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    In the days before reality TV, people rarely had the opportunity to encounter information about the day-to-day homelife of celebrities they either admired or despised. In the late 1970s, German historian of science Friedrich Herneck decided to change all that in the case of Albert Einstein, the most celebrated and revered scientist of our time.




    In 1978, Herneck interviewed Herta Waldow, who, before her marriage, was known as Herta Schiefelbein. At the young age of twenty-one, in 1927, she became Albert and Elsa Einstein's live-in housekeeper in Berlin, staying in their apartment until June 1933. These chaotic years turned out to be the final ones the Einstein couple spent in Germany.




    Fräulein Schiefelbein, who was several years younger than Einstein's stepdaughters, Ilse and Margot, became a well-respected and beloved member of the Einstein household. She had her own room while living in the Einsteins’ spacious apartment on Haberlandstrasse, located in today's Charlottenburg-Wilmersdorf district in the fashionable southwestern part of the city's center. Ilse was already married by the start of Herta's employment and had left the apartment, but Margot continued to live there until her own marriage in 1930. Both women and their husbands stayed in the apartment occasionally on visits, and Margot and her husband apparently lived there sometime during 1933. Fräulein Schiefelbein was also with the Einsteins when they stayed in their summer home in Caputh, where they entertained many visitors and their children.




    In early 1933, after the Einsteins returned to Europe following their stay at Caltech in California, they did not go back to Berlin. For safety's sake, they moved to Belgium for a few months, as Hitler tightened his grip on Germany and harassment of Jews intensified. They trusted Fräulein Schiefelbein to remain in the Haberlandstrasse apartment, and she was there when many of the Einsteins’ belongings were confiscated by the Nazis that spring. She also helped Ilse and Margot pack up or dispose of the remaining items. Albert and Elsa Einstein remained in Belgium, and he for a short time in England, until their emigration to America in the fall. Einstein never again returned to Europe.




    Herta Schiefelbein was not a gossipy sort but could hardly avoid being the proverbial fly on the wall during her life with the Einsteins. A keen, perceptive, and informed observer of the daily goings-on in the fifth-floor apartment and in Caputh, she appears to have fitted well into the household and sustained a respectful confidentiality about the things she heard and saw. In the five interviews presented in this book, she gives straightforward accounts of daily life at home; Einstein's political and scientific activities and visitors; his habits, friendships, and liaisons; and the final days of the Einsteins’ time in Berlin. Herneck, in turn, does not ask questions of a suggestive nature and keeps the interviews at a high level.




    Prior to the publication of Herneck's interviews with Frau Waldow in what was then East Germany, biographers have had little to work with in reconstructing the day-to-day routines of Einstein's domestic life. Even then, this information was restricted to those who were able to read and understand German, though some biographers writing in English have recounted some of Frau Waldow's recollections in their own books. Now, however, we have the complete interviews in a lively and reliable English translation. Josef Eisinger's own notes add texture and context to the conversations.




    In 1953, about a year and a half before his death, Einstein wrote to his biographer Carl Seelig: “In the past, it never occurred to me that every casual remark of mine would be snatched up and recorded. Otherwise I would have crept further into my shell.” Einstein's grievance is understandable, and he was never able to come to terms with the price of fame. Perhaps he would have objected to the publication of a book like this, but dozens of others, on a variety of topics, have, over the years, already “snatched up and recorded” not only his remarks but also his involvements with the variety of organizations and individuals mentioned in this book. This kind of personal information has been valuable in giving us a full portrait of the man, allowing us to abandon the one-dimensional caricature of an absent-minded professor who did nothing but think in equations and conduct thought experiments. This book shows us that, in many ways, the multifaceted physicist was just as human and vulnerable as the rest of us.




    Alice Calaprice, Claremont, California, 2015.
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    I am grateful to my friend and experienced Einstein biographer Alice Calaprice for contributing a foreword and for her unstinting advice. My thanks also to Barbara Wolff of the Einstein Archive at the Hebrew University, Jerusalem, for her kind cooperation. I am indebted to my editor, Steven L. Mitchell, for several helpful discussions and suggestions, and to my editor, Sheila Stewart, for her intelligent and proficient copyediting. Finally, my special thanks to Dr. Frank Mecklenburg of the Leo Baeck Institute, New York, for his cooperation and his benevolent support.
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    1876—Pauline Koch and Hermann Einstein are married in Ulm.




    1879—Albert Einstein is born on March 14 in Ulm.




    1880—The Einsteins move to Munich to found an electrical manufacturing company.




    1880—Albert's sister, Maria (Maja), is born in Munich.




    1885—Albert enters school. He receives violin lessons—for a short time.




    1889—Einstein is introduced to science and geometry books. He enters Luitpold Gymnasium.




    1894—Einstein's parents move to Italy. Albert, left behind, joins family in December.




    1895—Einstein fails to enroll in Federal Polytechnical School (Polytech), enters school in Aarau.




    1896—Einstein enters Polytech, meets Mileva Marić. He relinquishes German citizenship.




    1900—Einstein graduates from Polytech, begins futile search for employment.




    1901—Einstein's first physics paper published. He tutors privately.




    1902—Begins work at Patent Office in June. Hermann Einstein dies.




    1903—Einstein marries Mileva in January.




    1904—Einstein and Mileva's first son, Hans Albert, is born.




    1905—Annus mirabilis. Einstein publishes seminal papers in relativity and quantum physics.




    1909—Associate professorship at the University of Zurich




    1910—Einstein and Mileva's second son, Eduard (Tetel) is born. Maja Einstein marries Paul Winteler.





    1911—Professorship at the German University of Prague.




    1912—Professorship at the ETH, Zurich.




    1913—Planck and Nernst offer Einstein membership in Prussian Academy and professorship at the University of Berlin. He accepts.




    1914—WWI begins. The Einstein family moves to Berlin; their marriage fails; Mileva and the boys return to Zurich.




    1915—General relativity theory published.




    1918—WWI ends. Divorce agreement reached with Mileva.




    1919—Marriage to Elsa. Eddington expedition confirms general relativity theory. World fame ensues.




    1920—Pauline Einstein, Albert's mother, dies. Anti-relativity rally in the Philharmonie.




    1921—First America trip with Chaim Weizmann.




    1922—Einstein and Elsa leave for Japan lecture tour. They will visit Ceylon, Shanghai, Palestine, Spain, etc. Nobel Prize awarded to Einstein for photoelectric effect.




    1924—Elsa's eldest daughter, Ilse, marries Rudolf Kayser.




    1925—Lecture tour in Argentina, Uruguay, and Brazil.




    1927—Hans Albert marries Frieda Knecht. Einstein and Niels Bohr begin dispute on quantum mechanics. Herta Schiefelbein joins Einstein household.




    1928—Einstein ill with heart ailment. Helen Dukas hired as secretary.




    1929—Einstein turns fifty. Summer house in Caputh is built. Tümmler, Einstein's sailboat, is delivered.




    1930—Elsa's younger daughter, Margot, marries Dmitri Marianoff. Einstein and Elsa leave for the first winter session (January to March 1931) at Caltech, in Pasadena, California.




    1933—Third winter session in Pasadena. Hitler attains power in Germany, January 30. After six months in Belgium, Einstein and Elsa settle in Princeton.




    1934—Ilse critically ill in Paris; Elsa rushes to her side.




    1935 The Einsteins acquire their final home at 112 Mercer Street, Princeton, New Jersey.




    1936—Death of Elsa in Princeton.





    1939—WWII starts. Maja arrives in Princeton. Atomic weapons letter to Roosevelt.




    1940—Einstein, Margot, and Helen Dukas become US citizens.




    1945—Hiroshima bomb. WWII ends. Einstein retires from the Institute of Advanced Study.




    1948—Death of Mileva in Zurich.




    1951—Death of Maja in Princeton.




    1955—Death of Einstein in Princeton.




    1986—Death of Margot in Princeton
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    Elsa Einstein, Albert's wife, must have been in an uneasy frame of mind as she headed for the employment agency in Berlin's Jägerstrasse, that morning in June of 1927. She had had little luck with domestic servants, but the departure of her latest housekeeper had been the last straw: Not only had the woman left her job without giving notice but she had taken several pieces of the family silver with her. For the wife of a world-famous scientist who is obliged to host many dinner parties and other social gatherings, it loomed as a calamity. But lo, this was to be Frau Elsa's lucky day! At the agency she met the twenty-one-year-old Herta Schiefelbein, who had come to look for a new position. The two women struck up an immediate rapport, and together they went to the Haberlandstrasse where Herta was shown the Einsteins’ apartment. They agreed on terms of employment, and by lunchtime Herta was preparing lamb chops and green beans for the Einstein family, a dish that Albert pronounced the tastiest he had ever eaten.




    This is how Herta came to join Einstein's household. Before long, she was a quasi-member of the family, which included Einstein's two stepdaughters and their husbands. She was cherished by them all, and she lived in their midst until 1933, when Hitler's accession to power compelled the Einsteins to forsake their two domiciles in Berlin.
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    Leaping fifty years into the future, we meet Herta again, in conversation with Friedrich Herneck, a historian of science, who had invited her to reminisce about her life in the Einstein ménage.1 The year is 1978, and their five conversations take place at Herta's home in East Berlin, at the time the capital of the German Democratic Republic (DDR), or East Germany. In the five intervening decades, Herta Schiefelbein had married—she is now Herta Waldow—and had raised a son; Europe had been ravaged by the Nazis and by war, and the house in the Haberlandstrasse had been reduced to rubble in a bombing raid; but Herta's intelligence is as keen as ever, and her recollections of her life with the Einsteins are still vivid.




    Herneck, her interlocutor, had a somewhat enigmatic past that reflects the political upheavals of twentieth-century Europe. After serving in the Wehrmacht in a noncombatant role, he found himself at war's end in a Russian prisoner-of-war camp—whether he defected or was captured is unclear. There he became an ardent Marxist, and, as an experienced stage actor and effective speaker, he was soon employed by his Soviet captors to re-educate his fellow prisoners. Following his release, Herneck lectured on dialectical materialism, the official Marxist philosophy, in various schools run by the DDR's Socialist Unity Party (SED), and finally at Humboldt University in Berlin where his course—three lectures a week—was mandatory for all students. East Germany was in those days an authoritarian state, and its citizens were indoctrinated in Marxist teachings from an early age. Although Herneck supported his country's political system, he remarked in his lectures on certain logical flaws in the official doctrine, and eventually this came to the attention of the authorities. Herneck was accused of “revisionism” (questioning the official dogma) and was abruptly relieved of his teaching duties. Thanks to the intervention of an influential friend, he was permitted to work on the history of science and was, in time, rewarded with a professorship in Berlin.2 Herneck's scholarly interests were centered on the lives of notable nineteenth- and twentieth-century scientists, on their contributions and their philosophy, and he is the author of a number of carefully researched biographical books, several of them devoted to Einstein. But his work, published in the DDR, is little known in the West.
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    Chapter 4 of this book presents the five conversations in their entirety, in a translation that aims to preserve for anglophones the authentic flavor of Waldow's recollections. The copious notes of chapters 3 and 4 provide background information and brief biographies of the persons mentioned in the conversations.




    Herneck's chief purpose was to draw out Waldow's recollections of her life with the Einsteins, and to convey thereby the atmosphere that pervaded their home. Waldow, for her part, perceived Einstein not as the celebrated scientist but as a kind and generous employer—the best she had encountered. She recalls how respectful and solicitous he always was toward her and her family, and how readily he was given to hearty laughter. We discover Einstein's favorite foods (heading the list are strawberries), what he liked to wear, his smoking habits, and who used to cut his hair; we also learn a good deal about Einstein's relationship with Elsa and with his women friends, and what provoked the occasional rows with Elsa. Waldow's story also reveals the enormous importance of music in Einstein's daily life, and we learn of his empathy with animals, specifically with a dog, a cat, and a parakeet. (Later on, in Princeton, he lived with a dog, numerous cats, and a parrot.) In short, Waldow gives us a pretty good idea of how Einstein spent his days in Berlin, from breakfast to night—particularly when her story is combined with Einstein's diary, in which he records his activities during a two-week period in 1931 (see chapter 3, the section titled “Two Weeks at Home”).




    On a larger scale, Waldow's recollections offer a glimpse of the social life of Berlin's academic and societal elite. We learn that the Einsteins often gave dinner parties for up to twenty-four guests, and we discover what dishes were served, who did the cooking, who peeled the asparagus, and even who washed the dishes. Unimportant as these minutiae may be, in toto they impart to us the flavor of Einstein's life in Berlin. Apart from formal dinners, the Einsteins also hosted informal gatherings and presentations to invited guests, for example, by Einstein, upon his return from a voyage. There was also a constant stream of visitors, both in the Berlin apartment and in nearby Caputh, the site of their summer home; some were occasional guests, such as the Bengali poet Rabindranath Tagore or Charlie Chaplin, and recurrent visitors from the conductor Erich Kleiber, colleagues such as Max Planck, and the cigar-smoking actress Hedwig Wangel to the American banker Henry Goldman—and dare one forget the “old Jewish man” who delivered fresh eggs to the Einsteins’ apartment each week?




    As a self-confessed aficionado of Einstein's life, Herneck could not resist injecting his own comments into his conversations with Waldow, usually to provide useful background information, and sometimes to present the results of his own research, such as what happened to Einstein's home and sailboat after 1933. From time to time, Herneck also raises ideological issues—some, evidently, for the benefit of the party officials who scrutinized his writings on behalf of the “head office for eternal truths,” as Herneck liked to call it.3 That this was a necessary ritual for authors in the DDR is borne out by the opening sentence of another book by Herneck: “Albert Einstein, one of the greatest Germans, after Karl Marx, occupies a unique position in the history of modern science.”4




    Herneck lived to see the Berlin Wall come down (1989). We do not know how he came to terms with the demise of the DDR, an event that must have had a wrenching effect on many academics and intellectuals who had invested heavily in Marxism and the DDR's official dogma, something not often considered. I am therefore very pleased that Professor Dieter B. Herrmann, an eminent historian of astronomy and a former student of Friedrich Herneck, agreed to contribute a short essay that addresses their dilemma. It appears in chapter 2.
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    Herta Waldow's recollections should be viewed against the backdrop of Weimar Germany in its last years; similarly, her reminiscences should be seen in light of the circumstances that brought Einstein to Berlin and made him a world celebrity. This background is provided in chapter 3, which also serves to introduce many of the personalities discussed in Waldow's conversations with Herneck in chapter 4. The first three conversations describe life in the Einsteins’ city apartment, the fourth is devoted to their summer home in Caputh, and the fifth describes events in the aftermath of Hitler's accession to power.
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    I still recall very clearly my first meeting with Friedrich Herneck: It took place in 1956 in the Archenhold Observatory, when he and his wife were among the visitors on a guided tour that I conducted as a seventeen-year-old. The tour had attracted a goodly crowd because the planet Mars was unusually close to Earth and could be observed with considerable clarity. Afterward, we chatted together, and I discovered that he was the lecturer on “dialectical and historical materialism” at Humboldt University. When I told him that I would be starting my physics studies there in the coming term, he said as we parted, “Well, then we shall see each other again in the lecture hall.”




    And that is what happened. Herneck's lectures were fascinating for us students. They were not only very well prepared but were delivered with imaginative dramatic effects and impressive rhetorical flourishes. They were completely different from all the other lectures we heard. But the particular attraction of Herneck's discourses lay also in their content. Time after time, he raised questions about well-known propositions of dialectical materialism that had become dogma, by subjecting them to logical analysis. He raised doubts, for example, whether the discoveries of Soviet scientists could be explained by invoking dialectical materialism. “For how could one then explain the great successes of Planck and Einstein?” he would ask his breathlessly attentive audience.




    An earlier publication of Herneck's had already earned him the displeasure of the official philosophers of the Party, that is, of the Socialist Unity Party or SED. After discovering in an archive an autobiography of the scientist-philosopher Ernst Mach, Herneck had published it together with some positive comments regarding Mach's controversial image. What made Mach's image “controversial” were negative comments that Lenin had made about Mach's epistemology in his 1908 book Materialism and Empirio-Criticism. Herneck had, furthermore, shown that some of Mach's ideas were part of the theoretical foundation of Einstein's relativity theory. Herneck's political higher-ups disapproved of such reflections because Lenin's writings about Mach were deemed to be the “ultimate wisdom.” Herneck came under suspicion as much for the rejection of such dogmas as for his style of lecturing, as is borne out by the following excerpt from a 1962 evaluation of Herneck by the Institute for Marxism-Leninism: “His approach to teaching disorientated the students and led to demonstrative applause by negative elements among them.”1




    Herneck's case was by no means unique in those days. Beginning in 1957, a substantial number of philosophers at Humboldt University were designated “anti-Party and counter-revolutionary,” and their interrogation had resulted in prison sentences of several years for some of them. These ideological struggles between the Party and intellectuals in the DDR must be seen against the political backdrop of the “de-Stalinization” then taking place in the Soviet Union in the wake of Nikita Khrushchev's famous “secret speech” at the Twentieth Communist Party Congress in 1956.




    As far as we students were concerned, Herneck had simply vanished by fall of 1957. He had been dismissed, but because he was legally entitled to work the dismissal was revoked. Since his employment as a lecturer was now, however, out of the question, he was assigned the task of producing a three-volume history of Humboldt University, in celebration of the 150 years of its existence. In the course of this work, Herneck dealt extensively with the history of science, and eventually he became one of the most prominent historians of science in the DDR. His research on Albert Einstein, Wilhelm Ostwald, Ernst Mach, and others also led to the publication of several successful popular science books that went through numerous editions, both in the DDR and beyond.




    Herneck was born on February 16, 1909, in the ancient northern Bohemian town of Most (German name: Brüx), now in the Czech Republic. He had already been interested in science and philosophy as a high school student and, later, he added literature and dramaturgy to his interests and took courses in all of these subjects at the German University in Prague. He also worked as an actor in German theaters in what is now the Czech Republic, and wrote satirical pieces against the fascist Henlein party in pamphlets modeled on Karl Kraus's periodical Die Fackel (The Torch).




    Following the German occupation of Czechoslovakia and the start of the Second World War, Herneck was called up for service in the Wehrmacht, in 1940. He joined the Nazi party (NSDAP) in the same year, presumably to be allowed to continue his dramaturgical studies while on leave from the Wehrmacht, and in 1941, he was awarded his doctoral title by the University of Erlangen.




    By his own account, Herneck defected to the Soviet forces in 1945 and was confined in a prisoner-of-war camp. There he became acquainted with the writings of Marx, Engels, Lenin, and Stalin, and gave lectures to his fellow prisoners on politics in the spirit of dialectical and historical materialism. After his release, he was appointed lecturer on dialectical materialism at the College of Education in Potsdam, and, from 1954, at Humboldt University in Berlin. There his critical stance on political dogmas got him into serious trouble, as mentioned above. Thanks only to the staunch support he received from the chemist Robert Havemann, Herneck was allowed to work on the history of science and to defend his doctoral thesis on the chemist Wilhelm Ostwald. In time he was re-instated as a lecturer—this time, however, in the history of science. Havemann, on the other hand, fared much worse; he was declared an “enemy of the state” soon afterward and was placed under house arrest. Another five years passed before Herneck was appointed full professor, leaving him just seven years to teach at the University before his retirement. During that period he acted as expert examiner for my dissertation and also participated in supervising my doctoral thesis research.




    The political demise of the DDR that took place in 1989–1990 (known as die Wende, the turnabout) affected Herneck profoundly, and not only in a positive way. His hopes that the DDR might become more rational were bitterly disappointed. Personal conviction had led him to invest a great deal of himself, and at considerable personal sacrifice, in the development and improvement of a state that had now, suddenly, vanished from the political scene. Einstein was evidently right when he wrote in his essay “Why Socialism?” “The attainment of socialism requires that some extremely difficult socio-political problems be solved: how is it possible, in view of the far-reaching centralization of political and economic power, to prevent the bureaucracy from becoming all-powerful and overweening? How can the rights of the individual be protected and thereby a democratic counterweight to the power of the bureaucracy be assured?”2 A society that had evidently failed to find solutions to these problems had been the principal concern of Herneck's life for four decades. He had, nevertheless, never abandoned his faith that a better society than the present one would come to pass sometime in the future. Herneck died on September 18, 1993, in Berlin.3
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    It is hard today to grasp the magnitude of Einstein's renown in the 1920s and 1930s, when he was known and adulated throughout the world. The only parallel that comes to mind is with the Beatles in their heyday. Einstein's fame was thrust upon him in 1919, even though few of his admirers had any understanding of his scientific discoveries: their veneration had more to do with a universal feeling of relief that the horrific war had ended and a perception that relativity was something new, mysterious, and exciting.




    In 1922, Einstein was invited to lecture on relativity theory in Japan, and this is the way Heinrich Solf, the German ambassador in Tokyo, described the public fascination with Einstein's visit in his report to the Foreign Office: “[Einstein's] journey through Japan resembled a triumphal procession…. The entire populace, from the highest dignitary to the rickshaw coolie, took part spontaneously, without any preparation or commotion. On Einstein's arrival in Tokyo, the crowd waiting at the station was so great that the police were powerless to control the life-threatening crowding…. Thousands of Japanese thronged to the lectures—at 3 yen per head—and [Einstein's] scholarly words were transmuted into yens that flowed into Mr. Yamamoto's [his host's] pockets.”1 Note that for three yen one could purchase ten meals at that time, and that each lecture lasted four hours, was given in German, and was translated, sentence by sentence.




    What had Albert Einstein done to elicit such wild excitement? What were his origins? His passions? His achievements? And how did it happen that he found himself living in Berlin in 1914, as member of the Prussian Academy, when twenty years earlier he had forsaken his native Germany because he abhorred its militarism? These are among the questions that are addressed in this brief account of Einstein's personal and scientific lives. Readers who seek a more detailed narrative or additional historical sources are referred to the biographies listed in the select bibliography.




    EARLY LIFE (1879–1895)




    Einstein's ancestors, on both of his parents’ sides, had long resided in the small towns of Swabia, the region in Southern Germany wedged between France and Switzerland. His father, Hermann, was born in 1847 in Buchau (now Bad Buchau), where a Jewish community had existed since the sixteenth century. Following the Napoleonic wars, when the regulations that severely restricted the domiciles and occupations of Jews gradually lapsed, the more enterprising among them migrated to the larger nearby towns, in search of greater opportunities. One of these was Hermann Einstein, who headed for the ancient imperial city of Ulm, thirty miles from Buchau. There he conducted a modest featherbed business, and in 1876 he married Pauline Koch, eleven years his junior, whose family was engaged in the international grain business. It was thanks to the far-flung members of the Koch family that, many years later, Einstein encountered cousins in Belgium, Spain, Argentina, and other places he visited in the course of his travels.




    On March 14, 1879, the couple's son, Albert, was born in Ulm, and soon afterward the family moved to Munich, where Hermann and his younger brother Jakob, a graduate engineer, founded a company that manufactured motors and other electrical machinery. Two years after their move, Albert's sister was born and was named Maria, though she was always known by the diminutive Maja. She and Albert were to remain exceedingly close for the rest of their lives. According to reports, Albert did not enjoy playing with other children, preferring his own company, and was given to occasional temper tantrums. When he did find himself among other children, he was said to convey an aura of isolation—an aura that Einstein never shed entirely. He developed slowly and did not speak until he was about three, when he began to utter complete sentences—after having formulating them silently in his head.




    Two events during Einstein's childhood were to affect his life profoundly. His father was responsible for the first when he presented his son—then about five—with a compass. According to Einstein's recollection, he was mesmerized by the compass because it demonstrated to him the existence of an invisible force field—in this case, the Earth's magnetic field that affected the compass needle in space. Later, he would greatly admire the British physicist James Clerk Maxwell for introducing into physics the electromagnetic field, as the concept of the “field” is at the heart of general relativity theory—and of the unified field theory, which Einstein searched for obsessively for much of his life.




    Einstein's mother, Pauline, exerted the other powerful influence on him by introducing him to music. Herself an accomplished pianist, she arranged violin lessons for Albert when he was about six, but before long his teacher departed, after coming up against the boy's independence and distrust of authority. Einstein nevertheless became a competent, largely self-taught violinist, once he had been introduced to Mozart sonatas by his mother. After he became a famous scientist, he often surprised his hosts and reporters by arriving, as he usually did, carrying his violin case. While traveling, he was always on the lookout for chamber music partners, and when he was at home in Berlin he managed to play chamber music several times a week. Music was not just a diversion for Einstein, it stimulated his scientific thinking.




    The first school Albert attended was a Catholic school in Munich where he was the only Jew in his class and where he experienced a mild form of anti-Semitism for the first time. His family, although staunchly nonreligious, adhered to the old Jewish custom of inviting a bible scholar to its weekly Sabbath meal—albeit with a nontraditional secular twist: their guest was a medical student, and he came to dinner on Thursdays. His name was Max Talmud and he, too, influenced young Albert profoundly when, on his visits, he brought the boy popular science books, as well as his first geometry book. Einstein read them avidly, and they helped him get over a brief interlude of intense religiosity that had been set off by the first Jewish religious instruction he received at his high school, the Luitpold Gymnasium. Talmud's science books convinced Albert that the stories in the Bible could not possibly be true and he became, according to his own account, a fanatical freethinker.




    Einstein was, contrary to popular myths, a very good student, particularly in mathematics. All the same, he did not thrive at the Luitpold Gymnasium, where the emphasis was on Latin and Greek rather than on science. Einstein chafed, moreover, under the school's authoritarian teaching style, which stressed rote repetitions and discouraged students from asking questions.




    At home, Einstein's family was going through uncertain times. The electrical machinery business ran into serious competition from larger companies located outside Munich, and in the end it failed. The family decided to move to Pavia, an ancient small town near Milan, there to make a fresh start. But Albert was to remain behind in Munich and to live with a distant relative, in order to finish high school and earn his Abitur (the university entrance certificate), the sine qua non for a member of the German bourgeoisie.




    This arrangement was hardly to Einstein's liking. He missed his family, the militaristic culture that pervaded his school distressed him, and he dreaded the prospect of having to report for his compulsory military service in a little over a year. As he recalled many years later, he deemed it despicable then for any man to enjoy marching in formation. Einstein took matters into his own hands. He obtained a letter from Talmud's elder brother, a physician, stating that he was suffering from nervous exhaustion and needed to be with his family. The school was, apparently, only too pleased to let him go, for, as one of his teachers put it, Einstein's mere presence undermined the respect of the whole class for him. At the start of the Christmas vacation in 1894, Einstein took leave of his school and of his native land and appeared, unannounced, at the home of his astonished parents in Italy. The unrepentant high school dropout assuaged his parents’ justifiable concerns by promising to study on his own and to prepare himself for the entrance examination of the Federal Polytechnic School in Zurich, known as Polytech (today's Swiss Technical University, or ETH).




    Einstein stayed in his parents’ apartment all spring and summer, reading up on physics while also taking a lively interest in the technical issues related to the family's electrical machinery business. As his sister recalls, he relished his new environment and the grace and natural ways of the local Italian population. He found time for long solitary hikes in the nearby mountains and for an excursion to Genoa, some fifty miles to the south, where he visited his uncle, Julius Koch. Einstein was still only sixteen—two years younger than most applicants—when he took the Polytech's entrance exam at the end of the summer. While he passed it easily in science and math, he was advised to improve his knowledge, especially in French and Chemistry, by attending for one year the cantonal school in Aarau, a short distance from Zurich.




    This was a particularly fortunate piece of advice for Einstein. The teachers at the Aarau school were anything but authoritarian; they treated the students as individuals and were intent on helping them attain their goals; in short, the school was the opposite of the Luitpold Gymnasium. Einstein was also fortunate to board with the family of Jost Winteler, a teacher at the school, whose family made him feel so welcome that he shed his customary detachment and became virtually a member of the family. Jost Winteler's social philosophy was decidedly liberal, antimilitaristic, and antinationalistic, and he probably played a role in shaping Einstein's political views and reinforced his determination to renounce his German citizenship. Einstein, moreover, fell passionately in love for the first time, with Marie, said to be the prettiest of the Wintelers’ daughters. Another daughter later became the wife of Michele Besso, Einstein's close and life-long friend, while the Wintelers’ son Paul eventually married Einstein's sister, Maja—making Einstein truly a member of the Winteler family.





    STUDENT IN ZURICH (1896–1901)




    After passing the final high school examination (Matura or Abitur) in Aarau with high marks, Einstein entered the Polytech in the fall of 1896. It was an exciting time in physics: X-rays and electrons had recently been discovered, and the concept of “quantized energy levels” would soon be introduced by Max Planck to explain the spectrum of radiating bodies (1900).2 Thanks to Hermann von Helmholtz, Ludwig Boltzmann, James Clerk Maxwell, and Heinrich Hertz, the “new physics” was emerging. Einstein eagerly studied their work and came to the conclusion that the lectures of his professors at the Polytech were out of date—and skipped most of them. He also came to the mistaken belief that rudimentary mathematics was all that was needed for the formulation of physical laws and skipped the mathematics lectures of Hermann Minkowski as well. Ironically, it was Minkowski who, a few years later, gave relativity theory its elegant guise in terms of the space-time continuum, in which it is known to physicists today.




    It is interesting that it was Heinrich Weber's physics laboratory that held the greatest attraction for Einstein, but he failed to endear himself to Weber—or to his other professors—by his intellectual independence and his sassiness (e.g., by addressing him as Herr Weber instead of Herr Professor). Einstein managed to obtain excellent grades, all the same, thanks to the meticulous lecture notes he borrowed from his fellow student and friend, Marcel Grossmann. In the next dozen years, two more occasions would arise on which Grossmann would come to Einstein's rescue in very consequential ways!




    Einstein's personal student life was bohemian in style, by both necessity and inclination. His mother's family, the Kochs, provided him with a modest monthly stipend of SF100, and he lived in a plain rented room. For recreation, he smoked his pipe in the company of fellow students, as they discussed philosophical questions at the Café Metropole. Apart from physics, it was music that afforded him the greatest personal inspiration, as it would for the remainder of his life, and he missed no opportunity to find a pianist for Mozart sonatas or to enlist string quartet partners.





    During Einstein's last two years at the Polytech, while writing a thesis and under pressure to prepare for the final exams, he was also subject to a powerful infatuation with a fellow student, Mileva Marić. Mileva came from Vojvodina, a region of Serbia that had been part of the Habsburg monarchy since the early eighteenth century. Her father, an official in the Hungarian civil service, had provided Mileva with an excellent education, sometimes in schools where she was the only girl in the class. Mileva had come to Switzerland to finish high school, and after she passed her Matura in 1896 she registered as a medical student at Zurich University, one of the few universities that admitted women at that time. But she soon transferred to the physics section of the Polytech, where she hoped to earn the diploma qualifying her to teach mathematics and physics in high schools. It was there that her path crossed Einstein's.




    Mileva Marić and Einstein became friends. She accompanied him on the piano—as Marie Winteler had done—but there the similarity between the two women ended. Contemporaries described Mileva as being small, moody, and silent, and walking with a slight limp. Einstein's friends were surprised that this good-looking, lively young man was so strongly attracted to her, but he evidently saw in her a soul mate with whom he could share his burgeoning ideas about physics. They studied together, shared their frugal student meals, and, as their ample correspondence shows, they declared their love for each other. The only cloud over their blossoming relationship—and it was a dark one—was the vehement opposition of Einstein's parents, once he told them of his intention to marry Mileva.




    Einstein and Mileva's final year at the Polytech was dominated by the looming final examinations in the summer of 1900. Out of the five candidates, four, including Einstein, passed and received their teaching diplomas, but Mileva did not. However the assistantship that would have placed Einstein's foot on the first rung of the academic ladder, and that he had confidently counted on, did not materialize. At the very time when his ideas in physics were maturing in his mind, he was faced with formidable new challenges in his personal life.




    Having failed the examinations, Mileva decided to study at her parents’ home in Novi Sad before taking them again in the following year. Einstein, meanwhile, remained in Zurich to work on a doctoral thesis. Occasionally, he traveled to Pavia and stayed with his parents—enduring violent confrontations with his mother on account of his continuing liaison with Mileva. During the winter, Mileva joined Einstein on a passionate joint holiday, which they spent at Lake Como and its exquisite surroundings.




    Throughout that year, Einstein searched tirelessly, but fruitlessly, for an assistantship at a university, and he became convinced that his singular lack of success must be ascribed to his antagonistic relations with Professor Weber. To earn money, he accepted temporary teaching jobs, while always staying in touch with the latest developments in physics. When Mileva discovered that she was pregnant, Einstein was very supportive and loving in his letters to her, even as he kept her apprised of the progress he was making in his own work. Mileva, meanwhile, was under great stress and failed her diploma examinations at the Polytech a second time. She returned to Novi Sad, where their daughter was born in January 1902. In their letters, Mileva and Einstein referred to the baby as “Lieserl,” short for Elisabeth, yet all that is known of her is that some time later she was given up for adoption.




    Thanks to the voluminous correspondence between Einstein and Mileva, their states of mind during this dramatic and uncertain period of their lives are known in remarkable detail, and interested readers are referred to more exhaustive biographies.3




    PATENT CLERK IN BERN (1902–1908)




    Einstein was working as a tutor in Winterthur, a small city not far from Zurich, when he received the good news that the job at the Federal Patent Office in Bern, a job that his friend Marcel Grossmann had helped to arrange, had come through for him. Einstein quit his tutoring job precipitously and moved to Bern, although he had to wait until June 1902 before his official appointment as Technical Expert Class 3 was confirmed. His yearly salary was now a respectable SF3,000.




    To earn money in the interim, Einstein placed an advertisement in the newspaper that offered private lessons in mathematics and physics, with a trial lesson, gratis. One person who responded to the ad was Maurice Solovine, a student at Bern University with whom Einstein developed an immediate rapport and who became a life-long friend. They were soon joined by Conrad Habicht, also a university student, and these three men formed, mock-seriously, the Olympia Academy, with Einstein as its president. Einstein was in his element. He now had a platform for honing his ideas on physics and was among admiring friends. The Academy, which soon expanded to include three additional members, had a remarkably erudite reading list that included the works by Immanuel Kant and Ernst Mach, besides David Hume's A Treatise of Human Nature, Sophocles's Antigone, Cervantes's Don Quixote, Spinoza's Ethics, and Poincaré's Science and Hypothesis. In his letters to Mileva, Einstein described the stimulating discussions of the Academy and also the carefree outings of these high-spirited young men. Mileva, meanwhile, was recovering from a difficult child birth in Novi Sad and was in sore need of the fervent reassurances that Einstein sent her.




    In the autumn of 1902, Hermann Einstein fell seriously ill with heart disease, and Einstein rushed to his bedside. He was devastated when his father died soon after. Because of his father's repeated business failures there were no savings, and his mother, Pauline, spent the rest of her life as a housekeeper in the homes of others—for the longest time in the home of her sister, Fanny, and her brother-in-law, Rudolf Einstein, the parents of Elsa, Einstein's second wife. Hermann, on his death bed, gave Einstein his permission to marry Mileva, but Pauline never relented in her hostility toward her.




    Einstein was now a salaried Swiss citizen, and early in 1903 he and Mileva were married in the registrar's office in Bern. The ceremony was attended by members of the Olympia Academy, with no Einstein or Marić family members present, and it was followed by a communal meal in a local restaurant. Except for the shadow cast by the Lieserl episode, the newlyweds lived harmoniously together during the next several years, with Mileva often attending the meetings of the Olympia Academy, but without participating in them.
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In my student years, during the Second World War, it was my good fortune to be
4 member of the Mendel family household in Toronto. Bruno and Hertha Mendel,
but particularly Hertha's mother, Toni Mendel, had been close to Einstein in
Berlin, in the years before Hitler. At that time, they, along with Brano and
Hertha's three children, had all lived in Toni Mendel’s copions Wannsee villa,
where Einstein was a frequent visitor. As a result, 1 first “got to bnow” Einstein
through the eyes of the Mendels, and I dedicate this little book to the memory of
these bighearted and cultured friends of long ago,

Toni, Bruno, and Hertha Mendel.

. New York, August 2015.
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