Jerusalem hills, visible at this moment as a mauvish stain in the distance. I followed Ze’ev up the entrance steps and he unlocked the door.


‘You remember the way up to Mr Meltzer?’


‘Of course.’


The wide marble staircase spiraled up from the hall: a spacious hall, quite light, quite bright, quite stately. A certain glacial quality sat upon it, the product of much limed oak. Limed oak had been the thing in the London of 1937 when Verochka had superintended the building. She’d become something of a magpie at the time. The results of her raids upon Sotheby’s and Christie’s were all around: chests, ornaments, lamps, rugs. She’d long outlived her lord; had slipped in her bath at the Dorchester on a visit to London at the age of eighty-five, and had returned in a coffin.


I went up the stairs and along the corridor to her old bedroom; it was now Julian Meltzer’s office.


‘Well. So they put a bomb on the plane for you,’ he said.


Something about old Zionists kept them like Peter Pan. He was sixty-nine and looked ten years younger: big, bland, calm, all in order. Some way above his mustache a pair of innocent eyes cannily gazed.


‘You didn’t happen to bring a token from your old friend Fidel?’


I carefully opened my case and presented him with the token.


He looked at the little cabinet for a bit and his mouth opened. Then he opened the box and looked at the cigars.


‘Oh, my word! I didn’t mean it. Where did you get these?’


Caroline had got them. Her friend Willie was a gentleman cigar merchant, also a wine merchant; his father, the Earl, was.


‘Merry Chanukah, Julian.’


‘And a merry Christmas to you. Igor, these must have cost a fortune.’


I agreed. ‘Perfectly correct. As it happens, I have a rather extended little tab for you to sign. We can go into it later. What is the mystery with Vava?’


‘Oh, well, Vava.’ He was still looking at the cigars with some disbelief. ‘I doubt if we’ll see anything from Vava.’ He very carefully put the cigars in a cupboard. There was another box of cigars in it, and a pile of books and files. ‘Wait a minute. I don’t think I ought to put these here, they aren’t in tubes. Might take the smell.’ He pondered a moment uncertainly. The cupboards had numerous fitted drawers. Verochka had kept her underwear here. As the correspondence showed, she had made very careful specifications for this range of cupboards. She’d driven the celebrated German architect Mendelsohn half mad. Verochka had become something of a madam as her Chaimchik had risen in the world. ‘I know.’ He went to another cupboard at the far end of the room and lovingly enriched it with the precious casket. ‘That chap wasn’t attacked for his money. They were after the letters.’


‘What chap?… Hopcroft?’ ‘I said, amazed.


‘I’ll smoke one of those tonight. My word, that’s very handsome, Igor,’ he said. ‘Yes, we’ve been having some nonsense here. You haven’t picked up any science from these letters?’


‘I haven’t got any scientific letters. Bergmann has them.’


‘You’ll pick up a bit.’ An accent of somewhere – London, N.W., perhaps–slightly asserted itself. He’d come to Palestine in 1920, had been the New York Times correspondent for years, associated with Meyer for even longer. ‘They have got keen here on Weizmann’s acetone process,’ he said. ‘It cropped up when Bergmann was in America during the oil crisis. You can make petrol from it.’


‘From acetone?’


‘Vava turned it into ketones. Do you know about ketones?’


‘No.’


‘They put the kick into petrol. That’s what that letter was. The one to Fritz Haber that you sent to Connie.’


I tried to remember the letter. It was in German. I couldn’t remember a thing about it, except that the name Vava had cropped up, and I’d ringed it.


‘So now they’re all at it,’ Julian said. ‘You can make the stuff anywhere. All this crisis they’re having in the West and Japan and everywhere, they don’t need it. Any piddling little country can just make its own, and the Arabs can go back to being Arabs instead of the financiers of the world.’


‘Are you serious?’


‘Weizmann was, and he was a damned good chemist. He got blocked by the oil interests. He sent Churchill a stinker on the subject. They’re digging all the stuff out of the files now. Your Vava letter started a few things.’


I stared at him. Churchill, oil interests, energy crisis.


‘You see, Hopcroft was mugged,’ I said. ‘He had six pounds in his wallet, which they took from him. I saw him in hospital the day before yesterday.’


‘Yes. Connie told me. Unlikely. Other stuff has gone missing, too, you see. Bergmann passed the word round in America. A chap got hit on the head in a place called Terre Haute, in Indiana. That’s where Commercial Solvents was, the outfit that handled Weizmann’s processes. This chap had picked up a pile of correspondence and two men came and took it off him while he was going to his car. He’s dead. We only heard about it yesterday or I’d have warned you. We won’t be seeing your papers.’


‘But Hopcroft didn’t have any,’ I said.


‘Well, they’ll know that now. He was gabby, Hopcroft, wasn’t he?’


‘He is gabby,’ I said. ‘He’s perfectly all right. I saw him.’


‘That’s all right, then.’


‘Olga is going to post the papers. She said so. She is going to do it on Thursday.’ I suddenly realized it was Thursday. She was popping down to Wimbledon today. Her husband wouldn’t be there. It seemed suddenly a very long way away.


‘Yes. Doubtful. Have a cup of coffee. Nellie!’ he called.


Nellie came in. I’d heard her slowly typing next door. She was his secretary. She worked in what had been the nurse’s room, next door to Chaimchik’s room. She was a tiny, white-haired, lamblike creature, very gentle. ‘Hello, Igor,’ she said softly. ‘I saw you flit by.’


‘This man has brought me a present of cigars from his friend Castro,’ Julian said. ‘He deserves a cup of coffee.’


I heard Nellie clacking slowly and precisely down the marble staircase, and the coffee turned up presently. Later I went to see Connie along the corridor. All the files were in her room; she was the main coordinator of research. Later still, I was working in Chiamchik’s bedroom.


I state this because it happened in this order, but in fact I was thinking all the time of Olga, popping over to Wimbledon today, and of Hopcroft, nattering convivially in the St Mary and St Joseph, and of the unknown man in Terre Haute, Indiana, who was no longer in a position to be convivial. I was delving into the acetone process during this, and into a couple of other processes.
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Chaim Weizmann was born in 1874 in Motol, a small village in Byelorussia, and as a boy moved with his family to Pinsk, a few miles away, which was bigger and even nastier. His father was a timber merchant, not prosperous, but he managed to put all of his large family through university. There was a rather sound family way of doing this. As each child completed university, he got a job and began contributing to the tuition fees of the next in line. (Years later, while Chaimchik was pawning his compasses, or scraping a living with Verochka in Manchester, he still managed to send a pound or two a month to keep two sisters going in Switzerland.)


He soon got away from Pinsk and went to Germany to study chemistry, ultimately to the Technische Hochschule at Berlin Charlottenburg where he worked under the immediate direction of a Dr Bistrzycki. When Bistrzycki was called to a professorship at Fribourg in Switzerland in 1896. Weizmann followed him. He picked up his D.Sc. there in 1899, and went to the University of Geneva as a junior lecturer.


Dyestuff chemistry was much the thing at the time, and this is what he had been doing with Bistrzycki. He immediately began researching and publishing at a great rate. In a single year he produced three very extensive papers and took out four well-documented patents. But he was busy in a bewildering number of directions.


Switzerland was at the time a hotbed of political activity. There were numerous groups of impassioned émigrés, mainly Russian, covering a wide spectrum of contrary opinion. There were simple Socialists, not so simple Socialists, Communists (including incipient Bolsheviks and Mensheviks), Anarchists, Bundists, Zionists. The wild object of many of them was to create a revolution in unchanging Russia, and of the last group to alter an equally unchanging situation, the dispersion of the Jews.


Zionism as a political movement was of later vintage than the others. Its basis was that the millions of Jews scattered about the world were not simply religious minorities in their different countries, as might be Protestants, Catholics, or Muslims, but a single people exiled from a particular land. The proposition was to repurchase the land, and the movement’s organizer, a Viennese journalist called Theodor Herzl (whose dignified portrait today appears on Israeli hundred-pound notes), in fact tried to do this by offering the Sultan of Turkey several million pounds for a ‘charter’ to it. The deal fell through, to the Sultan’s regret, but there were very many alternative proposals, hotly contested by the impecunious polemicists and students who made up the active body.


Weizmann had been a Zionist for years, and in Switzerland found fertile ground and much unattached or even downright errant Jewish youth. He decided to collect what he could of it for Zionism, and with half a dozen friends arranged a meeting in the Russian library. This was a rash thing to do without securing the prior approval of G. V. Plekhanov, doyen of the squabbling émigré society and founder of Marxism in Russia. (In later life, Verochka recalled often seeing his two juniors Lenin and Trotsky meeting in a flat across the street.) Plekhanov’s disapproval could virtually be guaranteed for interlopers to his scene, so that when the founding seven arrived at their venue they found, with no surprise, that all the furniture had been removed. They held the meeting, nonetheless, standing up, voted on a Hebrew name for themselves, Ha-Shachar, The Dawn, and then voted to call a mammoth conference to recruit membership.


This tremendous affair, addressed by representatives of all factions, lasted for three and a half days and ended at four in the morning with a great personal triumph for Weizmann –118 new members – and a trembling confrontation with Plekhanov.


‘What do you mean by bringing dissension into our ranks?’ the offended Marxist demanded.


‘Monsieur Plekhanov,’ Weizmann grandly informed him, ‘you are not the Czar!’


Apart from these heated public affairs, the young experimenter was having a couple of private ones. He was living with a young lady, Sophia Getzova, to whom he was engaged, and carrying on with another, Vera Khatzmann, a medical student from Rostov-on-Don. By about 1904, things began to get on top of him, and he decided to narrow his activities to the scientific and try his luck elsewhere.


His fancy fell on Manchester, center of the British textile industry, which had an excellent university department of organic chemistry presided over by the distinguished Professor Perkin. Perkin’s father, many years before, had made his name in the field of dyestuff chemistry by synthesizing aniline blue (thus heralding in the ‘mauve decade’) – a fact that Weizmann thought might dispose him in favor of another dyestuff chemist. But Perkin greatly took to the animated young Russian anyway. In an affable conversation in German (Weizmann as yet had no English), he pointed out that while no staff jobs were open at the moment, he could offer him the use of a little basement laboratory at a nominal sum of six pounds, with the services of a lab boy thrown in. Weizmann accepted, and while Perkin’ went off on vacation – it was the summer of 1904– installed himself in the empty university.


By the time Perkin returned, he had quite a lot of English. He had learned it from the chemistry department stores book, the Bible, and the purchased works of Macaulay and Gladstone; and also – as he wrote to his sweet darling, the joy from Rostov-on-Don – from conversations with a young demonstrator of Perkin’s who had arrived back from vacation. With this young man he instituted a series of experiments, so that when Perkin took up his chair again, much refreshed by his holiday, Weizmann was able to show him quite a lot. By the winter he was on the staff, with students of his own.


He couldn’t, however, stay away from Zionism. Progroms in Russia brought a mass protest rally in Manchester, which the young Russian was asked to address. At the rally was the prospective Liberal candidate for the constituency, a Mr W. S. Churchill, keeping his eye on the electorate. He couldn’t understand a word of Weizmann’s fiery oration in Yiddish, but was much impressed by the effect on the audience, and made haste to wring the orator’s hand and to hint that he could be of great service in swaying the Jewish vote. Weizmann declined: he said he was interested only in Zionist issues. Anyway, the January, 1906, elections were at hand, with other politicians astir. Contesting them was the Prime Minister himself, Mr Balfour, also with a Manchester constituency. Came January and Mr Balfour, and Mr Balfour’s agent, who thought he ought to have fifteen minutes with the intriguing young man who knew so much about Russia and the state of the Jews there. The fifteen minutes stretched to an hour and a quarter, and ended with both men knowing rather more about the state of everything.


He was determined to stick to science, however, and he did. He brought over Miss Vera Khatzmann, his Verochka, married her, and slogged on with his chemistry. An interesting new problem had appeared. The world’s supply of rubber was unequal to the demand: a task for the synthetic chemist. Perkin interested himself, and put teams on it, including Weizmann’s.


Chaimchik’s approach was novel. He had become interested in fermentation. Verochka’s sister had married a scientist who lived in Paris on the Left Bank. The Weizmanns visited from time to time, and Chaimchik picked up a free-lance assignment that involved work at the Pasteur Institute, kingdom of the great fermenter himself.


The basis of fermentation was that microorganisms, bacteria, could by creating a ferment in one substance change it into another. He looked up the literature and found that the essential substance of rubber was the five-carbon compound isoprene. Further study showed that a Russian called Winogradsky had recently observed a five-carbon compound in nature. It could be isolated by fermenting sugar with certain bacteria to produce a volatile compound exhibiting the odor of fusel oil.


Weizmann repeated the experiment in Manchester, and found that Winogradsky had got it wrong. The substance produced, though smelling of fusel oil, was something else. It was not a five-carbon molecule, either. It was a four-carbon one, and it was butyl alcohol. He was a very dogged experimenter, and he tried it many times with a variety of bacteria. It always turned out the same, but in the end he got more butyl alcohol.


Professor Perkin, to whom he showed the results, permitted himself one of his rare puns. He said, ‘Your butyl alcohol is a very futile alcohol,’ and advised him to pour it down the sink. Chaimchik didn’t do this. He kept on refining the product with a variety of treatments. He got a very large yield of butyl alcohol and smaller quantities of other substances, including methyl alcohol and acetone, the latter about 30 percent of the total.


He kept on doing this, and the First World War broke out, and a new problem asserted itself. It impinged on Manchester in the form of a Dr Rintoul, from the Scottish branch of the Nobel explosives firm, whose problem was most acute. His firm was supplying the British fleet with cordite for its large naval guns. Strategic considerations made it imperative that the location of these guns should be concealed from the enemy. The solution was to propel the shells by smokeless gunpowder, made possible by the chemical solvent acetone, previously, but no longer, obtainable in generous supply from the forests of Europe as a by-product of charcoal. Not all the forests of Britain could supply the present need for acetone. Was there some other method of producing it?


‘Walk this way, Dr Rintoul,’ said Dr Weizmann, and showed him a method.


Dr Rintoul made haste to the telephone, and the night train from Scotland brought the managing director of Nobel’s, together with several of the senior scientific staff. They went carefully through Chaimchik’s lab books and repeated his experiments: acetone in abundance. Terms were stated for this valuable patent, to which Chaimchik and the university readily agreed. And then occurred a strange accident. The Nobel works blew up. They were unable to take up the patent. The problem was no less urgent for the accident, and Chaimchik, placed in charge of it, was sent by express train to London and ushered into the office of the First Lord of the Admiralty. He found the First Lord of the Admiralty was Mr W. S. Churchill, last encountered wringing his hand while trying to get him to nobble the Jewish vote in Manchester.


The two men got on famously, and Churchill asked him what he required. Weizmann replied that existing fermentation plants were largely operated by distillers of whisky and gin. Churchill told him to take his pick, and he picked the Nicolson gin distillery in Bow, which was immediately sequestered for his use.


For the next two years he took on a most daunting, almost mind-boggling task, the one-man creation of a completely new industry: industrial fermentation. The government built him a factory and took over the largest distilleries in the country. He himself took over the laboratory of the Lister Institute in Chelsea, to train teams of chemists to go out and operate the plants.


The process depended on a bacterium that he had isolated and in countless experiments improved, Clostridium acetobutylicum weizmann. It worked on starch-containing products, and the method he had perfected demanded large quantities of maize. When U-boat warfare interrupted overseas supplies, he switched to horse chestnuts in Britain, and the process crossed the Atlantic to be employed on Canadian maize. A plant was taken over in Toronto, and soon turning out acetone; and when the United States entered the war, the process was also adopted there, at two big distilleries in Terre Haute, Indiana. His operations had spread to Asia before the war ended; but by that time he had transferred his energies.


While he had been keeping the Navy’s guns firing, the Army’s were blowing the Turks out of their old Ottoman Empire, which included Palestine. The wartime coalition government was headed by Lloyd George, very keen on his Old Testament, and the Foreign Secretary was Mr A. J. Balfour, whose mind had been so enlarged on the Jewish question in 1906. Weizmann became most tremendously busy. He had never ceased to be active in Zionism, had attended all the big prewar European conferences. But now the war had cut off the European societies, and from being a well-fancied middleweight in the movement he had become its senior statesman. Much negotiation brought about the Balfour Declaration, which declared: ‘His Majesty’s Government view with favour the establishment of a Jewish National Home in Palestine’; and while his ancient sparring partners Lenin and Trotsky were raising hell making their incredible dream come true in Russia, Chaimchik sped off to Palestine to attend to his.


He found fighting still going on, but lost no time in getting down to his first scheme, a project planned more than half his life, the laying of a cornerstone for a Hebrew University in Jerusalem. He invited the victorious General Allenby to the ceremony, and, recalling the prophetic utterance that the Word should go forth from Jerusalem, Allenby was both happy and moved. Gunfire could still be heard rolling in the Jerusalem hills while the future center of learning was founded, and everybody was very moved.


But things were moving everywhere, and in a variety of directions. On the scientific front, acetone was phasing out, and was anyway being produced as a by-product of the rising petroleum industry. Keeping pace with the petroleum industry was the rising automobile industry. The automobiles needed painting, and mass-production methods required fast-drying varnishes. The best solvent was found to come from Chaimchik’s butyl alcohol, which Professor Perkin had advised him to pour down the sink – still obtainable and in large quantities, by his patent method.


He let his patent agents attend to that one, together with Commercial Solvents, and threw himself into politics.


He was the leader of world Zionism, the builder-up of the national home, the settler of the people in it, the raiser of the money to do the job. The university was his pet project and he raised that. For the next thirteen years, almost every minute was accounted for. He traveled, exhorted, pleaded, presided; and in 1931, thoroughly exhausted, found himself kicked out of the job owing to factional differences.


I was sitting in his chair and staring out at his grave as I pondered this, his presence strong in the room, so that when the hand fell on my shoulder I silently rose and almost went through the ceiling.


‘Igor, we are going down to lunch now,’ Connie said. ‘And Meyer wants you to call him afterwards. He didn’t want you disturbed while you were reading.’
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‘Mashed potato – wonderful!’ Dan said.


Mealtimes were rather Old World at the House; time had stood still since Verochka’s death. Luncheon was served (although served now in the morning room behind the kitchen), and it was served by Verochka’s old housekeeper, Batya, still part of the establishment.


It was served to the archival staff, Julian magisterially at the head of the table. He sat with so grave a mien I’d half expected him, when I’d first eaten here, to break into grace. He didn’t quite do that. He robustly dealt with what was before him.


‘It is nice,’ he said judicially.


‘It’s delicious,’ Dan said. ‘Well, you live in style here. Very high off the hog, if the allusion gives no offense to the lady in the kosher kitchen.’


His name was Dan Navon, and he’d published a best-selling book about Israel the year before. We’d overlapped for a few weeks on the American newspaper lists. He was now doing some work on the connections between Herzl – Weizmann – Ben-Gurion, counterpart of the Abraham – Moses – Joshua triumvirate of earlier history, and he was doing it in Connie’s room, which was why I was in Chaimchik’s.


‘Mashed potato is the stuff,’ he said decisively. ‘That’s right, Igor?’


‘Quite right,’ I said absently.


‘You will give us salvation through mashed potato.’


‘Will I?’


‘So Vava will.’


‘How do you mean?’


‘Mashed potato. His stuff. He made the petrol from it.’


‘What’s the joke?’ Julian said.


‘Not mine. Michael Sassoon’s. I had dinner with him yesterday,’ Dan said. ‘He’d got it from Bergmann. The Vava papers revolve around mashed potato.’


He had a long bony face and an engaging smile; also, behind his glasses, a very intelligent pair of eyes that missed little. His corn-crake voice quite often came out with peculiar deadpan jokes, though.


‘They do, eh? Well for your information, old friend,’ Julian said, ‘there aren’t any Vava papers. There’s just a single letter mentioning Vava, in 1933.’


‘From the single letter mentioning Vava in 1933, Professor Bergmann has made a deduction. He is an investigator with the brain of one of the great detectives. From this one mention it was at once obvious to him that Vava had made a super petrol with an octane number of 150, and he made it from mashed potato.’


‘Why mashed?’ Julian said humorously.


‘Vava mashed it. I don’t know why,’ Dan said simply. ‘Perhaps you have to.’


The conversation moved on from mashed potato, but not very far, and when the meal was over and Dan announced he wouldn’t be coming back in the afternoon, I followed Connie ruminatively up to her room.


‘Was that serious about mashed potato?’ she said.


‘I don’t know what’s serious today, Connie,’ I said, and had a look at my watch. Two o’clock. Twelve in England. Worth a try. I picked up the phone and in about half a minute Caroline said breathlessly, ‘Hello.’


I suddenly understood how Connie had felt the other day. ‘Hello, Caroline.’


‘Igor?’


‘Yes, darling. Have you been ringing Olga?’


‘I gave her a buzz earlier. There was no answer. I came back to start again. What’s up?’


‘Well, when you get her,’ I said, ‘tell her to leave the letters there.’


‘You don’t want them copied?’


‘I don’t want her to do anything with them. She can leave them, for the time being.’


‘I see. I think,’ she said. ‘Igor, is everything all right?’


‘Well, it isn’t bad, really. It’s quite nice,’ I said.


There was a slightly breathy pause. ‘I just got in,’ she said. ‘I could hear the damned thing. What are you talking about – you don’t want the letters copied and you don’t want them sent?’


‘That’s right. How’s everything there?’


‘Well, how do you expect it is? It’s pissing. How’s orange-blossom land?’


‘It’s turned a bit gray and chilly now,’ I said, staring out at the marvelous day. ‘Well, then.’


‘Just a minute, for heaven’s sake. You do realize, don’t you, that she might easily have popped down this morning?’


‘I did realize that.’


‘Or that if she’s there this very minute she might not answer the phone, because she knows nobody will be ringing her at Wimbledon.’


‘That crossed my mind, too.’


‘Has anything cropped up?’


‘It isn’t really as urgent as it was.’


‘I see. That’s why you’re ringing me, is it?’


‘What would you like me to bring you?’


‘I’ve just been seeing Hopcroft,’ she said. ‘He’s yarning away, perfectly all right, only his eyes keep crossing. Would you like me to go to Wimbledon and tell her all this – I mean, on the off chance of her being there?’


‘No, I wouldn’t. Don’t do that, Caroline.’


‘Igor, are the Russian secret police after you or something?’


‘That’s it, darling. Connie says there are some stunning caftans around. Would you like one?’


‘Well, I’d love one … When are you coming back?’


‘The twenty-ninth or thirtieth. If you do manage to contact Olga, could you call me?’


‘Because it is so unurgent. I do see,’ she said.


‘Reverse the charge, of course. If not, Happy Christmas.’


‘Quite.’ She hung up right away.


I pondered this a moment, and jiggled the phone rest and got Meyer.


‘You didn’t bring it,’ was his gloomy greeting.


‘No, well –’


‘Okay, I heard. It’s serious. You’ll have dinner with me tonight. Today you will be busy. There are many things to find out.’


‘Chemical things?’ I said.


‘What else?’


‘But I’m no chemist. I haven’t the faintest –’


‘Persevere. They’ll tell you. I’ll tell you. Waste no time,’ he said, and clicked off.


‘Yes, well, our friend got it nearly right,’ Julian said with satisfaction, coming in at that moment. ‘I’ve just been speaking to Finster, who is handling the thing here. Mashed potato! It is a botanical species called Ipomoea batatas.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Finster says it is in fact a kind of sweet potato.’


‘Is he mashing it?’


‘To tell the truth, I’m not absolutely on top line what he is doing with it. You’re finding out, I understand.’


‘Am I?’


‘Meyer said so. Finster works for Beylis at the Daniel Sieff. Ze’ev will take you. Ze’ev!’ he yelled from the doorway.


A response came from below.
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