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Chapter 1. Childhood, Youth and Family (1879–1896)
 
 
Albert Einstein was one of the best-known researchers of the twentieth century. Everyone knows his face, and his theories too, even if often only by name: the ‘special’ and ‘general theory of relativity’ and the almost magically concise formula E = mc².
 
Einstein was already regarded during his lifetime as the very embodiment of scientific genius. When he was awarded the Nobel Prize in Physics at the age of 43, he was already internationally famous for his revolutionary theories, which in the previous twenty years had turned the scientific world completely upside down not once but twice. Einstein laid the foundations of quantum physics, but he also gave the first decisive impulse towards the development of the atomic bomb, something he openly regretted in later years.
 
Einstein’s legacy, however, consists not only in his work in theoretical physics. It also lies in his private and public statements on political and social issues. As a Jewish academic and scientist in Berlin in the 1920s and 1930s, he experienced the Nazi seizure of power at first hand. Only a fortunate coincidence saved him and his wife from the violence of the persecution of the Jews and the Holocaust.
 
Yet however dangerous Einstein’s position in the Weimar Republic may have been, he nevertheless made every effort to stand up for his moral convictions. Freedom and truth were his strongest principles, and his humanist convictions, his belief that human beings can achieve great things only together and in mutual solidarity, made him more than an exceptional scientist. They also made him an exceptional human being.
 
Albert Einstein was born on 14 March 1879 in Ulm. His parents, Pauline and Hermann Einstein, had been married since 1876 and, by all appearances, had a harmonious marriage. Pauline was a music-loving woman with a particular talent for elaborate needlework. Hermann was a good-natured and generous, yet successful businessman. Both parents came from secular Jewish families.
 
A year after Albert’s birth, the young family moved from Ulm in Württemberg to Munich in Bavaria, where Hermann Einstein and his brother Jakob founded an electrical business. ‘J. Einstein & Cie Electrical Works’ became very successful, and the Einsteins supplied spare parts and other electrical equipment to power stations in Bavaria and Italy. Their income enabled the family to enjoy a comfortable and respectable middle-class standard of living, if not a luxurious one.
 
On the whole, Albert grew up in security and happiness. His parents encouraged him to pursue his interests, to test his abilities, and gave him a great deal of freedom. Yet among children of his own age, the boy often withdrew and followed his own path. Albert was a loner who frequently rubbed people up the wrong way, but who for that very reason also developed an unusual degree of independence and self-confidence at an early age. In his sister Maja, who was two years younger, Einstein found an early and close confidante in childhood.
 
Albert began violin lessons at the age of five. The following year, in 1885, he started school. At the Catholic primary school, he was, throughout his entire school career, the only Jewish pupil. His classmates teased him, but Albert was not put off by it. On the contrary, he showed great openness precisely towards the Catholic religious instruction, which he was obliged to attend.
 
Christianity exerted a great attraction on him, just as the Jewish faith did, with which he was to some extent familiar from home. His parents themselves were not observant. They saw themselves as independent and enlightened citizens and were sceptical of religious dogma. They could hardly understand the childish fascination of their son, who found Christianity and Judaism equally attractive, but they did not rebuke him for his views either.
From 1889 to 1894, Albert attended the Luitpold Gymnasium in Munich, which many years later, in 1965, would be named after him. Although he loathed the authoritarian manner of his teachers and condemned the use of the cane and other forms of violent discipline, he did well at school. His marks ranged between ‘very good’ and ‘good’, and he showed particularly strong powers of comprehension in mathematics and the natural sciences.
 
This special talent and the relative ease with which he grasped logical connections soon awakened his curiosity.
 
In his free time, Albert read books on scientific research. At an early age, he had discovered Aaron Bernstein’s ‘Popular Books on Natural Science’, which presented the current state of the natural sciences in simple terms. Bernstein also raised important questions whose answers had not yet been found, or at least not conclusively. Albert was fascinated by the methods and possibilities of science, just as much as by its weaknesses and the gaps that still remained.
 
At the age of just twelve, he taught himself arithmetic and geometry through independent study, and shortly afterwards he began working on differential and integral calculus. He was far ahead of his year group, at least in mathematics.
 
Beyond this, Albert also occupied himself with more fundamental ideas about natural science. Ludwig Büchner’s widely read and, at that time, highly controversial book ‘Force and Matter’ confronted Albert for the first time with the ideas of French materialism and with the concept of an atheistic, materialist understanding of nature that rejected everything that could not be proven and observed.
 
Such an idea of the world and the cosmos astonished Albert, who as a child had felt so deeply drawn to religion. Yet the further he worked his way into the world of current scientific thought, the less compatible he found belief in a God, as understood by Christianity and Judaism, with the laws of nature and the physical principles by which scientists explained the world. Sceptically, and probably somewhat disappointed, he declared his earlier religious views to be childish naivety and devoted himself with growing enthusiasm to the study of the natural sciences.
 
When the Polish medical student Max Talmud was received as a guest in the Einstein family home, new horizons opened up for Albert. The student lent the inquisitive son of his hosts not only advanced books on mathematics, but also philosophical works, including Immanuel Kant’s ‘Critique of Pure Reason’ and Johann Friedrich Herbart’s ‘Writings as an Introduction to Philosophy’. Albert read all of this with great eagerness and regarded it as a major enrichment of his thinking.
 
By this time, Albert was also often able to make himself useful in the family business. He already understood many of the electrotechnical processes and stages of production, in some cases even better than the adults, and he was often able to help his uncle Jakob and his assistant engineers with design problems. Time and again, he astonished his parents with his abilities when, in a very short time, he solved complex problems that had previously driven the engineers to despair.
 
In later years, Einstein described his seemingly inexhaustible curiosity as a constant ‘sense of wonder’, the feeling of being unable to explain an experience or observation through his own knowledge and therefore wanting to learn so much about it that he could eventually explain the new experience logically or answer his theoretical question.
 
This feeling of wonder would accompany him throughout his later research. It was the cornerstone of his interest in physics and mathematics and the driving force that enabled him, as it were, to get his teeth into individual physical problems for decades until he finally achieved a breakthrough. Time and again, he would later explain that the most important thing one must teach children from an early age is the ability to be curious and to marvel at the world anew again and again.
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