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Dedicated to John Fisher Kennedy (1933–1991)

Student and statesman of hydraulic engineering
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Preface

This book is the result of a long-standing project to 

examine the life of Hans Albert Einstein and the impor-

tance of his work to our understanding of rivers. Elements 

of his life story, which was strongly influenced by his 

father Albert Einstein, are interwoven with technical 

aspects of his chosen research field—transport of alluvial 

sediment by flowing water—and with discussions of how 

that transport affects rivers and the interaction of humans 

with rivers. Whereas these technical aspects of the book 

will engage engineers, this is not a book for engineers 

alone; scientific information is written in a style that 

should appeal equally well to lay readers. The book is 

meant to intrigue, educate, and entertain—and above all 

to be a thoroughly good read.

Its narrative is a chronological exploration of Hans 

Albert’s life and work, encompassing approximately the 

first three-quarters of the twentieth century. Many of  

the chapters include both family and technical content, 

although these two types of information are restricted to 

larger sections of each chapter. A timeline of major life 

events (Appendix A) should help readers place major 

characters and events in context. Appendix B, a glossary, 

can assist readers with deciphering technical terms. Exten-

sive endnotes and citations for each chapter provide addi-

tional information. The book’s Prologue and Epilogue 
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stretch the book’s time frame by looking more broadly at the historic 

understanding of rivers and considering sediment transport research and its 

modern accomplishments.

This book makes two major claims. First, it is one of few current 

treatises offering a historical perspective on how twentieth-century engi-

neers and scientists came to better understand river flow and transport of 

alluvial sediment. Second, Hans Albert’s story is based in part on a large 

number of heretofore-unpublished original sources—personal and profes-

sional documents and interviews with Hans Albert’s family members, col-

leagues, students, and friends. At present, it is the only treatise accurately 

placing Hans Albert within the larger Einstein family and considering his 

complex relationship with his father Albert. Because many of the sources 

of firsthand information are now deceased, this book may remain the only 

such treatise.

The seeds of this book date back to 1990. They were first planted at 

IIHR–Hydroscience & Engineering, a research and teaching institute within 

the University of Iowa’s College of Engineering. Then-director Professor 

John Fisher (Jack) Kennedy, like his predecessors at IIHR, was drawn to 

the history of hydraulic engineering and enjoyed recording the life stories 

of several of his professional colleagues who had shaped this field. Thus, 

when Hans Albert’s widow Elizabeth asked Kennedy if he might publish 

her memoir (which focused largely on her late husband), he eagerly accepted 

the challenge. Elizabeth’s memoir, Hans Albert Einstein: Reminiscences of 

His Life and Our Life Together, was published in 1991 by IIHR and the 

University of Iowa.

Preparing Elizabeth’s memoir for publication was more of a task than 

Kennedy had anticipated. Hence he hired Cornelia Mutel, who had authored 

several science-based books, to edit Elizabeth’s manuscript. As Mutel dove 

more deeply into Hans Albert’s life story, she was required to learn a great 

deal about the Einstein family. She quickly realized that there was a far 

larger story to be told and that she was rapidly gathering the information 

necessary to tell it. Thus Kennedy and Mutel planned to follow Elizabeth’s 

memoir with a more scholarly book on Hans Albert’s life and contributions. 

Mutel would write the personal and family elements, and Kennedy would 

write the scientific information.

This is that second book. Like the rivers that Hans Albert Einstein 

and Jack Kennedy studied, it has meandered extensively, taking its time to 

reach its eventual destination. Jack tragically died in 1991, at age 57, before 

having the opportunity to work on the book. His leadership at IIHR was 

adopted until mid-1994 by Professor Robert Ettema, who had served as 

associate director during the last years of Jack’s tenure. Ettema agreed to 
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