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The physicists of the 1920s and 30s were the witch-doctors of their age, the brilliant keepers of a new kind of sorcery, that of the atom. And their high priest was Einstein.

– From: The Nuclear Age by Scott Sollers (W.M. Lawry & Co., London, 2010)

The model secretary should put as much care into her appearance as into her typing. For ultimately her job is to make her boss look good: to perform all the dull chores so that her boss is free to apply his mind to those matters of business that all know are more suited to the masculine brain.

– From: Modern Secretary (pamphlet, published circa 1939)

Life is like riding a bicycle. To keep your balance, you must keep moving.

– Albert Einstein



1948



Princeton Public Cemetery

January 20, 1948

The great Einstein is the first person to arrive at my funeral, despite his age, ill health and the biting cold of the New Jersey day.

It is truly an odd thing to watch your own burial.

To see who comes. To see how many come. To see what they say about you.

Mine is a dismal affair.

Only four people turn up.

New Jersey in the winter is a hard place, but on the day of my funeral it is doubly so: the sky is grey, snow falls, the frozen soil crunches underfoot.

I tell myself that perhaps the weather is responsible for the low turnout.

Or maybe this is just how it is for spies. The whole point of my secret life was not having anybody know what I did, even when it was dangerous, horrifying and, a few times, historic.

More than anything, seeing your own funeral makes you think.

Makes you remember.



Seeing Einstein totter through the gates, leaning heavily on his cane, brings back memories of him as a younger man: so vibrant, so animated, so energetic of mind and body. No-one—no-one—had more enthusiasm than Einstein: for physics, for discovery, for life, for the sheer pursuit of joy.

He was 68 on the day of my burial.

He would be dead in a few years.

At his side, as ever, gripping his elbow, helping him along, was his loyal primary secretary, Helen Dukas.

Since 1928—just after I had worked for Einstein the second time—she had been his diary-keeper, housekeeper and gatekeeper.

It was in this final capacity—gatekeeper—that she truly excelled.

Unlike me, Helen was as firm as iron. She was as stern as Einstein was affable, as organised as he was shambolic. She could decline an invitation from a king without even blinking and she did that on numerous occasions.

Protecting Einstein wasn’t her mission. Protecting his time was. This made her, without doubt, one of the finest secretaries in history.

Mrs Katherine Graham-Coulson would have approved. (Rule Number 1: ‘Your job is to help your boss to do his job!’)

As I stare at this scene, I find myself remembering my life.

It appears in my mind’s eye in splinters, flashing stretches of time from over four decades.

Stretches that found me in the presence of the truest of geniuses like Einstein, Curie and Bohr, false geniuses like Speer and Heisenberg, and the greatest of monsters like Heydrich, Bormann and even Hitler himself.



Or the times I raced teams of Nazis to secure documents regarding the new science of the atom. Or when I faced off against the Soviet Union’s deadliest assassin–spy.

Curiously, it is the smells I recall the most, the scents of my life.

My mother’s prized perfume, the only thing of value she ever owned.

Human shit in a Russian torture room.

Einstein’s aftershave, mainly because he used it so rarely. (‘It is only for special occasions!’ he’d bark happily. ‘Like meeting heads of state and my mother-in-law.’)

The scents of New York in the 1920s: the burnt electric cables of the subway; cigar smoke in the speakeasies; Brylcreem in the hair of gangsters like Baby Face Mancino; dead bodies in a fish warehouse; and the smell of the cement shoes worn by one fellow who couldn’t pay his debts to Baby Face.

The fresh ink of a Model No. 5 Underwood typewriter.

Cherry blossoms announcing spring in Berlin.

The smell of exploding bombs in Berlin.

The reek of panic in Berlin as the Russian Army swept into the city searching for Germans to rape or kill or eat.

The dread stink of the ovens at Auschwitz.

You cannot forget the odour of burnt human flesh.

Fanny arrives with her loyal husband Raymond by her side, right on time. (Rule Number 3: ‘Always be on time!’)

She joins Einstein at the graveside and they shake hands familiarly.

How Fanny has changed. She’s so confident now, so self-possessed. I’m very pleased to see this.



With only those four in attendance—Einstein, Helen Dukas, Fanny and Raymond—it really is a desultory affair.

What a poor showing, I think.

Einstein looks around, shrugs, and there in the falling snow, begins the eulogy.

‘I first met Hanna Fischer in Berlin when she was a little girl,’ he says. ‘She was a sweet thing and she showed signs of her brilliance at a very early age. We were next-door neighbours and I was friends with her father …’

Not a bad start, Albert.

Having known me since I was a child and intermittently through my adulthood, he knew much about me.

But not everything.

He can’t tell the whole story.

For instance, he can’t recount what I went through in Germany both before and during the war. Nor can he tell of the three interrogations I endured, one in America, one in Nazi Germany and one while in the custody of the Russians.

And as I watch Einstein—the incredible scientist, my one-time boss, and the kindest soul I have ever known—speaking at my pathetically small funeral, I find myself remembering those interrogations, as somehow, they give form to the splinters of memory in my mind.



FIRST INTERROGATION

NEW JERSEY, U.S.A.

1933



Few are aware that the Nazis put a price on Einstein’s head.

On three occasions, Nazi agents tried to assassinate him. The first occurred near Princeton in 1933 during one of Einstein’s visits to the United States …

– From: Einstein by Thomas McMahon

Ewing Township County Jail

Trenton, New Jersey

February 12, 1933, 3:05 a.m.

The two American cops guarding me looked at me in total confusion.

It was hard to know what they made of me: a skinny 31-year-old German woman in a sundress, with blood on her forehead and her hands tightly cuffed.

‘Please,’ I said. ‘If you’ll just call Mr Einstein, Mr Albert Einstein, he’ll explain everything.’

‘You think we’re stupid, lady?’ the fatter of the two policemen said. ‘If you know Albert Einstein, then I’m having dinner tonight with Franklin Roosevelt.’

I didn’t know what to do.

In all the commotion at Princeton, Einstein had been whisked away by Agent Kessler’s people from the Treasury Department and I didn’t have the first clue where they had taken him.

I had been brought here, to a cold grey holding cell in the local county jail … with the two assassins.



At that very moment, the two would-be killers of Einstein were in the cell next to mine, separated from me by a dozen iron bars.

If officials from the German embassy—Nazi appointees—got here before the Treasury people did, the two National Socialist killers would vanish into the night, jump a ship to Europe, and never be seen again.

‘All right,’ I said. ‘Call Special Agent Daniel Kessler—Dan Kessler—of the Department of the Treasury. He will tell you everything.’

The two cops stared blankly at me.

‘Don’t you worry, honey,’ one of them said. ‘We’ve called someone all right. You’ll meet some nice federal agents before this is all over, you damned Kraut assassin.’

I sighed and turned away.

I could see how it looked.

Even though I’d lived in America for years, I still had a German inflection to my speech and here I was with two real German spies who had tried to kill Albert Einstein during a visit to Princeton University.

And I had no way to prove my innocence.

Thirty minutes later, a man in a U.S. Army uniform and claiming to be from Army Intelligence came to my cell and proceeded to interrogate me on and off in a windowless back room for the next day-and-a-half.

As he did, two armed Army troopers guarded the door.

He said his name was Major Gil Willis and he asked me about everything.

My recent life in America. My youth in Germany before that.



When I implored him to call Einstein—which I did many times—he just said he’d get to that when the time was right.

And then, after thirty-six hours of answering his questions, shouts from the outer reception area made my interrogator spin and—

Bang!

—the door swung open and in rushed Einstein, followed by Special Agent Kessler.

‘Where is she—?’ Einstein called before he saw me and rushed to my side, sweeping me up in his arms in a huge hug of relief.

‘Oh, Hanna, my dear, are you all right?’ He touched the cut on my forehead. ‘Are you hurt?’

‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘It’s just a scratch.’

My interrogator sat there, speechless.

The local policemen in the hallway outside stared slack-jawed at the most famous scientist in the world.

In their minds, they had more chance of flying to the moon than meeting Albert Einstein and yet here he was, the great man himself, in that small police station, embracing me.

Then, to their even greater shock, he addressed them. ‘Gentlemen, please get these handcuffs off her.’

Stunned into silence, my interrogator unfastened the handcuffs around my wrists and took a step back.

I stood from my chair.

‘Good God, you’re freezing,’ Einstein said, throwing his overcoat around me.

‘I tried to tell them,’ I said. ‘I told them to call you, sir, but they wouldn’t, they didn’t—’

Agent Kessler shot Major Willis a look. ‘Did she? Come on, Hanna. Let’s get you out of here.’



Led by Kessler, Einstein guided me out of the concrete-walled room, draped in his overcoat, with one arm wrapped protectively around my shoulders.

He stopped in the doorway, turned to Major Willis.

‘You should be giving this young woman a medal. She saved my life! She threw herself into the assassins when they tried to pull me into their truck.’

It was then that Major Willis found his voice.

‘But … sir … who is she?’

Einstein said, ‘She is my secretary!’



SECOND INTERROGATION

BERLIN, GERMANY

1942



Heydrich [the head of the Gestapo] was so cruel that Hitler himself once famously described him as ‘the man with the iron heart’.

– From: Germany and the Second World War by Guy Longworth

Reich Main Security Office

Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse

Berlin, Germany

January 1942, 2:45 a.m.

Nine years later.

My second interrogation also took place in the dead of night, only this time in a cell inside Gestapo headquarters in Berlin.

It stank of fear and urine.

Its brick walls were pockmarked with bullet holes. Dried blood crusted their edges. The Gestapo didn’t bother to take you outside to shoot you. They just did it right here.

I sat bound to a chair.

Beside me sat Gertrude Schneider, Bormann’s secretary, mistress and informer. She was as committed a Nazi as you’d ever find as well as being a bitch.

She disdained me almost as much as she disdained Speer, my boss.

Gertrude liked her Nazis to be big, brutish and tough, like Bormann. Quiet and intellectual, Speer was not her type at all.

Speer was also a favourite of the Führer’s, which meant Bormann saw him as a competitor, and since I was Speer’s secretary, Gertrude damned me as a competitor-by-association.

Our interrogator entered the cell.

He walked slowly, like a cat circling a mouse caught in a mousetrap.

He was a sly-looking fellow with hollow cheeks and blank eyes. In any other normal nation, he would have been in jail. In Nazi Germany, he worked for the secret police.

He held in his hand a silver steel briefcase.

‘Miss Schneider, Miss Fischer,’ he said. ‘Welcome to the Reich Main Security Office. I have a name but there is really no point telling it to you. You are probably wondering why you have been brought here.’

I wasn’t wondering anything.

I knew precisely why.

They’d finally found me out.

Our interrogator smiled, glanced at his steel briefcase. ‘My associate and I would like to ask you some questions, is all.’

It was then that the door opened and into the fetid cell walked a man in full black SS uniform. On his collar were the Totenkopf or ‘death’s head’, the twin lightning bolts of the SS, plus some silver laurels.

I recognised him instantly.

So did Gertrude. She actually gasped.

In a regime of individuals who all provoked fear, he was the most feared. His face, with its long nose, high forehead and piercing pale eyes, was known to every German.

Even Speer visibly tensed whenever this man entered a room and Speer had Hitler protecting him.

He was Obergruppenführer Reinhard Heydrich, chief of the Reich Main Security Office and Head of the Gestapo.

He was the man who had ordered the assassination of Einstein back in 1933.

And he was here, now, in the middle of the night, with Gertrude and me.

This was particularly disturbing.

Reinhard Heydrich didn’t attend low-level tortures or random interrogations.

‘Ladies,’ he said pleasantly as he sat down opposite us.

His eyes never blinked, never left our faces. He was a predator searching for any sign of falsehood, fabrication or weakness.

‘We have a lot to talk about,’ he said. ‘And it will take a while. A few days even. And I fear we are not going to let you sleep much during that time.’

Gertrude gasped again.

Heydrich held up a finger. ‘Fear not, Fräuleins. Our methods are civilised, not like those of the Russians. Oh, goodness, no. They would be doing all sorts of horrible things to you right now.’

Gertrude almost fainted.

I found myself holding my breath.

Heydrich went on. ‘But I fear that to do this correctly, to make sure I am not wasting my time with you both, I have to know that you are going to be honest with me.’

He nodded to his assistant who clicked open the steel briefcase to reveal inside it several rows of ghastly looking implements: knives, scalpels, pliers, a hammer and several horrific vice-like things.

‘Now.’ Heydrich smiled. ‘Are you going to do that? Are you going to be honest with me? Remember, it could be worse. We could be the Russians.’



THIRD INTERROGATION

SOVIET COMMAND POST

BERLIN, GERMANY

MAY 1945



Soviet Mobile Command Post

Berlin

May 4, 1945

My third interrogation is in a Red Army command post in the ruins of Berlin not far from the Reich Chancellery.

Hitler is dead and Germany has apparently surrendered but here in Berlin, for those of us who have been captured by the dreaded Russians, the war is certainly not over.

This cell is a horror show. The blood on the walls is fresh. Clumps of human viscera lie on the floor. The stink is indescribable.

The Russians caught us three days ago.

They covered our heads with sacks and brought us here, a bombed-out building equipped with iron-barred cells that—amazingly—are still intact. It looks like a police station and suddenly to my horror I realise that I know this place.

It is Prinz-Albrecht-Strasse. Gestapo headquarters.

Only now it’s under the management of the Russians.

Again, I am not alone.

Again, I wear handcuffs.

Only this time I am handcuffed to a man in a Nazi uniform with a bandaged leg.

But he isn’t a Nazi.

He is an American agent.



A third prisoner is in the room. He is a Nazi. Stocky and bald, he was a very senior official in the former regime.

As I wake up, I see that his trousers are around his ankles and he is being vigorously raped by a gigantic Russian soldier. The fat Nazi whimpers at every thrust.

Three other dirty Russian soldiers hold him down. Soon after, they take their turns.

But for some reason, neither my American friend nor I are harmed.

With a shrill rusty squeal, the cell door opens.

Two Russian interrogators enter. They are both colonels.

They say nothing to the four dirty soldiers who continue to sodomise the whimpering Nazi.

They sit down.

‘Hello, Hanna,’ the senior interrogator says to me. ‘My, my, you’ve been busy.’



FROM THE FIRST INTERROGATION

NEW JERSEY, 1933

INTERROGATOR (MAJ. WILLIS, U.S. ARMY): Miss Fischer. You have to understand my situation here: finding you, a German citizen, in the vicinity of Professor Einstein at the same time as two German assassins.

FISCHER: I’m only half-German, sir. My mother came from Brooklyn.

INTERROGATOR: What were you doing at Princeton?

FISCHER: I told you, I work for Professor Einstein. I’m his junior secretary. I accompanied him to America for this three-month trip to Caltech and Princeton.

INTERROGATOR: How long have you worked for Professor Einstein?

FISCHER: About two years, not counting the time I assisted him at the Solvay Conference in ’27. But I’ve known him much longer.



INTERROGATOR: How long?

FISCHER: Almost my whole life. When I was a child in Berlin, Albert Einstein was my next-door neighbour.
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