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Author’s Note

This is a work of non-fiction. As such, I have relied on investigative reports, written testimonies, letters, official records, photographs and other archival documents. I was also granted the rare opportunity to go beyond the public record. After winning a court case in Germany, I received a copy of the prosecutor’s files, the first time a journalist has gained access to such documents. And I was privileged to speak to various eyewitnesses, including many who were in their nineties, providing me with details that only those who have experienced an event first-hand can provide.

Ever since the events in this book took place, there have been numerous attempts to get to the bottom of what happened. As new information became available, opinions changed, the history was revised and then revised again. In Italy, there are two words for memory: ricordo and memoria. The first includes the word cor which means ‘heart’, and describes a more emotional, personal and fluid memory; the second comes from the Latin word mens, which means ‘mind’, and is more objective, collective and stable. This book attempts to capture both ricordo and memoria, in an effort to reach for the complete truth.




Part One



CRIME


It was such a night that one knew that human eyes would not witness it and survive.

– Primo Levi1
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1. Il Focardo, 1944

Robert Einstein was hiding in the woods, fifteen miles southeast of Florence, away from his house, away from his family. For two weeks now, he had remained holed up, within sight of his villa but concealed. All he had with him was a blanket and a book that he had quickly grabbed from his library. Some nights, he slept on the ground beneath the cypress, oak and hazelnut trees. Other nights, he found refuge with a local farmer. Afraid his whereabouts might be revealed to the Nazis who were looking for him, he never stayed in one place for more than twenty-four hours.

Two weeks earlier, members of the Hermann Göring Division had knocked loudly on his front door and demanded to see him. Luckily, he had been working in the fields at the time and the German visitors had been sent away. Later, he sat with his wife, Nina, and their two adult daughters, Luce and Cicì, and discussed what to do. Was it safer to stay together or to separate? In the end, they had agreed that it would be best to separate: the women would remain in the villa and he would find somewhere close by and lie low. After all, it was Robert who was the target, and so it must be Robert who must hide. If the Germans came back to the villa, the women would say that he was away. It had worked once already, why not again? As for Nina, Luce and Cicì, they were Christian, this would surely insulate them from any possible violence.1

But ever since he had said goodbye, giving a long hug to his daughters, kissing his wife on the cheek, he had worried that they’d made the wrong decision. Had they considered all the options? Were Nina, Luce and Cicì in fact safe? Being apart made him feel powerless. Powerless to respond to changing circumstances. Powerless to protect his family. More than once, he had considered returning to the villa. At least then they would be together, able to face whatever adversity came their way. But then he remembered the reasons why they had separated in the first place, and so, reluctantly, he stuck with the plan: they would remain apart until conditions changed.

For two weeks, therefore, he had waited in the shadows, paralysed with anxiety, hoping that something would shift. As an engineer, he thought of himself as a man of reason. He did not rely on faith or superstition, nor was he one to pray. He assessed a situation according to the facts, so when he came across someone in the woods – a farmer travelling to one of the local villages, a band of partisans on their way from one action to the next, a black marketeer trading cigarettes, eggs or cheese – he pressed them for the latest news. Mostly, however, he was by himself. And so he listened intently to the noises around him, the boom boom of artillery shells getting closer and closer, the reverberant rumbling of B-24 and other Allied bombers flying more frequently overhead, the rat-tat-tat of machine-gun fire growing louder and more frequent in the hills around. From all this, he concluded that the American and British ground forces would soon arrive in Florence and, with their superior resources, drive the dreaded Germans away from the region, and at last he would be able to reunite with his family. They would be safe.

Occasionally, and best of all, Robert was sometimes able to gather information from a source even more welcome, his dear wife. So it was that, at seven in the morning of 3 August 1944, Robert Einstein was standing at the edge of the wood, listening out for her footsteps. Though this visit was prearranged, they had agreed that it should be cancelled if Nina perceived any cause for concern, so her arrival remained uncertain. The minutes ticked by in relative quiet, too late for night-time aerial bombardments and too early for close-quarters combat. Occasionally, the tense silence was punctured by the cry of an unseen bird or the scuffle of some small mammal scurrying through the undergrowth.

Then Robert heard the crunch of footsteps approaching. Though quiet – whoever was coming was making an effort to keep the noise down – in the dry summer air, the sound echoed dangerously off the rocky path below. He caught some whispered words. Recognizing his wife’s voice, he called out her name, and a few moments later he saw her face; she was carrying a small package, and her forehead was beaded with sweat. Deep into the Tuscan summer, it was already swelteringly hot, but here in the shade it was mercifully cooler. It was also out of view, which is why they had chosen this place to meet.

Careful not to draw attention to themselves, and standing close, they greeted each other in hushed tones. Nina shared the latest news, that the girls were doing fine, that the peach harvest had started on the estate, that according to the previous evening’s report on BBC radio the Allied forces were only twenty miles south of Florence. How long would he have to remain in the woods? Perhaps not too long. From what Nina was saying, the British and American forces were even closer than he had hoped. After four years of war and eleven months of German occupation, it might soon all be over, maybe as early as this week. Perhaps even as soon as tomorrow. It looked like the decision to split the family, with Nina and the girls staying in the villa and Robert hiding in the woods, had paid off.

As she spoke, Robert looked at his wife. Nina was fifty-nine years old,2 with almond-shaped eyes, thin lips and shoulder-length dark hair. She still had her northern Italian accent despite decades of living in Rome and Tuscany. Indeed, Nina had hardly changed since they had first met more than thirty years earlier and their love had only grown with age. As for Robert, though his beard and hair were flecked with white, he felt younger than his sixty years. All those seasons working in the fields alongside the contadini, or farmworkers, had given him vitality and stamina. And, having grown up in Munich, he also had an accent, though he wasn’t sure his Teutonic roots were now a hindrance or a benefit.3

They continued to catch up, careful to avoid certain subjects. Nina didn’t want to know where Robert would be staying that night in case she was questioned. Nor was there a need to discuss the protocols in case of an emergency. They had been over these many times. If Nina came looking for him at a time not previously agreed, then he was to remain hidden. On no account would he reveal himself, even if she appeared desperate.

They were coming to the end of their conversation when they heard a tremendous crashing sound coming from the direction of the villa. It sounded like something massive had been broken. Unsure what it could be, and now anxious, Nina quickly said goodbye to her husband and hurried away. Robert watched as she disappeared down the sandy track.

Nina ran the whole way, holding up her long country dress as she went. It took five minutes to reach the tall wrought-iron gates of their villa – Il Focardo.4

She turned up the cypress-lined drive until, panting and drenched in sweat, she reached the main entrance and immediately saw what had caused the noise. The front doors had been smashed open. It would have taken tremendous force to break these solid timbers. She clambered over the splintered ruins and into the hallway. There she was confronted with the source of the destruction. In front of her stood seven heavily armed German soldiers.5

Nina demanded to know what was going on. She spoke in fluent German, having lived for years in Bavaria with Robert. Ignoring the question, the commander asked for her name, to which she replied she was Nina Einstein.6 He then asked where her husband was,7 and Nina said she did not know. The commander persisted. They had orders to arrest him, he said, and was confident Robert was hiding nearby. It was useless to deny it. Where was he? Nina kept her silence.8

The stand-off was interrupted by the arrival of the rest of the household. First came Nina’s two daughters. Luce, the oldest, was twenty-seven and in her final year of medical school at Florence University. She was tall and slender, with dark, shoulder-length hair like her mother, and also like her mother she liked to wear practical country clothes. Cicì, the youngest, was eighteen years old. She attended the Michelangiolo High School in Florence, one of the best in the city, where she was achieving mostly good grades, excelling in religious studies, Italian and history, but, according to her teachers, needing to improve in mathematics and physics. She was a head shorter than Luce, with blond, curly hair and a dimpled chin; unlike her more serious sister, she tended to wear shorter, fashionable dresses that were cut just above the knees. With them was Alì, the family’s black-and-white sheepdog, who padded around the room, sniffing the black boots and starched uniforms, curious about these strangers with their unfamiliar smells. Moments later, Nina’s younger sister, Seba, walked in, followed by Anna Maria (the eighteen-year-old daughter of Nina’s other sister, Ada) and the twins, Lorenza and Paola (the seventeen-year-old daughters of Nina’s brother Corrado). The hallway was now crowded. The seven Italian women stood near the entrance. Seven German soldiers faced them.9,10

The commander asked Nina again for the whereabouts of Robert Einstein. The German, Nina was able to observe, was in his thirties, had a scrawny face and wore round metal glasses. She did not reply. This had been the agreement. If soldiers came looking, they had decided the best thing was to keep silent.

The commander had another go, his voice now rising. Where was her husband? Where was the cousin of Albert Einstein?




[image: ]
2. Munich, 1884

Robert Einstein was born at 8.30 in the morning on 27 February 1884 at his parents’ home in Munich, Germany. According to his birth certificate, the religion of his mother Ida and that of his father Jakob was ‘Mosaic’1 (Jewish). They lived with Jakob’s brother, Hermann Einstein, and his wife Pauline, along with their two children: two-year-old Maja and four-year-old Albert.

The two families lived together in the same building at Müllerstrasse 3,2 just south of the Old Town. A year after Robert’s birth, they built a two-storey house at Rengerweg 14 (later Adlzreiterstrasse), a quiet street three miles southwest of the city centre. They were the only residents, often cooking for each other and socializing as a single unit. According to one chronicler, the Einsteins were solidly upper middle class.3

By the autumn of 1888, there were four small children in the house, Ida having given birth to a girl, who they called Edith. And while young Albert tended to keep himself to himself – later he would say that he had been ‘inwardly inhibited and alienated’4 – he spent considerable time with his cousin Robert. The families also studied together, Jakob in particular helped Albert with his mathematics.5 There was music in the house: Pauline, who was a fine pianist, taught Robert and Maja the piano, while Albert played Mozart and Beethoven sonatas on the violin. The children played together too. One of their favourite spots was under the magnificent row of tall trees which grew outside the house. In all, Robert and Albert would live in the same property for eleven years. And while Robert was four years younger than Albert, they held a deep affection for each other.6 They were close; some might call them brother-cousins.

Robert’s father and uncle ran an electrical engineering company called ‘J. Einstein & Co.’ which made equipment for the electrification of public spaces. Their factory stood just a few hundred feet from their home on Adlzreiterstrasse. Trained as an engineer, Jakob was responsible for the scientific aspects of the business, while Hermann focused on the commercial side, including employment, marketing and accounting. Their personalities, however, were not necessarily suited to these tasks. Hermann ‘owing to his contemplative nature may have lacked the qualities required of a businessman’,7 Maja later recalled, whereas Jakob was ‘constantly seeking novelty and change and unable to learn from any failure, and was an over-eager and even stubborn optimist’. But for a while, at least, the enterprise thrived. By 1890, the number of employees had risen from twenty to 200. Projects included the electrification of the Munich Oktoberfest on Theresienwiese, the provision of street lights in Schwabing (a suburb outside Munich) and the installation of lighting in numerous cafés, a maze and a shooting gallery. By any measure, the company was a success.

Robert’s parents and uncle and aunt were fairly relaxed when it came to their Judaism. ‘A liberal spirit, undogmatic in matters of religion prevailed within the family,’ Maja wrote. ‘There was no discussion of religious matters or rules.’ That is not to say that the Einsteins rejected their Jewish heritage. On the contrary, they followed many of the religious traditions. When he was a baby, Robert was circumcised; and later, as a young child, he was instructed in the basic tenets of Judaism. Each spring, he would gather with the rest of the family around the table at home to celebrate Seder and recount the story of the Jews’ escape from slavery in Egypt. The family also belonged to the Jewish community association in Munich, which was just a fifteen-minute walk from where they lived. Robert and the others would dress up in their best clothes and attend the most important annual services, including Yom Kippur and Rosh Hashanah.

When Robert was six, his cousin Albert grew intensely interested in Judaism. As a result, Maja remembered, Albert became ‘so zealous in his religious feeling that he strictly adhered to all the details of religious regulations’. Providing one example, Maja said that her brother stopped eating pork. It is probable that he also stopped eating shellfish and encouraged his family to purchase their meat from a kosher butcher. Pauline or Ida would have been unwilling to prepare separate meals, so the entire family now had to follow young Albert’s diet. It wasn’t long, however, before Albert’s growing interest in science put an end to his religious exuberance.8 At this point, much to everyone’s relief, the family’s eating habits returned to normal.

In the spring of 1894, when Robert was ten years old, the family suffered financial calamity. Jakob and Hermann’s business was already overextended, its investments in machinery and salaries considerably exceeding its income, and when the company lost a crucial contract to provide public lighting for Munich’s city centre, matters reached breaking point. In a dramatic move, the brothers decided to close down their company in Munich, liquidate its assets, and start again in the heavily industrialized region of Milan in northern Italy. Robert had to say goodbye to his friends, his teachers, and the city which had always been his home.

There is no record of the emotional impact on Robert of the family’s sudden change in fortunes. Nevertheless, we know from Maja that the move was difficult. She recalled that while they were waiting to be relocated to Italy, she, Robert and the other children watched the family’s land being sold to make way for new tenement buildings. In the process, the cherished trees outside their house were cut down. ‘Until it was time to move,’ Maja remembered, ‘we had to watch the destruction of our favourite memories from our home.’ The collapse of the family business also had a dramatic effect on Robert’s older cousin: Albert’s ‘discomfort spiraled toward depression’,9 reported his biographer Walter Isaacson, ‘perhaps even close to a nervous breakdown’.

Upon arrival in Italy, Robert was enrolled in a local school.10 He found himself in a strange new place, without friends and where the people spoke a foreign language (he didn’t know Italian). The two families once again lived together.11 First in Milan, and then, soon after, in an apartment at Via Foscolo 11 in Pavia, a town twenty miles south of Milan. While the apartment was smaller than their Munich home, they had use of a cloistered courtyard that provided shade in the summertime and a small garden that boasted lemon and sweet gum trees. As for Albert, who was now fifteen years old, his parents decided, much to his chagrin, that it was best if he stayed behind in Germany to continue his studies. When he came home to Pavia for Christmas, Albert made it clear that he would not be returning to Munich. He spent the next ten months living with Robert and the others, during which he prepared his application to the polytechnic in Zurich and wrote his first essay on theoretical physics.

Their lives were just beginning to feel stable when, in 1896, the Einstein brothers’ business took another bad turn. After failing to win a contract to electrify the town of Pavia, their company again went bankrupt. This second financial collapse was perhaps even more painful than the first. Not only was the inheritance of Robert’s aunt Pauline lost in the venture but also significant donations from other relatives. ‘The family,’ Maja later wrote, ‘was left with hardly anything.’ From this point forward, the two brothers split their financial affairs. Hermann set up a business in Milan, while Jakob worked first in Lecce, a small city in southern Italy, and then in Genoa, in the country’s northwest, where he secured a job as an engineer for a large company. As for Robert, he stayed with his uncle, aunt and cousins in Milan for a year, attending the Giuseppe Parini High School, before joining his parents in Genoa. This would be the fourth time Robert had moved in three years; it was also the first time in his life that he would be living away from his cousins.

Things finally settled down in Genoa. The family’s income stabilized, the stress of running a business was behind them and they had all improved their Italian language skills. Indeed, they were increasingly enjoying Italian culture, food and attitudes. Robert, in particular, fell in love with the Italian countryside,12 and whenever he could he spent time in nature. It was around now, after turning thirteen in the spring of 1897, that he probably performed his bar mitzvah at a synagogue in Genoa. Sometime soon after, he decided that, though he belonged to the Jewish culture and cherished its traditions, he did not believe in the existence of God. It did not agree with his rational proclivities. Following the example of his cousin Albert, he was, he concluded, an atheist.

Over the next few years, Hermann tried one enterprise and then another, but none found great success. He died in Milan in 1902 of heart failure, aged fifty-five (Maja blamed his death on years of financial worries).13 Seven years later, Robert’s parents divorced and, three years after that, on 8 September 1912, Jakob also died from a heart attack, aged sixty-two, in Vienna.14 According to the death notice posted in the local newspaper, Robert and Edith were ‘deeply shocked to announce the passing of their dearly loved and unforgettable father’.15

At the time of his father’s death, Robert was twenty-eight years old and had left Genoa. Following in his father’s footsteps, he had studied to become an electrical engineer, and, after graduating, he had moved to Rome.16 It was there that he met Nina Mazzetti. On the surface, they had little in common. While her family went back generations in northern Italy, his roots were German.17 She belonged to the Protestant Waldensian Church while his family were Jewish. Yet they shared numerous interests that brought them together. They both liked to read, adored classical music and enjoyed taking walks in the countryside. They also shared aspirations. They both wanted to live on a farm where they could keep animals and grow their own food, and they both wanted to start a family. They also both knew hardship. When Nina was three, her older sister Lidia died; when she was twelve, her father died, leaving her mother to take care of her and her four siblings; and when she was twenty-one, her younger brother Paolo died. Through these connections, and more, Nina and Robert formed a tight bond.

So it was that, on 15 October 1913, Robert and Nina were married in a civil ceremony in Rome. Not long after the wedding, Robert said he wanted to return to Munich to see if he could resurrect the family engineering business. It was almost twenty years since his father and uncle had been forced to flee the city in humiliation. And so, at the start of 1914, full of the spirit of optimism and resilience, the newly-weds moved to Germany to build a new life for themselves.

Their hopes for calm domesticity were dashed, however, on 1 August, when Germany declared war on Russia. At this point, Robert could have found a way to return to Italy with his young wife. Instead, just seven days after the start of the war, the thirty-year-old Robert Einstein enlisted in the army. His father, Jakob, had served as an engineer in the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71, and now it was his turn to do his duty. Like the majority of assimilated German Jews, Robert considered himself to be German first. It was normal, therefore, for a Jew such as himself to enlist, just as it was for the rest of the population. Indeed, it was mandatory for all German men aged seventeen to forty-five. This did not stop accusations circulating in the media that Jews were cowards and lacked patriotism. Such attacks prompted the military to conduct a count of the number of Jews in its ranks and it was found that over 100,000 Jewish soldiers served in the German Army, roughly the same proportion as the general population.18 This finding, however, was never made public. Robert would have been extremely aware of the antisemitism pervasive in the German Army and would have wanted to keep a low profile. The fact that he was living in a majority Catholic region of Germany is probably why it was recorded on two of his military documents that his religion was Catholic.19

Robert was assigned to the reserves of the Royal Bavarian Light Infantry Regiment and, after a brief period of training in Munich, he was deployed to France.20 There he endured more than twelve months of brutal trench warfare, including the gruelling battle at Verdun. Though he did not suffer a major injury, it is probable that – as has been recorded in the diaries, poems and letters of so many other combatants – the physical and psychological toll was severe.

As for Robert’s cousin Albert, he had been a Swiss citizen since 1901 and had long relinquished his feelings of German patriotism. ‘I’m curious what our cousin Robert will say when we get to see him again,’21 Albert wrote in a letter to his sister Maja. ‘He was not as careful as I was in choosing his fatherland.’

Occasionally, Robert was able to obtain leave from his military duties and returned home to Munich to see Nina, who was living by herself in a boarding house at Martiusstrasse 8. It was during one of these visits, in the summer of 1916, that Nina became pregnant. Nine months later, at 1.30 p.m. on 19 April 1917, Nina gave birth to a baby girl. They called her Luce, meaning ‘light’22 – a moment of hope, maybe, during the dark times of war. On the birth certificate, the mother’s religion was given as Protestant. The father’s was assigned once again as ‘Catholic’.

By late 1917, Robert had risen to the most senior rank of non-commissioned officer, a position known as ‘officer-in-waiting’, and received the Bavarian King Ludwig Cross. The following summer, August 1918, he was injured. Though the nature of his wound went unrecorded, it was significant enough that he had to return to his regiment’s home base in Bad Tölz, thirty miles south of Munich, to convalesce. After he had fully recovered, he was assigned to the 30th Royal Bavarian Light Infantry Regiment and deployed to Arlon in Belgium. This is where he was stationed when the war came to an end in November 1918.

Once Robert was demobilized, he returned to Munich, and he and Nina had a long conversation about their future. Should they stay in Germany and try once again to re-establish an electrical engineering firm with the Einstein name? If so, they would have to deal with the chaos of post-war Germany and face the growing antisemitism that was being stoked by politicians and journalists. Or perhaps they should return to Rome? If they went back, Robert could reach out to old business contacts and Nina could ask her family to help with their very mobile toddler. Rome was also more tolerant of Jews, though this could change at any time. Perhaps more than anything, after four long years in war-torn Germany, Nina was missing home. In the end, they made the decision: they would return to Italy.
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3. Rome, 1921

Like Germany, Italy was reeling following the end of the First World War. In 1915, it had signed a treaty in London in which it agreed to fight alongside the Allies. This treaty guaranteed that after the war’s end Italy would receive several important territories, including parts of South Tyrol, the Istrian peninsula on the Adriatic Sea and the city of Fiume. By the time Austria–Hungary and Italy signed an armistice on 3 November 1918, more than 650,000 Italian men had been killed and a million wounded. This cost was made even harder to bear when Italians learned that they would not be receiving the territories they had been promised after all. The combination of grief, diplomatic betrayal and wounded national pride provoked widespread discontent and anger. The mood was made worse by rampant inflation and job shortages. Workers occupied factories in Milan, Turin and other cities. There was fighting in the streets between rival political gangs. The poet Gabriele D’Annunzio and 200 armed supporters seized the city of Fiume. Talk of revolution was in the air.

This was the context to which Robert and Nina returned when they arrived back in Rome.1 They rented a small apartment away from the city centre and reconnected with old friends.2 Robert started a new engineering business and worked hard to support the family financially. Nina, meanwhile, joined a nearby church and Luce started at a local kindergarten. After more than six years out of the country, it was hard to adjust, but they pushed through.

Then, in the autumn of 1921, their mood picked up when they heard that Maja was also coming back to Italy. She would be with her husband, Paul Winteler, and would be renting a house in Fiesole, just outside Florence. While it was a seven-hour train journey from Rome, it would be possible to see each other more often. Soon after Maja’s arrival there was more good news. Albert would be visiting Florence. In a postcard to Maja, he wrote that he would be ‘travelling incognito’3 with his teenage son Hans Albert. They arrived on 17 October and remained for three days, before heading off to present a lecture in Bologna. It is likely that Robert spent time with his cousin during his stay, after all they had not seen each other since before the war. Six months later, Robert and Nina travelled to Berlin, where they probably saw Albert again.4 And in their letters, Maja and Albert mentioned Robert to other people. They even had a nickname for him: ‘Bubi’,5 meaning little boy. It appeared that the childhood affection between the cousins had continued into adulthood.

Meanwhile, politics in Italy reached boiling point. On 24 October 1922, the head of the National Fascist Party, Benito Mussolini, announced in front of up to 40,000 supporters in Naples that it was time to seize power. The following week, thousands of armed blackshirts headed towards the nation’s capital. This so-called ‘March on Rome’ provoked terror among the ruling class, who feared that the country was close to a civil war, prompting King Vittorio Emanuele III to invite Mussolini to become prime minster and form a new government. Over the next few months and years, Il Duce, as Mussolini liked to be known, consolidated his power by making himself no longer answerable to parliament, so that he could be removed only by the king. And as his control over the levers of government grew, he rolled out a radical agenda, including large-scale infrastructure development, centralization of the education system and an aggressive foreign policy.

Despite the rapid change in the political climate, Maja decided she wanted to remain in Italy for the long term, so she and her husband Paul purchased a house with money borrowed from Albert (she also borrowed from Robert’s sister Edith, though it is not clear if she also used this to purchase the house). Their new home was in Sesto Fiorentino, just to the northwest of Florence, and they called it ‘Samos’ after the Greek island which was the birthplace of the philosopher Pythagoras. This marked the start of the Einstein family’s more permanent connection with Florence.

A few months later, Nina became pregnant and, on 23 February 1926, she gave birth to a second daughter, Anna Maria, who they called Cicì. The family was soon to grow still further. On 26 July 1927, a little over a year after Cicì was born, Nina and Robert received some shocking news from Nina’s brother Corrado. His wife Olga had given birth to identical twins, Lorenza and Paola, before dying soon after from labour-related complications. Over the next few years, Nina and Robert watched as Corrado tried his best to look after his two girls, while holding down his job as an insurance agent.6 Nina helped whenever she could, though she had two daughters of her own. Others also lent a hand, including friends, neighbours and a nurse, but it was clear to Nina that her brother was finding the responsibility overwhelming. Finally, in 1934, after years of sleepless nights and unsatisfactory childcare, Corrado told Nina that he did not think he was providing the parenting his daughters needed. Would she be able to look after the twins7? After discussing it with Robert, Nina agreed to take them in.

The Einsteins now had four girls to raise in their modest Rome apartment: Luce, who was by then almost eighteen; Cicì, who was eight; and Lorenza and Paola, who were seven. It soon grew a little cramped. Fortunately, Robert’s career as an electrical engineer was going well.8 This allowed them to look for a larger home with some land, away from the busy capital. The following year, 1935, they moved to a horse farm near the medieval village of Corciano,9 halfway between Rome and Florence. The house was situated in wooded hills, with stunning views of the valley below. It was a rambling stone farmhouse, with large rooms and plenty of space to work and play without stumbling over each other. It was also just ten miles from Perugia University, where Luce would shortly start her first year of medical studies.10 Robert purchased a car so that he could drive her to classes each day. All in all, it was a big change from life in Rome, but it was a change that everyone in the family welcomed.

Robert in particular enjoyed living out in the countryside. On 22 December 1935, he wrote to a friend providing him with an update. ‘Here life continues as usual,’11 he said. ‘Now we are pressing the olives, which unfortunately were few this year.’ The sowing of the fields was complete and once the weather improved they would start work on repairing the farm tracks. He concluded by wishing his friend a happy Christmas and a prosperous New Year.

As the months progressed, the integration of Paola and Lorenza into the family went better than anyone could have expected. And while there was some tension from the daughters, particularly jealousy from Cicì, who was close to the twins in age, it was clear that the four girls were fond of each other. The twins soon came to see Nina as a second mother. She brushed Paola’s and Lorenza’s hair and cooked their favourite dishes, just as she did with her own daughters. She helped them complete their homework and taught them English and French. She showered them with praise and encouraged them to improve themselves. She believed that girls should receive the same education as boys and hoped that Luce’s example would serve as an inspiration. She also urged them to explore their creative selves, to paint and play music. Soon the twins had taught themselves the accordion, and after dinner they would entertain the others by playing songs in the living room. Most of all, Nina wanted the girls to enjoy the stunning natural surroundings in which they lived. One of their favourite activities was to go out into the fields with Alì the family dog to pick broom and cornflowers. Later, they would arrange vases of pretty wildflowers around the house.

The girls also loved Robert. He made time in his busy schedule to be with them. He invited them to join him as he walked around the estate, inspecting the crops or petting the horses. They accompanied him on thrilling trips to town. And in the evening, when it was dark, they sat at his feet in the living room while Beethoven pulsed excitedly out of the radiogram (a large wood-panelled piece of furniture that included both a radio and a record player). And while they didn’t like it when he lost his temper after they had broken a vase or tracked dirt into the house (for which he made them write out lines), he was good at setting boundaries, which the children found reassuring. ‘To bed, to bed! Everyone in bed!’12 he would shout adamantly at the end of a long evening filled with noise and frolicking, ‘Oh yes, worthwhile fun is short-lived. Now all to bed. Silence!’

The horse farm, however, proved too much for Robert and Nina to manage. There was no one to help take care of the animals and they were expensive to maintain. It also felt a little remote. After a few months, therefore, Robert started looking for a new family home. In the summer of 1937, he found somewhere that might work. It was just fifteen miles southeast of Florence and was called Il Focardo.

[image: Villa Il Focardo in S. Donato in Collina, featuring a distinct tower, sloping roof and a line of windows.]
2. Postcard of Villa Il Focardo, 1924.
It was through his network of acquaintances that Robert first heard that Il Focardo was being put up for sale and, even more interestingly, that its owner was in financial trouble. Enrico Bürgisser had inherited the estate from his eminent father, the great Rodolfo Arnoldo Bürgisser, who had founded one of the largest banks in Tuscany and was known for being discreet, sober and thrifty.13 Which was why Enrico was such an embarrassment. After struggling to study in Pisa and then Freiburg, Enrico had returned to Florence, where he drank heavily, partied hard, purchased expensive cars and engaged in gambling. Facing economic collapse, he felt forced to sell the property.

On a warm summer’s day, Robert drove from Perugia to have a look at Il Focardo. Having parked the car in the narrow cypress-lined gravel driveway, he took some time to survey what was on offer. At the centre of the 250-acre estate was the villa itself, an elegant, beige-stuccoed building, whose windows were framed by handsome green shutters. To one side stood a chapel with its own access to the driveway. Inside the villa, with its high ceilings, plentiful windows and stone floors, the rooms were cool, light and airy. The ground floor had eight rooms, including a large living room (called the ‘Sala Rossa’ because of the red fabric covering its walls), a dining room capable of seating sixteen guests, a kitchen, a laundry and various storerooms. A wide staircase took him upstairs, where he found six bedrooms and a bathroom. The villa would be more than sufficient to accommodate his family.

Going outside, Robert inspected the ten farmhouses which came with the sale, each just a short walk from the villa. These were where the contadini, or farmworkers, lived with their families. Their contribution would be crucial to the successful management of the estate. As with the other nearby farms, the work here was organized along the medieval principle of the mezzadria, or ‘halving’, a form of sharecropping whereby, in return for their labour, the contadini received 50 per cent of the produce, and the rest went to the landowner. In addition, the workers enjoyed free housing and a modest payment at the year’s end. They also kept their own animals, including bees, cows, sheep, chickens and pigs.

Behind the villa, towards the wood-lined hills, Robert came across the peach orchard for which the estate was best known. There was a handful of contadini standing on ladders leaning against the trees. Each had a reed basket in hand and was carefully gathering the yellow and red peaches hanging plump and soft after months of warm sun.14 Other men and women were carrying full crates to a nearby shed to be stored, where the air was thick with a sweet, sticky scent. In a day or so, the ripe peaches would be driven to the market. Below the orchard, the estate extended down the hillside. First, came acres of olive trees, then there were fields of wheat and, beyond that, a small vineyard, its ancient vines running down the slope in neat, parallel lines.

From his time in Perugia, Robert was familiar with how the calendar turned for an estate such as this. In September and October it would be time for the vendemmia, the grape harvest. Then, in the last weeks of October and early November, the olives would have to be picked, just as they were becoming soft and ripe, but before the insects laid their eggs in the black fruit. He knew that for the best results, the crates of olives should be quickly taken to the frantoio, the olive press. Starting in January, manure would have to be spread in the olive groves and vineyards, and then in March, as the peach trees blossomed pink and white, it would be time to prune the olive groves. Finally, in July and August, the wheat would need to be cut, dried and threshed. After that, the cycle would start all over again.

Robert looked out over the view across the Arno valley, a swathe of mustard yellows, russet browns and olive greens, each earthy tone melting into the next, dotted with stone cottages, churches and farm buildings that blended into the landscape. Straight ahead, to the south, was Troghi, the nearest village, with a few shops and a café. To his left, to the east, stood the tiny hamlet of Le Corti and then the town of Rignano sull’Arno, the centre of the local municipality. To his right, to the west, was the neighbouring estate of Torre a Cona; and then, on the other side of the hill, just fifteen miles from the villa, lay the Renaissance jewel of Florence.

The estate was exactly what Robert was looking for. It was close to Florence, which had a top medical university that would allow his daughter Luce to continue her studies (she had completed her first year in Perugia). The city’s schools were well regarded and of high quality, making them suitable for his second daughter Cicì and his two nieces, Lorenza and Paola. They would also be closer to Maja, so they could see each other more frequently.

As an engineer, Robert valued the estate’s efficiency as a working farm. As a romantic, he savoured its architectural beauty and gorgeous setting. And as a businessman, he liked the price. So it was that, on 15 October 1937, Robert signed the contract to purchase Il Focardo for 600,000 lire (equivalent to £515,00015 today), of which 450,000 lire was paid in cash, with the rest taken as a loan with the seller. The estate was theirs.

Soon after moving into Il Focardo, Robert rented an apartment at Corso dei Tintori 21 in Florence, just steps from the basilica of Santa Croce. Situated in a large building owned by one of the city’s most powerful families, the apartment would offer a refuge during the cold winter months when the villa would be challenging to heat. It would also allow Luce to remain in Florence during the week so she could attend her medical studies, and it would afford the family an opportunity to enjoy the city’s cultural riches. As was common for the most affluent Florentine families, the Einsteins now had the use of two residences, one in the country and one in the city. From the very start, however, they considered Il Focardo to be their home.

For Robert, the purchase of Il Focardo was the culmination of fifteen years’ hard work. Since childhood, he had lived in the wake of his twice-bankrupt father’s financial ruin. This had resulted in instability and distress that had long tainted his life. As soon as he had arrived at Il Focardo, Robert felt that he had finally found a place of tranquillity and gentle beauty. A home where his soul could mend and where his wife, daughters and nieces could thrive.

As for the rest of Robert’s extended family, they were scattered across the world. Though his cousin Maja and her husband Paul were nearby in Sesto Fiorentino, just outside Florence, his cousin Albert was living in the USA, while Albert’s eldest son, Hans Albert, was also in the USA, and his youngest son, Eduard, and Robert’s sister Edith were in Switzerland. With Adolf Hitler’s and Benito Mussolini’s growing friendship, it was unlikely that any of the family would be travelling to Italy any time soon.

For now, at least, the villa Il Focardo provided an oasis for Robert, Nina and the girls, away from the politics of hate broiling in Rome and Berlin, and away from the growing drumbeat of war.




[image: ]
4. Il Focardo, 1944

Once again, the commander demanded to know the whereabouts of Nina’s husband. Where was the cousin of Albert Einstein? Once more, Nina and the others refused to reply. Realizing that the women were not going to cooperate, the commander ordered everyone into the cellar. It was safer there, he said, because of the likely Allied air raids. This made some sense, given that in the past few days British and American planes had dropped bombs on nearby villages including Pontassieve, Incisa, Figline Valdarno and Troghi.

The Germans pushed the women through the hallway and into a narrow corridor. They bunched up behind Nina’s sister Seba, who had a bad hip and shuffled along slowly. As they were moved along the passage, the women had time to observe their captors. The soldiers were all in their twenties and thirties. Their uniforms were made of grey-green wool and were noticeably clean, as if they had just been issued. They called the commanding officer with the round metal spectacles ‘captain’. There was also a junior officer, perhaps a lieutenant.

At the end of the corridor, a heavy metal gate was swung open and behind that a door. The women were now guided past the gate, through the door and ordered to descend the flight of steep wooden stairs into the cellar. For Seba in particular, the climb down was slow and painful. Once they were all below, they heard a double clank: first the door being closed and then the metal
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