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Foreword

It is a boon as well as a burden to have the Einstein name all of one’s life. My first encounters with people would probably have been different if I had introduced myself as Evelyn Smith or Evelyn Jones. The expectations that others had of me seemed to be higher because I was “an Einstein.” So, if I did well in school, there was never any special praise, yet the children still thought of me as a teacher’s pet. I was always fearful that people would be angry with me if I did not live up to my name.


My grandfather died when I was fourteen, so naturally all contact ended at that time. I wish I could have known him in my adulthood so that we could have shared experiences, ideas, and speculations. Though he never tried to influence my thoughts, I still feel a great kinship with him in terms of our worldview.


I was born just a few months before the United States entered World War II, at a time when my grandfather was occupied with war and humanitarian concerns at his home in Princeton, New Jersey. I have no recollection of our first meeting, but it must have been during the early 1940s, before the end of the war, when I was just a toddler and we were on a visit from North Carolina. I’ve been told that I went sailing with him on his sailboat Tinnef, and that he was impressed that I loved to sail at my young age, and that I wasn’t afraid of the water. After the war, my family moved to California, and our contacts with Princeton became less frequent. At that time, it was not so easy as it is today to hop onto an airplane for visits to see one’s grandpa for the holidays. And though my grandfather had visited California in the 1930s, he did not leave the East Coast after he moved to Princeton because he was always so busy. So most of what I knew and heard about him came from a distance, but I never thought of him as anything more than my grandfather.


In 1953 I was sent off to Switzerland to boarding school, and I came back home only once until 1958. Because my parents were from Europe, they wanted me to be raised culturally as a European, though I know it must have been hard for my mother to send me away for so long. She was a warm and kind woman who had been devoted to her children, but my father was more distant and was able to remove himself from our lives more easily. Therefore, aside from the sailing episode when I was a toddler, my memories of seeing my grandfather stem from the times we stopped in Princeton on the way to Europe and on the way back.


My grandfather lived on Mercer Street in a two-story white house with a front porch and columns. A staircase led upstairs to his office. Except when he was busy, I felt welcome in his presence because he made me feel very much at ease. Even when I was only five, he never talked down at me or intimidated me. I was astonished, because in my experience with adults, it was best to stay out of their way. Maybe I was a welcome diversion from other things that were going on in his life. He loved wooden toys and puzzles that came apart and could be put back together again—this is how I remember playing with him.


I loved astronomy as a child. I loved looking out the window at night at the enormous, dark clear sky above me. I first became aware of the wonders of the sky when I was in summer camp in the central valley of California and when we spent time in the mountains. And later, in boarding school, the stars seemed especially beautiful in the alps of Switzerland. I hunted for constellations and let my imagination go wild with thoughts of space travel in the outer reaches of the universe. My grandfather knew about my galactic fascinations as a child and gave me a book I still have today called The Stars for Sam. He inscribed it for me with a loving message, appreciating my curiosity about the universe. I maintained my interest in the reaches of outer space throughout my adulthood and even became an ardent Star Trek fan.


My grandfather and I continued to correspond into my teen years until he died. I would tell him about the things that were going on in my life, and he would make comments acknowledging that they were of interest to him. And, like my father before me, I would write and ask him to help me with geometry problems, and he never failed to reply, sometimes telling me I had used a clever approach to solving a problem.


In this collection of letters, therefore, the ones that I appreciate most are those that my grandfather exchanged with the South African girl, Tyfanny, who was spending her high school years in a boarding school and liked to look up at the sky. Tyfanny could easily have been me. Perhaps that’s why my grandfather took the time to correspond with her, because she reminded him of me.


This collection is a fine representation of the esteem that children had for my grandfather, and of his willingness to respond to some of them even though he was busier than most people. He respected children and liked their curiosity and fresh approach to life and therefore did not want to ignore them. It is clear to me, however, that, unlike most of today’s letters from celebrities, his words are his own. I hope the letters will inspire kids to partake again in the declining art of correspondence so that legacies such as these can be left for future generations.


Evelyn Einstein 
January 2002








Preface

In my previous books on Einstein, I published documented sound bites from Einstein’s various writings in an attempt to separate the mythological Einstein from the real human being. A characteristic of myths and folklore is that there is no correct or final version—people embellish and personalize what they hear, and then pass along their own interpretations in the retelling. This has often been done with Einstein’s words, in that people attach his name to words they think will give credibility to their cause or idea but which he more than likely never said. But it is not a myth that Einstein respected and admired children, even though he sometimes may have sounded harsh in chastising them. The letters and a few other documents pertaining to children are presented here in full (except in two cases of excerpts from long letters to his own sons) so that there is no chance of future embellishment or misrepresentation. Readers who want a more complete picture of the “Man of the Century” can consult the supplemental biographical and bibliographical material included at the back of this book.


Letters from and to children are always appealing, especially so when they are written to someone famous. Albert Einstein is known to have loved children, and many of them must have sensed this affection and therefore felt free to write to him over the years. Obviously, he did not have time to answer them all. Yet some of the letters, questions, or the children themselves must have held special appeal to him, and they are the ones who were lucky enough to receive a reply. The simple tone and nature of this correspondence make them an ideal compilation for readers of all ages.


Some of the approximately sixty children’s letters you will read in this little book were written with all the innocence and spelling errors of childhood, while others display a cockiness, an un doubt ing awareness of Einstein’s fame, or some prodding by a parent. Still others were the result of letter-writing projects assigned by schoolteachers to children who appear to have had no real inkling of Einstein’s contributions to the world. Yet, most youngsters were aware that for some reason Einstein was famous and deserved respect. Many of the children had a genuine interest in science and were not shy about going right to the top for the answers to their questions. Such letters are timeless, for surely many children still ask the same questions today: “Do scientists pray?” “Is time the fourth dimension?” “What holds the Sun and planets in space?” “What is time? What is the soul? What are the heavens?” “If nobody is around and a tree falls, is there a sound?” and even “Do you consider yourself a genius?” Unfortunately, the children did not get answers to all of these intriguing questions from the busy man. No doubt many of them returned from their mailboxes disappointed after weeks of waiting for a response.


What is evident in the letters is that the children want Einstein to know who they are, too. They tell us how old they are, where they live, who their siblings are, what subjects are of interest to them, and that, frankly, they are having difficulties in math. Some try to sound grown up or precocious while others write unselfconsciously like the children they still are.


This collection of letters represents children from all over the world—Japan, South Africa, Holland, Germany, England—but mostly they are from American children during the time when Einstein lived in Princeton, New Jersey. The letters from Einstein reprinted here are, as far as I know, the only letters filed away in the Einstein Archive, though it is likely that handwritten letters were sent off in the days before Einstein had a secretary to type them up and file the copies. I have noted which letters were originally written in German, either by Einstein or by the children, and translated them into English. I have also included two letters written by adults on behalf of children or about children.


____________________


I thank Princeton University Press and the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, particularly Adriana Yanai, for giving me permission to publish Einstein’s letters to the children and providing a number of photographs; Robert Schulmann, former director of the Einstein Papers Project, for agreeing to write the essay on Einstein’s education, which should be of interest to teachers and parents; and Evelyn Einstein for recalling anecdotes of Einstein as grandfather. I am grateful to Linda Regan of Prometheus Books for seeing the possibility of a book in these letters and Peggy Deemer for publishing them between two covers with such interest and care. I thank the various archives I contacted, particularly the Leo Baeck Institute and Viola Voss, for giving me permission to use photographs from their collections, and I think Andor Carius, Gillett Griffen, and Todd Yoder for allowing me to use the ones in their personal collections.


Above all, I hope that readers get as much pleasure out of reading this book as I got in putting it together for them.


Princeton, N.J. 
June 2002








A Note to the Children

The letters written to Einstein in this little volume span the years 1928 to 1955, the year of Einstein’s death, and they come from many parts of the country and the world. All the children who wrote these letters are by now in middle age and even in old age, and no doubt some are no longer with us. I would have liked to have been able to write to each and every person to see if he or she would have any objection to my use of the letters in this book. Obviously, after so many years, locating all the writers is an impossible task, though I have made an effort to do so through the Internet. Indeed, I found one serendipitously when a relative contacted me. I have therefore, except in a few cases of previously published letters, used only first names or initials to avoid any feelings of invasion of privacy. If anyone recognizes a letter as his or her own, I would be happy to hear from that person and make a confirmation.

I will donate a portion of my royalties gained from this book to the United Nations International Children’s Educational Fund (UNICEF).








Chronology of Einstein’s Life





	1879
	March 14, Albert Einstein is born in Ulm, Germany.



	1880
	Family moves to Munich.



	1881
	November 18, sister Maja is born.



	1884
	His father gives him a compass, which makes a great impression on him.













	1885
	In the fall, enters the Petersschule, a Catholic primary school. Also receives Jewish religious instruction at home and begins violin lessons.
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