


8 Part I: A Genius Awakens

Einstein’s brain lacked a specific wrinkle that is found on most people’s
brains. The wrinkle is located in the region of the brain that’s related to math-
ematical thinking and visual imagery.

Touring Einstein’s Life

Einstein was apparently better equipped for mathematical and abstract think-
ing than most people, but it’s likely that some other people have had similar
native abilities. The shape of his brain alone doesn’t explain Einstein’s genius.
The environment in which he grew up most certainly played a role.

Recognizing his own gifts

As I explain in Chapter 2, Einstein grew up as a fairly normal boy. He was not
a child prodigy. He was, instead, a gifted and very independent student. He
disliked the strict teaching methods used in the German schools he attended,
which caused some friction with his teachers. His independence became
teenage rebellion during his high school and college years. Several teachers
and professors told him that he wasn’t going to amount to anything.

Einstein knew that he was smarter than most people and, while in college,
became arrogant and cocky. A couple of his high school teachers and at least
one college professor recognized his brilliance. But as has been the case with
all great men and women in history, no one ever predicted what he was going
to become.

In college, Einstein lived the life of a normal European college student of the
late 1800s, hanging out with friends at the local bars. (Some things don’t
change!) He was popular with women, who found him handsome and charm-
ing. He enjoyed being in their company, which caused trouble later in life,
when he was married.

Surviving professional disappointment

“A happy man is too comfortable with the present to think much about the
future,” wrote Einstein in a high school paper for a French class. “If | were
lucky enough to pass my college admission tests,” he continued in very poor
French, “I would attend the Polytechnic Institute to study mathematics and
physics. [ imagine myself becoming a teacher in those branches.”

As I discuss in Chapter 2, when Einstein graduated as a physics major from
the Polytechnic in Zurich, he had changed his mind somewhat. He wanted to
be a university professor. However, one of the professors he clashed with at
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the Polytechnic was able to close all the academic doors for Einstein. So
instead of becoming a professor, he became a clerk in a Swiss patent office.

From this position, alone and isolated from the academic world, Einstein
burst into the world of physics and changed it forever. And he did so mostly
in one year. That year, 1905, became known as his year of miracles (see
Chapter 3).

Becoming famous

The publication of the special theory of relativity, of the famous formula £ =
mc?, and especially of the general theory of relativity made Einstein famous.
(I discuss these revolutionary ideas in detail in Parts IIl and IV of this book.)

Einstein became an icon. When people imagine a scientist, most think of him.
Even the Hollywood portrayals of a scientist often show a middle-aged man,
usually in a lab coat, who has disheveled hair, is unconcerned with his
clothes, and is engrossed in the task at hand.

Does the stereotype reflect its model? Almost. But Einstein never wore a lab
coat. He was a theoretical physicist, which means that he needed only a pen
and paper — and his mind — to do his job.

Fame made Einstein mellow. He was very aware of his status as the greatest
scientist in the world. But he never pulled rank. Most people who knew him
found him to be kind and caring. As a physicist, I would’ve loved to have met
him, but my life didn’t overlap with his. However, | know a few scientists who
were fortunate enough to meet him. The arrogance of his youth was long
gone, and the Einstein they met was a gentle man who made them feel at
ease.

Even people who were his professional equals, like Niels Bohr and Wolfgang
Pauli, were in awe of him. In the late 1940s, Abraham Pais, then a young
physicist at the Institute for Advanced Studies in Princeton, New Jersey
(where Einstein worked after he immigrated to the United States), noticed a
different attitude in both Bohr and Pauli whenever Einstein was around.

Lacking fortune

Einstein’s fame didn’t translate into wealth. He was never much interested in
material things, but he did have a love for both music and sailing.

Even as late as 1922, Einstein couldn’t put together the money to buy a week-
end cottage on the water near Berlin and a sailboat. His salary as a professor
at the University of Berlin wouldn’t stretch enough to pay for these luxuries.
He settled for renting a small house in the country.
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For his 50th birthday, a group of friends bought Einstein a 21-foot mahogany-
fitted boat. But Einstein would enjoy sailing it for only a few years. The threat
of Nazi Germany forced him to leave Europe for the United States in 1933. His
beloved boat was confiscated and sold by the Nazi regime as the property of
an enemy of the state.

Einstein won the Nobel Prize in physics in 1922. The prize brought with it a
considerable amount of money, which he gave to his former wife for the care
of their children.

After Einstein came to the United States, his fortunes improved. His initial
salary at the Institute for Advanced Studies was $16,000 a year, about twice
that of a full professor at the time. (Because other recognized scientists also
made high salaries, a few people commented that the institute was not just
for “advanced study” but for “advanced salaries.”) But Einstein’s lifestyle con-
tinued to be modest. His house at 112 Mercer Street in Princeton was an aver-
age house in a middle class neighborhood.

Playing peaceful politics

Einstein used his fame to speak out on political causes that he felt strongly
about. “My political ideal is democracy. Let every man be respected as an
individual and no man idolized,” he wrote in 1931. “It is an irony of fate that I
myself have been the recipient of excessive admiration . . . through no fault,
and no merit, of my own.”

His two main political concerns were pacifism and the creation of a world
government that would enforce disarmament. He long swore that he would
never support wartime activities. But the rise of Nazi Germany changed his
perspective somewhat, and he became what he called a “militant activist.”

Although Einstein played no direct role in developing the atomic bomb, his
E = mc” equation opened the door to its creation (but didn’t lead directly to
it). And Einstein did encourage the United States government to pursue an
atomic weapon, out of fear that the Nazis might be doing the same. As |
explain in Chapter 17, Einstein sent a letter to President Franklin Delano
Roosevelt in 1939, bringing the threat of a Nazi atomic bomb to his attention.
The letter didn’t lead to the bomb’s development, but nonetheless Einstein
later called it “the greatest mistake” of his life.

Working and playing

Einstein had an uncommon ability to work even in the midst of personal
tragedy. Even as a child, he was somewhat detached from external events.
But he wasn’t aloof or incapable of personal relationships. It’s just that his





















