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Tonight’s concert will open with a performance of Julian Wagstaff’s piano trio 

A Persistent Illusion 
Commissioned in 2011 by the Royal Society of Chemistry (Local Section) 
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It is 1943, and Britain is at war. Professor James Kendall, Head of Chemistry at the University of 
Edinburgh, enters his office in the Joseph Black Building to make a telephone call. He calls Dr. 
Mowbray Ritchie (a fellow chemist who is also attached to Britain’s Special Operations 
Executive, the forerunner of today’s MI6).  

Kendall tells Ritchie that he is expecting a visit from a Polish military officer named Stanis
aw 
Hempel. (Hempel, also a doctor of chemistry, is a serving lieutenant in the Polish Armed Forces 
in the West, stationed in Scotland). We hear that Hempel has an interesting and colourful past. 

Hempel arrives, and tells of an uncomfortable train journey up to Edinburgh from London. 
Kendall sympathises, but suggests that Hempel has suffered far worse things in his life. Kendall 
welcomes Hempel to the Chemistry Department, jokingly referring to it as ‘The Jam Factory’, as 
the building was nicknamed at the time. 

Hempel tells Kendall of Poland’s suffering under Nazi occupation, including the plight of 
scientists arrested and dying in labour camps. (“Our science is to be destroyed, and our scientists 
with it”). He says that in Scotland there is hope, that here Polish people can train to fight, but also 
keep Polish science alive through study. Hempel says that Kendall understands the link between 
science and war better than most (Kendall being a well-known expert in gas warfare). 

Hempel says he wishes to study chemistry at Edinburgh University. Kendall replies that study and 
knowledge are insufficient in times of war, and that scientific knowledge must be put to use 
(“study and fight!”). 

Dr Chrissie Miller enters, and complains to Kendall about equipment shortages affecting her 
work. She has set up a laboratory under the auspices of the Ministry of War to detect poison gases 
“in the smallest of measures”. “There are problems with the ferrules”, she tells him. Miller hopes 
that Kendall’s connections can help to “lubricate supply”. Kendall says he will do what he can to 
help. 

Kendall introduces Miller to Hempel. Miller says she has never met anyone from Poland before, 
and asks Hempel if the language is similar to German. Somewhat indignant, Hempel answers in 
the negative. Miller explains that when she came to Edinburgh to study chemistry she was told to 
first learn German. She sings of her experiences learning the German language (“der kleine 
Hund”), and how strange it is that the people whose nursery rhymes she learned are now her 
deadly enemies. 

Kendall congratulates Miller on her “immaculate and flawless” work to detect poison gases – “all 
known gases deployed in war”. “But what about the unknown ones?” he asks. Miller replies that 
before the war Kendall had written (in his book Breathe Freely!) that “there would be no new 
dangers”, and that all viable poisonous substances had already been discovered. Kendall replies 
that opinions must change along with the facts. “We suspect the Nazis have a gas as yet unknown 
to us”, Kendall says. Echoing Winston Churchill, he says that the allies must be ready to respond 
to every eventuality. The three characters praise their respective visions of science, and its role in 
human progress. 

Kendall entrusts Hempel, together with a small team of chemists, with the work of producing a 
substance that can be used in retaliation against any German attack using their suspected new gas.  

He then telephones Ritchie, as promised, to keep him informed of developments, as Act I ends. 
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It is 1945, two years later, in the evening. Stanis
aw Hempel is discovered in his Edinburgh 
laboratory. He is reminiscing about his youth, and about his time in the militant Combat 
Organization of the Polish Socialist Party (Polska Partia Socjalistyczna, PPS). He recalls a 
political assassination he took part in against the forces of the Russian occupation, in which a 
local police chief was killed. Now an older man, Hempel reflects that even though the victim of 
the assassination was an enemy, guilty of great cruelty, he was also a human being with a past, a 
childhood and a life which was snuffed out in an instant (“a light goes out”). 

Miller enters and catches Hempel in the midst of his reminiscences. She is shocked to learn that a 
man “so full of warmth, charm, humanity” such as Hempel could be guilty of killing another 
human being. Hempel responds that as scientists involved in the war effort they are all killers, 
whether directly or indirectly. Miller retorts that her gas detection work is purely defensive, 
purely protective. Hempel counters that in war there is no such thing as purely defensive work – 
all such work aims to bring victory closer, to “better kill the enemy”. “None of us are innocent”, 
says Hempel, “we cannot wash our hands”. 

Miller does not understand how Hempel can express no regret for the actions of his younger self. 
Hempel responds by saying that “to live is to regret”:  

“Show me a man with no regrets / and I’ll show you a man who has not lived 
Show me a man with no regrets / and I’ll show you a man who has not loved 
If you love freedom as I do / you must be prepared to die for it 
And sometimes, yes, to kill for it 
… 

We may kill with a gun in our hand 
Or with a drop of poison 
Or just through our consent 
To be on a given side” 

 
Kendall enters the lab and asks Hempel what progress he has made in isolating the new 
compound he is striving to discover. Hempel replies that the discovery is still proving elusive, but 
that he expects to have important news by the morning. 

Kendall states that the “powers that be are anxious”. The Allies fear that the Nazis, in their 
desperation as defeat draws near, may use their secret poisonous gas (their “secret gift”) in a last-
ditch attempt to turn the tide of the war. Kendall repeats his conviction that the Allies must be 
ready to respond in kind to such a turn of events. Miller pronounces his statement “terrifying”. 

At this moment, Kendall, Miller and Hempel hear distant noises which sound like “laughter, mirth 
and celebration”. They switch the radio on to hear what news there may be, and discover that the 
war has ended with the unconditional surrender of Nazi Germany. Kendall suggests that they 
celebrate the news with a glass of Scotch whisky, and the other two accept the invitation with 
token resistance. 

Hempel, Kendall and Miller speak of what they will do now the war is over. Hempel will return 
to his home, “free Poland”, where he will “bathe in the Baltic and holiday in Zakopane”. Miller 
will “walk to Portobello and stroll along the sand”. Kendall stresses that they can all now “breathe 
freely once more”, and the others echo his sentiment. 

Hempel asks Kendall what will happen to the secret work he has been engaged on for two years. 
Kendall says that, while the details of the work will be erased from the record, it has not been in 
vain, as no scientific work is ever truly lost. 

Kendall telephones Ritchie to give him a final report, as the opera ends. 
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Stanis
aw Hempel was a Polish independence fighter, socialist activist and 
chemist. In 1904 he joined the Polish Socialist Party (Polska Partia 
Socjalistyczna, PPS), whose programme included national independence 
and a democratic system of government. After his release from military 
service, he was admitted into the Combat Organization of the PPS in 1906, 
taking part in the assassination of Colonel von P
otto of the gendarmerie in 
Radom. In 1943 Hempel reached Scotland, where he contacted Prof James 
Kendall of the University of Edinburgh School of Chemistry, and was 
granted a largely independent laboratory. This laboratory formed the basis 
of the Chemical Research Section of the Military Technical Institute of 
the Polish Armed Forces in the West, in which Hempel directed the work 
of a team of seven Polish chemists. He returned to Poland in 1947 and 
was active in the Polish Chemical Society, organizing conferences and 
seminars. 

Michal Kochman (abridged JW) 
�
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James Pickering Kendall was an English chemist. He studied at Edinburgh, 
graduating in 1910. In 1912, supported by a scholarship, he left for the 
Nobel Institute for Physical Chemistry in Stockholm to work with Arrhenius 
on electrolytes. In 1913 he accepted the position as Professor of Chemistry 
at Columbia University, New York, also serving as a Lieutenant 
Commander in the United States Naval Reserve, acting as Liaison Officer 
with Allied Services on Chemical Warfare. In 1926 he was appointed 
Professor of Chemistry at New York University pending a final move back 
to Scotland to take up the post of Professor of Chemistry at Edinburgh 
University. In 1938 Kendall was invited to deliver the Royal Institution Christmas Lecture on 
Young Chemists and Great Discoveries, and in the same year published his book Breathe Freely! 
After many years of service to the Royal Society of Edinburgh he was appointed to the post of 
President in 1949. He retired ten years later, dying in Edinburgh in 1978. 
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Christina Cruickshank Miller was born in Coatbridge in 1899. She 
contracted measles and rubella as a child, which progressively and severely 
damaged her hearing. A magazine article suggesting industrial analytical 
chemistry as a career for girls led to her choice of study. She was so 
impressed by Professor Sir James Walker that she greatly desired to work 
under his direction at the University of Edinburgh. He told her to learn 
German, and she mastered the language during her daily train journeys 
between Edinburgh and her home in Kirkcaldy. In 1921-24 she worked 
under Sir James on diffusion in solution, testing the validity of the Stokes-
Einstein Law. Miller graduated DSc (at the age of 29) for her work on 
phosphorous trioxide and was granted a lectureship with tenure at Edinburgh University. During 
World War II she prepared and equipped a laboratory for the rapid detection of war gases and 
analysed numerous materials for the War Department. Her standing was recognised in 1949, 
when she was the only chemist among the first five women elected to Fellowship of the Royal 
Society of Edinburgh.�

�

Picture courtesy of 
Wojciech Hempel 
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