7: Houses and barns

The technicolour place I moved to in 1956 at the age of thirteen was
Didsbury, in south Manchester. Fifty-five years later, in February
2011, I returned to live there. My apartment, in a late nineteenthcentury mansion called Lawnhurst, is a few minutes’ walk from the
house where I lived in my teens. Less than five miles from the centre
of Manchester, Didsbury, listed as a small hamlet in the thirteenth
century, was still more or less rural until the mid-nineteenth century.
Its main shopping street is still referred to as ‘the village’ – indeed the
metro system, newly expanded further south in May 2013, named
the local stop ‘Didsbury Village’. By the eighteenth century Didsbury
was described as a township. The suburb was integrated into the
city in 1904 and has long been part of the continuous urban spread
of Manchester, while retaining its green character. The river Mersey
runs along the southern boundary of the area and there is a large
conservation area – Didsbury St James – and a twenty-one-acre
botanical garden and park, Fletcher Moss, as well as two smaller parks.
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The renowned radio producer and broadcaster Olive Shapley lived in
Didsbury for nearly forty years, twenty-eight of them – from 1953
– in a large house called Rose Hill, in Millgate Lane. Now another
Didsbury street, Olive Shapley Avenue, is named after her. She worked
at the BBC in the 1930s, organising Children’s Hour programming
in Manchester and also producing innovative documentaries on
industrial work, homelessness and other social topics, pioneering
in their subject matter and style. After a period in London and New
York with her husband she returned to Manchester, from where she
presented Woman’s Hour, broadcasting later on Radio Manchester as
well. After the death of her second husband she stayed at Rose Hill,
turning it into a refuge for unmarried mothers and their babies in the
1960s, and later, in the late 1970s, for Vietnamese refugees.
With a national profile, and a job that took her to London frequently,
Shapley retained her deep love for Manchester, and particularly
Didsbury. This is from her autobiography, published in 1996, three
years before her death:
A lot of the attractiveness of Didsbury lies in its proximity to the river
and its abundance of trees, which are mostly mature and beautiful,
some being known and prized individually. All this enhances the
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feeling of being much further than five miles from Manchester’s
centre and the industry which created the city’s wealth. Didsbury also
has two very special parks – the Old Parsonage, with its orchid house,
and Fletcher Moss, which has an alpine garden on a south-facing
slope. The Old Parsonage itself housed for a long time an attractive
small art gallery, with some paintings by Turner and Augustus John
and one tiny Constable sketch.
But it is, of course, people who create a neighbourhood, and during
the sixty years I have known Didsbury it has always been blessed
with a great variety of people of all income levels and occupations
... It has had a sizeable Jewish community since the last century due
to Sephardic settlement when the city was cotton king of the world.
It has also always attracted teachers, journalists, writers, musicians
and others in the entertainment world, including the BBC ... If you
believe in the ‘genius loci’, the spirit of a place, then the Didsburys of
this country are well worth preserving.

My high-school friend Jennifer Black, who lived nearby when we at
school, sent me an email with her memories of Olive and the house:
Olive Shapley moved into Rose Hill in the 1950s, with her 2nd
husband, Christopher Gorton, and her 3 children by her first marriage
to John Salt, a BBC person – Dan, Nicky and Christina. Kingston Road,
at the back of Rose Hill, was bursting with children because the 7
houses there belonged to Shirley Institute [the Cotton, Silk and Manmade Fibres Research Association] and were rented to senior people.
Olive’s children quickly discovered us and we all played together, with
Olive’s huge garden a big bonus! I remember when it was very hot and
she came out and sprayed water on us all from a hose – and on Pierre,
the huge dog (I don’t like dogs but he was always well behaved) – we
took our clothes off first! that was the kind of thing we learned from
her – running around naked in her garden was normal. She owned
the first TV in the road and invited us all to come over via the back
door at 5 pm every day for children’s programmes. We sat in a huddle,
mostly on the floor, in a shabby downstairs room. My ideals of a family
home come direct from her – piles of books everywhere, untidy
rooms, big kitchen where we did crazy baking things. She was such
an important role model for me. She used to talk to me about books,
and I remember proudly that I had been reading my way through John
Buchan and I heard her on Radio 4 – must have a been a section of
Children’s Hour – saying that she could recommend The Three Hostages
as ‘a young friend of mine’ had enjoyed it very much! I think I was 11!

In April 2005 the Manchester Evening News reported that Rose Hill, which
had been a nursing home for two decades after Olive Shapley sold it in
1981, had become the first Didsbury property offered for sale for one
million pounds.

Lawnhurst, Didsbury,
Manchester
Henry Simon and
family outside
Lawnhurst, 1898
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hH
Lawnhurst is one of several mansions in Didsbury, built as family homes
by wealthy industrialists and businessmen in the second half of the
nineteenth century. Ernest Simon, later Lord Simon of Wythenshawe,
was thirteen years old in 1892 when he moved with his parents and
seven siblings to Lawnhurst. The house had been built for his father,
Henry Simon, and the family moved that year from a smaller, but still
very large, house on Palatine Road, about a mile away. Ernest was the
oldest of Henry Simon’s seven children by his second wife, Emily; there
was also an older brother, Ingo, son of Henry’s first wife, Mary Jane
who had died in 1876. Ernest Simon’s biographer gives an idea of life at
Lawnhurst in those years:
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At Lawnhurst the young Simons led country lives, kept animals,
made hay, and played games. It was a happy home, with money to
spare for education, travel, hospitality, and philanthropy. It was an
intellectually alert home, in which books were read and discussed,
and in which the humanist agnosticism of Henry Simon was,
during his life, and remained after his death, the dominant Simon
philosophy.

There’s a wonderful photograph, reproduced in a short biography of
Henry Simon by his grandson Brian Simon, of the entire family posing
outside Lawnhurst in 1898.
Ingo, third from the left and about twenty-three years old when the
photo was taken, already looks the part of the aesthete. Not remotely
interested in going into the family business, he devoted his life to
singing lessons and recitals, foreign travel and, later in life when
married to his third wife, archery, at which they both excelled. His
impressive collection of bows, arrows, guns and other weapons is now
in the University of Manchester Museum. His special expertise was in
Turkish and other oriental bows, and it seems that in 1913 he achieved a
world record of 462 yards 9 inches for ‘flight shooting’, reported (in The
Field) as ‘the longest recorded shot since 1794’, with a Turkish bow over
two hundred years old pulling 80 lb weight. His wife, Erna, had become
Lady Champion archer of the world at meetings held in Paris. Having
travelled widely, to Switzerland, Italy, Germany and the United States,
Ingo returned to England to live near Sidmouth in Devon. He died in
1964, having outlived all seven of his younger half-siblings.
In fact the three youngest sons had died long before that – all killed in
the First World War. Eric, the youngest, had married a Jewish woman,
Winifred Levy, and converted to Judaism – once, several generations
earlier, the religion of his father’s family. Pacifist by strong inclination,
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he had started a farming life in Surrey and went reluctantly to fight for
his country. He was killed in action in France in August 1915 at the age
of twenty-seven. His older brother, Victor, was a professional soldier.
He won the Military Cross in September 1915 at the battle of Loos and
was promoted to Major. He was killed in June 1917, aged thirty-one –
shot while inspecting some recently installed wire. And Henry, known
as Harry, who after school and university had joined Ernest working in
the family firm in Manchester, died later the same year, in September
1917, also in France. He was thirty-six. All three sons were married;
Harry had four children and Eric two. The names of the brothers are on
the cenotaph in the centre of Didsbury Village, as well as on the family
memorial at the Manchester Crematorium (a crematorium Henry
Simon had been instrumental in establishing in 1892, and only the
second in the country).
Their father, Henry Simon, was no longer alive to suffer this terrible loss.
He had died in 1899, the year after the family photograph was taken.
His widow Emily, more than twenty years his junior, continued to live
at Lawnhurst until her own death in 1920. During the war Lawnhurst
was taken over by the Red Cross as a military hospital, which Emily
was actively involved in running. She was sixty-two when she died
two years after the war ended. Since then, Lawnhurst has had many
incarnations – as a private school, a nursing home, a sound studio, and
now, since 2011, as an apartment building.

hH
Ernest Simon was in fact away from Lawnhurst much of the time after the
family first took up residence in 1892, at least during term time. He was
sent off to Rugby public school the following year, and in 1898 went
up to Pembroke College in Cambridge, where he studied engineering.
By the time he graduated in 1901 his father had died, and he was in
line to take over at Henry Simon Ltd and Simon-Carves Ltd, the two
companies established by Henry. He gave his own account of the firms
and his accession in an introduction to a 1953 book about the Simon
Engineering Group:
My father, Henry Simon, introduced into Britain two new industrial
processes of considerable importance. Starting without capital
or influence he built the first complete roller flour milling plant in
Britain in 1878 and the first by-product coke oven installation in
1881 ... In twenty years Henry Simon built up two highly technical
businesses, developing them entirely out of profits and leaving them
in so strong a position that Henry Simon Ltd has ever since remained
the leading British firm of milling engineers and Simon-Carves Ltd
one of the two British leaders in the building of coke ovens ...

War memorial
outside Didsbury
library
Simon family
memorial,
Manchester
Crematorium
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I was twenty when my father died; I joined Henry Simon Ltd in 1901,
and after an interval during which the businesses were carried
on by members of his staff the shareholders of both companies
increasingly gave me their confidence. I have been Chairman or
Governing Director of both companies since 1910, and as such have
been ultimately responsible for everything, good and bad, that has
happened.

Despite – or perhaps because of – Ingo Simon’s abandonment of industry
for the arts, there seems never to have been any question about what
Henry’s next son would do in life. In 1890 Henry had written a note for
his sons, urging them, according to Ernest, ‘to acquire a sound technical
education, to avoid the well-trodden arts and professions in their
choice of a career, to keep in close touch with scientific development
throughout the world, and to search for engineering specialities and
patents which could be used to improve the efficiency of large-scale
industrial processes in Britain and elsewhere’. While Ernest was still
at school, both his parents were intervening with his house-master,
putting pressure on him and the school to steer their son in the
direction of science and mathematics and away from the traditional
Classics education. It seems this was – or became – Ernest’s own
desire too. About his father’s note he comments: ‘Rarely has paternal
advice and example been more wholeheartedly accepted.’
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There is something rather melancholy in reading about the life of Ernest
Simon. He succeeded in everything he did, from running the family
businesses to political activities and important social projects later
on. He had an exceptionally happy marriage to a woman – Shena
Potter – with her own strong social and political commitments. And
he had time, in a busy and fulfilling professional life, for foreign travel,
friendships and many visits to the place he adored in the Lake District,
a cottage in Langdale called Hellsgarth. Somehow, though, there is a
sense that responsibility was at the expense of pleasure and enjoyment.
His relationship with his father was not close, though it is not recorded
whether he ever resented Henry’s more affectionate relationship with
his next son, Harry – or, indeed, the way his older half-brother, Ingo, had
simply ignored any expectations of a business career. His biographer,
Mary Stocks, who knew him quite well, describes him as quite shy and
rather formal, always fairly serious and not at all good at the small talk
which is essential on some occasions. When he was at Cambridge, his
father wrote to him, urging him to make friends:
You scarcely ever mention the names of comrades with whom you
go out, play, or ride. You style them ‘another fellow’. We would like
you to become acquainted with their names, and take an interest

Houses and barns
Janet Wolff - 9781526121295
Downloaded from manchesterhive.com at 01/09/2023 03:12:34PM
via free access

in those names which occur oftenest. We are, you must remember,
not jelly-fish, but so called human beings – with proper hearts and
affections ready for use.
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About his early involvement with the social reformers Sidney and
Beatrice Webb, which was to prove crucial in his developing political
views, Mary Stocks comments on why they might have taken an
interest in him:
He was intelligent, public-spirited, hard-working and rich. He
was, incidentally, a most engaging personality. So young, in some
respects so unsophisticated, in others so mature; so ardent and
withal so good looking. That he lacked a sense of humour would not
have troubled Mrs Webb, since she had none herself.

His relationship with his own two sons perhaps reproduced the
formalities of period and wealth that had characterised his own
childhood. His son Brian Simon writes that ‘The upbringing of children
was also efficiently organised, with the due provision of nurses and
nurseries characteristic of the time’, and that the children ‘were
welcome in the sitting room at suitable moments’. There was also a
younger daughter, Antonia, adored by Ernest, who died of cancer in
1929 at the age of twelve, a great sadness in his life. But more than
anything, I think, it’s the sense of duty that pervades the accounts of
Ernest’s life from early on, including in some of the extracts from his
own letters and diaries quoted by Mary Stocks, that makes me feel a
little sad for him. This is from a letter to his mother, which he describes
as part of his diary, from April 1911:
It is the old question: what are my ideals? And what sort of an attempt
am I making to live up to them? It is all very complex and difficult,
and takes a good deal of persistence and energy to think out at all ...
I am quite content to assume that one has to try to make the world
a happier place to live in ... I work pretty hard at business and I think
fairly efficiently. But I do not feel content to make that my life. I believe
I can do more good in public work than in business. I must devote
myself to the latter almost exclusively for at least five years.

In his diary the same year he records being ‘hopelessly ragged’ by the
boys at school, and says he ‘never had the courage to LAUGH till I was
28!!’. But I am quite aware that I may be over-identifying, from the point
of view of another ‘good’ child, and that the sympathy is probably
misplaced.

hH
Ernest Simon was an important figure in Manchester and nationally in
the first half of the twentieth century. His political career, inspired by
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the Webbs and by the example of his own wife Shena, began seriously
when he was elected as a Liberal to Manchester City Council in 1912,
representing Didsbury. By 1921 he was Lord Mayor of the city for
that year. He stood for Parliament for the first time in 1922, and the
following year won a seat, representing the Withington constituency
of south Manchester. He lost that seat in the general election of the
following year, and gained it again in 1929, holding it until 1931. He was
never elected to the House of Commons again but, after getting a
knighthood in 1932, he accepted a peerage in 1947, after which he was
an active member of the House of Lords. His main areas of concern
and expertise, on several of which he also wrote articles and books,
were smoke abatement, housing, higher education and, later, nuclear
disarmament. Amongst other things he served as Chairman of the
BBC from 1947 to 1952, and as Chair of the Council of the University of
Manchester from 1941 to 1957. He was involved with the Webbs in the
establishment of the New Statesman in 1913. One of his most important
political acts was in buying Wythenshawe Hall and park in 1926 and
donating it to the city. The adjacent area was developed as a housing
estate as part of the project of slum clearance. He was given the
freedom of the City of Manchester in 1959, the year before his death.
Shena, for her part, was also involved in planning the Wythenshawe
estate, as well as in various campaigns for education and for women.
As a member of the City Council, she served as Chair of the Education
Committee in 1932–33, and as Chair of the Education Advisory
Committee of the Workers Educational Association.
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Although Ernest was not elected to Parliament again after 1931, he
did stand for election one more time, in a 1946 by-election. This
was the Combined English Universities seat, which had become
vacant on the death of Eleanor Rathbone. Ernest stood as an
independent candidate this time, after decades in the Liberal Party.
The independent vote was split, however – the competing candidate
being his friend, and later biographer, Mary Stocks – and the Tory
candidate won. Soon after that, Ernest switched his allegiance to
the Labour Party, joining his wife Shena, who had been a member
since 1935. This connection with Eleanor Rathbone was more than a
belated opportunity for Ernest; they had been allies in Parliament in
earlier years, and by all accounts got on very well. This, of course, is
a very nice coincidence for me, given Eleanor Rathbone’s place in my
own family history. Simon supported her work in relation to family
allowances and for rent rebate for children. Their shared interest
in questions of housing brought them together, and Rathbone’s
biographer Susan Pedersen also describes them as personal friends.
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And Mary Stocks points out Rathbone’s collaboration with Simon in
connection with the Greenwood housing bill during his 1929–31 stint
as an MP:
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In this, as in other matters, Ernest worked in contact with Eleanor
Rathbone, Independent M.P. for the Combined English Universities
and at that time in the full tide of her campaign for a national system
of children’s allowances. Here, then, was a colleague who knew
almost as much and cared quite as much about municipal housing
as Ernest did. It is recorded that after listening to her speech in the
House on differential rents, Ernest remarked to a friend that it was
the only parliamentary utterance on housing from which he felt that
he had something to learn.

They were connected, too, through two women, both involved with each
of them in different ways. The first was Mary Stocks herself, later
Baroness Stocks, an economist and academic who had worked with
Rathbone in her early years in politics, on the campaign for women’s
suffrage, and then on other issues connected with women and the
welfare state. She wrote biographies both of Rathbone and of Ernest
Simon. The second was Eva Hubback, who had also worked closely
with Eleanor Rathbone on many feminist issues, from suffrage to legal
reform, later in her role as President of the National Union for Equal
Citizenship. She was also an associate of Ernest and Shena Simon –
indeed, according to Stocks it was Eva Hubback who brought Shena
Potter, her college friend from Cambridge and now a postgraduate
student at the London School of Economics, to Manchester in 1911
and introduced her to Ernest Simon at a dinner party. They married
the following year. Later, in the 1930s, Ernest was to work with Eva,
by then Principal of Morley College for Working Men and Women, on
the question of education for citizenship, on which they published a
book together in 1935. Although my own link to Eleanor Rathbone and
Ernest Simon is perhaps rather tenuous, I find it very gratifying that
they were friends and allies.

hH
Ernest and Shena Simon retained their left-liberal beliefs throughout
their lives, and their two sons continued in the tradition, both taking up
public service careers. Ernest’s siblings moved to the right as adults.
His sister Eleanor married George Hamilton, who became a Tory MP,
opposed to women’s suffrage and conservative in ways that Ernest
could not abide. In his diary he wrote: ‘I simply can’t stand having him
in the house ... I MUST SEE LESS OF HIM.’ In a later entry, in October
1918, he mentions the ‘lure of politics’ and the hope of doing something
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on behalf of the family and his father’s memory ‘to combat George’s
reactionary influence in the world’. He also records in 1913 that his
brother Harry preferred the Spectator to the New Statesman and had
voted Tory. Margaret, another sister, also married a conservative, and
there is no evidence that the sisters opposed their husbands’ views.
Brian Simon, younger son of Ernest and Shena, records the ‘evident
move from the quite radical liberalism of Henry and Emily Simon
towards a more general quietism or conservatism on the part of most
(but not all) of his descendants’, adding that this liberalism ‘was passed
on only to Ernest’.
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In Henry Simon himself, the liberal principles were strong, right to the
end. On 24 January 1899, in the last year of his life, he wrote to the
Committee of the Schiller Institute in Manchester (on notepaper
headed, to my delight, ‘Lawnhurst, Didsbury’), resigning as President
of the Institute. The reason was the decision of the Institute to
celebrate the German Kaiser’s birthday. He writes:
I do not understand why the Committee has chosen to celebrate the
Kaiser’s birthday this year. The political and social circumstances
in the heart of Germany ... are such, that one feels compelled to
cover one’s head in shame ... Does the Schiller Institute wish to
celebrate things such as the expulsion of Danish milk-maids or the
sudden removal of three reliable and highly-respected Jewish lady
teachers from their posts in Berlin which they had held for years
and where they had worked hard and honourably, or is it the now
highly favoured and numerous governmental careerist and informer
excesses which have led to the countless defamation trials and
which recently culminated in the sentencing of an editor ...? Is it the
Kaiser’s and the Kaiserin’s arm-in-arm friendship with the Sultan
... or is it the hand shakes which the Kaiser offers to over-zealous,
naive sentinels, who, in a state of total peace, shoot down, without
hesitation, a drunken citizen, which should be celebrated by the
Schiller Institute?

In a short follow-up letter, in response to the Institute’s urging that he
reconsider, he says this: ‘I do not fit in with the new German political
spirit. I am the oldest descendant of a family which was heavily
involved in the 1848 uprising, and I cannot renounce the idealistic
aspirations of those times.’ It was Henry’s uncle, Heinrich Simon, who
was actively involved in the 1848 revolutions, serving as a deputy in the
Frankfurt Parliament, convened to present demands for a democratic
constitution. The following year, as members of the assembly gradually
left, or were recalled by their states, Heinrich remained as a member of
the smaller but more radical Rump Parliament, which met in Stuttgart.
In June 1849, military force was employed to prevent a meeting; the
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ninety-nine remaining members, including Heinrich Simon, faced
serious charges. Simon went into exile in Switzerland, where he lived
for the rest of his life. He took with him the Seal of the Reich Regency
(the Rump Parliament).
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Henry Simon, born in Prussia in 1835, studied mechanical engineering at
the Zurich Polytechnic from 1855 to 1858, during which time he lived
with his uncle Heinrich. It was Heinrich, in fact, who first arranged for
Henry to visit Manchester. Heinrich’s contacts were with the German
community in Manchester, including others who had been involved
in the 1848 events. In 1860 Henry moved to England, bringing with
him the Seal which Heinrich had left to him. Many years later, the
Seal was returned to the German government at a ceremony at the
Ruhr University in Bochum in June 1990, a few months before the
official reunification of Germany. Dr Rita Süssmuth, then President
of the Bundestag, who was there to accept an honorary degree,
was handed the Seal by Brian Simon, son of Ernest and grandson of
Henry. It is possible Henry kept in a bank vault during the forty years
in which he owned it. But of course I like to think that for at least
some of the time it was kept here, at Lawnhurst.

Clara von Rappard,
Portrait of Henry
Simon, 1885

hH
In Lysaker, Norway, just outside Oslo, there is another mansion house,
called Polhøgda, which is very like Lawnhurst. Especially if you
compare the interior grand hall and atrium, you see the similarities.
The upper floor of the atrium shows this too. The exterior is in a rather
different style – inspired by Italian Renaissance architecture – but the
hall, staircase and interior gallery are more or less identical to those
at Lawnhurst. It is no coincidence. The house was built in 1901 for the
Norwegian explorer Fridtjof Nansen, who then lived there until his
death in 1930. It was inspired by Lawnhurst: Nansen had borrowed
the plans from Henry Simon, after staying there as Henry’s guest in
1897. Nansen had recently returned from his successful three-year
expedition to the Arctic, and on this occasion Simon delivered an
address at a reception he held for Nansen to celebrate the success
of the exploration, which had established a new Furthest North of
86⁰13.6’N. The speech praises Nansen’s scientific work (he was also
a pioneering neurologist and oceanographer) as well as his journey
towards the North Pole and his difficult and hazardous return,
concluding his comments on ‘this worthy descendant of the Vikings’
with an evocative passage about the homeward journey:
But even this homeward journey – fancy what it meant. Until they
found land, for month after month on ice or mixtures of ice and
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Interior, Polhøgda (left)
Interior, Lawnhurst (right)

Upstairs interior, Polhøgda (top)
Upstairs interior, Lawnhurst (bottom)
Polhøgda, Lysaker, Norway (right)
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water, in pitiless temperatures of cold and storm, sometimes near
starvation, the narrow escapes through which they passed are
enough to make any sensitive soul shudder at the possibilities
involved, and that after all this we should have the great pleasure
of seeing our friend here before us is verging more nearly on the
miraculous than anything I have ever before come across in my life.
[Italics in original]

For Henry Simon, the return of Nansen to Manchester must have been
particularly gratifying. He had been for many years a generous
supporter of scientific and educational activities in Manchester. With
C.P. Scott, editor of the Manchester Guardian newspaper, he founded
Withington Girls School, so that his own daughters and other girls
might have a good education. With two other Manchester men he
guaranteed the continuation of the Hallé Orchestra after the death of
Charles Hallé in 1895, and was prominent in the appointment of Hans
Richter as the new conductor. He took an active interest in Owens
College, precursor of Manchester University, endowing a chair in
German literature, and in 1898 laying the foundation stone for the
new physics laboratory. (His devotion to science was so passionate
that he had named his earlier house on Palatine Road ‘Darwin
House’, and given Ernest the middle name Darwin.) Simon had first
met Nansen in February 1892, at a dinner at Owens College, when
he decided to contribute funds to the forthcoming expedition. Later
the same year, he visited Nansen in Norway, taking his son Ingo with
him, to observe the construction of the new ship, the Fram, which
was to take the team north. He sent a donation of £100, which was
the only donation from outside Norway apart from that of the Royal
Geographical Society. Nansen, for his part, described Simon as ‘the
only reasonable man I have met in England’. It is not recorded what
he thought of Henry Simon’s contribution of books of philosophy
for the library of the Fram, notably works by Schopenhauer. Henry
wrote: ‘They are for me ... what to a fervent Christian ... the Bible is
said to be ... I have no doubt that you and the friends that go with
you will find many a sentence for pleasurable discussion during the
possibly long hours of confinement.’

hH
As it turned out, Nansen’s record of Furthest North was overtaken
only five years later, in September 1899, by Luigi Amadeo, Duke of
the Abruzzi. Nansen undertook no further exploration, abandoning
an earlier hope of attempting a South Pole expedition. But because
of his reputation, and his innovations in equipment and strategy,
he remained a central figure in polar exploration, advising both
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Scott and Amundsen (to whom he gave the Fram for his South Pole
expedition) and many others. He also kept up his scientific research
and publication into the first decades of the twentieth century.
But he is best known, in his post-adventurer life, as a diplomat and
human rights worker. He helped negotiate Norway’s independence
from Sweden in 1905, and served as his country’s representative
in London in the following three years. In 1920, he was appointed
by the Council of the League of Nations to investigate the plight of
remaining prisoners of war after the 1914–18 war, many of them in
Russia. By the summer of 1922, about 430,000 prisoners had been
repatriated. That same year, Nansen was awarded the Nobel Peace
Prize for his work. The citation also refers to his work with refugees –
in 1921, he had also been appointed High Commissioner for Refugees
for the League of Nations:
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The Peace Prize has been awarded to ... Nansen for [his]
international work during the past few years. Especially his work
for the repatriation of the prisoners of war, his work for the Russian
refugees, his work to bring succour to the millions of Russians
afflicted by famine, and finally his present work for the refugees in
Asia Minor and Thrace.

Nansen passport

Although some critics thought his intense focus on the question of
prisoners of war was at the expense of the refugee problem, Nansen –
or his office – produced an important and lasting aid to refugees then
and since in what became known as the ‘Nansen Passport’. Established
in July 1922, originally developed for Russian refugees whose
nationality had been revoked, the passport was to be issued by the
country of residence, providing the crucial certificate of identity and
the right to travel to stateless persons. Among holders of the passport
were Marc Chagall, Igor Stravinsky, Vladimir Nabokov and Anna
Pavlova. Eventually fifty-four countries recognised this arrangement.
As Nansen’s biographer notes, this was the first time that the position
of the refugee was regularised. After his death in 1930, the Nansen
International Office for Refugees was set up. In 1938, this Office was
itself awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. Nansen aid was not available
for refugees from the Third Reich – the League established a separate
High Commission for Refugees from Germany in 1933 – though the fact
that among the beneficiaries of Nansen aid were Saar refugees settled
in Paraguay after 1935 is of personal interest to me. In February 1943,
Eleanor Rathbone, in the middle of her exhaustive efforts on behalf of
refugees from Nazi Germany, proposed (unsuccessfully) to the Foreign
Office the adoption of a ‘new Nansen’, providing British visas to help
save Jewish lives in Europe.
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In his second incarnation, as international statesman, Nansen narrowly
missed a meeting with Henry Simon’s son. On a visit to Manchester
in February 1922, on a lecture tour to raise money for victims of the
famine in Russia, Nansen spoke at the Free Trade Hall. Ernest Simon,
at the time Lord Mayor of Manchester, was meant to preside at the
meeting, but was recovering from double pneumonia, and Shena
Simon took his place.

hH
Fridtjof Nansen died three years before the accession of the National
Socialist regime in Germany created new kinds of refugee problems.
There is no question that his work on behalf of twentieth-century
displaced populations laid some of the groundwork for the political
and organisational efforts of the 1930s and 1940s. (I say this despite
some rather disconcerting things learned from his biography, including
his involvement very late in life with a Norwegian nationalist party,
and his friendly working association on the Russian famine problem
with Vidkun Quisling, later to become the collaborationist MinisterPresident of Norway during the Nazi occupation.) But it was Nansen’s
son, Odd Nansen, architect and writer, who took up the humanitarian
challenge in the new context. In 1936, he founded Nansenhjelpen,
to assist Jewish refugees from Central Europe escape to Norway.
After the invasion and occupation of Norway in 1940, he was active
in the resistance movement. He was arrested by the Gestapo in
January 1942, and spent three years in concentration camps, including
Sachsenhausen near Berlin. After his release at the end of the war, he
returned to Norway and resumed his career as an architect. Amongst
other projects, he led restoration work on Polhøgda, the Norwegian
Lawnhurst.

hH
On 8 June 1940 the artist Kurt Schwitters and sixteen other refugees
left Norway on the icebreaker the Fridtjof Nansen. It was the last ship
to leave Norway before, two days later, the whole of Norway was
occupied by the German army. As a ‘degenerate artist’ (included in
the National Socialist anti-modernist exhibition of that title in Munich
in 1937), with an additional reason to fear Nazi policies because of
his tendency to epilepsy, Schwitters had reluctantly left Hanover on
2 January 1937. He and his wife Helma had spent enjoyable summers
in Norway since their first visit in 1929, in particular on an island in
the Moldefiord, Hjertoya, where he had taken a ninety-nine-year
rental on a tiny, primitive hut. It seemed the best place to go at
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fairly short notice – the Gestapo were already taking an interest in
his movements. He found an apartment in Lysaker, near Oslo. In
his three years in Norway, he made a living teaching art and selling
portraits and landscapes. There was no interest at all there, or later
in England, in the avant-garde Dada-ist work for which he had been
famous in Europe, and for which he was already known in the United
States. Nevertheless, he started work on a new ‘Merzbau’ in his
garden – like the original in Hanover, though on a far smaller scale, a
three-dimensional, eclectic (and eccentric) collage of found materials
on to an architectural frame. (The Hanover Merzbau eventually took
over three storeys of a house, including the balcony and the top
landing. It was destroyed in Allied bombing in 1943.)

[ 157 ]

When the Germans invaded Norway in April 1940, it was time for another
hasty escape, this time with his son and daughter-in-law. Encumbered
as always with many suitcases carrying his artist’s materials,
Schwitters also insisted on taking two white mice on the journey.
The route was difficult and hazardous – a train ride north, a fishing
boat in an area beset with mines. They found Trondheim already
under German control, so had to continue up the coast. After a short
internment in a school in the Lofoten Islands, which were still in Allied
hands, they took another boat to Tromsö, where along with other
refugees they boarded the Fridtjof Nansen and sailed to Scotland.
After detention in a series of camps he was put on another boat, from
Liverpool to the Isle of Man, where he was interned with other ‘enemy
aliens’ for over a year and a half. Hutchinson Camp, where Schwitters
was held, is on a hill in Douglas, overlooking the sea. (Onchan Camp,
where my father spent a year at the same time, is a short distance
along the coast, on the outskirts of Douglas.) Rather ironically,
these months were the best of times for Schwitters in the eleven
years between his departure from Germany in 1937 and his death in
January 1948. In Norway he had financial troubles; his collage work
and avant-garde sculpture were not understood; and he was often
under suspicion as a German. After his release from the internment
camp in November 1941, his health was very poor and his financial
circumstances dire. In England too he failed to get recognition for his
Dada (Merz) work, relying on support from old colleagues in Europe,
supporters in the United States and the occasional critic or gallery
owner in London. (The critic Herbert Read was highly complimentary
in an essay for the catalogue of an exhibition of his work in 1944.)
In Hutchinson Camp, though, he was surrounded by other Central
European artists, writers and musicians. Famously, this camp quickly
established a ‘university’, of lectures, performances, concerts and
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Kurt Schwitters, Portrait of Fred Uhlman, 1940
Isle of Man Stamp, based on Kurt Schwitters’s portrait of Klaus Hinrichsen
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debates. Best of all, Schwitters was able to get art supplies, especially
for painting. As in Norway, he took commissions for portraits,
charging £5 a piece for most. His co-internees record a likeable if
very strange person, who chose to sleep under his bed, and had the
habit of opening his window and barking like a dog in the evening.
Still committed to his dual-aesthetic practices, he tried his best to
continue to make Merz sculptures from whatever he could scavenge,
most notoriously left-over porridge. The art historian Klaus Hinrichsen
describes the scene: ‘There, in the middle of the room stood, or rather
shook, three pyramid-like sculptures, studded with stamps, cigarette
boxes, nails, pebbles and shells and covered with mould – the world’s
first abstract porridge sculptures!’ Another account from the artist
Fred Ulhman:

[ 159 ]

At the time when I first met him he was living in a garret in our camp.
On the walls hung his collages, made of cigarette packets, seaweed,
shells, pieces of cork, string, wire, glass, and nails. A few statues
made of porridge stood about, a material more impermanent than
any other known to mankind, and it emitted a faint but sickly smell
... On the floor were plates, bits of stale bread, cheese and other
remnants of food, and among them some larger pieces of wood,
mostly table and chair legs stolen from our boarding-houses, which
he used for the construction of a grotto round a small window.

Since that time Schwitters has been best known for his wonderful
collage pieces, and his late small sculptures. These were featured in
a major retrospective of his work at Tate Britain in 2013. But he was a
brilliant portraitist too, reverting to skills he learned early at Dresden
School of Art. Both Uhlman and Hinrichsen were among those who
sat for him in the internment months. The Hinrichsen portrait was
used in a special series of stamps, issued in the Isle of Man in 2010 to
mark the seventieth anniversary of the internment of aliens.

hH
Schwitters left Hutchinson Camp in December 1941. After three and half
years in London, he moved in June 1945 to the Lake District with his
new companion, Edith Thomas. They lived in Ambleside, and again he
made a meagre living from portrait commissions, now asking £30 or
30 guineas rather than £5. In very poor health and increasingly weak,
he was inspired in his final year by work on a new Merzbau.
This was in a barn near Elterwater, at Cylinders Farm (called, of course,
the Merzbarn). He managed to acquire funding from the Museum of
Modern Art in New York (the gallery owned several of his works), and
worked on the barn as much as his health would allow. It doesn’t quite
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Kurt Schwitters, ‘Merzbarn’ Wall Relief
Merz Barn, Elterwater, Langdale Valley
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make sense to say that he left it unfinished on his death – the case
of the Hanover Merzbau shows that such a work was never finished
for Schwitters, since even after writing to a friend in 1934 that it was
complete, he couldn’t resist expanding and adding to it. But he was still
working on the Merzbarn until his final short illness. He described it as
the greatest sculpture of his life.
In 1965, the wall that is the central part of the Merzbarn was transported
to Newcastle University, where it can today be seen in the Hatton
Gallery. Conditions in the Cylinders barn were deteriorating, and
the artist Richard Hamilton was instrumental in rescuing the work
and taking it to Newcastle. In the past few years, Littoral Arts Trust
has been awarded a grant to restore the Merz Barn, following two
conferences near the site focusing on Kurt Schwitters’s life and work,
and his Lake District connections. Arts Council funding was cut off
in 2011, and another one-off grant was acquired to deal with urgent
structural repairs. The future of the barn is uncertain, but it can be
visited today. It is in the Langdale valley, not far from Ernest Simon’s
Lake District cottage, Hellsgarth.
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Isle of Man stamp, 2010, based on Ernst Eisenmayer’s
drawing of a violinist
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