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Author’s Note


IN 1940, THE Office of Works was renamed the Ministry of Works and brought under full government control in order to expedite the requisitioning of property for war use. Due to wartime paper shortages, and also civil service habit, out-of-date letterhead continued to be used and letters to and from the Ministry, as well as third parties, continued to refer to the ‘Office of Works’ after 1940. Both names are therefore used interchangeably in this book.


Secondly, there are two men with the surname Davies in this book (somewhat inevitable in a story with a large Welsh component). To distinguish William Davies of the National Library of Wales from Martin Davies of the National Gallery I have used the name William Llewelyn Davies throughout for the former. He added his wife’s family name to his own on their marriage in 1914 and, although he did not adopt the ­double-barrelled form, their daughter Melun used both names too.




Prologue


ON 1 SEPTEMBER 1939, the same day that Hitler’s forces marched into Poland, Operation Pied Piper mobilised across Britain. One and a half million people from London and other major cities, mainly children, were moved by rail to safety in the countryside. Their tale is well known. But there is another mass evacuation story that needs to be told. At the height of the late summer heatwave of 1939 the time had finally come for the men and women of London’s national museums, galleries and archives to mobilise, despatching what they could of their charges to safety in a gigantic but covert effort to save the nation’s heritage.


Ingenious escape plans were devised by the capital’s cur­ators for their precious charges. Using stately homes, tube tunnels, castles, quarries, prisons and caves, a remark­able bunch of unlikely accomplices packed up the nation’s most precious objects and, in a race against time, despatched them throughout the country on a series of top-secret wartime adventures. They, like so many in the Second World War, were ordinary people called on to achieve extraor­dinary things in the middle of a national crisis. From suave, high-profile public figures to diffident, self-effacing scholars, now they all came forward to do their bit, in what became their finest hour. And as with evacuated children in their new billets, those other evacuees met with an equally eccentric array of hosts; were greeted with open arms by some, with hostility and neglect by others.


Over the next few years of war these national treasures – collections and custodians alike – dug in or moved on. Previously used only to battling the hazards of moths, mice and mildew, now they faced first the threat of invasion, and then bombing, armed with no-nails boxes, stirrup pumps and brown paper, as the menace from the air stalked them to the very places where they were hidden and their chances of survival seemed ever slimmer. Back in London, many of their former homes were devastated. Yet the conflict also wrought personal transfor­m­ations. Friendships were forged in the most unexpected places. New vistas of research opened up. Misfits found perfect niches. Those who had previously led lives of quiet desperation discovered in themselves the reserves of courage and resilience which had previously eluded them. Some found love. Two were killed. So here, with a cast of characters who could have stepped right out of an Ealing comedy, is a moment from our history when an unlikely coalition of mild-mannered civil ­servants, social oddballs and metropolitan aesthetes became nothing less than the heritage front in our fight against the Nazis.


To all those involved in the heritage evacuations of the Second World War, it would have been quite obvious why they were doing it. They would have been clear that their collections belonged to the nation, and were being saved for it. Future generations would thank them for their efforts in ensuring that the paintings, objects, books and records of their institutions had been packed up and hidden away from a malignant enemy, until they could once again go back on ­display for the public to admire and appreciate them. Today, we might take a different view of those certainties. Cultural artefacts looted by the Nazis are still being uncovered across the world and returned to those from whom they were seized in the great maelstrom of the Second World War. It is so tempting to think that the British experience is separate from that of continental Europe, and above reproach.


Yet for at least some of the objects which fled London in 1939, there is today a shadow over their status as national treasures. Which nation do they really belong to? And whose treasures are they really? Some of those wartime evacuees had come to this country as a result of acts of violence, sacking and bloodshed elsewhere; and some of the items fleeing the perils of bombardment, looting or confiscation in London had themselves once been acquired by damaging or obliterating other civilisations through just those same methods. Uncomfortable questions about the violent seizure of others’ heritage to adorn our national institutions in the past are now confronting us in a way which would have been unimaginable to many of the people in this book. As ever, the study of the past is not a warm protective blanket, wrapping up history in nostalgia and securing it with a neat bow of tradition. It is more like a brisk rub down with sandpaper as varnished layers of sentiment and misplaced pride are removed from our certainties, and a rather different – but more realistic and ultimately more fascin­ating – view of what went on begins to be revealed . . .




PART I


Action This Day




1


The Abyss of a New Dark Age


IN OCTOBER 1939 regular users of the National Library of Wales in Aberystwyth faced an odd and unwelcome development. It was distinctly irritating. All reader’s tickets had been cancelled and it was announced that admission to the building in future was to be only by special arrangement, under an emergency permit. Similarly, students of the nearby University College of Wales returning after the long summer vacation also found that they were unable to use the National Library as before, unless they were postgraduate researchers or honours candidates, and only then if certified as needing essential access by their university tutor and after a good deal of form-filling. Those fortunate enough to be let inside discovered that large parts of the Library were now out of bounds and that the mess room, where they had previously consumed gallons of tea and piles of sugar-dredged welshcakes to sustain their scholarship, had closed down indefinitely.1


On the face of it, this was simply another of many new daily inconveniences which people across the country were having to get used to, ever since war had been declared on Germany a month before. They shrugged perhaps, and thought no more about it. Life had changed in hundreds of little ways since the summer, from the government taking control of all railways, ports and roads to the compulsory carrying of gasmasks by everyone, even babies. Any private property could be requisitioned at will, for war use. Whitehall and the police had unprecedented powers of censorship and internment. ­Dancehalls and sports grounds had temporarily closed down. Cinemas, too: though Aberystwyth, confident of its isolation from bombing on the west coast of Wales, remained the last place in the United Kingdom where it was possible to watch a film in those early weeks of the war. Only the BBC Home Service could now be heard on the wireless. Petrol was being rationed, so there were fewer cars on the roads but a noticeable increase in military lorries. Those motorists who were out and about had trouble driving in the evenings since street lights no longer lit up at dusk. The blackout led to more road accidents, and eruptions of sandbags everywhere provided a hazard, both day and night. Householders now lived in dread of an Air Raid Precautions (ARP) warden reporting them to the authorities for a stray beam of light emerging from their houses.2 Gardens were peppered with newly dug humps of soil concealing corrugated iron Anderson shelters beneath. And was it just people’s imagination or did there seem to be fewer dogs and cats around to provide comfort and reassurance?


Yet that partial closure of the National Library, standing high on a hill above the town buffeted by wind and rain from the Irish Sea, was one of a series of largely unnoticed episodes taking place across the country during the early autumn of 1939 which, though individually unremarkable, combined to make up a very remarkable tale indeed. If, one night, an intruder had managed to break into the seemingly deserted building, they would have stumbled over a huge state secret. Shining a torch across the first floor they would have ­discovered an entire wing given over to the rarest and most precious books and manuscripts of the British Museum, evacuated in complete secrecy from London.


Untold intellectual and cultural riches lay there: too many to describe. One might open a box to discover the fourth-­century Codex Sinaiticus inside, including the earliest complete text of the New Testament (bought with £100,000 of public funds by the Museum in 1933 from Stalin, the Codex having found its way from the Monastery of Saint ­Catherine, Mount Sinai to the Russian Imperial Library in 1869 by means of a disputed donation). Or perhaps ­opening the lid of a nearby stiffly hinged cardboard case, known as a solander, there might be the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, the Lindisfarne Gospels or two of the original Magna Cartas from 1215 inside. There were stacks of illuminated manuscripts from across Europe; acres of charters; vast quantities of letters from royalty, writers, poets, musicians, artists and scientists; all of the royal ­manuscript ­collection given by George II. On the shelves were the British Museum’s incunabula, first editions, fine bindings and éditions de luxe, five Shakespeare first folios, the world’s finest ­collection of Caxtons, two complete Gutenberg Bibles, historic pamphlets, broadsides, early newspapers, eighteenth-century play collections, alongside the rarest maps, music and stamps. Hundreds of portfolios of prints and drawings included works by Raphael, Michelangelo and Leonardo, Blake, Cotman and Turner; and the finest Persian, Indian and Chinese artworks. Upstairs on the second floor, seven hundred paintings from the National Gallery, one of the greatest art collections in the world, silently lay on racks in the gallery awaiting a time when they could emerge from hiding and return to their home in London, out of danger.


Six years later, the Chief Librarian of Wales, William Llewelyn Davies, revealed in public the extent of his Library’s wartime undertaking. The reason for all the disruption, he declared, was the service which ‘it had been able and privileged to render to a large number of institutions and persons by providing a safe sanctuary – in the underground chamber and in the Library itself – for a huge accumulation of Britain’s artistic and cultural treasures’. And it wasn’t just the British Museum and the National Gallery collections which had been saved. In total, around a hundred smaller national, institutional and private collections had also found refuge in the arms of the modest librarian of Aberystwyth.3


The seeds of this giant undertaking – and many others – had been planted over a decade before. Throughout the 1920s, the Committee of Imperial Defence – essentially a peacetime planning and advisory body – had been preoccupied with the likelihood of a future war. With enormous foresight, it set up an Air Raid (Precautions) Sub-Committee in 1924 to look at the impact of bombing on the civilian population, project the numbers of casualties and recommend possible means of ­protection. The memory of the 5,000 bombs dropped over Britain by Zeppelins and Gotha bombers during the Great War was still very fresh, and the horrifying possibility of them being combined with mustard-gas attacks in future was one which preoccupied the committee’s members. But it wasn’t only the human impact which needed to be considered.


On 14 July 1933, the National Socialist Party became the only political party permitted in Germany. Democracy there was dead, and some in London saw what was coming next. Within a week, in the conference room of the Office of Works in Storey’s Gate near Westminster Abbey, a meeting took place under the auspices of the ARP Sub-Committee. The agenda was titled Precautions for the Safe Custody of National Art Treasures. Present were the directors of the British Museum, the National Gallery, the Tate Gallery, the National Portrait Gallery, the London Museum and the Wallace Collection, along with a smattering of civil servants and a squadron leader from the Air Ministry.4


The Office of Works was charged with the duty, it explained, of preparing a scheme for the protection of national treasures in time of war. The assumption was that the emergency would arise ‘at very short notice’ and that central London would be ‘subjected to continuous heavy bombing by enemy aircraft’. A tentative plan had been drawn up whereby museum and art collections would be transferred to Hampton Court pending their transfer to ‘more suitable quarters in safer areas’, meaning places north of a line drawn across England from the Bristol Channel in the west to King’s Lynn in the east. Other possibilities included disused parts of the London Underground where a few collections had been sheltered towards the end of the Great War.


The directors present were not keen. They felt it would be wiser not to put all their eggs into one basket, but to spread out the clearing houses. Some removals could be done directly by rail or road to their final destinations anyway. The Office of Works undertook to draw up a list of recommended ­country houses, ‘having regard inter alia to the non-proximity of ­military objectives’, while the directors agreed to draw up lists of objects to be removed based on their existing ­emergency salvage lists. The museums and galleries agreed to do the packing, while the Office of Works would supply the ­packing ­materials. It was unclear, if underground railway tunnels could be pressed into use, how immovable treasures might be protected and what ‘the effect of poison gases’ would be on certain types of art. All went away with much to think about.


By the following January, the draft list of suitable venues was ready. In preparing it, the Office of Works had chosen places that were ‘large and substantially-built country seats in areas comparatively safe from aerial attack’. Such houses should be remote from railways, large towns, aerodromes or military establishments, reasonably free from risk of fire, with strong floors to carry cases of exhibits, ‘and should be continuously maintained by a permanent staff of servants’.5 That stately homes were considered as suitable destinations was not a surprise. The boards of London’s museums and galleries were stuffed with aristocrats and gentry, some more educated than others, and they were the first port of call for the Office of Works when approached about the problem. If they couldn’t help, then it was likely that one of their friends or relations would.


Thus the list of locations initially compiled ranged through Buckinghamshire, Northamptonshire, Hampshire, Bedfordshire, Wiltshire, Dorset and Berkshire – all of them ­counties, in fact, distinctly south of the advisory line between the ­Severn and the Wash. Properties belonging to the Astors, the Rothschilds, the marquesses of Lansdowne, Bath and Ailesbury, and the earls of Ilchester and Selborne, and Earl Beatty made it onto the list, as well as houses owned by senior military figures and Justices of the Peace. These plans were simply preliminary designations. And there they rested as the situ­ation on the Continent grew gradually more and more desperate, not just for certain people, but also for certain museum and art collections.


Novels of the 1930s reflected the national obsession with Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin’s gloomy prediction that ‘the bomber will always get through’. H. G. Wells imagined it in The Shape of Things to Come (1933) and so did Leslie Pollard in his sci-fi potboiler, Menace: A Novel of the Near Future (1935). In it, the hero wanders dazed through a destroyed Westminster:


As he reached the Chelsea Embankment he met a wild, bedraggled figure moaning . . . ‘To think that all those flying inhuman monsters have demolished that wonderful building and all that it contained, all that it meant to England.’ ‘Yes,’ agreed John. ‘Parliament will never sit there again.’ ‘Parliament!’ shouted the man. ‘Who in hell cares about Parliament? That is what I’m talking about,’ and with a wave of his hand pointed to the ruins of the Tate Gallery.6


Even mothers and fathers reading Tolkien’s The Hobbit (1937) to their children at bedtime might have paused to consider how Smaug, a monster inspired by the dragon in Beowulf, had a resonance for their own times, when they reached the part where he descends upon his hapless victims without warning, his tail crashing through the skies, breathing a furnace of deadly fumes down on the undefended Lake-town.


The Spanish Civil War gave a real taste of what such fiery devastation meant for art and historical collections. The bombing of the Prado in Madrid by fascist forces in November 1936 made real the long-held fears of many in the European museum world. Originally stored in parts of the building thought to be safer than others – away from outside walls and on lower floors – the most important of the collections were then hastily packed up from the shattered gallery and sent in convoy overnight to Valencia, where the Republican government had fled. A year later they were on the move again to Catalonia, and the great Velázquezes, El Grecos and Goyas finally ended up close to the border with France from where they were rescued by an international coalition led by the League of Nations, which put them all on a twenty-two-car train to Geneva, where they went on display. ‘The conflagration is not far from bursting upon us,’ wrote the Parisian art dealer, Réne Gimpel.7


But destruction by bombing was only one of the grisly fates which might befall the nation’s collections as a result of war. Should the Nazis be victorious, other equally appalling possibilities were likely; possibilities which Britain, along with the rest of Europe, had watched emerge gradually over the years since Hitler took power. The widespread availability of published gallery and museum catalogues allowed for the easy identification of works which a hostile power might want to appropriate. Similarly, they also allowed for the potential identification of proscribed works. Libraries could expect to be subject to book-burnings, such as had been organised in May 1933 by the Deutsche Studentenschaft, the students declaring a national Säuberung, or ‘cleansing’, to expunge ‘un-German’ works from Berlin and thirty-four university towns across the country.


In the firing line were liberal, democratic texts supportive of the Weimar Republic; Marxist and Communist ­literature; books by Jewish authors; pacifist texts; the works of non-­German authors critical of the new Germany; history books which challenged or undermined the state-sanctioned line on the cultural, sexual or racial purity of the Volk and so on. The same might occur in Britain if the country was invaded, with the five national legal deposit libraries (which under the 1710 Copyright Act could claim a copy of every book published in the country and which collected much else from across the world) being most at risk: the Bodleian Library, Oxford; Cambridge University Library; the National Library of Scotland; the National Library of Wales; and above all, the British Museum Library in London.


In Nazi Germany, museum and gallery directors who were ‘non-Aryan’ were dismissed. Over twenty lost their jobs in 1933 alone. Artists who refused to join official groups overseen by the new Reichskulturkammer were censured, while others were dropped from membership of various academies, including major figures such as Paul Klee, Oskar Kokoschka, Mies van der Rohe, Otto Dix and Käthe Kollwitz alongside many others. Then in July 1937, the infamous Entartete Kunst exhibition opened in Munich, comprising 650 modernist paintings, sculptures, prints and books culled from over thirty German public collections. Two million visitors attended the exhibition over the next four months and a further ­million viewed ‘Degenerate Art’ over the next three years as it ­travelled through the German-speaking world.8


Its aim was nothing less than to mobilise popular and populist opinion in favour of the Third Reich’s views on art and artistic representation. Hitler’s preference was for Old Masters, and for nineteenth-century Bavarian and Austrian landscapes, still-lifes, figurative portraits and genre paintings in oil. Above all he admired hyper-realistic works, those ‘almost as good as photographs’. Bronzes of classical nudes, portrait busts and animals were particular favourites.9 Nothing deemed challenging, anti-war, ambiguous, distorted, disfigured, indistinct, sexualised or industrial was permitted within the Nazi canon of taste. All such art was deemed un-German.


As a result, a huge slew of late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century art, as well as the contemporary, was immediately suspect. Expressionist, Cubist, Futurist, Bauhaus, Surreal­ist, Dada-ist, Post-Impressionist and even some Impressionist artists all came under attack. The degeneracy of ‘Jewish art Bolshevism’, the exhibition explained, could be recognised in nine ways: formal deformation; insult to religious feeling; call to class war; depictions of wartime atrocities; depictions of moral decay; ‘non-Aryan’ ideals of race in portraits; art related to the mentally ill; art by Jewish artists; and a final useful catch-all: art demonstrating ‘complete insanity’.


Yet only six of the 112 artists represented at the exhib­ition were actually Jewish. Entartete Kunst played with a willing audience’s inclination to find modern art elitist and impene­trable, and in particular its purchase by public institutions (naturally acting under the malignant influence of Jewish art dealers) a deeply insulting waste of hard-earned taxes at a time of hyperinflation and economic depression.


To underline the point, across the road the Haus der Deutschen Kunst (House of German Art) was displaying the first Grosse Deutsche Kunstausstellung (Great German Art Exhib­ition). Launched by Hitler just a few days before with the words, ‘the end of the mockery of German art and thus of the cultural destruction of our people has begun. From now on, we will wage a pitiless, purifying war against the last ­elements of our cultural decay’, the exhibition featured the inevitable heroic portrait of the Führer, canvases depicting his ­favourite episodes from Nazi party history, bronzes of muscular male bodies, busts of stern politicians and mystical scenes of ­Germany’s destiny, all installed in cool airy halls where visitors felt compelled to whisper as if in church.10 Those attending conveniently forgot the scene when the Haus der Deutschen Kunst at the new Crystal Palace itself had been opened, and the hammer Hitler was using to lay the cornerstone had broken. His subsequent very public tantrum had to be expunged from the propaganda film reel.11


In 1937, more than 16,000 ‘degenerate’ works of art owned by public collections were confiscated by Goebbels’ propaganda machine. Museums in Germany had been full of contemporary German art, collected by a vibrant cadre of expert curators, but they also contained many Impressionist and Post-Impressionist works by foreign artists, among them Monet, Manet, Renoir, Van Gogh, Cézanne and Gauguin, and contemporary masters including Chagall, Munch, Kandinsky, Matisse, Mondrian and Picasso.12 This act of mass ‘safeguarding’ culminated in the notorious sales of these works in 1938 at Schloss Niederschönhausen outside Berlin, and at the Hotel National, Lucerne in 1939.


Göring had already had his pick of the Cézannes, Munchs and Van Goghs, which he sold privately to pay for his own choice of Old Masters. At the Lucerne auction, former owners and international dealers knew that to bid would increase the coffers of the Nazi party, but on the other hand not to bid would result in the 126 masterpieces being flung into the abyss. The prize item, Van Gogh’s self-portrait of 1888 dedi­cated to Paul Gauguin, formerly on the walls of the Neue Staatsgalerie in Munich, fetched 175,000 Swiss francs, 30,000 more than the asking price. Despite the rescue of some of these works by the international art market, 1,004 unsaleable paintings and sculptures and 3,825 drawings, prints and watercolours from the 16,000 confiscated in 1937 were burned in the open air in a fire practice outside the Berlin Fire Department that spring.13


The assault on art did not stop with public collections, but extended to private ones too. On 12 March 1938 came the Anschluss of Austria. Hitler, born in the sleepy border town of Braunau am Inn, was ecstatic. The same day, the stupendous private collections of the Rothschilds in Vienna were looted by the SS, as were those of many other Jewish families. Those who subsequently tried to flee had goods confiscated at the borders, or had to sell them to raise funds to pay for an exit visa. Hitler, while waiting for an embarrassing tank breakdown to clear the road to Vienna, met with the Director of the Linz Provincial Museum to discuss plans to redesignate it as one of four new German ceremonial cities, and to realise there a long-held ambition, his Führermuseum. Over the next eighteen months, 80,000 Jews left Austria and were stripped of their possessions, often including decorative and fine art. The cream of these artefacts, declared ownerless and forfeit under a series of retrospective laws, went to form the Führer­vorbehalt, or Führer Reserve, destined for the enormous new art museum in Linz displaying the personal collection of the Leader.14 No longer would his home town be subject to the slur: ‘Linz ist Provinz’.


Seeing all this, London’s curators became increasingly ­anxious. A small group of directors of the major London ­institutions was formed in late 1937 to get on with ­making deci­sions more quickly than the lumbering ARP Sub-­Committee. The general principles for their protection strategies were clear: remove valuable exhibits if possible from London; provide reinforced storage space onsite for the rest; use the Underground tunnels in certain cases.15 But the specifics were still very vague.


It was even worse outside the capital. The President of the Museums Association – the archaeologist Mortimer Wheeler, also Keeper of the London Museum – following a conference of his members in early 1938, wrote a worried letter to the ­Secretary of the Standing Commission on Museums and ­Galleries in Whitehall, John Beresford:


Little or nothing has been done to safeguard our principal provincial collections in case of emergency, and there was a general feeling of ignorance as to the nature of the precautions which are at the same time most urgent and most feasible.


His advice for the present was to recommend shelters – gas-proof, splinter-proof and fire-proof, on the premises or nearby, or in ‘a private mansion or other building in a country district’. But beyond that, no one had thought.


What classes of objects were susceptible to damage from known poison gases? Did pictures suffer from exposure to them? What about textiles and silver? What was the simplest and most economical type of shelter which could be constructed in a basement?16 To answer these questions, Wheeler was put in touch with three men who might be able to help. They were Eric de Normann of the Office of Works, the conservation scientist Professor Harold Plenderleith of the British Museum Research Laboratory and a physicist called Ian ­Rawlins in the employ of the National Gallery.


Together these men produced a small pamphlet with a bright green cover, called Air Raid Precautions in Museums, Picture Galleries and Libraries, published by the British Museum the following year and available for ninepence. Its jaunty appearance belied the serious nature of what was inside. The authors covered how to fight fires and put out incendiary bombs; how to decontaminate people and equipment; how to deal with casualties; how to sandbag buildings and protect windows and doors from blast; and how to build shelters and make them gasproof. They assumed that ‘Exhibition Galleries and Reading Rooms will be closed to the general public at the ­outbreak of hostilities, in order that the staffs may give their whole attention to protecting the material in their charge.’


The little green book laid out in the starkest terms what the danger to collections and curators might be. ‘Incendiary bombs are of various kinds, and range in weight from 1 to 25 kilos,’ it told its readers. Filled with magnesium, and with a primer which ignited it, they would burn for up to twenty minutes, their sole aim being to set off larger fires wherever they landed:


One large bomber could carry between 1,000 and 2,000 of these bombs. They would be released from containers holding 10 or 20 and the contents of several containers can be released simultaneously . . . the kilo bomb has poor powers of penetration, being designed to pass through an ordinary roof of slates, tiles etc., but to remain on the floor immediately below, thus starting fires in places which are difficult of access.


Training to put the flames out was of the utmost importance, ‘to prevent an incipient fire becoming a general conflagration’. Water served only to accelerate the magnesium’s combustion, so sand, earth, ashes or slag was needed to smother incendiary bombs. For high-explosive bombs, nothing could prevent direct hits but sandbagging could provide protection from blast and splinters.17


And then came the Munich Crisis. On the very day that ­Chamberlain signed on the dotted line for ‘peace in our time’, 30 September 1938, Picasso’s Guernica arrived in England. Those who had not seen the great anti-war painting at the 1937 Paris ­International Exposition now had the chance to view it in ­England, first in London, and then in Leeds, Liverpool, and – finally and rather unexpectedly – in a car showroom in ­Manchester.18 Guernica was a primal scream of rage and fear at ­General Franco’s bombing of that historic Basque town, carried out by the ­Luftwaffe and ­Italian air force. Three-quarters of the town was completely destroyed and – at the time, though ­subsequently revised – ­several thousand civilians were estimated to have perished. Nothing could have been a more powerful warning for London curators and art-lovers than seeing the great Cubist master’s apocalyptic canvas in their own city. Herbert Read, art critic and editor of the Burlington Magazine, told his readers, ‘Not only Guernica but Spain; not only Spain, but Europe, is symbolised in this allegory.’19 The writing – or rather, the paint – was on the wall.


The day after that ‘faraway country of which we know little’ (despite the fact that Czechoslovakia’s western borders were considerably closer to Britain than Berlin) was abandoned to the tender mercies of Nazi Germany, a short column appeared in the Daily Telegraph entitled ‘Guard on Art Treasures: Plans for Removal Ready’.20 ‘Comprehensive plans for protecting the nation’s treasures have been completed by all the London museums and art galleries,’ it announced. ‘Experts are standing by to set these plans into operation immediately an emergency is declared.’ This was surely the last thing which the museums and galleries wanted publicised. And in fact all was not going well, during what became known as ‘the Emergency’, for the handful of places which had managed to mobilise in good time.


There had been no clear, single signal to begin evacuation, leading to false starts and uncertainty all round, so it was agreed that next time – and there would be a next time – the Home Office would be responsible for giving the order ‘Go!’ to each institution.21 Transport arrangements had also been somewhat chaotic that September. Many of the museum and gallery dir­ectors felt that going by road would be unsafe, ‘in the stress of general evacuation of urban areas’, unless the lorries had military guards, ‘or were otherwise marked as inviolable Government vehicles’. Lorries for transporting the crates to the railway stations and the Underground had been plentiful, but it had proved impossible to get crucial details of the vehicles’ size, type and equipment beforehand. Meanwhile, the V&A had found its arrangements to use Brompton Road tube station severely ­disrupted by other plans made by the army. The station was due to close that year, so the V&A had signed a lease over the summer to fill two disused tunnels with collections. Yet right in the middle of the Munich Crisis the Museum, to its horror, discovered that the War Office was installing a telephone centre inside the station’s lift shaft which rendered the tunnels inaccessible. This double-booking, in the view of the museum and gallery directors who met shortly after to review what had gone wrong, had ‘quite reasonably destroyed our confidence in all such provision, and here again the National Museums must have security of tenure of the accommodation allotted to them’.


The exception to this muddle had been the National Gallery which – typically – had made its own separate, and much more effective, arrangements. Container vans had been provided by the rail company, had been fitted and packed by the Gallery, then slung and roped on the trucks, and finally precisely pos­itioned in ordered fashion on specified trains. This was ‘the proper way to do things’, thought John Forsdyke of the British Museum, ‘and we must make up our minds whether each Museum is to do so for itself or get the Office of Works or the Ministry of Transport to act for all of us.’22


War could not now be far off. By the beginning of 1939 the Office of Works was keeping a fleet of lorries on permanent standby, ready to make the great escape with those collections due to travel by road.23 But still the national institutions continued to make their own arrangements largely ­independent of one another. John Beresford, Secretary of the Standing ­Commission, explained to a colleague how, in trying to corral all the plans and personalities involved,


my principle has been to cling like grim death to the one departmental rock (for this particular purpose) in a weary land, namely the Office of Works, and we have received most ­helpful assistance from de Normann . . . Any Treasury objections at this stage would frankly tempt me to throw in an almost unspeakable sponge!24


Little did Beresford know that some collections would need to be moved multiple times over the next years – as had those of the Prado – to guarantee their safety. The exasperated civil servant had never had to cope with ‘a more tiresome problem or more thankless task; even now I doubt we are out of the wood owing to the lack of unity in the National Museum and Gallery world. However, I shall hope for the best.’25 There were proposals that museum warders should be enrolled as special constables to give them extra powers and permit them to carry firearms; and that any wartime convoys moved out of London should be escorted first by armed Metropolitan Police and then by county forces. The most trusted warders at each property would be trained to shoot revolvers by local gunsmiths.26 As the inevitability of what was to come approached, these very un-English suggestions indicated that at stake in the plans was nothing less than the country’s cultural identity and historical memory.
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Before Us an Ordeal of the Most Grievous Kind


IAN RAWLINS LOVED trains. There was nothing he liked more than to spend hours peering short-sightedly at railway timetables, memorising the routes of tracks and freight across the country and working out which junctions led where. ‘Ian is blest with an individuality that defeats classification,’ was the view of long-time professional colleague, the British Mu­seum’s Harold Plenderleith, one of his co-authors of the little green ARP pamphlet. Living in a world of his own, Rawlins was ‘essentially an introvert, he is content with simple comforts, disdaining luxury of all kinds save in scientific apparatus, and only then when the equipment can be shown to do something effective’.


He was certainly very much a loner. But, observed ­Plenderleith,


growth in isolation has resulted in self-reliance, great faith and courage, and a desirable continuity of mental development based firmly upon history, and in particular upon the history of science, to which he is as devoted as to mathematical physics and philosophy.


His friend also noticed that in his own specialist field he spoke with justifiable confidence and authority. But when it came to topics beyond his narrow interests, ‘he seems to tread ­warily, making assessments based, wherever pos­sible upon physical measurements or upon the theorems of the pioneers.’ Others observed that while he wrote fluently in scientific papers, when he spoke he was hard to follow, repetitive and stumbling.1


Not all were as sympathetic to Rawlins as his friend ­Plenderleith. Immensely tall – well over six foot four – bespec­tacled, with pale skin, a greasy auburn comb-over, and unfeasibly long fingers, Rawlins was regarded by his boss, Kenneth Clark, Director of the National Gallery, as a faintly absurd figure. But the awkward and intense Rawlins, whose daytime job was Chief Scientist in charge of the Gallery’s conservation laboratories, was about to become the first of our unlikely wartime heroes.


He was born Frances Ian Gregory Rawlins – ‘Fig’ to his few close friends – in a smart neighbourhood of Marylebone in 1895, the son of a barrister. That he was educated from an early age at home by a live-in governess called Margaret Peachey, who was still tutoring him when he was fifteen, was perhaps the first sign that Ian’s parents recognised he had particular needs and would not have flourished in the rough and tumble of Eton, where both his father and two elder brothers had been educated. He was nineteen at the outbreak of the First World War, but there is an intriguing gap in his story at this point. Stuart, his eldest brother and a career army officer, served with distinction in the Great War: ten times mentioned in despatches; awarded the DSO, Belgian and French Légion d’honneur; by the end attaining the rank of Colonel. Evelyn, his middle brother, broke off a diplomatic career in the Middle East to serve first with the Allied Headquarters in Salonika and then in the Royal Navy. But Ian stayed at home. Whether kept there by overprotective parents or, more likely, unfit for service, for whatever reason he never joined up.


In 1920, at the advanced age of twenty-five, he finally headed off to university. There, he would not have stood out as plenty of young men who survived the slaughter took up their places later than expected; and any ­eccentricities might have been put down to shellshock. It is no coincidence that earlier in the year his father had died, and his eldest brother inherited what was by then the family home, a small country house called White Waltham Grove, near Maidenhead in Berkshire. The upheaval of that time for someone as sheltered as Ian must have been immense, but nevertheless he set off into the outside world.


Instead of a more traditional choice of university for someone of his class, he was educated at the Sir John Cass Tech­nical Institute in East London, a forerunner of today’s London ­Metropolitan University. This was a college which focussed on training for the scientific and technical professions, with practical courses such as navigation, engineering – and ­physics. For two years he studied, gaining 72 per cent in his final exams and joining the Institute of Physics in the summer of 1922. Then, fast catching up on his scientific and social education, he was accepted as a graduate student by Trinity College, Cambridge, where both his father and his brother Evelyn had studied (his father had even been a Fellow in Law there, for a short while).2


But before he took up his place, he spent a year at the Phillips-Universität Marburg, one of Germany’s premier scientific universities and its oldest Protestant one, which had boasted Robert Bunsen and many other famous scien­tists among its teaching staff. Given that the Armistice with Germany had been signed just four years before, this seems a bold move indeed for such a seemingly vulnerable creature as Rawlins, but gives an early indication of his fearless ability for crossing the invisible lines of tradition and social expectations, perhaps oblivious that they even existed. He emerged from Trinity in 1926 with an MSc on ‘The absorption spectrum of aragonite and strontianite in the near infra-red’, and then spent the next few years in Cambridge, teaching at Fitzwilliam House.3


Taking the post there was in keeping with Rawlins’ roundabout route into academia: Fitzwilliam was at that time a hall of residence for male students who could not afford to attend a college but who wished to study and take exams at the University. Rawlins began building his career by teaching crystallography and the Natural Sciences tripos at much the same time as the far more brilliant Alan Turing was studying maths as an undergraduate at King’s College.


The break that was to change Rawlins’ life came in 1934. In that year, Kenneth Clark approached him (they were both members of the Athenaeum, Rawlins no doubt as a result of his father’s contacts) to form a scientific department at the National Gallery, funded by the profits of art postcard sales.4 X-ray crystallography was an expanding new scientific field in the 1920s and 1930s, and its particular application to art was that it made possible the analysis and identification of paints and pigments, salts and other corrosives, and of conservation materials such as the fillers, glues and colorants found in old paintings, sculpture and museum objects. Armed with this knowledge, conservators could then set about repairing damage, reproducing fixatives or matching colours. X-rays were also starting to be used to visualise paintings beneath their ­surface and to resurrect pentimenti – abandoned designs or pictures which the artist had overpainted. Rawlins was the man to introduce these analyses to the new conservation laboratory of the National Gallery. He would not be directly employed, but instead would be paid a retainer as its Scientific Adviser.


Rawlins found that his new boss was his polar opposite. Clark, the Oxford-educated heir to an enormous Paisley textile fortune, and his glamorous wife Jane, a fashion designer, were the high-society hosts of a sparkling salon at their London ­townhouse in Portland Place, and Clark’s meteoric rise to prominence in the art world (he was only thirty at the time he took on the National Gallery job) continued when later that year he was also appointed Surveyor of the King’s Pictures.


Elegant, patrician Clark immediately rubbed the scholarly curators of the National Gallery up the wrong way on his arrival, and his parallel royal appointment – followed swiftly by a knighthood – only worsened the atmosphere at Trafalgar Square. Clark was a broad-brushstroke sort of man: impatient, a womaniser, uninterested in management and budgeting, but visionary and determined in his approach to popularising art. ‘Whenever he gave praise one felt that God Almighty had himself conferred a benediction,’ thought James Lees-Milne. ‘He would also have made an admirable dictator, had he turned his talents to politics.’5 Clark regarded Rawlins as


a kind, good man, but one of the most relentless bores I have ever encountered, who fussed to me interminably over the most trivial details. I am no friend of a fusspot, and I am afraid I sometimes treated him brusquely.6


Clark was becoming hugely distressed by events in Germany. Jane was reading Mein Kampf aloud to him while he shaved in the mornings, and he told a friend in the government ‘what a horrible and terrifying impression it was making on us’. On meeting Neville Chamberlain and pointing out some unpleasant facts about the Nazis, his concerns were dismissed as propa­ganda by the Prime Minister. Clark loathed appeasement.
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