The case of the bottled Nobel medals
Af

Stephan Schwarz

Stephan Schwarz (f. 1932) er docent ved fysisk institut på Stockholms Universitet. Han
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har desuden lavet projekter hos OECD i Paris og hos UNESCO i Sri Lanka, Kina, Kenya,
Tanzania, Etiopien, Guyana.

In an autobiographical essay, George de Hevesy (1943 Nobel Laureate)
writes:
”My work was interrupted only one day during the enemy
occupation of Denmark. When, in the morning of Denmark’s
occupation [9 April 1940], I arrived in the laboratory, I found
Bohr worrying about Max von Laue’s Nobel medal, which
Laue had sent to Copenhagen for safe-keeping. In Hitler’s
empire it was almost a capital offense to send gold out of
the country and, Laue’s name being engraved into the medal,
the discovery of this by the invading forces would have had
very serious consequences for him. (Three years later the invading army occupied Bohr’s Institute.) I suggested that we
should bury the medal, but Bohr did not like this idea as
the metal might be unearthed. I decided to dissolve it. While
the invading forces marched in the streets of Copenhagen, I
was busy dissolving Laue’s and also James Franck’s medals.
After the war, the gold was recovered and the Nobel Foundation generously presented Laue and Franck with new Nobel
Medals.”1
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Figur 1: Max von Laue. Picture taken from www.nobelprize.org

Rather than medals, among Bohr’s first concerns on that day (after
arrival from Oslo in the morning) was the archive of the Danish Committee for Support to Refugee Intellectuals, which he had helped to create
in 1933. To avoid that the Committee’s archive might fall into the hands
of the Germans, it was burnt immediately. He also contacted the University Rector2 C. Bloch concerning strategies in case of possible German
repressive actions against university staff and visitors, including Hevesy
- and Lise Meitner, who had arrived from Stockholm the day before3 .
Although at first reading, this medals story, which is retold in many
places,4 gives impression of fictional improvement,5 there is at least indirect evidence of authenticity. James Franck must have brought his medal
when he came to work at NBI6 in 1934 - perhaps he just forgot the matter when he left. Laue may have had his transferred by a visitor from
Copenhagen, possibly anticipating confiscation after the débâcle around
Ossietzky’s peace prize.7 Hevesy, sensing an imminent danger, might have
had the medals machine-milled to shavings in the NBI workshop to speed
up the disintegration by aqua regia. There is no record of how the metal
was recovered, but the work was done ”by Bohr’s third son”.8 The Royal
Swedish Academy of Sciences received a package from the Danish Em9
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bassy by 20 Jan. 1950.9 Replacement medals were given to James Franck
at the Swedish consulate in Chicago, and to v. Laue in the context of
the 50-year Nobel anniversary in 1950. It must be assumed that these
replicas were produced to current standards, and that the metal received
from Copenhagen was sold or reprocessed.
In a letter10 from Zürich to Bohr, dated 21 Jan. 1947, Laue writes about
his medal:
”[Otto] Stern told me inter alia about your efforts concerning
my Nobel medal. I am much obliged to you, but I implore you
neither to send the medal to Germany, nor to write to my German address about this or related matters, which are to be
mentioned in the sequel. [...] Indeed, in addition to the Nobel
medal I did commit to your charge the golden Planck medal, the Ladenburg medal and the small Matteucci medal.11
Could you please inquire with our colleague R. Ladenburg
about the replacement of the medal struck with his brother’s
image. There are surely one or several recipients of this medal, whose specimens could be used as models. I am trying
to find out in Berlin whether the embossment punch for the
Planck medal still exists. Naturally, I have not yet heard from
our colleague C. Rasmussen, whom I asked about this matter. And it is nowadays hardly meaningful to speak about
the Matteucci medal. // Further: Also my Nobel diploma was
left in your institute. Would there be any prospect for receiving a replica? You might inform me at your convenience, to
Göttingen (Bunsenstrasse 16) - this matter is not sensitive.”12
The precautions were occasioned by a regulation that German property
abroad (including gold) had to be transferred to the Allies. The only other
reference to Laue’s Matteucci medal in the NB Archive is a handwritten
note referring to ”2 plates totaling 200 g, and several pieces totaling 249
g”, and the comment: ”Laue’s Italian medal - 54 g”. Perhaps it went
along with the others to the dissolving bath. The Planck medal turned
out to be gold-plated silver with some palladium.13 This may have been
discovered at the invasive preparation for dissolving, although the mere
weight ought to have raised suspicion The Nobel diploma was transferred
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from the Niels Bohr Archive to the Archiv zur Geschichte der Max-PlanckGesellschaft in June 2000.
The matter was evidently of considerable concern. Yet, Bohr must have
been surprised for several reasons, obvious to a present-day reader.
The medals incident is enigmatic. Even if the export of gold from the
Reich was prohibited, Laue’s medal was from 1914 and Franck’s from
1926. In 1940 it could not be proved that they were still owners - Niels
Bohr and August Krogh had sold theirs at an auction as late as March
1940 (at five times the gold value, for the benefit of the Finland aid program14) - and anyway Franck was in USA and no longer a German citizen.
In addition, agreements were reached on the day of occupation granting
the Danish government continued civil administration. There were no
decrees about gold confiscation (and never came). An immediate search
of NBI premises by German security police was highly unlikely - actually
it came only in December 1943, thirteen weeks after the Danish Government’s resignation followed by German introduction of war conditions and in that event much more would be at stake. To get the medals out
of NBI, deposition in the Swedish embassy or in the Frederiksborg museum (which had Bohr’s and Krogh’s) would have been simple. If hiding
was an issue, quick non-destructive ways were at hand (cementing into a
wall, casting into a block of lead or paraffin). As to destructive methods
(melting or dissolving) only the metal value were saved - one could just
as well have sold the metal in the unidentifiable form of shavings, if one
had presentiments of any threat.
Hevesy was normally quite indifferent to external conditions. He was
extremely rational and result-oriented, accommodating to different environments and research groups without lead time, and during his career producing over 400 scientific papers in many fields. After the Machtübernahme, when Martin Heidegger, newly appointed Rector, nazified
the University of Freiburg - including implementation of the Reichsgesetz
zur Wiederherstellung des Berufsamtentums [the anti-Semitic civil service
law]- Hevesy stayed on until October 1934, before moving to Copenhagen. He even included that time among the best of his life.15 Apparently,
in Copenhagen under occupation, he gave little thought to the latent risk
of anti-Semitic actions, which were legion in all other countries in the
German sphere of influence. This indeed came about on 1 October 1943,
11

The case of the bottled Nobel medals

Gamma 150

Figur 2: George de Hevesy. Picture taken from www.nobelprize.org

convincing Hevesy to escape to Stockholm.16 If one considers that risk, it
is surprising that he took, on 9th April 1940, so much trouble to eliminate the two Nobel medals - it gives the appearance of an act of panic.
But on the following day, things were back to normal. His later statement
that he only lost a single working day due to the German occupation of
Denmark, is characteristic.
Possibly, when writing his biographic essay17, Hevesy again felt the
need to justify the liquefaction of the medals. In a letter to v. Laue,
dated 6 Jan. 1957, he tells the story almost verbatim as in the essay, but
adds:
”... Later the Nazis occupied Bohr’s Institute and searched
everything very carefully, especially the vault where your medals had been stored. If they had found your medals in their
original state, you would probably have landed in prison and
would surely have wished you had never received them.”18
This was ten years after v. Laue’s letter to Bohr (quoted earlier), and
six years after the replacement medal had been provided. As if to convince himself, Hevesy emphatically maintained the wisdom of his judg12
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ment, although the dramatic statement is entirely hypothetical, and the
obvious non-invasive alternatives are not even mentioned. The German
security police certainly requested that the NBI safe should be opened
for inspection, but they were primarily interested in evidence for research
on fast neutron physics. This is why they confiscated the cyclotron logbook which was returned, some time after the unconditional release of
the Institute, by Heisenberg who had acted as scientific advisor to the
Reichsbevollmächtigte Werner Best.19
Perhaps one should look for an explanation in Hevesy’s past. In the autobiographical note he prepared as background material for the ”Biographical Memoirs of Fellows of the Royal Society”20 he recalls his functions
during the Great War. He was appointed by the Austrian War Office to
supervise the refinement of copper in the electro-chemical works at NagyTeteny near Budapest, and at Beszterczebanya in the Carpathians. The
”raw material”used was church bells requisitioned by the imperial army
in the Balkans. Then, in the beginning of October 1918, he was transferred to the nearby Kormoczbanya Hungarian State Foundry, to manage
the enhanced production of war medals. So he had expertise.
Ironically, having escaped the postulated peril carried by ownership of
the Nobel medal in NS-Germany, and the regulations by the Allied occupation administration, v. Laue inadvertently, and helped by the Danish
ambassador in Stockholm, evaded a third confiscatory law. Immediately
after the German capitulation in Denmark, 5 April 1945, the legal foundations for confiscation of German property in Denmark were established.21
In principle, a bottle with half of the aqua regia solution at NBI should
have been delivered to the Danish authorities. Perhaps, with the interference of the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, a case might have been
made for an exception, on the hardly credible assertion that the bottle
contained a Nobel medal.
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Notes
1

[5], p 27
S. Rozental in [1], p150,156
3
In a letter to Margrethe Bohr, dated 25 April 1940, Otto Hahn in a circumscribed way expresses
concern about Lise Meitner, whose name is slightly encrypted: ”Anfangs war ich recht erschrocken über
die Nachricht von Tante Lises Reise, aber je mehr ich mir es überlege, desto mehr komme ich zu dem
Schluss, dass sie es in jetziger Zeit nirgends besser haben kann und sie ungestörter sein kann als bei
Ihnen.”[In the beginning I was rather frightened by the news about Aunt Lise’s travel. But the more I
think about it, the more I arrive at the conclusion that in present circumstances she could not be better
off and more undisturbed than staying with you.] (NB Archive, Bohr private correspondence).
4
For example [9], p 480; [6]; [10], p 64. Although Rozental was at NBI, his account does not give the
impression of an eye-witness description.
5
Cf. Bohr’s dictum, allegedly a quotation from a German colleague ”Bei der Wiedergabe einer wahren
Geschichte soll man sich nicht allzu sehr von den Zufälligkeiten der Wirklichkeit beeinflussen lassen”(S.
Rozental in [1], p 157) [When telling a true story, one should not allow oneself to be overly influenced by
the caprices of reality]
6
NBI is an acronym for Niels Bohr’s Institute, at the time officially called The University’s Institute
for Theoretical Physic (UITF)
7
In 1936, while in concentration camp as a pacifist, Carl v. Ossietzky was awarded the 1935 Nobel
Peace prize (nominated inter alia by Einstein. By decree, Hitler forbade German citizens to accept the
Nobel Prize. Having been awarded the 1938 Chemistry Prize, Richard Kuhn, in a remarkable repudiation
to the Royal Swedish Academy of Sciences, accused the academy of having tried to incite him to act in
violation of the Führer decree, signing with ”Heil Hitler”and the proclamation ”Des Führers Wille ist
unser Glaube”([3], p.477) [The Führer’s will is our creed]. Kuhn received the prize after the war.
8
This is mentioned in [4]. The standard procedure would be evaporating, followed by heating in a
carbon-arc oven. Subsequent elimination of impurities would be made by cupellation, i.e. wrapping the
sample in lead and renewed heating. This method is known since classical antiquity.
9
According to the receipt signed by the Academy’s caretaker J. Eklund, a package addressed to prof.
A. Westgren, the Academy’s secretary, and ”allegedly containing the gold contained in prof. M. von
Laue’s and prof. Niels Bohr’s Nobel medals”was picked up at the Danish Embassy in Stockholm. This
receipt was sent, via the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs, to Bohr who corrected the error in a letter
to Westgren, dated 24 January 1950 (Copies in the Niels Bohr Archive)
10
Niels Bohr Archive, dossier on the medals incident
11
The Matteucci medal (for fundamental contributions to the progress of Science) was established by
the Accademia Nazionale delle Scienze in 1870. The correlation with Nobel laureates is striking. The medal
was not awarded in the period 1932-56. V.Laue may have assumed that it was definitely discontinued.
2
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”[Otto] Stern erzählte mir u.A. von Ihren Bemühungen um meine Nobel-Madaille. Ich bin Ihnen
dafür sehr dankbar, bitte sie jedoch dringend, weder die Medaille nach Deutschland zu senden, noch mir
dorthin irgend etwas über diese und die sogleich zu besprechenden Angelegenheiten nach Deutschland
zu schreiben. [......] Nun hatte ich Ihnen ausser der Nobelmedaille auch die goldene Planck-Medaille, die
Ladenburg- und die kleine italienische Matteucci-Medaille übergeben. Bitte erörtern Sie doch einmal mit
Koll. R. Ladenburg die Wiederherstellung der auf seinen Bruder geprägte Medaille. Es gibt sicher noch
einen oder mehrere Inhaber dieser Medaille deren Exemplare als Modell dafür dienen könnten. Ob die
Präge-Mater der Planck-Medaille noch existiert, suche ich in Berlin festzustellen. Ich habe freilich von
Kollegen C. Rasmussen, den ich befragte, noch keine Antwort. Und über die Matteucci-Medaille lässt sich
heute wohl nicht reden. // Weiter: In Ihrem Institut lag auch meine Nobel-Urkunde. Ob wohl Aussicht
auf deren Erneuerung besteht? Darüber könnten Sie mir gelegentlich nach Göttingen (Bunsenstrasse 16)
berichten, dagegen bestehen keine Bedenken.”
13
[4]. Hevesy’s comment suggests that the medal was discarded.
14
Sigrid Undset and Selma Lagerlöf had donated their Nobel medals for the same purpose.
15
[2], p 140. In 1933, though, he perceived the predicament differently. In a letter to Fr. Paneth on
his decision to move to NBI, dated 25 Aug. 1933, he writes: ”Mein Freiburger Institut zu verlassen habe
ich bereits ganz verschmerzt, was ich noch nicht verschmerzt habe ist das Scheiden von meinen Kollegen
und Studenten?”. [I have already reconciled myself with leaving my Freiburg institute, but I still cannot
come over the grief of the separation from my colleagues and students.] In a letter to Bohr (15 October
1933) he casually mentioned the ”loss”of several colleagues, obviously due to to the application of racial
laws. When coming to work with Hans v. Euler (1929 Nobel Laureate) in Stockholm in October 1943, he
did observe that his ”lieber und verehrter Freund”[dear and venerated friend] had shown great sympathy
for the German Reich, but he was not interested in a colleague’s political views as long as scientific
co-operation was desirable and productive ([7], p 73 and 100).
16
[2], p 147. According to a myth in the literature, he simply took the train from Copenhagen, passing
the border control on his Hungarian passport. His own account tells that he was shipped across on a
fishing boat, like most refugees of the period.
17
[5]
18
[4]. These lines are quoted in [12], p 283. The letter is reproduced below as facsimile.
19
The incident of the occupation of NBI is studied in [11]
20
[2], p. 132
21
[8]
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