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AFL: So we’re here today, it’s the 29th of May 2017 at EMBL Heidelberg in Germany, 
and this interview is part of the oral histories programme of the EMBL Archive. My 
name is Anne-Flore Laloë, I’m the archivist at the European Molecular Biology 
Laboratory. Please could you introduce yourself?   

FG: Well, I’m Frieda Glöckner.  

AFL: And so what was your relationship with the EMBL? 

FG: I started at EMBL in Heidelberg when it was still a project. And then it became a 
real laboratory, and we first were in the Deutsches Krebsforschungszentrum, 
because of course we didn’t have a building. That was built pretty soon. It lasted till 
’75 before we could move in. 

AFL: So in which year were you hired?  

FG: I started when the laboratory was still a project. In Brussels, in 1970.  

AFL: And so who hired you? 

FG: That was Ray Appleyard, who was the head of the EURATOM in Brussels. And I 
was working in The Hague, in Rijswijk, near The Hague, and I had been in ’68/’69 
in America to Johns Hopkins University, to improve my English because I was 
studying English and for that study I needed to be at least half a year in an English-
speaking country, and because England was so nearby it was uninteresting! So my 
boss, I was also working at a laboratory and was secretary of the Director General 
of that laboratory, and he found me this job in Baltimore at the Johns Hopkins 
University. And the lab I was working in, in Rijswijk, near The Hague, was a 
medical laboratory, and I had worked there, MBL, Medical Biological Laboratory, so 
I just got an extra E <laughs>. I had been ‘68/’69 in America, and about a month 
before I was going to return to Holland I heard that my boss had died. He had had 
a bleeding of his stomach and they had tried to stop that but they hadn’t managed 
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it, and he just died overnight. So that was bad luck. I had to go back, and what was 
I going to do? Was I going to stay at the laboratory for the next director? And when 
I came back I more or less heard who was going to replace him, and I thought 
that’s not very interesting, so I telephoned this Ray Appleyard, who often had had 
meetings also at our lab, because he wanted to see … we were talking about 
EMBL already, what countries would be interested in joining in the end. And 
because the boss where I was working for, he was called Cohen, he was Jewish 
<5:00> person, and he was not just in a committee for EURATOM, but also for 
NATO, UNESCO, IAEA in Wien UNESCO in Geneva and in New York, and when I 
was in America Cohen had a meeting of the UNESCO committee in New York and 
he telephoned me and said, I should try whether I could come and make the 
protocol, which I did. And it was very interesting to see the building of the United 
Nations from the inside, and the huge table with all the people present, and well … 
I made the protocol! <Laughs>  

 And then … so where did I stop – 

AFL: You spoke with Ray Appleyard, you telephoned Ray Appleyard. 

FG: And he then said, ‘You know we are talking about this possibility to have a 
European laboratory for molecular biology, and you can come here to Brussels, 
first work directly for me, but then I hope that in the near future we will start this 
project as an official project, and then you would be transferred to that project.’ So I 
said, ‘Sounds very interesting. I certainly would like to do that.’ So in May, I had to 
give notice of course in the lab where I was, and I could leave the first of May, and 
I started the first of May in Brussels. And the same year, in November, the project 
was started. So that was also just half a year was just enough to get me a desk … I 
had to buy it all myself in downtown <Laughs> And of course I had to find myself a 
place to live. Also important! But that worked. And Appleyard had another 
secretary, who already was there for a couple of years; we didn’t get on that well 
but nevertheless I could help out in that half year whenever she had a little bit too 
much, and I didn’t have anything to start organising for the new project. So it was a 
rather interesting period also. And then in November it really started, the official 
project, I had to move my office. On the other side there was another corridor and I 
got a room there.  

 And I had to get a typewriter and a dictating machine and I learnt, of course, a 
couple of people from EURATOM, one of them was very good in financial things, 
which was interesting to learn. And then the meetings started for the project, which 
I had to organise then. But it was no difficulty to have a meeting with twenty or 
thirty people because EURATOM had a big building and you could easily have a 
place for that. And there were enough hotels in the area, where you could put 
people if it was overnight business. We also had a meeting once in The Hague, 
which for me was nice, and was easy to organise also.  

 The first thing was to find out really which countries who joined from the start. And 
we first had eight, and there were two countries, one of them was Belgium, and the 
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other one was Israel, where we still had to do a little bit more talking because 
Israel, was Israel European or was it out <10:00>  of Europe? But there were other 
examples where Israel had joined European things, so it was decided that they 
would adopt the same rules as the others and Israel was allowed. And in Belgium 
they had to do that inside because they had two languages and in principle two 
different groups of people which have to decide both whether they wanted to join or 
not, and who was going to pay. That was the most important thing. But that took a 
little time but in the end it was cleared out and there were ten countries who said 
they would officially join us. So then we started a small committee to make up an 
agreement on what this laboratory would do, which countries would join and how 
much money was needed and … this agreement had to be in three languages 
because it was decided that this European lab would have French, German and 
English as three main languages, all equal. And it also had to be decided where 
the headquarters should be. So every parliament of those ten countries had a 
discussion on where it could be, and there were several offers. There was an offer 
from France, from Greece, from Germany, I think those were the main ones, so a 
small group visited the places in Germany, there were in fact three places; that was 
near München, near Hamburg and Heidelberg. And the committee visited all three 
and also came to the south of France and then to Greece, and they had looked at 
the labs there were in the area with whom the European laboratory could 
collaborate or even learn from them. And in the end they decided it should be 
Heidelberg. 

 And I was disgusted! Because I was born in the Second World War period, and my 
father was taken away from home by the Germans, so he was put on a big car and 
the first day he was in bed, he was ill, and they had said he should be dressed the 
next day and then they will take him away, and that happened then. What 
happened at the day they came to take him away, they forgot their gun – that was 
standing in the corner of our house <chuckles>. Yeah, and because the house had 
a staircase and it was standing downstairs, so one wouldn’t notice it immediately, 
only afterwards when someone went down and said, ‘Oh, there is a gun standing 
downstairs!’ And although I was only three years old, three-and-a-half or 
something, I had made friendship with a German soldier who was always standing 
at the corner of our street, and every morning I went to say hello to him, and I got 
his packet of bread <laughs> because food was very important in that period. You 
didn’t have always food at home. We had a garden but … also that the garden was 
not next to the house, it was about 15-20 minutes away and you had to pass by 
several places where German soldiers were, and they took part of your things that 
you had taken with you. <15:00> Even on one occasion, I was still in … 

AFL: A pram? 

FG: Yeah, and I fell out, because they were lifting up to see whether something was put 
under me! <Laughs> But fortunately I didn’t have anything … <laughs> 

 But I was told by my sisters, who had been with me, because they always went to 
fetch something, food, and vegetables. 
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 And so I went to the corner of the street, to this soldier, and I said, ‘You have to 
come – you have to come.’ And he came with me, and we then pointed at the gun 
in the corridor and he immediately realised what had happened and he took the 
gun and he then telephoned or called his officers and they came to fetch the gun 
from him. 

 And my father was taken to the north-eastern part of the Netherlands, in a camp, 
and we did get notice where he was, but that was in fact all. We couldn’t visit him 
or we didn’t have the money either, and we didn’t have a car and this was all 
difficult. And about a good year later, we got a notice from my father, a postcard, 
saying that he had escaped. <Laughs> And that he was back in The Hague. But 
that he couldn’t come of course to see us because the Germans would notice that 
immediately. We were observed. It was anyway difficult because we sometimes 
had Jewish people staying overnight who were on the way to England or to 
America or to France, and they stayed one or two nights and then they moved on, 
but of course already that was … not so easy <chuckles>. I was sent to the 
grundschule in The Hague, when I was three-and-a-half/four years old, because of 
this situation, they were afraid that I would say something, for instance to this 
German at the corner or so. And they thought it was better if I was sitting in the 
same class as my sister who was six years older, but I was put at the back of the 
class and I was given paper and something to write or to paint, but I was also 
listening what they were doing.  

 Before the war was over I could already read. <Laughs> So I really learned quite a 
bit! It was in a way interesting, and it was easier for my mother of course also, 
because she didn’t have to watch me the whole day! <Laughs> And she came 
always to the school to fetch me, and to take me back home.  

 So then we go back to …  

AFL: So when were you able to see your father again? 

FG: My father came back just after the war, immediately after. In fact the people there 
where he was didn’t live that far away from us. I had been there before with my 
father when I was a very small kid. And the sister of my mother was also living in 
that street so it was not completely different. And he had in principle <20:00> till the 
end of the war a fairly good time. And he had earned some money also <chuckles> 
because those people had a painting business, to paint in houses, and my father 
had always painted his own house so he knew how to do this, and they had used 
him to earn some extra money! <Laughs> 

AFL: So with this context I can imagine that the arriving to Heidelberg was a … 

FG: Yeah, so when I heard it would be in Heidelberg, in Germany, I said to the project 
leader, who was an English Nobel Prize winner, John Kendrew, from Cambridge, 
and I said to him, ‘I don’t think I can then really stay. I don’t want to live in 
Germany.’ And he said well he had in former years thought the same, but he had 
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tried this out and the Germans had changed so much that he could only advise me 
also to try it out. And he would give me a contract but if there was something that 
happened to me, that I really thought I have to go away here, I could go, I wouldn’t 
have difficulty with the contract. So I thought OK, then I’ll try it out.  

 So then it was really decided, but that was still in Brussels, when that decision was 
on, and the agreement had to be signed and the agreement would be signed in 
Geneva at CERN. And we had had many contacts with CERN also when we made 
the agreement we had seen what agreement they had, and many things were the 
same, and I had contacts with the person at CERN to organise this signing 
ceremony and he had said how that was done at the time they had it, and that the 
flags of the ten countries should be there. So I started to find flags and then it 
turned out two flags I couldn’t get anywhere, but I could sew, I had a sewing 
machine, so I went downtown to buy material <laughs> and I made some flags! 
<Laughs> 

AFL: Do you remember which ones? 

FG: One was from Heidelberg, the town of Heidelberg, because that was also very 
important, and the other one I don’t know exactly which one that was. I know there 
were two that I made. 

AFL: So where was this signing ceremony held? 

FG: In CERN. 

AFL: It was held at CERN, OK.  

FG: Mhm, and Mehrnoosh must have photo-scans of the ceremony whether people sit 
behind desks and the flags are hanging there on top of them. 

AFL: Do you know what happened to the flags that you sewed? 

FG: No. I have no idea! <Laughs> We never used them again. If you note when they 
opened the building in Heidelberg, we never flags hanging as far as I remember at 
least. It’s possible that when you entered the building, the new building at the time, 
and I had to register your name, that at the end of that entrance there were flags. 
That is possible but I’m not absolutely certain and there were no pictures taken of 
that entrance, only the person sitting at the desk there was a picture! <Laughs>  

So then after it was decided it would be in Heidelberg, <25:00> there were 
discussions with other laboratories in Heidelberg, with the Max Planck next-door to 
us, and the cancer institute, the DKFZ, there was Professor Bauer and by the Max 
Planck was Professor Gentner, and Max Planck für Medizinische Forschung, also 
downtown in Heidelberg, near the Neckar, and that was Ken Holmes, and there 
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were discussions with the heads of the institutes and it was then decided that the 
cancer institute would give us a fairly big corner of their building to start working. 
So I got an office there, Kendrew got an office there, and we could then start 
recruiting someone, because we didn’t have anybody else! <Laughs> It was said 
that if we would have a small meeting we could have it in Gentner’s laboratory, or if 
it was a big one, the other Max Planck from Ken Holmes, they had a building 
opposite with meeting rooms and there you could also have breakfast or lunch and 
so a bigger meeting, if we needed, for instance, translators, dolmetschers, we 
could have it there. So then I had to move of course to Heidelberg. <Laughs> So 
Ken Holmes invited me I could stay with them, I could stay in that building that they 
had, and I got in touch with a woman who was running that part and she put an 
advertisement in the Rhein-Neckar-Zeitung that I was looking for a flat and I found 
a place in Sandhausen. Not the one that I’m living in now, but it was a new 
building, a new street even, there was no telephone there. So they then informed 
the ministry that I was very important, because of opening this new institute and I 
needed a telephone. So within the shortest possible time, they had a telephone 
cable! And I got a telephone! <Laughs> 

AFL: For your apartment in Sandhausen?  

FG: Yeah! <Laughs>  

AFL: So that was EMBL’s first phone number! 

FG: Yup! <Laughs>  

 Well that telephone number I still have!  

AFL: That’s your phone number? 

FG: Yeah! But that was very important. Well of course I moved to Heidelberg in April 
’73 and that was just before the agreement was signed, that was signed in I think it 
was in May.  

AFL: 10th May ’73. 

FG: Yeah. And then … 

<Interruption>  

<30:00> 

 So I had to organise a meeting for the delegates in Heidelberg. And that I could do 
in that building opposite where Ken Holmes was. And they needed some 
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dolmetscher, because they had said you would have three official languages, so 
the delegates could speak in either of those three languages. So then again it was 
the Ministry that contacted me and said a dolmetscher would come to me and tell 
me who he advised as two other dolmetschers. So I think it was only one or two 
days later that a German dolmetscher came to me and … he then advised me two 
other names of people with whom he had worked regularly and he said that 
molecular biology was not a problem for them. So I called his name and address, 
and I still have contacts with him. <Laughs> 

AFL: The original translator of EMBL! 

FG: Yeah, he’s older than I am, so he must be 80 plus. And one of the French 
dolmetscher died already, and we later on had a replacement for him. And the 
English dolmetscher … I never listened to it. <Laughs> But I can’t remember his 
name. But we, every meeting those three people were sitting there, all having a 
cabin of their own, so that they could talk without disturbing the others. And I wrote 
my protocol of the meetings in English, and they were then, after I had my protocol 
accepted in English, I had it translated into French and German.  

 So that was in fact pretty soon organised. And we organised usually a dinner 
together somewhere in Heidelberg. On one occasion when we had a meeting, we 
had dinner in Neckargemünd on the Neckar. And I had organised a boat, so that 
the delegates would go by boat on the Neckar to Neckargemünd, because we 
didn’t have a photographer at EMBL I was the photographer, so I took my bicycle, 
and I was cycling on the road next to the Neckar and I was taking pictures and they 
were sitting there and waving at me! <Laughs> And then when they came off the 
boat, into the restaurant, I took also pictures when they were standing outside and 
having a drink and … so they really liked it. And they also came back by boat.  

AFL: Wonderful. 

FG: We had good weather because it was … the same period of the year. Not as hot 
as it is here, but it was certainly not cold. So that was the start. [Was hast du 
aufgeschrieben? Rainbach! Das ist bei Neckargemünd].  

AFL: <35:00> So quite quickly things started falling into place?  

FG: Yeah. 

AFL: So you had arrived – 

FG: And then we had a thing written out to find an architect for the new building, so who 
was going to build the new building? So there were several architects that made 
offers and we had a committee to choose from what we had received. Some had 
made wooden things, and so that you could see how it would look like, and others 
had just sketches on paper, and this committee, the first, the Erster Bürgermeister 
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of Heidelberg, Doctor Korz, was in that committee, and there were several 
scientists from various countries, some of the countries that were going to take 
part, and Sydney Brenner was from England. And then it was decided it was going 
to be an architect from Mannheim, and he was given the job and they started 
building and we went to where it is now, but there was just woods, so we walked 
through the woods and they were saying, ‘This part will be there then for the 
building, the building will be there,’ and we then saw, very soon after that, that 
trees were being cut and taken out and a road was being built, the Meyerhofstraße, 
and they had to find a name for the Meyerhofstraße, first they were thinking of 
calling it Kendrew Street, but that was impossible because he was alive and in the 
laboratory, so that perhaps later on but not now! <Laughs> Meyerhof was also a 
scientist and therefore they thought was a good name for the street. 

 And they started first setting up a small wooden thing, so that the people who 
would work had an office with telephone and so on, because of course a new 
building you cannot immediately have an office in it. So we then also had started in 
the time to find a few people to work for EMBL. So we had a head of personnel, 
because so far I had organised through the Bürgermeisteramt this and that, and 
with the Krankenkasse in Heidelberg, for the people who came, little by little, that 
they would get insured and I had contacts with tax office, all important. And of 
course most of the addresses I got through the Bürgermeisteramt. Who had been 
extremely helpful, Dr. Korz, when I retired, he still came to say goodbye to me, 
although he had retired already! But the contacts still were there. So that was 
pleasant. Through him I also … the Schwetzinger Festspiele, they just are over, 
but he also organised that I got to know the Schwetzinger Festspiele, so I got the 
first tickets to go there! <Laughs> One for Kendrew and one for me, and we could 
go Schwetzingen. <Laughs> And ever since <40:00> I’ve been to the 
Schwetzinger Festspiele every year.  

AFL: How about the recruitment of scientists. Was that starting at the same time?  

FG: No, the scientists … the thing was also that Hamburg had been a possibility, and 
there were contacts made with Hamburg, and it was then decided that there would 
be an outstation in Hamburg, immediately from the start, and Ken Holmes had also 
in Hamburg some projects running, and it was decided that would then be part of 
the outstation. And Ken Holmes would lead the outstation at the beginning. There 
would also be, from the beginning, an outstation in Grenoble, because Hamburg 
and Grenoble were similar but with different basic things, different … one had x-
rays I think and the other one had … <pause> oh, a ring! 

 And in Grenoble we had, oh, who was the first director? 

AFL: Bernard Jacrot? 

FG: Yeah, mhm. Yeah.  

AFL: First head of the outstation in – 
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FG: Yeah, yeah. Of course we had to visit Grenoble, we had to visit Hamburg.  

AFL: So the first EMBL science was at those two sites in a way. 

FG: Yeah, yeah. There were scientists who contacted EMBL to ask whether they could 
work at EMBL, and there were also advertisements in journals that the laboratory 
was being opened and what kind of work was intended to be done, and of course 
also from that source there were applications coming in. Well, that went really good 
and Kendrew came then over regularly to interview the people. 

AFL: Where was Kendrew based? Was he not based here? 

FG: In principle yes, but he still had a lot of work to do in Cambridge. He had a 
secretary in Cambridge, but he came over too, he had a flat in Heidelberg and 
when there were meetings, he, of course, was always there, and often when there 
were meetings he asked me to prepare the dinner. And then Nelly was recruited, 
pretty soon after, and we went together to do shopping for the meals in Strasburg, 
because the choice was a bit bigger and also better than what you could buy in 
Heidelberg. And so we had dinners with about 20/25 people in his flat, and the two 
of us organised it. There was hardly any work we did not do in the beginning. It 
was … because there was nobody there. We had <45:00> one person who was a 
lawyer, he was French, but he was not very good, and he didn’t stay very long. And 
we had an Italian, he comes a little bit later … an Italian, first head of personnel 
was an Italian; he had been at a European institute in the Netherlands and he 
thought he was closer to Italy when he would be in Heidelberg!  <Laughs> He 
wasn’t very old yet but at least he had also some experience with an international 
institute, so that was also a positive thing. But he didn’t stay very long. I don’t know 
where he went to when he left. It’s possible that he went back to Italy.  

 We had various heads of personnel for not all too long. We had a person in charge 
of the building once it was decided who was going to be the architect and someone 
had to watch how it was going to be done, that it wouldn’t be more expensive than 
one had calculated. And Ottokar Beer was chosen as building manager. And he 
had been building laboratory buildings in Hamburg and in Munich, so he had 
experience. He was an interesting person also.  

AFL: So all of this leads to the building being ready for people to move in. 

FG: Yeah. And the first people that moved in, moved in before the building was really 
finalised. There was still some work being done, but I could already have an office 
there. And we had also a meeting at that period, so that the delegates could see 
what it was like and … 

AFL: So at that time, how many members of staff were at EMBL, 10, 20? 

 It doesn’t matter. 
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FG: A bit more I think. Yes, 20 or … I would say definitely. 

AFL: So you really saw it grow from – 

FG: From zero! <Laughs> 

AFL: That’s fantastic. 

FG: But you can see from the annual reports how many, because the names of the 
people who were there are listed. So you can look, ’75, how many people were 
listed in ’75. 

AFL: Were you responsible for preparing the annual reports. 

FG: Yes. I didn’t write it but I typed it. The first reports not yet on computer but on 
typewriters. And then only I think as from ’78 … on computer. I learned my 
computer mainly from him. <Laughs>  

AFL: Frieda, I suggest we stop here for today. You’ve taken us through EMBL’s pre-
history almost to there being a laboratory. It’s been a fantastic recollection of the … 
trying to imagine what this place was like back then, so … thank you very much for 
your time today. It’s been very, very fascinating. <50:00> 

<End of recording>  

 


