
Drying Books from the Prague Floods of 
2002 using Vacuum Packing

In August of 2002 thousands of 
books fell victim of the Prague 

floods when  Vlatava River burst 

its banks.  



UK donates vacuum drying machines to help save books hit by floods 
[19-09-2002] By Ian Willoughby Listen
An estimated half a million books and documents from archives and libraries were damaged around the Czech Republic during August's 
floods, and trying to save valuable works is proving to be an absolutely mammoth task. At a ceremony at the National Library on 
Tuesday, the British Ambassador, Anne Pringle, presented Czech Culture Minister  Pavel Dostal with novel vacuum drying machines 
which will help in that task. Also present was Stuart Welch, the inventor of the ingenious machines; he told Ian Willoughby how they work. 

"It's by excluding oxygen within the packages, putting dry material with wet material and in the vacuum the process is speeded up, where 
the water or moisture from the wet object wants to transfer into the dry material and simply reach equilibrium. It's like put ting a wet 
raincoat in your wardrobe - by the morning you'll find everything's a little bit damper, because the moisture molecules have moved and 
transferred." 

This machine is about as big as a big box; what kind of volume of books or documents can you treat, or at what speed? 

"If there's a production line set up of people and a system, then it could take anything from between five minutes and ten minutes overall 
per items packed. A lot depends on how well the absorbing material is organised, whether it's blotting paper or old newspaper s." 

The floods were only a month ago and you've come here very quickly - how was it all organized? 

"I was on holiday in Italy when I heard about the floods. I knew Jiri Vnoucek from when he was a student in England, so I was  particularly 
concerned that his books were getting damaged. I rang him on my mobile to see if he knew about this system. He then had a mee ting 
with the British Council, and they said they wished to help, so he said ' I know what I want' and they said 'OK'."  

Cont…



Cont…

Have you been to look at the archives in the libraries here? 

"Not in their wet state, no. We'll wait to see the damage but I know that it's not a pretty sight. There's an awful lot 
of stuff to work on...it's going to be a brave task for those that have to do it. It's not just wet books but they're dirty 
and smelly. It's not a nice job." 

And inventor Stuart Welch referred there to his friend Jiri Vnoucek, the head of conservation at the National 
Library. Like the rest of his team, Mr Vnoucek was looking forward to using the vacuum drying machines. 

"We hope we will use them all the time. They should be heavy duty machines. They hardly will stop, I would say." 

How many books and documents, roughly, do you have to treat? 

"There are not so many books directly in the National Library, but there are the books of the other libraries. So we 
are in fact going to help other libraries to dry books." 

They haven't wasted any time; the machines began drying books and documents on Wednesday, just a day after 
arriving in the Czech Republic. 













After the flood the tears!



Where to start ?











Planchest drawers had been removed and stacked on top of the cabinets in the belief 

that the waters would not get that high. Unfortunately they did and the drawers were 
thrown to the floor by the force of the flood. If the drawers had been left in the 

cabinets the damage would have been less. 





The clean up begins



Washing books to remove mud and sewage



Putting books in plastic bags for freezing











Books soon began to go mouldy







A book dealers stock





The floods 
also damaged 

the 

foundations of 
buildings 

causing some 
to collapse



The British Council fund UK aid.



Demonstrating Vacuum Bag 
Drying to Czech 

Conservators meeting 

September 2002



British Council present the CXD 
vacuum packing machines to the 

Czech Republic



Large CXD vacuum packing 
machine



Small CXD Vacuum Packing Machine



The work begins



Nancy Bell & Nick Hadgraft 
remove the first books to be dried 

from the freezer



The training and first book drying begins





A makeshift workshop had been set up. 
Production line facilities followed later.  















The plastic bags are removed 
to reveal the frozen books



Protective gloves are worn because 

the books could have been infected 

with sewage water



Books are vacuum packed frozen 

with blotters or old newspapers. 
As they thaw the water is 

absorbed into the dry material 

until they reach equilibrium



By February 2003 a proper workshop had 
been set up and drying was under way  









Tests had been carried out to find the best 
method of drying rare book materials



The book on the left was dried using our 
vacuum packing method and the one on 

the right by vacuum freeze drying 



The tests were done to find the safest method 
of drying for the famous “Prague Bible”



The new Planorama® planchests and equipment 
supplied to The Technical Museum



CXD Jezet Pneumatic Vacuum Table for 
working on Prague architectural plans  

flooded in the Technical Museum store



Another satisfied customer



Update to 2005

Prague National 
Technical Museum – 

New studio  for drying 

and conservation



And a second new 

studio

Prague Municipal 
Library – New studio  

for drying and 

conservation



Removing frozen books 
for vacuum drying



Vacuum packed books 
drying – and a good 

stock of newspapers 

ready!



Ventilated mobile racks 
allow dense storage 

during drying



The Vacuum presses are 
used daily



After first drying, some 
books are washed



They have a nice clean 
environment now!



















And even time for an open 
day to show the dry books
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