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Prologue

                                           

THE ADORATION

It begins with a familiar story, the tale of the magi.

In the summer of 1913, two men came from the (north)east to Zurich, bearing gifts. In their own spheres, the two were kings. One of them, Walther Nernst, a small, round, funny, self-absorbed man, was a brilliant experimental chemist. The other, tall and lean, bespectacled, with a neat mustache and a precise elegance of manner, was Max Planck, inventor of the quantum theory and the most admired physicist in Germany.

They came from Berlin, the kaiser’s capital, a boomtown, the center of the world, if one’s world was theoretical science. Zurich was no backwater, with its universities and its wealth, but Berlin had the talent and the ambition. Yet Planck and Nernst boarded their train and made the journey, bringing tribute, coming as supplicants. They came to adore a thirty-four-year-old man of obscure origins whose work had burst upon the world of physics as a revelation. In 1913 Albert Einstein was barely eight years into his career as a physicist—a generation junior to the reigning giants of his field—yet he was already acknowledged as the first among equals, the dominant theoretical mind of his day. The two Germans went to Zurich; the magi traveled to the manger. They brought both gifts and praise. But this time, they sought something in return: Albert Einstein, in Berlin.

They did not stint on treasure. To snare Einstein, Planck and Nernst offered him election as the youngest member of the Prussian Academy of Sciences, the German Empire’s elite scientific society. They promised him a faculty appointment at the University of Berlin under terms most professors can only dream of: no teaching obligations whatsoever, with the right to lecture as he pleased. They completed their homage with the gift of the directorship of his own physics institute, to be built soon under the umbrella of the Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes. And all this came with a specially funded salary of twelve thousand deutsche marks, the maximum payable to a Prussian professor.1

It was, on its face, an absurdly generous proposition—a position specifically tailored for Einstein, intended for him alone, offered him by two of the men he most admired. The subtext was clear: this was the promised land, a place not only of praise but of freedom, both intellectual and financial. Above all Planck and Nernst held out the lure of entry into the charmed circle, the community of the best and brightest that lay in wait in Berlin. Should he go? How could he not? And yet—not so fast. Dazzled but not blinded, Einstein told the two Germans they would have to wait. He needed a little more time, a night to sleep on it. Planck and Nernst acquiesced and left their quarry still uncaught.

In Switzerland on a summer night in 1913, two men, modern magi, waited upon the pleasure of the young prince. Planck and Nernst emerged from their night in limbo and then killed a few more hours on a sightseeing expedition by train. Einstein had promised to greet them on their return, holding a flower. If it were white, he was turning them down. If red, he would come to Berlin.2

Midday in Zurich. The city flows around each side of the long lake. The bridges span the river, flowing through the heart of town near the railway station. Einstein’s university stands just up the hill to the north of the main station, a grand, vaguely classical building. A little funicular tram runs from its plaza down to the tangled intersection at the center of town. At the turn of classes, students and professors jam in for the two-minute ride into town. A train pulls in beneath the vault of the station. Two men in early middle age step out of a carriage. They look anxiously down the length of the train for a younger man. A photograph from that time shows him—dark, curly, close-cropped hair, deep-set eyes, cleft chin, a dark soft suit, arms crossed. The camera missed the edge of humor, but caught the confidence. The jokester appears on the platform. The older men look to his hands. They see the flower. It is red.

—

ALBERT EINSTEIN CELEBRATED his thirty-fifth birthday on March 14, 1914. The day passed without fanfare—there are no cards or letters in the record conveying either congratulations or thanks. He left Zurich one week later, detouring on the way to Berlin through Leyden and Haarlem in the Netherlands for physics talk with some of his favorite colleagues. He traveled alone. His wife, Mileva Maric, and his two young sons, Hans Albert and Eduard, had left before him on a vacation that he chose to avoid. He arrived in Berlin at the beginning of April.

Albert Einstein in Berlin! For all the inducements laid before him, there was still something absurd about the idea. Einstein, after all, had renounced his German citizenship two decades earlier, preferring statelessness to the prospect of mandatory service in the German army. From the other side, Planck and Nernst had, in essence, bought him to be an ornament for the kaiser’s capital. As Einstein himself put it, the two men looked at him “as if I were a prize hen or a rare postage stamp.”3 Neither side ever made the mistake of seeing this as a love match. Each sought something from the other, and the story of that bargain, how it was kept and then broken illuminates one of the great mysteries of the twentieth century. The mystery is this: what happened to mutate the ostentatiously civilized imperial metropolis that Einstein entered in 1914 into the city perched on the edge of the abyss that he left for good at the end of 1932, just three weeks before Adolf Hitler became chancellor of Germany? It is no coincidence that Einstein’s time in there tracks that transformation so precisely. Rather, his experience in Berlin can be seen as measure of the place. It was almost as if he were a kind of human Geiger counter tracing Berlin’s state and fate at any moment for those eighteen crucial years—until that moment came when it was simply no longer possible for Einstein to survive there.

In 1913, of course, he did not have even a ghost of suspicion that events would turn out as disastrously as they did. In fact, for most of his time in Berlin, the man and his adopted home seemed to be compatible. Einstein would write as late as 1931 that Germany and the Prussian Academy “have granted me enviable living and working conditions during the best years of my life.”4 Still, he was essentially unsurprised by Germany’s collapse into barbarism—and it was at least in part his fear of the German geist, its spirit, that made him hesitate that one last night in the face of Planck and Nernst’s temptations. Moreover, after the decision to go but before the move, he betrayed real fear at the specter of what he called “Berlinerization,” by which he seems to have meant some combination of bourgeois affectation and an excessive reverence for authority, adding “God save and preserve me” from such a fate.5 Yet while he readily accepted that danger in exchange for the promise of time, colleagues and cash, the entire exchange still begs a question. What was in it for Berlin? If this was a bargain entered into freely by two sides, what did the leaders of German science expect to get when they emptied their vaults for one man, that wandering Jew, Albert Einstein?

—

THERE IS NO DOUBT that whatever Einstein represented to those who sought him out, they wanted him very badly indeed. Planck and Nernst’s mission carried with it an incredible array of official glory. The offer to Einstein involved the imperial government, which would appoint him to his governmental position as a professor at Berlin; Germany’s leading capitalists, whose money would support both Einstein’s salary and the Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes; and the German scientific elite, who would anoint him one of their own by approving his membership in the Prussian Academy. The meticulous organization of the effort to capture Einstein, the offer too good to refuse, the persistence displayed by the two scientists in Zurich, all testify to the extraordinary weight that the powers-that-were in Berlin placed on his presence. All that for a single scientist contemplating such abstruse mysteries as the weight of light and the bend of time. But why?

Einstein understood at least one of the reasons. His self-description as a prize hen acknowledged that he was a trophy to be collected, testament to the taste and glory of the collector. Trophies offer validation, gratification, a seal of victory, of competition conquered. It takes ambition to seek such prizes, and a certain kind of insecurity to require them. Berlin in 1913 was a city marked by enormous ambition and a deep, persistent ambivalence about itself.

The ambivalence had its roots in a fundamental line of tension. Berlin’s competition to be what the Germans call a Weltstadt—a world-city—came from the other, far more established great capitals of Europe: Paris, Vienna, London. Just as the young German Empire, born only in 1871, entered the Great Power competition at a perceived disadvantage to the older, more practiced British, French, Austrians and Russians, so Berlin had to battle to gain the prestige, respect, even deference that its rulers believed were due.

Exactly what official or elite Germany really wanted to achieve is still not entirely clear. Colonies, respect, wealth, a smashing victory of any kind over the disdained French (defeated so swiftly in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870) or the even more loathed British with their giant empire—all those weighed in. Culturally, unquestioning veneration of German civilization served as a minor national religion, consolation for perceived slights: Germany may have been an infant nation politically, less than fifty years old in 1914, but German culture could claim Bach and Beethoven, Dürer, Kant and Hegel. And in the realm of science, Germany brooked no rivals. With the heritage of such giants as Newton’s rival Leibniz, and such nineteenth-century heroes as Bunsen and Kirchhoff, Helmholtz and Roentgen and many others, German researchers in the early twentieth century saw themselves as the leaders in an intellectual and technological transformation without precedent—all to the greater glory of a Germany struggling for recognition on the international stage. “We Germans are the most industrious, the most earnest, the best-educated race in Europe,” one German intellectual proclaimed to an American journalist in 1914. “Russia stands for reaction, England for selfishness and perfidy, France for decadence, Germany for progress.”6 While that was special pleading to a neutral at the outbreak of war, the belief it expressed was broadly shared and married to the deep desire to see Germany’s glory acknowledged by the world at large.

With progress defined as the goal, the need to exalt German science took on a driven urgency. For an ambitious young nation, science was prime cultural territory to conquer. Support for scientific research served to absolve a multitude of other sins—bombast and vulgarity among them—as when, in 1908, the kaiser gave an ill-judged interview to the London Daily Telegraph. Wilhelm told the paper that he himself had prevented Russia from attacking Britain during the Boer War, and that he had provided the plans with which the British Empire finally triumphed. In fact the kaiser had given veiled comfort to the Boer cause, and had had no influence at all on the British campaign. Missteps and outright, provable falsehoods like these annoyed the other powers involved and so embarrassed him at home that Wilhelm cast about for a way to rebuild his prestige. Adolf Harnack, an entrepreneurial theologian who had his ear, seized the moment to press his plan for new, independent research facilities, places where German scientists could defend what many perceived to be threats to Germany’s preeminence in basic research. Each discovery, said Harnack, would shine a light on the benevolent prince who created them. The kaiser seized on the initiative, and gave his blessing to the Kaiser Wilhelm Institutes in Dahlem, a suburb of Berlin. Fund-raising started in 1910, and by October, 10 million marks had been pledged—4 million more than the minimum necessary.

This was German civilization in action. For the kaiser, patronage for scientific research showed him to be progressive, the leader of a modern state. For wealthy Germans, contributions demonstrated both loyalty to their emperor and a willingness to participate in the nurturing of “the best-educated race in Europe.” Rich Jews in particular contributed heavily, sometimes seizing the chance to press complaints of official anti-Semitism. The Rothschilds, for example, gave 300,000 marks, while objecting to government failures to promote Jewish scholars to full professorships.7

Not all of the upper classes were so moved. The old Prussian aristocracy gave much less. They felt no need to curry court favor, nor were they looking for a path, such as scientific discovery, that would help any upstart group or class establish its position in society. (To make matters worse, the weight of Jewish money itself made the project suspect in some eyes. Science was already being seen as potentially too Semitic, not necessarily the thing a true German could love.)8 But ample money did come in and the kaiser could claim the credit. Here in Europe’s newest great capital, the sober pursuit of knowledge could be made to flourish, both for its own sake and for the good of the state. All that was needed to complete the picture were the individuals who could secure and amplify Germany’s scientific dominance.

Hence Einstein. Berlin may have been the world’s most notable scientific center—Nernst and Planck were there, of course, and Einstein’s friend, Fritz Haber, one of the great chemists of the twentieth century, along with Heinrich Rubens and Emil Warburg and dozens of others. But something more was required, something that could propel the image of Berlin beyond such worthy epithets as “best educated,” or “most industrious.” To his suitors, Einstein could actually secure Germany’s intellectual status both in fact and in the eyes of the world. In a letter to the Prussian Ministry of Education, Planck and his colleagues had written that Einstein had “a worldwide reputation at a young age”; that his relativity theory was “fundamental”; that his conception of time was “revolutionary,” an idea that, in its mathematical form, “gives the whole system of physics a new unified character.” Einstein was unique: “Among the great problems in which modern physics is so rich, there is hardly one to which Einstein has not brought some outstanding contribution.” All true, but not the bottom line. “The interests of the Academy really require that the opportunity that now presents itself to obtain such an extraordinary person be taken advantage of as fully as possible…the entire world of physics will consider Einstein’s joining the Berlin Academy of Sciences as an especially valuable gain for the Academy.”9 (Italics added.)

The ministry agreed, requiring only that the Academy make certain that Einstein would accept before extending its formal invitation. In due course, it dispatched Planck and Nernst to Zurich with their unprecedented offer. That prize pullet Einstein clearly understood what lay behind that offer. Hence the bargain. He would accept the necessity of living in Berlin, capital of a nation he had already abandoned once, in exchange for the freedom to think and to associate with the best of those who thought along with him. Berlin would welcome, even lionize, a man of many defects—a savant spouting incomprehensible ideas, of suspect religious background and dubious reverence for the state—the better to see itself and be seen as the center of civilized Europe. Both sides found the price acceptable.





Chapter One

                                           

“SUSPICION AGAINST EVERY KIND OF AUTHORITY”

The Berlin suburb of Dahlem remains a pretty place, quiet, dominated by its university and the science institutes renamed after the disasters of two World Wars in honor of Max Planck. In 1914 it was less than an hour by train on a good day from the heart of Berlin, and its houses were large and comfortable, ideal for a professor and his family. On his arrival, Einstein moved into an apartment in one such house, a flat that his wife, Mileva, had chosen on a visit the previous winter. She and their two sons, aged twelve and four, joined him in mid-April, two weeks later. That household was to survive less than four months.

Marriages end. People once consumed with love grow older, more distant. In this, Einstein and Mileva made a relentlessly ordinary couple. They married; they separated; eventually (despite Einstein’s promise to the contrary) they divorced. At first glance, only the speed of the collapse surprises. In Zurich, the Einsteins had seemed to be a functioning family. In Berlin, within weeks, Einstein refused to remain in the same building as his wife. It was no coincidence that the break coincided with the move. A transition that had first appeared as a simple career boost became, or he used it, as the chance to forge a much deeper breach with his past. He had married Mileva at the tail end of a tumultuous adolescence. Moving to Berlin at the near edge of midlife, Einstein found that he could—or would—no longer tolerate the consequences of that choice. Arrival in Berlin was not merely a beginning; it marked the dismal end of a drama in which Einstein had once been the hero.

—

ALBERT EINSTEIN WAS BORN in the south German city of Ulm in 1879, the first child of Hermann and Pauline Einstein. Hermann came from Buchau, a small town in Württemberg, one of the petty Germany states. He was one of what were known as the “meadow Jews,” from long-established communities scattered through the small towns and farm villages of south Germany. There had been Einsteins, originally Ainsteins, in Buchau since 1665, but by the time of Hermann’s birth in 1847, small-town routines had begun to crumble. The emancipation of Germany’s Jews had begun in the wake of Napoleonic reforms, though it took until 1862 for the kingdom of Württemberg to grant its Jewish subjects full civil rights. For Hermann, the first step was to attend secondary school in a big city—Stuttgart. He did well there, showing a marked mathematical bent, but his family was large and his two sisters needed dowries, so university was out of the question. Faced with the need to make a living, he abandoned Buchau, this time for the old cathedral city of Ulm, where he sold feathers for mattress stuffing. There, in 1876, he married a young woman—a teenager—named Pauline Koch. They remained in Ulm until 1881, when the young family moved to Munich.

Hermann had married up. The Koch family had been small-town merchants, but they made their move sooner and more aggressively than had the Einsteins. Pauline’s father and uncle had entered the wholesale grain trade in the 1850s, building a business near Stuttgart that ultimately became a government supplier. The Kochs educated their daughters. Pauline was thus relatively rich, raised to city customs, sophisticated and smart; eleven years younger than her husband, she nonetheless was the sparking center of her household. She became pregnant in 1878, and almost from the moment that Albert emerged, she fixed on him all the ambition a bright, ambitious young mother could bring to bear.

Einstein inspired some worry early on: his grandmother complained that baby Albert was “fat, much too fat,” and he was slow to speak. Family legend had it that he remained silent until his third year, when he finally came out with complete sentences. His first recorded utterance came when he was two. Pauline was pregnant with her second child and Einstein was promised a toy when mother and baby came home from the hospital. On seeing his sister, Maja, for the first time, he is supposed to have asked “But where are its wheels?” He could be a willful child, prone to tantrums that could extend to the point of real violence. He struck out at his sister, once trying to drive a hole in her skull with a toy hoe, and he valiantly resisted the first imposition of formal education, finally striking his tutor with a chair. The woman fled in horror, never to be seen at the Einstein house again. But Albert was Pauline’s prize, and she would persuade, flatter, labor as necessary to nurture him. Maja remembered her mother sitting for hours at the piano coaxing, cajoling and ultimately compelling the cantankerous six- and seven-year-old Albert through his violin practice, until finally the boy discovered his genuine love of the instrument. Behavior like this did not go over well at school. At the start, Maja recalled, he was “considered only moderately talented, because he needed time to mull things over, and he wasn’t even good at arithmetic, in the sense of being quick and accurate.”1 Unfortunately, in Einstein’s first encounter with modern German methods of instruction, his teacher held his pupils’ attention by rapping the knuckles of any child who did not answer fast or precisely enough to please him. Einstein suffered.

But not too much. Despite Maja’s claim, Einstein was always capable of fine performance, to his mother’s immense satisfaction. In his first year of elementary school, when he was seven, she wrote to a relative that “Albert got his grades yesterday. He was ranked first again.”2 The myths that Einstein did poorly at school or that he failed mathematics are only that—myths. With a few exceptions, his marks ranged from good to excellent from primary school into university—and that included creditable work in fields far removed from those he truly cared for. He performed acceptably in the required Greek and Latin lessons at gymnasium, and at university he followed his father’s wishes that he gain at least a sliver of useful knowledge by taking—and passing—business classes like Banking and the Stock Exchange and the Mathematical Foundations of Statistics and Personal Insurance. There is no evidence that he ever made any significant use of what he learned in those courses, but the image of Einstein on Wall Street has its charms.

But while Pauline could boast of his ability there was always cause for concern. Even as a small child, Einstein could not hide his contempt for whatever seemed to him arbitrary, coercive or simply stupid in school. For example, Bavaria required all students to take religious instruction, so despite his parents’ lack of interest in Judaism, the nine-and-a-half-year-old dutifully began to study with a more pious relative.3 Almost immediately, he found himself entranced by Jewish tradition, a devotion that lasted about two years. He refused to eat pork, composed religious songs to sing on his way to school, and pondered the biblical stories of creation and miracles. But when he turned eleven he received as a gift Aaron Bernstein’s series of popular science books—brightly illustrated introductions to the big ideas of the day. The shock was enormous and immediate. More than half a century later, Einstein recalled that he read the Bernstein series “with breathless attention,”4 and that “through the reading of popular scientific books I soon reached the conviction that much in the stories of the Bible could not be true. The consequence was a positively fanatic orgy of freethinking, coupled with the impression that youth is intentionally being deceived by the state through lies.”5

Einstein went on to write that this loss of faith was “crushing,” and that “suspicion against every kind of authority grew out of this experience, a skeptical attitude towards the convictions which were alive in any specific social environment—an attitude which has never again left me…”6 The immediate consequence of this revelation came in secondary school, where he found himself virtually at war with the faculty at Munich’s prestigious Luitpold Gymnasium. As he remembered it decades later, the school had been a maelstrom of arrogance and stupidity, its acts of intellectual violence directed at his independence of mind and will, committed not only by the school but by the state of which it was an arm.

One almost pities his teachers. As Maja recalled, one of his instructors lost patience one day and snapped that nothing would ever become of him. When Einstein complained that he had done nothing wrong, the teacher replied that it was impossible to lead a class with him in the room because his attitude lacked the required respect.7 He hated being treated like this. “The style of teaching in most subjects was repugnant to him,” Maja wrote, adding that “the military tone of the school, the systematic training in the worship of authority that was supposed to accustom pupils at an early age to military discipline was also particularly unpleasant for the boy.”8

The crisis came in 1894, when his parents, uncle and sister moved first to Milan, then to Pavia, in northern Italy, so that Hermann Einstein and his brother could establish a new business there. Einstein remained behind with distant relatives to complete his schooling at the gymnasium. He fought yet again with one of his instructors, and using the incident as a pretext, he persuaded his family doctor to write a note saying he was suffering from an unspecified nervous ailment that prevented him from attending school. He left Munich, made his way to Italy, arrived at his parents’ house without warning, and announced his decision to them: he was going to renounce his German citizenship. Statelessness was preferable to allegiance to a Germany he already disdained.

There was a little more to the story, of course. Einstein had a very practical motive for escape. If he remained in Munich past his sixteenth birthday he was subject to conscription into the imperial army. Should he fail to appear when summoned, the law would consider him a deserter. It is hard now to even imagine him as a soldier. As the historian Fritz Stern put it, “The image of Einstein in a field-gray uniform does boggle the mind”9—and pity the poor sergeant who would have had to try to turn the young Einstein into any sort of trooper. But the issue was more than just a simple desire to avoid military service. When Einstein became a Swiss citizen in 1901 (after Zurich’s municipal police had concluded that he was “a very eager, industrious and extremely solid man”),10 he did so knowing that the privileges of citizenship brought with them the obligation to enter the Swiss army. As required, he presented himself to the military medical examiners on March 13, 1901, but they found that he had varicose veins and flat and sweaty feet and concluded that he was unfit for duty.11 There is no suggestion that he minded the snub. At this moment in his life he did not hate all uniforms, just the kaiser’s.

Einstein did take minimal precautions before abandoning Munich. He used the doctor’s note that declared he was unfit to attend classes to get his formal release from gymnasium, thus avoiding the stigma of school failure. When he reached his parents’ new home in Pavia, he promised them he would study on his own for the entrance examination to Zurich’s Polytechnic, which was not only a leading technical university but happily did not require candidates who passed the requisite examinations to have completed secondary school. Even so, Maja wrote, his parents were “alarmed by his high-handed behavior,” and apparently tried to nudge him back on course; but he “adamantly declared that he would not return to Munich” under any circumstances. Of necessity, Pauline and Hermann “resigned themselves to the new situation with grave misgivings.”12

Einstein delivered. Maja reported that he worked systematically through the necessary textbooks, though she did admit that “his work habits were rather odd: even in a large, quite noisy group, he would withdraw to the sofa, take pen and paper in hand, set the inkstand precariously on the armrest, and lose himself so completely in a problem that the buzz of voices stimulated rather than disturbed him.”13 The work was not only play for him, it was devotion, almost prayer. The religious metaphor is his. He dated the discovery of his vocation back to a gift he received when he was twelve: “A wonder…a little book dealing with Euclidean plane geometry.” It was revelation: “Here were assertions,” he was to write, “as, for example, that the intersection of the three altitudes of a triangle in one point, which—though by no means evident—could nevertheless be proved with such certainty that any doubt appeared to be out of the question. This lucidity certainly made an indescribable impression on me.”14

That book was a German version of Euclid, given to Einstein by Max Talmud, a medical student who was a friend of the family and tutored Albert on the side. Responding to the boy’s hunger, Talmud followed with more advanced texts, which he also devoured, until, before long, the teacher could no longer keep up with his student.

The examination for the Polytechnic came in October 1895, ten months after Einstein had left Munich. As he had expected—and promised his parents—he did well on the math and physics tests. But his humanities papers were another matter, and Einstein admitted that although his examiners were perfectly kind to him, “that they failed me seemed…entirely just.”15 Chastened just enough, Einstein enrolled at the cantonal secondary school at Aarau, a small town near Zurich, with the promise that after graduation, he would be guaranteed a place at the Polytechnic.

Aarau gave him an academic experience unlike anything he had yet encountered. He lodged with Jost Winteler, the classics teacher at the cantonal school, and the Winteler family became a surrogate for his own. Winteler was liberal in his politics and contemptuous of what both he and his lodger saw as the German love of guns and bluster. In the evenings, the Wintelers would sit around the supper table, reading to one another and debating, and Einstein was welcomed into the circle and expected to speak his mind. The Aarau school was similarly progressive, with a new laboratory facility that could have been purpose-built as Einstein’s playground. Even his musical talent drew praise. The contrast with the Luitpold Gymnasium could not have been more stark. Aarau became “an oasis of civilization within that European oasis, Switzerland.”16

Einstein responded exuberantly to the change in circumstances, and delivered on his side of the bargain. Final exams came in September 1896, and he ranked first in his class. Again, the math and natural science tests posed no difficulties, but a hint of what his year in Aarau meant for him came in his French examination. His thoroughly mediocre grade of 3 out of a possible 6 was entirely deserved, given his cavalier approach to the language’s grammar and syntax. But he titled his essay “My Plans for the Future” (Mes Projets d’Avenir), and brief as it is, only three paragraphs, it conveys confidence, ambition, and a ready sense of irony: “…young people especially like to contemplate bold projects,” he wrote, and “it is natural for a serious young man to envision his desired goals with the greatest possible precision.” Since no one could be more serious than he, he detailed his prospects. Assuming he passed his exams, he expected to study mathematics and physics at the Zurich Polytechnic, with his objective a teaching job focused on “the theoretical part of these sciences.” What drove him to this plan? “Most of all, my individual inclination for abstract and mathematical thinking”—though he also acknowledged that his “lack of imagination and practical sense” might have something to do with his choices. He saved the most telling statement for last. He would become a theoretician and a teacher because, in the end, he was “much attracted by a certain independence offered by the scientific profession.”17

This is the first time—or the first that survives—that Einstein committed his basic credo to paper. The essential catechism never changed. He delighted in thinking and he treasured autonomy, ranking them above all else. He said so here, aged seventeen. He would say the same until his death.

—

THE YEAR IN AARAU HAD OFFERED HIM a glimpse of an intellectual utopia. His next stage, at the Polytechnic in Zurich, was supposed to grant him the keys to the kingdom. He enrolled in October 1896, joining what was primarily an engineering school and enrolling in Section VI A, which covered the fundamental sciences: mathematics, physics and astronomy. The class entering with Einstein included just ten others.

At first, university life seemed perfectly congenial. The curriculum was flexible; Einstein could complete his core requirements in just three terms, leaving more than half his time free to pursue whatever interested him. He confessed to some errors in his choices: “I had excellent teachers,” he was to write later, “for example [Adolf] Hurwitz and [Hermann] Minkowski, so that I really could have gotten a sound mathematical education.” Instead, he haunted the physical laboratory, “fascinated by the direct contact with experience.” The choice had its costs: “It was not clear to me as a student that the approach to a more profound knowledge of the basic principles of physics is tied up with the most intricate mathematical methods.”18 He would pay for his error into his Berlin years, as he scrambled to grasp the mathematical ideas he needed to complete his greatest single achievement, the general theory of relativity.

At the time, however, Einstein was incorrigible, and he let his mathematics slide. He responded more readily to the physics curriculum, praising one instructor for his clarity in the introductory course, while writing that Heinrich Friedrich Weber’s mastery of thermodynamics was so good that “I am looking forward from one of his lectures to the next.”19 Such passion paid off. In his second-year examinations, he scored a 5.7 out of a possible 6, again the top in his class. But he soon fell off that pinnacle. He later admitted that the Polytechnic made him “suffer much less under such coercion…than is the case in many another locality,”20 for which, read “any German university.” Still, by his third year he was cutting classes regularly, reading physics texts on his own. He failed a laboratory class, received an official reprimand for sloth, and angered Weber, his department head, who in frustration burst out, “You are a smart boy, Einstein, a very smart boy. But you have one fault. You do not let yourself be told anything.”21

Einstein ignored Weber. He followed his own lead almost until the end, taking advantage of “a friend…who attended the lectures regularly and who worked over their content conscientiously.” With these notes in hand, Einstein gained “freedom in the choice of pursuits until a few months before the examination, a freedom which I enjoyed to a great extent and have gladly taken into the bargain the bad conscience connected with it as by far the lesser evil.”22 He got away with this, but only just. He slumped badly from his midcourse triumph, falling to last among the four students who passed their final examination in 1900.

He could point to distractions beyond physics to explain his performance—and one above all: the lone woman in his class, Mileva Maric, a Serb whose family lived in Novi Sad, a village in what was then the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Einstein had arrived at the Polytechnic as something of a lady’s man. He had the looks for the role; he was a gorgeous youth, and even into his forties a family friend would write that “he had the kind of male beauty that, especially at the beginning of the century, caused such havoc.”23 One anecdote has him passing an open window while he was still living in Munich. He saw a young woman practicing the piano. He ran home, according to this perhaps apocryphal story, seized his violin, and ran back to accompany her with brio. He had left behind at least one girlfriend when he fled Munich for Pavia, and in Aarau he had fallen in love with his landlord’s daughter, Marie Winteler.

His letters to Marie betrayed a deadly gift for romance. A note from her “made me endlessly happy.” His mother laughed at him because “I am no longer attracted to the girls who were supposed to have enchanted me so much in the past.” He dropped Marie, though, and very soon: in his first year at the Polytechnic, passing on the news through her mother in a letter that maintained the high gloss of romance. “I cannot come to visit you,” he told Pauline Winteler. “It would be more unworthy of me to buy a few days of bliss at the cost of new pain…to the dear child.” He sorrowed too, he confessed. “I myself have to taste some of the pain that I brought upon the dear girl through my thoughtlessness and ignorance of her delicate nature.”24 Some pain, perhaps—but not much and not for long. In his classmate Mileva, he had someone close at hand to ease any remaining suffering.

He was eighteen then and she was four years older. Some connection existed between them early in their time at the Polytechnic, but the relationship developed real substance in their third and fourth years—the same time that Einstein’s academic performance began to slip. In the summer of 1899 he wrote her a remarkable letter, at once callow, the words of an excessively young man, and in some sense desperate, as if grappling with a loss he feels but cannot prevent. “It is interesting how gradually life changes us in the very subtleties of our soul,” he told her, “so that even the closest of family ties dwindle into habitual friendship. Deep inside we no longer understand one another and are incapable of empathizing with the other, or knowing what emotion moves the other.”25 This was a love letter.

But Einstein could also be much more ardent, and in the early years he told Mileva often how much he longed for her. As late as 1899, he was still corresponding with at least two other women in language that kept his options wide open, but by 1900, as the end of the Polytechnic curriculum approached, he zeroed in on his “Dollie.” His letters overflowed with his unique blend of soft words and physics. In the summer of 1900, they were forced to separate, geographically at least. He had graduated on time from the Polytechnic but Mileva had failed her finals. He had returned to his family in Italy while seeking a job, while she was forced home to present-day Serbia to prepare for a second attempt. On August 1 he wrote, “I just realized that I haven’t been able to kiss you for an entire month, and I long for you so terribly much”—and “I long terribly for a letter from my beloved witch…only now do I see how madly in love with you I am!” adding with equal verve, “I’ve been studying a good deal, mainly Kirchhoff’s notorious investigations of the motion of the rigid body. I can’t stop marveling at this great work.”26 A week later it was “Have courage, little witch! I can hardly wait to be able to hug you and squeeze you and live with you again….”27 and then again, “Oh how happy I’ll be to hold you close to my heart again!”28

There were discordant notes. Einstein’s mother was adamantly opposed to the relationship, and he let Mileva know in excruciating detail just how much his parents hated her. In one extraordinarily blunt letter he told her that his mother had “shifted to a desperate attack. ‘You are ruining your future’…‘No decent family will have her. If she gets pregnant you’ll really be in a mess.’ ” He told Mileva with pride how he had scolded his mother for even suggesting the two of them might forget themselves so—but he also wrote that his mother was confident that “ways and means might be found” to break the pair up. That was a challenge, and he seems to have enjoyed taunting his parents. One short poem he sent to Mileva read, “To my folks all this/Does seem a stupid thing,/But they never say a single word/For fear of Albert’s sting.”29

The relationship changed decisively in the spring of 1901 when the two finally saw each other again at the northern Italian resort of Lake Como. There Pauline Einstein’s nightmare came true: Mileva became pregnant. The two did not marry. Einstein took on a series of short-term teaching and tutoring jobs in Switzerland and Mileva ultimately went home to her parents in Novi Sad to have the baby. His initial reactions to the news of the birth were those of any young father. “Is she healthy, and does she cry properly?” he asked. “What are her eyes like? Which one of us does she more resemble? Who is giving her milk? Is she hungry? She must be completely bald. I love her so much and don’t even know her yet!”30 Still, despite these claims of affection, the baby, named Liesl and immediately nicknamed Lieserl (little Liesl), swiftly disappeared from Einstein’s correspondence. He never saw her. In the autumn of 1903, Einstein asked about Lieserl’s bout with scarlet fever in a letter to Mileva—but that is the last time the baby appears in any of his writings. It seems almost certain that she died young either of that illness or within a few years of some other childhood disease.31 Lieserl was gone, and by all the evidence that has survived, he never expressed any feeling about the loss.

No record remains of Mileva’s feelings either, not about her pregnancy, her daughter, or her absent lover. While pregnant, she failed her university exams a second time, ending her chances of completing her degree and starting a career of her own. For Einstein, the Lieserl episode left his relationship with her formally unchanged. As far as he was concerned, they were still engaged, and they would actually marry when he finally landed a job. But that was proving to be a formidable hurdle. He had been unemployed since graduation—and with the passage of time, his prospects seemed to grow only worse. He had expected to get a research assistant post, either at the Polytechnic itself or at any other physics-literate university. But rejection followed rejection from every professor who bothered to respond to his flood of letters and postcards, until, as he told Mileva, “soon I will have honored all physicists from the North Sea to the southern tip of Italy with my offer.”32 He blamed the Polytechnic’s Weber, suspecting him of secret character assassination. He grew so bitter that when his former professor died in 1912, the nicest thing he could say was that “Weber’s death is a good thing for the ETH”33—the name the university had been changed to.

He may have been right about Weber’s role in his plight; his academic decline in his last years there certainly left Weber with little reason to help him. But as Einstein came to grasp that he might actually be barred from an academic career altogether, he and his family grew more desperate. In a gesture that would probably have horrified Albert had he known, Hermann Einstein injected himself into the struggle in the spring of 1901, after his son had been jobless for almost a year. He wrote a letter to Wilhelm Ostwald, Leipzig’s professor of physical chemistry, that reveals both genuine paternal pride and sorrow at his inability to help him. “Please forgive a father who is so bold as to turn to you, esteemed Herr Professor, in the interests of his son….All those in a position to judge the matter can assure you that he is extraordinarily studious and diligent and clings with great love to his science….He is oppressed by the thought that he is a burden on us, people of modest means.” Hermann asked Ostwald to write his son some words of encouragement, “so that he might recover his joy in living and working,” and added that if Ostwald could help Albert find a job, “my gratitude would know no bounds.”34

The request was polite, humble, modest in its hopes, and ineffective. Ostwald did not reply. Einstein never seems to have learned of his father’s action. Rather, he simply gave up, forgoing for the time being any hope of reentering the Academy. Instead, he tried to get a job as a secondary school teacher. All he was able to find were short-term substitute positions, and he was finally reduced to tutoring two students in mathematics. He applied for a job with an insurance company—and was rejected. In the end, he abandoned any hope he may have had about remaining even on the periphery of science and turned instead to a classmate from the Polytechnic. Marcel Grossmann used family connections to line up Einstein’s famous job at the Swiss Patent Office in Bern. Einstein would later collaborate with Grossmann on some of the most important work of his career, but it was this early gesture that he valued above all. Decades later he wrote to his widow that “without Grossmann’s help I would not actually have died, but I would have suffered a spiritual death.”35

—

EINSTEIN LEARNED OF THE PATENT OFFICE post in March or April of 1901. The deadly waiting continued, however; the job was not advertised until December, and it was not until June 1902 that he finally began work as a patent examiner, third class. He moved to Bern by himself early in February. Even with a job in hand, one more obstacle to marriage remained, one that may have surprised the patient Mileva. Einstein could not bring himself to marry without some kind of assent from his parents, acquiescence if not approval. In October 1902, he learned that his father had fallen dangerously ill. He rushed to Italy, arriving just before the end. The two men spoke. Hermann had been quieter than his wife about his son’s choice in lovers, but he too had never approved of Mileva. At the last, however, he gave in and consented to the match. Then he asked his family to let him be and turned toward the wall. Albert left the room. On the tenth of October, Einstein’s father died, alone.

The sense of rejection was palpable, overwhelming. Einstein, according to his longtime secretary, Helen Dukas, “never recalled [his father’s death] without feelings of guilt.”36 He left Italy, returned to Switzerland, and married Mileva Maric in a civil ceremony on January 6, 1903. After the wedding, Einstein had to wake up his landlord to let them in. He had forgotten his key.

That was a bad omen and an accurate one. After all that had passed, the ardent lover of the early letters had already retreated. Just a year earlier he had promised Mileva the moon and stars, his entire devotion: “When you are my dear little wife, we’ll work hard on science together so as not to become old philistines—right?…Everyone but you seems alien to me, as if held back by an invisible wall.”37 But now, with the reality of marriage and a life together at hand, Einstein had his doubts. His friend and biographer, Abraham Pais, reports that near the end of his life, Einstein told him that he had entered into that marriage with his fingers crossed behind his back, never telling Mileva of his reservations.38

She sensed the change from the beginning. She had received the same training he had, attended the same university, but she seems, at best, to have served him as a sounding board, an audience who listened while she did her chores. There was nothing left of the notion that the two of them might work, publish and rise together, as had Pierre and Marie Curie. Einstein did pursue serious scientific investigation almost as soon as he settled in to his job, working on his own research at night, on the weekends, and even in slow times at the patent office. He produced four papers from 1902 to 1904, none of them remarkable but all competent enough to be published in the professional literature. But Mileva played no role in the work. Instead, Einstein sought out the conversation of men, especially two aspiring young physicists, Maurice Solovine and Conrad Habicht, who with him comprised a trio he dubbed the “Olympia Academy,” and seeing much of his Polytechnic classmate and now patent office colleague, Michele Besso. Mileva took care of the house, of her husband, and then of their son, Hans Albert, who was born in 1904.

From Mileva’s perspective, her situation grew worse in the year after Hans Albert’s birth. Nothing in Einstein’s prior work hinted at the outpouring of discovery that came in 1905, still called his annus mirabilis—his miracle year. Apparently completely out of the blue, he made one of the founding discoveries of quantum physics, the study of the fundamental constituents of matter and energy; he used statistical mechanics to establish the reality and sizes of atoms and molecules; he produced an account of Brownian motion, a mystery more than a century old; and finally, he created the special theory of relativity—all this in a span of just six months. (Einstein’s major ideas from this period are discussed in detail below.)

With the possible exception of Isaac Newton in the plague summer of 1666, no one had ever produced such an explosive burst of new ideas; certainly no one has since. There were, of course, ten years of work that went into the creation of an overnight success; Einstein had thought about what became special relativity a decade before, while the issue of the quantum began to press in on him in 1901. Still, he dated his sudden awareness of the solution for relativity to April 1905. Six weeks later, the work was done. The paper was complete, ready for publication.39 He thanked just one person, Michele Besso, who “stood by me in my work on this problem,” adding, “I am indebted to him for many a valuable suggestion….”40 He acknowledged no debt to Mileva.

Some writers have argued that Einstein did worse than snub her, actually stealing the credit for what was truly a combined effort.41 He did mention such joint work in early letters, once writing of “our work on relative motion.”42 But there is no record that she significantly contributed to the ideas or the final form that made up the special theory, and the circumstantial evidence strongly suggests that she did not. She herself never claimed to have done so, before or after her break with Einstein. That was beside the point. The real issue was that she wanted genuine involvement in her husband’s professional life, and she did not get it.

—

EINSTEIN, THOUGH, began to enjoy the rewards of his accomplishment almost immediately. The most important early notice came in the form of a letter from none other than Max Planck, even then a great man. Planck asked for clarification of some of the subtleties of relativity—and Einstein rejoiced. From that moment Planck inspired affection bordering on love precisely because that first letter treated the very young man as a colleague.43

Other tributes arrived in due course. The Einstein biographer Albrecht Fölsing has traced the widening circle of notice and acceptance—and contrary to Einstein’s perception of neglect, enthusiastic responses came strikingly swiftly. The first published notice of the new theory appeared in November 1905 in the proceedings of the Prussian Academy, a bare two months after the September publication of his paper—essentially instantly, allowing for the time lag imposed by journal publication cycles. Those who wrote directly to him about the work make up an all-star list of the great names in German physics. Fölsing’s research turned up exchanges with Philipp Lenard, then merely a Nobel Prize–winning experimenter and not the anti-Semitic Nazi collaborator he would become. Lenard may have anticipated Planck (the date of Planck’s first letter is unknown) when he sent a reprint of one of his own papers to a delighted Einstein. The legendary Wilhelm Roentgen, of X-ray fame, wrote to the patent clerk to ask him for a relativity reprint. Paul Drude, a physicist whose work Einstein had read and praised at the Polytechnic, cited the paper in two influential books in 1906, this despite an earlier incident in which Einstein, then completely unknown, had written to Drude to correct what he saw as an error in a paper—only to be infuriated by the brush-off he received. The list goes on, with correspondence and reprints flowing from and to everyone, from senior men like Arnold Sommerfeld in Munich to graduate students like Max Born, then in Breslau.44 And it was only a matter of months before Germany’s physicists sent out emissaries to meet the prodigy face-to-face. The first to arrive was Max von Laue, Planck’s assistant, dispatched by the great man himself. Legend has it that Laue asked a neatly dressed young man to lead him to the author of relativity theory. The young man, of course, was Einstein, then just twenty-six years old. Much later, Einstein told a friend that Laue was the first real physicist he had ever seen. The friend thought, “Didn’t you ever look in a mirror?”

These were the colossi of the German scientific elite; everyone named above had either already received or would win a Nobel Prize for physics. They were the leading powers in German academic science, heads of institutes and departments. The discoveries they made defined the cutting edge of physical knowledge. Most significant, these men offered Einstein a glimpse of an undiscovered country, a Germany wholly unlike the state he had disdained a decade before. Theirs was no parade-ground empire peopled by the pedants and petty autocrats of his Munich school days. Rather, Einstein found himself engaged with a German-speaking, Germany-based elite of talent, one that seemed completely comfortable welcoming a total outsider, an amateur of science, a Jew, a mere patent clerk. The real German Empire was no more attractive to him than it had been ten years before, but this was, it appeared, an alternate Germany, a community of intellect independent of that or any other state. The seduction of a willing Albert Einstein had begun.

Einstein’s scientific career in the years immediately following the triumphs of 1905 reinforced his vision of and passion for this borderless commonwealth. He remained at the patent office for a surprisingly long time. The reason had less to do with lack of academic opportunity—though the rigidity of the central European university system did mean that substantive offers were slow to come—and much more with the simplest of reasons. The Swiss government paid its patent examiners better than Swiss universities did their junior faculty. His break came in 1908, when the University of Zurich sought to fill a newly created position in theoretical physics. Money remained the problem. Its initial offer came in almost 25 percent less than his patent office salary, but Einstein held out and forced the university to match the 4,500-franc total. With that last detail in place, in the spring of 1909 he finally quit the Swiss civil service, and became a full-time member of the professoriat—or, as he wrote to his friend and fellow physicist Johann Jakob Laub, “So now I too am an official member of the guild of whores.”45

Einstein’s rise did not give much pleasure to his wife. As he began to travel in ever more elevated circles, Mileva found herself left farther and farther behind. The move to Zurich pleased her—she loved the city and would ultimately live there until her death—but she bitterly resented the growing distance success put between her and her husband. “With such fame,” Mileva wrote that same year, “not much time remains for his wife.” She blamed a rival: “I am so starved for love…that I almost believe wicked science is guilty.”46

Almost certainly, Einstein would have agreed. He suggested as much in his frequent declarations of love for science as a refuge from “the merely personal.”47 But at the same time, in a warning of worse to come, Mileva faced more tangible rivals. Einstein’s old habit of juggling more than one flirtation continued. He seems to have settled down in the first years of his marriage, but by no later than 1909 he had started to rove. He entered into a correspondence with an old girlfriend, Anna Meyer-Schmid, by then herself married. Mileva discovered the exchange, exploded with jealousy, and wrote to the woman’s husband, to whom Einstein then had to write a humiliating letter of apology.48

Nothing more seems to have come of that dalliance. Einstein was very slow to forgive Mileva for what he saw as unwarranted intrusion into his private affairs, but the birth of their second son, Eduard, in 1910, helped to ease the tension for a while. Then came a professional move. In 1911, the German University in Prague was able to extract him from Zurich—and temptation—with the offer of a full professorship and more money.

It was in Prague that Einstein truly broke through to the first rank of world science. A Belgian businessman named Ernest Solvay funded the first of a series of invitation-only meetings devoted to the most pressing problems in the physical sciences. Just twenty-three men and one woman were invited to Brussels. The attendees included such stars as Marie Curie; Britain’s Ernest Rutherford, the pioneer of atomic physics; Planck; Hendrik Lorentz, one of Einstein’s most important predecessors in the development of what became relativity; France’s Henri Poincaré, another key figure from relativity’s prehistory; and many more. At thirty-two, Einstein was the youngest there. Even so, he was already recognized as first among equals, asked to deliver the concluding lecture. He reveled in the attention. His twenty-year friendship with Curie began then, and his affection for Holland’s Lorentz would deepen to the point of filial love. Immediately after the congress, Einstein called Lorentz “a living work of art,” and at his funeral in 1928, Einstein spoke with longing of a man whom “everyone followed gladly…for they felt that he never set out to dominate, but only to be of use.”49

Einstein in Belgium in the autumn of 1911 experienced in the flesh the ideal he had first begun to recognize in the reception given to special relativity. For a few days in the fall of 1911, Brussels’s Grand Hotel Metropole became home to his dreamed-of stateless nation, a community led by grace and talent, an international village that overlay the real world of brick and stone, of cities and borders. But once again, his triumph fostered Mileva’s sorrow. In one of the saddest exchanges in their entire correspondence, written in the context of the Solvay Conference, Mileva told Einstein that “I would have loved only too much to have listened a little and to have seen all those fine people….It has been an eternity since we have seen each other. Will you still recognize me?”50 Einstein’s response was to thank her for a ham he discovered in the hamper she had packed for him on his journey, and to reassure her that “the apples also did an extraordinary amount of good.”51

Two people talking straight past each other. Mileva wanted a companion and grew bitterly jealous of anyone or anything that kept her husband from her. Einstein sought comfort, and freedom from distraction. Demands from within his home were unacceptable. Every attempt that Mileva made to force her husband to pay attention to her heightened his sense of the fetter, of trespass into his time, thoughts and actions. He withdrew. She pushed herself forward, more and more plaintively. He recoiled.

—

THE END GAME IN THEIR MARRIAGE coincided with the final sequence of moves that would culminate in Berlin. Prague hung on to him for just sixteen months. Then Zurich struck back, luring Einstein home to Switzerland in July 1912 with an offer that contained within it an element of truly sweet revenge. Twelve years after he had been deemed unqualified as a research assistant there, he returned to his former university, the ETH, as full professor of physics—a position that became available on the death of his old nemesis, Weber. And there matters stood until the next temptation came, in the persons of Planck and Nernst and the looming, awesome presence of Berlin behind them.

Zurich should have been able to hold him. It was the leading city in the country he loved best. Einstein never gave up his Swiss citizenship, even after becoming a U.S. national in 1940. Every day, walking the halls of the ETH where those who had scolded him once ruled was a satisfying reminder of how far he had come. He had colleagues he valued, including his former classmate Marcel Grossmann, the most important collaborator on the work that would become his crowning triumph, the general theory of relativity. He had enough money, a comfortable home, companions with whom to play his violin, familiar hills on which to walk—truly all his worldly desires. He had already demonstrated that he could make himself at home almost anywhere, so another move remained a possibility. But clearly, it needed an extraordinary lure to budge him, one that almost of necessity would have to be a ridiculous offer, far and away the best deal any European thinker could hope for.

That is, of course, what Einstein got in the promised package of Academy membership, directorship of a new physics institute, a generous salary and a professorship without teaching responsibilities. But at the same time there was another temptation, one that Mileva had both anticipated and feared since the Meyer-Schmid fiasco. He had traveled to Berlin in the spring of 1912 to see his mother, who had moved there after Hermann Einstein’s death. During this visit he renewed contact with another relative, Elsa Einstein Löwenthal. Elsa, then thirty-six, three years his senior, divorced with two daughters, was both first and second cousin to Einstein—the daughter of his mother’s sister and of his father’s first cousin. They had known each other since childhood, had played together at the Einstein home in Munich, and had even attended their first opera together.52 Einstein remembered her as a lively, witty girl, but they had dropped out of touch during his Swiss years. That brief encounter just after Easter, however, rapidly escalated beyond familial affection.

An exchange of letters followed, at first perhaps merely too warm, then positively scalding. “I must love somebody…and this somebody is you,”53 he wrote Elsa in that same year, before retreating and breaking off the affair. But his restraint lasted less than a year, and his letters resumed where they left off: “I now have someone…I can live for,” he wrote in late 1913, adding that “both of us will have each other, something we were missing so badly, and give each other equilibrium and a happy view of the world.”54 Einstein’s attitude toward his wife shifted from distant toleration to stunning brutality. He dismissed her as “an unfriendly humorless creature who…undermines others’ joy of living through her mere presence,” adding that she “gets nothing out of life” and is “the most sour of sourpusses.”55 He told Elsa not to worry that Mileva was going to join him in Berlin. She did not count, he reassured his cousin, and his marriage was no more than a convenient fiction: “I treat my wife as an employee I cannot fire.”56

The final phase of the breakup turned truly ugly. The family briefly lived together in Berlin, moving into the apartment in Dahlem that Mileva had found for them. But for her, the situation proved to be even worse than she had imagined. The reality of life with an almost wholly hostile husband was intolerable. She was famous within her family for her capacity for catastrophic sorrow. From the beginning, in the happiest days, Einstein referred to “our dark souls,”57 a hint at the bleakness of mood to which Mileva, at least, was prone. In that same early period, she described her capacity for despair. Hearing news that threatened their relationship, she told Einstein, “robs me of all desire, not only for having a good time but for life itself…” and that “it seems that I cannot have anything…without punishment.”58 For her, the life she was asked to lead in Berlin was the ultimate sanction, a disaster, doom.

So, only three months after arriving in Berlin, she and the boys left. While waiting for Michele Besso to come from Zurich to escort them back there to live, they lodged with Fritz Haber and Clara Immerwahr, both distinguished chemists who had been Mileva’s hosts on her earlier house-hunting expedition. Haber served as a kind of liaison between the sundering couple, shepherding the last, futile attempts at reconciliation. Einstein wrote out the terms under which he would continue the marriage in a sad and bitter document. He told Mileva that she would have to give up on a personal relationship with him, unless outside circumstances demand they keep up appearances. She must promise to keep his study neat, launder his clothes, and provide him with three meals a day in his room. They would not travel together. And, Einstein wrote, she must commit herself explicitly to three points: She is “neither to expect intimacy from me nor reproach me in any way.” She “must desist immediately from speaking” to him at his command. She must leave his office or bedroom “immediately, without protest, if I so request.”59

At the last moment, Mileva told Einstein through Haber that she would accept even these terms. He wrote back, saying in effect that he did not believe her. He repeated that what he proposed was a “business relationship, in which the personal aspects must be reduced to a tiny remnant.” He would behave properly toward her, just as he would toward any stranger. But that was all, take it or leave it. “If it is impossible for you to continue living together on this basis, I shall resign myself to the necessity of a separation.”60 A final meeting on July 29 went badly. That day she left with their two sons.

Einstein accompanied Besso and his departing family to the train station, and Haber came along too. Even then, Mileva hoped for a miracle. Hans Albert later said that she took the break very hard, and that the whole family suffered most during the first months back in Zurich.61 They lived a vagabond existence, renting rooms in a lodging house while Mileva waited to see if the marriage could somehow be revived. It could not—and from the beginning of their separation Einstein was clear on where he stood. “I don’t expect to ask you for a divorce,” he wrote her, “but only desire that you stay in Switzerland with the children.”62 He wrote to Elsa that they had parted bitterly, and that “she sees my conduct as a crime against her and the children.” In a letter to Elsa he said that he had “sobbed like a little boy” on their departure,63 but his sorrow did not last out the day. In a second letter that night he told her, “My good fortune is slowly beginning to dawn on me….Surely the pain of separation from my children will ease soon, and I’ll be so content that I shall want to envy myself.”64

Elsa herself quickly felt the sting of this newfound complacency. He had won his heart’s desire: a life clear of domestic entanglements, of too close a connection to either his family or his mistress. When his wife and sons boarded their train, he returned not
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