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“… yours, Lise” 
exile letters by Lise Meitner, physicist  

an audio book by Stefan Frankenberger  

– Listening Session & Play reading  –  

 
 
[audio sample of the train] 

 

7/13/1938 
 

„Farewell to Hahn in the morning. Gave me his ring. Meeting Coster at the Neu-Schanz 

train station. Custom officials informed. 8 o’clock pm Groningen.“ 

 
[music beginning] 

 

undated note: 
 

„Lise Meitner. Born Nov. 7th 1878 in Vienna. I have arrived in Groningen, Holland on 
July 13th 1938, right after my escape. 

After weeks of fear and trembling I now fall into the emptiness that is the arrival into a 

brand new life. The future holds nothing; only the past does. My dear friends helped 

me achieve freedom – well-knowing it will make me unfree. From now on I am deprived 

of my beloved habits and amenities, yet, there was no choice… I cannot look back – but 
I am unable to look forward.“ 

 
[„terra incognita“] 
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8/24/38 to Otto Hahn 

„Dear Otto,  

What I am writing to you today will deeply affect both of our lives. I have asked Privy 

Council Bosch to confer emeritus on me yesterday. There is no need to discuss 

sentiments as I think we both know how we feel. Not a day will go by that I won’t 

gratefully and longingly think of our friendship, the work we have done, and the 
institute. However, I do not belong there anymore and looking back on these past 

months, it seems to me that my decision will align with the employees’ wishes as well. I 

see no point in saying much else, facts are facts... I was actually intending to personally 

thank all the employees and staff at the institute for the great, longstanding work we 

have done together. But you might find it be more appropriate if you told them. 
Let us, please, not discuss my leaving any further. Truth be told, I haven’t quite grasped 

the reality of what I have written myself, though it is, of course, reality.“ 

 

Otto Hahn 8/29/1938 

„Today we started work at the laboratory. I called for Philipp and Erbacher right after 9 

o’clock to tell them about your departure and read them your letter. They certainly took 
it to heart, yet did not say anything. I believe they had already anticipated such a turn of 

events. I then gathered the entire laboratory (without the apprentices) at 11 o’clock, 

read the most important paragraphs of your letter and gave them an overview of our 

almost 31-year long collaboration; the development of the large Physics department, 

your recognition and praise both here and abroad. I was initially quite nervous so I 
couldn’t look at anybody. But a lot of them are truly sorry to see you go and believe 

your leaving will have a huge strain on the institute’s reputation.  

Telschow came this afternoon. He wants to plead for your emeritus status with Bosch 

and ter Mer immediately, so further steps can be taken. The most important step being 

the application for the transferral of part of your pay check. He believes that will 
probably be granted.“ 

[sound of steps, echoed] 

 



 

 3 

9/6/38, to Otto Hahn 

„Why haven’t you responded to my wishes of writing a personal farewell and thank you 

letter to the institute? What would such an impetuous funeral ceremony mean to the 

people who actually care a little bit about me, even before my resignation has been 

finalised! They must think I delinquently ran away unless you explicitly tell them my 

staying wasn’t possible any longer. 
My future is cut short, should my past be taken from me as well? I have done no harm; 

why should I all of a sudden be treated as though I was non-existent – or worse – have 

been buried alive? The whole thing is hard enough as is.“ 

 

Otto Hahn 9/8/38 

„You mention your „funeral ceremony“, or further „impetuous funeral ceremony“ in 

your letters. You feel treated as non-existent or buried alive. You are blaming me for 
my fear for which there’s no reason at all. You are suggesting I put myself in your shoes 

and tell me that you were thinking of me before thinking of yourself. You are alleging 

your employees have forgotten you and think you deserted them and so on. 

Shall I respond just as resentful as you just have? I will not. Everybody, literally 
everybody deems you staying with your friends right, considering the current 

conditions. 

Have you no knowledge of the developments of late? Can you seriously believe 

anybody would think you deserted us? There is a sigh of relief for you when I tell 

people about your resolution. Of course your attitude towards my behaviour does 
make me a little sad. Trust me, I know that you do not feel comfortable with the 

unfamiliar at this point in time. But you might be painting a little too optimistic of a 

picture of our situation back here. I will, in any case, try to adjust everything according 

to your liking. Maybe I will continue to succeed.“ 
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Max von Laue, 9/9/38 

„How is the driving in Sweden and Norway? Although the currencies for these countries 

are hard to come by, if successful we could try to do a road trip through Scandinavia 

next summer. Would you come? Well, I guess that’s ages away, a year is long, 

especially right now. 

Kind regards, from my wife Hilde as well!“ 
. 

. 

. 

10/6/38 to Otto Hahn 

„Manne Siegbahn’s institute is unimaginably empty. It’s a beautiful building in which a 

Cyclotron and quite a lot of other big X-ray machines and spectrometers are being 

prepared; yet performing experimental work seems impossible. There is no vacuum 
pump, no resistance, no capacitance, no ampere-meter – so nothing to experiment with 

and only 4 young physicists in this entire geriatric house. And very hierarchical work 

regulations. 

Even with great frugality I am barely making enough to be able to pay for my room, 
food, and the daily expenses (bus, postage, etc). Stockholm is terribly expensive and I 

better not even think about what would happen to me if I were to get sick. 

Say, would it be possible for you to send me my thermometer? I am missing all these 

small odds and ends and I simply do not want to buy anything unnecessary. 

Phanodorm for example can only be purchased with a prescription.“ 

 

Otto Hahn, 10/25/38 

„Dear Lise! 

Despite my terrible fatigue I want to at least briefly respond to your kind letter from the 

23th. 

A new study by Irène Curie and Savitch about the 3,5-hour-body was released at the 

end of last week. It also includes curves (Graphics are included as well). We are in the 
process of replicating them and now believe in their existence. Following Curie’s 
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details, we have found the matter, perhaps more definite than Curie and Savitch 

(possibly even better than Curie and Savitch). But we cannot confirm any further details 

yet. I will let you know as soon as we know more. Curie is providing rather strange 

information about the properties; they do indeed seem strange. How unfortunate that 
you are not here to elucidate this exciting Curie-body with me.“ 

[„dark matter“ with cello] 

11/1/38 to Otto Hahn 

„How are your experiments going?  

I sure hope you comprehend why I want to know. So, write without worry what you 
have found and what you make of it.  

I always feel very bad for causing you so much trouble. Managing someone else’s 

relocation to a different country is a difficult task, especially given that you all have so 

much on your plate. And for me it is hard as well, because a lot is being handled in a 

different way than I would have handled it myself. You have to understand: it’s not that 
I’m ungrateful. It’s just inevitable.  

I hope that after working together and being friends for 30 years you at least would tell 

me as much as possible about the institute, Hähnchen.“ 

[„dark matter“ reprise] 

 

 

Otto Hahn 11/2/38 

 
„We really cannot say anything definite about the 3,5 hour body – even though we have 

been working day and night – since Curie has been working on it for one and a half 

years. We are almost certain that there are several Radium-isotopes that are converting 
into Actinium etc. With this finding being so interesting and improbable, we wish to 

publish it before Curie comes to know of it. 
You can imagine that we are continuously conducting experiments so to eliminate 

errors. On the other hand, we are pressed for time: Cook has written from Cambridge 

saying that Feather, Bretscher and him are working on the transmutation of uranium 
using strong neutron sources.“ 
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 11/4/38, to Otto Hahn 

„I surely would love to ponder how radium or actinium isotopes might be created 

(radium- or actinium isotopes develop), if only you were to give away just a little more 

information. I certainly will not tell a soul. Please be so kind as to answer all questions 

even if things aren’t definite yet. 

 

Werner Heisenberg 11/7/38 

 
„We are grateful that you have conducted your work in Germany, which has enriched 

our science and therefore our entire lives, and for everything else that you’ve done for 

German Physics.  

Dearly Werner Heisenberg“ 

 
[timpani roll] 

 

Otto Hahn, 12/19/38 

Dear Lise, 

I have to address your issues right away, since you don’t know if anyone else is taking 

care of your matters. Therefore, I have talked to Steil again before you wrote to me. We 

decided that I should personally speak more forcefully at the tax office. I did so last 
Saturday. I was told we should file a new submission etc. After I showed a little bit of my 

‘typical fury’, things went along better. I also mentioned that the Kaiser-Wilhelm-

Institute is very keen on a settlement of this matter. A very short new submission cannot 

be avoided and it will be sent out tomorrow morning with reference to the Institute’s 

interest. 
 

[double bass begin] 

 

Believe me, this delay concerns me very much as well, especially given that you must 

think we’re not taking care of things. I cannot write about any details of the discussion 

at the office — I still hope things will turn out for the best for you; but I really don’t know 
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what else can be done right now. Also, I don’t believe that Telschow could achieve a lot 

more. He’s got a lot on his mind as well. 

 
[2nd timpani roll] 

 

My name being mentioned in the exhibition „der Ewige Jude“ now worries the 

administration all of a sudden. Thus today I submitted an affidavit for my Reich-
citizenship and will also submit my papers in a few days. I have also had any difficulties 

concerning the Mattauch matter, because it  has been suggested that an aspirant not 

belonging to the institute could live in apartment. 

I hope this attempt can be averted. In the meantime, Strassmann and I – given I get to it 

– are working tirelessly one the uranium-bodies, supported by Lieber and Bohne. 
 
[strings begin, cymbal roll] 
 
It now is almost 11pm; at 11:45pm Strassmann wants to return so that I can finally go 

home. There is something so strange happening with the „Radium-isotopes“ that we 

are not telling anyone but you. The three isotope’s half-lives are calculated quite 

accurately; they can be isolated from all elements except Barium; all the reactions add 
up. There is only one that doesn’t – unless the strangest of coincidences occurred: the 

fractionation does not work. Our Radium-isotopes are behaving like Barium. We aren’t 

getting a distinct concentration with barium bromide or chromate etc. I now have 

fractionated Thorium X on the second floor last week; it happened just as it should. 

Then on Saturday Strassmann and I fractionated one of our „Radium-isotopes“ with 
Mesothor-1 as the indicator. The Mesothor was enriched according to plan, our 

Radium: was not.  

[guitars, trumpet, clarinets begin] 

This might just be a strange coincidence, but we are drawn to this horrible conclusion: 

our Radium-isotopes are behaving not like Radium - but like Barium. Like I said, other 

elements, transuranics, uranium, thorium, actinium, protactinium, lead, bismuth, 

polonium, are out of the question. Strassmann and I have agreed to tell no-one but you 

for now. Maybe you can suggest some phenomenal explanation. We know that it 
cannot explode into Barium. We now wish to examine whether Actinium-isotopes 
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formed from Radium are not acting like Actinium but like Lanthanum. Rather precarious 

experiments! Yet, we do have to clear this up. 

Christmas holidays are now approaching and tomorrow we will have the annual 

celebration. You can imagine how much I am looking forward to that, after such a long 
time without you. But we do want to write something about the so-called Radium-

isotopes for the „Naturwissenschaften“ before the institute closes, because we have 

really beautiful graphics. So let me know if you can come up with any possibility; 

perhaps Barium-isotopes with a much higher atom weight than 137? In case you do 

come up with something the three of us would be working together again at last! We 
don’t believe that what we’ve found is nonsense nor that we’re being tricked by any 

infections. 

Now I must get back to the counters. I hope I get to write again in two days. In case this 

letter reaches you after the 24th, I want to wish you a somewhat bearable Christmas. 

The most beautiful gift would be if Gusti and her husband were to bring both good 
news and themselves here very soon. But since I haven’t heard anything as of yet I am 

afraid there still might not be anything positive to report. 

Edith really appreciated the beautiful handkerchiefs. She still has a little bit of a fever. Is 

it really cold over there as well? Write soon.  

Dearest regards, 

Yours Otto“  

 
[„Erlösig“] 

 

12/21/38, to Otto Hahn 

„Your Radium results are absolutely astonishing. A process which is supposed to work 

with slow neutrons and would result in barium?! By the way, are you entirely certain 

that the radium-isotopes are listed before the actinium-isotopes? I think I remember 

you once writing that you had observed the increase of actinium from the radium, is 
that so? And what about the thorium isotopes resulting from that? Lanthanum must 

result in Cerium. The assumption of such a large explosion seems somewhat incoherent 

to me – yet we have experienced so many surprises in nuclear physics that I think one 

can never say: ‚that’s impossible!’ 
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[„Erlösig“ reprise with violin, clarinet, sound design] 

 
I most likely will be travelling to Kungälv for about a week; so if you write within that 

time, please send it there. 

Many dearest regards to everybody and all the best wishes for the New Year. 

Yours Lise“ 

 

Otto Hahn, 12/28/38 

„Dear colleague! 
I want to briefly tell you about my Barium phantasies etc. Perhaps Otto Robert is in 

Kungälv with you and you both could discuss this further. Would it be possible for 

Uranium 239 to split into a barium and a Masurium? A barium 138 plus a Masurium 101 

would then would then sum up to 239! The exact respective mass numbers do not 

matter. It could also be 136 + 103 or something similar. But with the atomic numbers 
the whole story doesn’t sum up. Some neutrons would have to let themselves turn into 

protons to result in the right charge. Is that energetically possible? I don’t know; the 

only thing I do know is that our radium-isotopes resemble the properties of Barium. If 

that were true, the transuranic elements – including ‚Ausonium' and ‚Hesperium‘ – 
would die. I don’t know if that wouldn’t be too upsetting to me after all.“ 

 

1/1/39, to Otto Hahn 

Dear Otto, 

I am starting off the new year with a letter to you – may this be a good year for everyone 

we care about.  

We have read your work very thoroughly and thought that maybe it could be possible 
for such a heavy nucleus to burst after all.“ 

 
[„Erlösig“  in the foreground] 
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„You must understand that the question whether the transuranic elements exist or not 

is also a very personal one to me. If all the work from the last few years is incorrect, it 

can’t be determined by just one side. I am co-responsible for it and therefore … 

[double bass begins] 

… I must find a way to be included in the revocation. In case the transuranics would 

disappear, you would be in a much better position discovering this yourselves while all 

I could do is revoke my three years of work – which isn’t exactly beneficial for my new 
start. But there is nothing to do about it. 

By the way I am not at all convinced that the transuranic elements are dead and gone. I 

am very eager to hear what Strassmann thinks and hope you’ll respond soon and let me 

know what you think and how to verify it.“ 

[sound design] 

 

Otto Robert Frisch, 3.1.39 
 

„Dear Auntie, 

only today have I been able to talk with Bohr about the bursting Uranium. The 
conversation only lasted for five minutes, since he immediately agreed with us. He was 

merely surprised that he hasn’t thought about this possibility, which directly follows the 

current ideas of the nucleus’ structure. He also was in agreement with our view that this 

decay of a heavy nucleus into two big pieces is an almost classical process, which does 
not work below a certain energy – but very easily slightly above it. Bohr wants to 

ponder the quantities this night and then talk it over again tomorrow morning. 

I haven’t thought of anything else concerning this matter, I also had lots to do. But 

when I call shortly before 6 on Thursday, as scheduled, I will have thought everything 

over on basis of the periodic system and will be able to tell you about Bohr’s final 
opinion.“ 

 

 

1/3/39, to Otto Hahn 
 

„Dear Otto, 
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I am rather sure you have actually found a fission into Barium and find it a truly beautiful 

result. Congratulations to you and Strassmann. You now a have a beautiful field of work 

before you. And believe me – even if I now stand here empty-handed – I still am 

pleased about the variability of these findings.“ 
 

 

Otto Robert Frisch, 1/8/39 
 

„Dear Auntie, 

I´m sending you a draft of the planned note. It turned out to be quite long, about two 

columns Nature, although notes should generally only be one column; but I think it 
should be fine. 

I apologise for all the corrections I made on the paper, but you should still be able to 

read it and I didn’t want to copy it. At Bohr’s request I wrote a first draft on Friday and 

took it to Carlsberg that night, where we then discussed the matter again in great 

detail. He had me calculate my estimate on surface tension and absolutely agreed. The 
next morning, I started writing down this draft and was able to get 2 pages to Bohr’s 

train, where he took them; he had no more time to read anything. 

I’m looking forward to hearing your opinion. I have a feeling that I forgot something, 

but don’t know what it could be. 
After Hahn and Strassmann’s work arrived here yesterday, I discussed everything a 

little, especially with Placzek who remains sceptical (as per usual). He went back to Paris 

this morning and will soon be joining Bethe in America. When Hevesy read the paper 

he immediately mentioned Curie having already told him in autumn that she would get 

very light elements from uranium, but she obviously did not dare to publish it. Well, she 
did win the Nobel Price after all, she should be content.“ 

 

 

1/14/39, to Otto Hahn 
 

„Our Nature-note will be sent out tomorrow and then published in about 3 weeks.  

The fact that my life cannot be comfortable given I’ve been living out of an unpacked 
suitcase for months, writing on paper spread out on suitcases, chairs and bed – is not 

too important. As I wrote, I already retracted my lecture 14 days ago. I no longer 
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believe in the old interpretation of the experiments, so I don’t want this theory printed 

in a book that’s only being published once a year. The new theory is much more 

pleasant and illuminating anyway, truly a wonderful thing!“ 

 
[„butter cookies“] 

 

2/5/39, to Otto Hahn 

 

Dear Otto,  

 

I’m not doing very well at all. I’ve got a place to work, but no employment, which could 
provide me with any kind of authority. Just try to imagine that instead of your own 

beautiful institute, all you had was a small room in a foreign institute; no help, no 

authority – but with Siegbahn’s attitude, his love for big machines and his high level of 

self-assurance. And I have this inner insecurity and awkwardness about having to do all 

the detail work which I haven’t done for 20 years. 
Of course it’s my fault. I should have planned my getaway much earlier and better; I 

should have made drawings of at least the most important instruments. The main issue 

is that I came here completely empty-handed. And with you having these really 

beautiful results now, Siegbahn might start to believe that I haven’t contributed anything 
and that it was you who did all the physics back in Dahlem. I am starting to lose my 

spirit. 

I am terribly sorry for this unhappy letter. I haven’t told you how bad it really is. 

Sometimes I really don’t know what to do with my life. Everyone who left probably feels 

that way, but that doesn’t make it any easier. 
 

2/6/39, to Walther Meitner (brother, London) 
 

„Dear Walther, 

I have to do all the detail work that I haven’t done in 20 years. And I neither have the 

steady hand nor the good eyes needed, and it seems so pointless for me to sit here 

putting and soldering. Unfortunately, I have done it all wrong. And now I feel so 
discouraged; and even though I believe that I used to do something important, I no 

longer have any faith in myself. The Swedes are so keen on outward appearances, I 
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don’t fit in here. And although I try not to show it, my inner insecurity does hurt me a lot 

and doesn’t allow any calm thinking.  

Hahn has found quite wonderful things following our last collaborative work; the 

uranium nucleus now can be split into lighter nuclei, and although these findings do 
make me happy for Hahn — some people now think that I didn’t do anything at all. 

 

All these things affect me so deeply, that I lose all confidence in myself. At the same 

time, I really try to be brave and tell myself over and over that I’ve done quite decent 

work in physics so far. But under the current conditions I won’t be able to conduct any 
proper work, and I just can’t shake the fear of this empty feeling.“ 

 

Otto Hahn, 2/7/39 
 

„Dear Lise, 

I think you cannot quite imagine how much your situation affects me and how happy I’d 

be if I could help out. I have tried so hard with all these little things. But there is nothing 
I can do about the big picture. Believe me when I tell you that I sometimes feel quite 

ashamed having got such clear results so quickly while you are stuck in Stockholm in 

the empty institute. But given the speed at which this is being picked up, you have to 

understand that we want to get ahead quickly. During this entire work process, we 
haven’t even touched physics whatsoever, we just kept doing chemical separations 

over and over again. In this matter our work on uranium is like a gift sent from heaven.“ 

 

1/18/39, to Otto Hahn 

 
“It’s quite hard to fall asleep, and people say I’m thin as a rake. But I’m feeling healthy 

anyway – though I have lots of worries on my mind.” 

“Having no book at hand and missing all those little everyday-things that I have come to 

love – it’s making me feel homeless.” 
 „I almost feel as though I’m buried alive and no-one can hear my voice.” 
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Otto Hahn 1/17/40 

„Dear Lise, 

Edith has already thanked you in her letter for the delightful little parcel you have sent 

us. I myself also would like to thank you dearly. We feel rather spoiled for Franck gave 

us butter and cheese from Holland, and Coster sent butter and coffee. The latter being 

more precious to me than the butter. He sent half a pound of coffee and a coffee 
extract powder by a company called Nestlé, so-called „Nestkaffee“. I would also like to 

thank you for your letter from January 1st which arrived a few days ago and which was, 

as all letters, ‚checked‘.“ 

 
[„Groningen“] 

 

3/25/40, to Max von Laue 
 

„Dear Mr. von Laue, 

Since I would like to receive news from you, I guess I myself must write again. There is 
really nothing to report. The days blend into one another; there’s is nothing I could look 

forward to even just a little bit and there’s always the worries about what’s happening 

in the world. 

Today I went on a way through the woods, there is lots of snow, it was incredibly quiet 
and lonely, which reminded me of the Christmas legends of Selma Lagerlöv — but it’s 

Easter! What good does it do to be told that there hasn’t been such a long and harsh 

winter in Sweden for more than a hundred years? Today there is so much that did not 

exist a hundred years ago which people now have to get through.“ 

 
 

Max von Laue 1/31/41 
„Please contribute to our stamp collection! You are not allowed to add stamps to the 

letter; that is now forbidden. But you could use one 40 Øre stamp instead of four of the 

10 Øre ones.“ 
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7/8/40, to James Franck, USA 

„The desire to comprehend what underlies these incidents – that are almost like natural 

phenomena – is almost as strong as the pain I feel about the sorrow and agony that is 

bestowed upon so many people.“ 

 

3/9/41, to Otto Robert Frisch 
 

„Dearest Otto Robert, 
as I am told that air mail letters (going via Moskow-Bagdad) to England are now 

admitted I will try to send this letter by this way. […] There is not much to tell about 

myself. […] Siegbahn has asked me to give some informal lectures on nuclear physics 

for him and the people of the Institute and of course I agreed to do that. […] But 

honestly speaking I do not much enjoy giving these lectures. […] 
 
[Sound Design] 

 
A small country has many difficulties that do not arise in a larger one. People living in a 

small country have not so many opportunities to make their way and the consciousness 

of this fact makes them a little narrow-minded and rather jealous one of the other. So 

they are not very capable of enjoying mentally the nice scientific results of other 
people.“ 

 

 

9/17/41, to Max von Laue 

„Dear Mr. von Laue, 

Too much time has passed since I have last written to you. Sometimes I am so caught 

up in my thoughts about all the things going on in the world that everything else seems 
to fade into the background – and there is no point in writing letters about world 

events.“ 
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Max von Laue, 10/3/41 

“A letter of yours arrived recently, from 9/17 and 9/20; it sounded so desperately 

unhappy! I have to tell you that it seems you are making a mistake. You are letting your 

compassion get the best of you. But Kant says that it CAN’T be our obligation to 
increase the world’s suffering through compassion. And these times are truly meant to 

verify the truth of his statement.“ 

2/1/42 

„Is it just as cold where you are as it is here? The worst cold seems to be over, during 

the night it went all the way down to –20° C, while now it doesn’t get any colder than –

8°. With these especially cold winters that we’ve had since the war started, one might 

suspect the Americans have turned off the Gulf Stream to deprive Europe of its natural 
heating. But our geographers don’t want to believe; maybe they’re right.“ 

 

4/20/42, to Max von Laue 

„14 days ago Dr. Møller was here for a few days and held 3 very lovely lectures about 

his theory on nuclear power and the relating beta decay. I had him over one evening 

and it was very nice and pleasant. He told me a lot about Niels and the institute and 

most of it was gratifying and satisfactory.  

[sound design] 

His report about Werner Heisenberg and Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker’s visit was partly 

amusing and partly sorrowful. I was pretty sad about what I heard, I used to think very 

highly of them. That was a mistake. 

 

Otto Hahn 10/1/42 

„Dear Lise, 
My ambition for a slim figure is now more than satisfied at 120 pounds and I am trying 

really hard to gain back some weight; success does not come easily. But I really don’t 

like you only weighing 93 pounds. You lost a significant amount of weight as well! 
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Are you still getting Vademecum mouthwash in Sweden? If so, I’d be really thankful if 

you could send a tiny bottle with one of the colleagues travelling down. Or maybe you 

could send it? I miss using mouthwash a lot. (For the time being, I don’t need anything 

else.) 

 

Otto Robert Frisch, 11/5/43  

„Dear Auntie, 

this time my birthday letter will be about two weeks late and I am very sorry for this, but 

during the last few days I have been so constantly occupied with all sort of things that I 

simply had to postpone writing from one day to another. Tonight I am ‘fire watching’ at 

the laboratory and that gives me a chance to write, but I haven’t got my typewriter 
here. Fire watching is almost a formality nowadays, there have been no air raids here 

for many months, but of course this lull may be broken at any time [...].  

[„Alea 02“ reprise] 

 

My plans are at present not clear, I shall let you know in a few days, as soon as things 

are settled. I have got plenty of work but I am not neglecting my social life either. I had 

chamber music with friends last night and I am going to a dance tomorrow, and I have 
been to some good concerts. [...]  

I hope you will remain in good health and good cheer until the day (not too distant now 

I think) when we shall be able to meet again in peace and freedom. I shall be with you 

with my kindest thoughts all Sunday! 

With all my love,  
Robert“ 

 

Otto Hahn, 10/16/43 
 

„Here in Budapest you can still live quite well; but everything has gotten extraordinarily 

expensive. Therefore, you can’t do nice and practical shopping the way you can do in 

Stockholm. It almost doesn’t make sense anymore and you can’t get excited about your 
purchase, since you don’t know how much longer you’ll still have a roof over your head. 
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More than 30 years ago, in the summer of 1913, I was here with Edith. We visited 

Hevesy on our journey from Vienna. What in the world has happened since that time…  

 
I’ll write to you as soon as I’m back in Berlin. Until then I remain with warm regards, 

Yours Otto" 

 

10/12/43 

„Dear Otto, 

I was very happy to finally be able to talk with you extensively and sincerely and want to 

thank you from the bottom of my heart for taking so much time. It made everything 
much easier for me. I will be able to happily look back and think of the good old days, a 

time filled with satisfying work and a circle of friends that meant a lot to me and was 

always centred around you.“ 

 

Otto Hahn, 10/16/43 

„Dear Lise, 

Thank you for your letter. It confirmed – what I had already realized in the course of our 

get-together – that we can talk to each other sincerely again and that this veil of 
justified and unjustified resentment has given way to the foundation of our 

longstanding friendship.“ 

 

Max von Laue, 2/22/44 
 

„Today, first and foremost I must transcribe a postcard:  

 
‚Rogätz Manor, river Elbe, Magdeburg 2/18/44 

Dear colleague! I received a telegram from my son with the news that my house in 

Wangenheim Street has been completely destroyed after an air raid on Berlin and 

nothing of substance could be retrieved. So I guess in retrospect your insistence 
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on evacuating the books seems more than justified. What a shame that I didn’t 

save more when I still could. But nothing can be done anymore.  

Meanwhile best regards, 

Max Planck.“ 
 

12/3/44, to Max von Laue 

„What you are writing about father Planck is strongly affecting my attitude towards him. 

I have so much to thank him for. He not only helped me grow in my scientific 

development but also as a person. Apart from my parents, no-one has had such a 

strong influence on my life path as he has.“ 

 

6/7/44, to Eva Bahr-Bergius 

„I certainly am happy that the invasion has finally started. But I am a little afraid of what 
else the Germans might do when they find themselves in a desperate situation. I am 

very curious to know if the “robotic air bombs” have anything to do with uranium 

bombs. I personally do not think so, but on the other hand I know that the institute 

primarily focusing on these experiments, is being relocated from Berlin to Southern 
Germany. I feel very restless wondering if it might after all be possible to build such 

uranium bombs.“ 

 

October 44, an Otto Hahn 
 

„Work is moving along slowly and sometimes it’s hard to concentrate. If only the world 

could come out of this misery! I can hardly think of anything else other than the current 
events. Everything else has become so trivial, even scientific work sometimes seems 

rather pointless to me.“ 
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Otto Hahn, 11/7/44 
 

„A ‚fresh and happy war‘ indeed! - You have heard some things about Vienna. Let me 

tell you about other western cities and their fates. But now the „Volkssturm“ is finally 

being deployed. This will definitely change everything! 

Dearest regards, 
Otto 

 

 

2/16/45 
 

„Dear Lise, 

Your first letter to Edith from January 24th arrived two days ago. She really appreciates 
the great watch band. I immediately took the calendar. My previous one was a 

Hungarian one. 

 

You have already heard the sad news from Max about Erwin Planck. Nelly has told it to 
his father. How many strokes of fate has the old man endured. We hope that he will 

survive this one until ‚peace‘ is declared. 

We don’t know what the future holds for them. There isn’t much going on with us old 

folks, and we don’t have a lot left to expect. I admire how Max can still work so 

obsessively during this time. Maybe that’s how he works off everything else. I can’t do 
it. 

Sincerely Yours, 

Otto” 

 

 

Otto Hahn, 3/25/45 

 
Events are happening so very quickly that news is already outdated as soon as you hear 

from somebody. 

I am happy that you completed yet another paper which must have already been 

published. Our output has been rather sparse since January 15th, 44. Strassmann and I – 
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i.e. Strassmann – since I am hardly experimenting anymore – have not published 

anything new since then. 

As for the rest, people are already writing farewell letters, as nobody knows when and 

where they will see each other again. Hence from me as well: Farewell, maybe we will 
survive the upcoming months.  All the best to you and my warmest regards – to your 

siblings as well. 

Yours, Otto“ 

 

 

June 1945, to Otto Hahn 

„Dear Otto, 

I will give this letter to an American, and he is about to leave now. So I am writing in a 

great hurry and have a lot to say that is very important to me. Please bear this in mind 

and read with confidence in our unwavering friendship. 

Within the last few months I have written quite a lot of letters to you because I knew 

that even people such as yourself and von Laue have not fully grasped the situation.  

You all have worked for Nazi Germany and have never tried to put up even a passive 

resistance. Sure, to rid yourselves of your bad conscience you may have here or there 

helped an individual in need, but you also let millions of innocent people get 

slaughtered without any protest. 

I have to tell you this, because there is a lot at stake for all of you and Germany, so you 

have to recognise what you have let happen. Even long before the war was over, the 

question of what to do with all the German scholars after the war has already been 

widely discussed here in neutral Sweden – So what only will the British and the 

Americans think? I and many others think an option for you might be to issue an official 
statement declaring you are aware that through your passiveness you have taken 

partial responsibility for what has happened. And that you wish to contribute to 

reparations – if ‘reparations’ are even possible. Many believe it is too late for that. They 

say that, firstly, you betrayed your friends, then your men and children by letting them 

risk their lives in a delinquent war and, finally, you betrayed Germany itself because 
when the war was hopelessly lost, you didn’t even put up a fight against the futile 

demolition of Germany.  
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This may sound merciless. But trust me, this is coming from a place of sincere 

friendship. 

You really cannot expect the rest of the world to pity Germany. What we have heard 

about the unfathomable atrocities in the concentration camps, exceeds anything that 
could have been feared. When I heard a very factual report about Belsen and 

Buchenwald on a British radio station, I started crying out loud and couldn’t sleep at all 

the entire night. And had you only seen these people fleeing from concentration 

camps… Heisenberg and all the millions of men like him should be forced to look at 

these camps and all those agonised people. His misdemeanour in Denmark in 1941 is 
unforgettable. 

You may remember that when I was still in Germany (and today I know it wasn’t just 

stupid but also a great mistake to not leave at once) I had often told you: As long as it’s 

just US having sleepless nights and not YOU, things will not get better in Germany. But 

YOU didn’t have any sleepless nights, you didn’t want to see, it was too inconvenient.  

I could demonstrate this with numerous examples, big and small. I am asking you to 

believe me when I tell you that everything I am writing here is an attempt to help you.“ 

 

translation: Lilian Jane Gartner 


