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A NOTE ON PURCHASING POWER





In 1814, £1 was equivalent to 10 gulden, 20 francs or 5 thaler. Consumer prices have risen by approximately 4,500 per cent between 1790 and the time of writing. Thus £1 in 1790 is roughly equivalent to £45 today (1996).




Notes


“Consumer prices have risen by approximately 4,500 per cent between 1790 and the time of writing. Thus £1 in 1790 is roughly equivalent to £45 today (1996)” (p. 17): Economist, 22 February 1992, p. 88.

























CHAPTER ONE




[image: ]





A Small Town in Germany





ONLY A FEW CRUMBLING bricks are left today of the Juden-gasse, a dark, foul-smelling alley in Frankfurt-on-Main where, in the second half of the eighteenth century, a disenfranchised Jew named Meyer Amschel Rothschild founded a European banking dynasty of which it was later said that its history was more important than that of many a royal house.


Rothschild was a man of seemingly inexhaustible energy and ingenuity. His life reflects, as in an old, half-blind mirror, the possibilities as well as the inequities rampant in the Age of Absolutism. He raised five famously gifted sons, veritable money-making machines, to carry on his work after him. Their names overshadowed his own and became synonymous with colossal wealth, extravagant living and hidden political power. A century after his death, the liberal polemicist A. J. Hobson would still ask, in all seriousness, if a great war was still possible in Europe if the House of Rothschild set their face against it. The exaggeration implied in this rhetorical question reflects the odd, and sometimes the lethal way in which the reality of the Rothschilds was subsumed and devoured by the myth.


Until very recently, historians tended to refrain from writing the lives of the underprivileged, especially when they were not politically active or engaged in one of the arts. Such modest men and women were usually dealt with anonymously or quantitatively. Rothschild’s origins were certainly modest. There was little reason to foresee his destiny. The personal circumstances of his life were difficult throughout. They suggest a saga not only political and financial but also human and dramatic – more dramatic, perhaps, than that of his flamboyant sons. The sons were not persecuted human beings, legally confined to the squalor of a congested ghetto but, for most of their lives, noblemen, free citizens, living in fairy-tale palaces and socializing with the great of Europe.


The old Judengasse where Rothschild lived his entire life was a narrow lane, more slum-like and overcrowded than any other tenements in Frankfurt. A closed compound, it was shut off from the rest of the city by high walls and three heavy gates. The gates were guarded by soldiers and were locked at night, all day on Sundays and Christian holidays and from Good Friday until after Easter. In it lived the largest Jewish community in Germany in conditions of almost total isolation, or apartheid.


The Judengasse was some ten or twelve feet wide. It ran in a half-circle from the Bornheimer gate in the north to the Jewish cemetery in the south where the oldest tombstones testified to a Jewish presence in the city as far back as the twelfth century. The home of the Rothschild family was a dilapidated tenement, at the back of No 188 Judengasse. Here Meyer Amschel Rothschild was born on 23 February 1744. In 1786, when he had achieved some success, he moved with his wife and children to a larger home at No 148, on the east side of the curving Judengasse, a few doors down from the main synagogue. This was a four story frame-house of brick, wood and slate and, though it was said to be one of the largest in the ghetto, it was so narrow that in the small dark rooms the beds could be placed only along side-walls, at right angles to the street. This house still stood until 18 May 1944, when it was razed – along with much else in central Frankfurt – during an American air-raid.


No trace is left of the house today, nor of the Judengasse itself (except for a few foundation stones), nor of the ancient synagogue, with its high Gothic windows and raised central nave surrounded by carved pews on its four sides, which Rothschild visited almost every day. Frankfurt was badly damaged during the war and was afterwards rebuilt from its ruins and modernized, more radically perhaps, than other German cities. A few well-known buildings in the old city center were reconstructed to appear (on the outside) more or less as they did before, in brand-new Gothic or Baroque. They have since acquired a patina of their own and look almost genuinely old. The most prominent sites were faithfully rebuilt from the ground up – the main churches, the fine burgher’s mansion where Goethe was born, five years after Rothschild and a few characteristic old inns. The old town hall was also restored as was the great cathedral, where, until after 1792, the Holy Roman Emperors of the German Nation were crowned. The rest of the city is almost entirely modern. The old street plan was discarded. Where the old Judengasse ran in a wide curve round the old Dominican convent, with its fine altar by Dürer and Holbein, there is now nothing left but a wide expanse of asphalt parking lots and wide avenues choked with traffic and tall office buildings. The Dominican convent was also rebuilt. And by one of those coincidences which, in Germany, are so often pregnant with heavy irony – the remains of the old Judengasse are now buried under the sleek offices of the local gas works.


*


In Rothschild’s day, Frankfurt was a major trade center, as it still is today, a city of merchants, bankers and craftsmen. Bankers often doubled as wholesale merchants, hence the so-called “merchant bankers”. There was much need of merchant bankers in Frankfurt. Favored by a unique geographic position, the city was at the junction of five major international land routes linking England and the Netherlands with Russia and Venice and France with the Hanseatic towns of the north. Equally important, at a time when down-river transport was the cheapest and most efficient, was Frankfurt’s position on the banks of the river Main, close to where that river flowed into the Rhine, Europe’s most important artery.


Long intervals of peace during the first half of the eighteenth century had increased Frankfurt’s wealth and population. By mid-century, the city’s massive fortifications were crumbling and the old bastions had been planted with trees. Ramparts were converted to public promenades. Frankfurt’s population at mid-century was 32,000. Some 3,000 were Jews, locked in a ghetto, subjected to constant humiliations and to punitive levels of taxation. Yet the age was widely known as “enlightened”. Montesquieu probably had Frankfurt in mind when, because of its treatment of the Jews, he refused to call his age “enlightened” and instead referred to it as “barbaric”.


Though proudly calling itself a Free Imperial City, Frankfurt’s inhabitants enjoyed few liberties. Indeed it was a rather despotic place, being neither as fully independent nor as relatively tolerant as the free Hanseatic city-states of Hamburg and Bremen. In his memoirs, Goethe recorded a public book-burning in Frankfurt he had witnessed in his youth. Voltaire made a brief but ill-advised stop in Frankfurt on his flight from Berlin, only to be summarily thrown into prison at the request of Frederick the Great to make him surrender letters deemed important to the Prussian King.


The city’s supreme sovereign was the emperor, or kaiser, in Vienna, in his capacity as head of the Holy Roman Empire. The “empire” was a loose collection of states and reigning princes who acknowledged the suzerainty of the “emperor”. An amorphous, almost pre-historic body, the “empire” claimed its descent from Charlemagne (who built a villa at Frankfurt, not far from the Judengasse) and from Julius Caesar (Caesar = kaiser). The empire covered, it was often said with confusion, the territory of present day Austria, Germany, Belgium and the Czech Republic. It comprised 238 political entities headed by ninety-four kings and princes, some at war with one another, 103 counts, forty-one church prelates, and fifty-one Free Imperial Cities, of which Frankfurt was one. At mid-century this ramshackle, incoherent empire was in the final stages of disintegration. It was the butt of almost universal mockery and disdain – but not in Frankfurt: perhaps because it was in Frankfurt that upon the death of a Holy Roman Emperor the new one would be elected in accordance with the elaborate ceremonial laid down in the Golden Bull of 1356.


Local power in the city was in the hands of the privileged and rich, an oligarchy of patrician families and wholesale merchants referred to as “Peppersacks” and “Barrelsquires”. All were of the Lutheran faith. Only Lutherans had the right to own land, engage in unrestricted trade or be appointed to the city government – the senate. The senate itself was self-perpetuating and acted as both judiciary and legislature. The correct form in which to address it included no fewer than eleven honorific adjectives. Several hundred Dutch Calvinists and French Huguenots were long settled in Frankfurt but could not publicly worship there. To attend church they had to go “abroad”, to the nearby village of Bockenheim in the adjacent landgravate of Hesse. The tax system favored the rich. The maximum taxable fortune was 15,000 gulden.


Jews were by no means newcomers in the city but had lived there for centuries, perhaps since Roman times. They had mostly been traders and craftsmen and the remarkable thing about them was that most Jewish males were, as a rule, literate. They were the only ethnic group that, during the Christianization of Europe, had insisted on its right to remain loyal to its own religion, but at a terrible price. Their “protected” status had gradually deteriorated into a kind of servitude; as so-called “serfs of the Imperial Chamber”, they were gradually stripped of most of their rights and reduced to objects, like hay or cattle, which their owner could sell, mortgage, massacre or give away as a gift. Worse than the status of Jews was, perhaps, only that of the wretched, illiterate peasantry, who could be pressed into forced labour or sold as soldiers to fight the wars of foreign potentates. Ludwig I of Bavaria, Holy Roman Emperor from 1314 to 1347, defined the Jews’ status thus: “You are Ours in body and possession, We may make, do and deal with you as it pleases Us.”


In 1349, Charles IV made use of this right and mortgaged his Frankfurt Jews to the city senate for 15,200 pfund heller (a sum which in 1864 was estimated as the equivalent of US$400,000), thereby reducing them to the serfs of the city. Before the year was out they were made to feel their new legal position during a massacre that wiped out more than half their population. The mortgage was never repaid and, in 1685, Leopold I formally renounced his right to redeem the pledged article. All Jews who henceforth were allowed to settle in Frankfurt automatically came under the control of the senate as its serfs. Tolerated or oppressed, at times massacred, at others only expelled, robbed and tolerated again, they were always at the mercy of the moment, subjected to elaborate rules, enunciated from time to time, known as the Judenstättigkeit (Jews’ Statute).


In the second half of the eighteenth century, the most recent such Statute, issued in 1616, was still in force. It regulated the personal and professional lives of Frankfurt Jews down to minute details. It severely limited their freedom of occupation and of movement; and it imposed loyalty oaths on Jews which included particularly humiliating references to them as members of an “accursed” race. In a city where Jews were discriminated against by the authorities and habitually massacred by the population, they had to pay an annual tax for the protection of their person and property. Hence the term Schutzjuden (literally “protected Jews”). In the Middle Ages they had still been free to reside anywhere in the city; after 1460 they were compelled to live in the overcrowded Judengasse only. Even in the Judengasse, they could not own land, only the houses on it. They were not allowed to farm, trade in weapons, spices and most other commodities. A few rich Jews dealt in luxury goods, jewellery, silk and lace. By 1760, when this story starts, most Frankfurt Jews were pawnbrokers, moneychangers and dealers in second-hand goods.


How they managed to survive under these circumstances and at times even to prosper was a mark of human enterprise and ingenuity. Until 1726 they were required to display on their outer garments the special insignia stipulated in the Stättigkeit (for men, two yellow concentric rings, for women a striped veil). After 1726 they were still forbidden to leave the ghetto after dark or on Sundays and during any Christian holiday. The maximum number of Jewish families in Frankfurt was limited to 500. To maintain it below that figure, only twelve Jewish weddings were authorized each year. No couple could marry before the bridegroom reached the age of twenty-five. Frequent house controls (known as “visitations”) were conducted by city officials to make sure all these regulations were kept. Jews were often molested in the streets. At the cry “Jud mach mores” – roughly “Jew pay your dues” – they would have to take off their hats, step aside and bow.


On weekdays they had to be in the Judengasse by nightfall, when the gates were locked until the following morning. Some of the more important Jewish tradesmen were at one time somehow able to rent storage space for their wares outside the ghetto in the nearby Fahrgasse, though they had to be careful not to display signs or offer anything for sale there. The senate ordered these closed in 1697. The Jews appealed against this decree at the highest imperial court in Vienna, starting a legal battle which was still undecided in 1806 when the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation expired.


A vigorous Kleiderordnung (Clothes Ordinance) constrained men from wearing berets or anything but “modest” clothing, and women from putting on silk or jewellery (except on Sabbath). Fines for violating these rules ranged from five to twenty thaler. Jews were strictly forbidden to enter the public gardens as they would be 200 years later under the Nazis. They were able to buy vegetables and fruit in the public market only at certain hours, after Christian housewives had done their shopping. Prison sentences threatened those who dared to watch the procession on Corpus Christi.


No other German city in the eighteenth century imposed such harsh conditions on its Jewish residents. In a city of hard-boiled businessmen the predominant reasons for such measures, as Heine suggested, must have been commercial rivalry: “He was a Frankfurter and so spoke badly of the Jews who had lost all sense of beauty and were selling English goods at 25 per cent under the factory price.”


Until the French revolution, Jews were allowed to enter the rest of the city only on business, never for leisure and never more than two abreast. They were forbidden to linger in a public square, visit an inn or coffee house, enter a park or walk in one of the new promenades. They could not hire a Christian servant. They were banned at all times from the vicinity of Frankfurt’s main cathedral and could enter the town hall only through a back entrance. Not all of these prohibitions were always enforced and some were observed only sporadically. On the rare occasions when the senate agreed to relax one of the more stringent regulations, self-satisfied and mean-spirited merchants in the town guilds rose up to oppose it. As Heine, the great romantic poet, wrote some years later






Malice and stupidity


Like street dogs used to mate.


Their brood can still be recognized


By their sectarian hate.








Germany in the mid-eighteenth century was a cluster of more than a hundred states ruled by absolute sovereigns. It was not even a geographic concept; there were large German speaking communities on the banks of the Volga and across the Carpathian mountains in what is now Rumania. Germany was a linguistic phenomenon. There was no hint of a national consciousness to unite the speakers of more than a dozen German dialects. A man travelling by stage coach from one city to the next was liable to be stopped for customs several times a day. Every petty principality, including Frankfurt, minted its own currency. The only coins from outside the city that were accepted as payment were those which had the same silver content as the Frankfurt gulden. All others had to be exchanged before a purchase could be made. Constant variations in the exchange rates offered knowledgeable moneychangers ample opportunity to profit, provided they maintained close contacts with well-informed correspondents abroad.


With their far-flung family networks Jews were ideally placed for this role. There were over two hundred moneychangers in Frankfurt, many of them Jews. The local market generated a need for letters of credit, bills of exchange and other paper devices to avoid the inconvenience and danger of sending large amounts of gold and silver coinage abroad. Bills of exchange were promissory notes to pay a certain sum to the bearer on a certain date in the future, usually after a few weeks or months. Before their “due” dates, such bills were often traded at a discount. The discounting of bills yielded good profits and was practised by bankers of all religions. Bankers and moneychangers of all faiths were often also wholesalers in English woollens and cotton, Italian silks, French and German wines, lace, spices, dies and tobacco.


Twice a year, at the great spring and autumn fairs that had been held in Frankfurt since the Middle Ages, the city’s population of 32,000 swelled by up to two or three thousand more. Tradesmen from all over Germany and nearby Switzerland and France offered their wares. Others came to buy, noblemen from neighboring towns, burghers, adventurers, wandering scholars and knights, and exotics of all kinds; jugglers, magicians, miracle-doctors, acrobats, actors and artists. During the autumn fair of 1763, eleven-year-old Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart and his little sister Nannerl gave a concert at which the Goethes were present and which had to be repeated three times. The life style of the Goethes in their spacious twenty-room town house, with large garden, in the best part of town, is well documented; it illustrates the sharp contrast between the comforts available to Christian burghers in Frankfurt and the discomforts imposed on the disenfranchised Rothschilds who were of – more or less – the same income group but were confined to cramped quarters in the dark, squalid Judengasse.


Jews were forbidden to open shops outside the Judengasse, and when caught peddling were heavily fined. This rule was suspended during the fairs. On such occasions they might even attend the local opera, as we learn from the report of a disaster in 1754 when, during the performance of an Italian opera, the gallery collapsed and “Jewish ladies and Christian gentlemen fell upon each other”. The Jews’ contribution to the success of the Frankfurt fairs must have been considerable. Heine, taken by his father to the Frankfurt fair, was led through the hustling and pushing and shown “the Jewish as well as the Christian stands where one is cheated even though one buys goods at ten percent below the factory price”. Heine also visited the town hall, where the Holy Roman Emperors were elected and where, as he mocked, emperors were also “bought at ten percent below factory price. In the end they completely ran out of this commodity.”


The main access routes into the city were from the south, over a many-arched bridge on the river Main. The traveller entering the city over this bridge saw a busy river port teeming with bearers and beasts of burden and goods from all corners of the earth. Barrels of wine, logs of wood and bales of cloth were piled high on the wharves. Heavily laden boats were pulled upstream by oxen on the shore. Behind the forest of masts rose a silhouette of battlements and spires, not, perhaps, as majestic as that of Cologne or Mainz but massive enough to be impressive.


On the city-side of the river, the first thing a traveller fell upon was the notorious Judensau (Jews’ Sow), an obscene painted relief on the wall of the south bridgehead. It was put there and maintained, as Goethe noted, not by some bigoted individual but by the city government. This was significant, he felt. The caricature depicted a fat sow holding up its tail for a Jew, with his tongue hanging out, to lick its excrement. Several other Jews, dressed in the obligatory round and pointed Jews’ hats, were shown sucking the sow’s teats, while the whole scene was watched over approvingly by a devil.


Behind the bridgehead, one reached the Fahrtor, the main harbor gate into the city. Here the post-coaches deposited their passengers. Travellers had to state their provenance and were made to pay a toll. The rate for Christians was four kreuzer; for Jews and oxen led to the market, eight. As he was paying the toll at the Fahrtor in 1775, Moses Mendelssohn, the philosopher of the enlightenment whom contemporaries were calling “the German Socrates”, was asked by a guard: “Jew, what are you selling? I may want to buy something from you.” “You’ll never want to buy any of my things”, Mendelssohn replied. “Well, tell us what you deal in?” insisted the guard. “In reason!”, Mendelssohn answered. (Heine said of Mendelssohn, a hunchback, that providence had given him a hump the better to bear his Jewishness.)


On the Fahrgasse, packhorses and heavy wagons harnessed to four or six animals carted goods over cobblestones to and from the wharves. The road was wide enough to allow the heaviest carts to pass. It was lined with shops and stables and workshops with shooing and carpenters’ tools outside. To the left, it was only a short walk to the nearby town hall. In open street markets farmers from the nearby countryside offered their wares. The air was saturated with their calls. And everywhere in the crowded streets there was the pungent smell of wood fires, even in summer, for food had to be cooked. Food in Frankfurt was hearty. Fat sausages, cabbages and potatoes were washed down with a local apple wine. Eighteenth-century writers described Frankfurters as lively people, always in a hurry, minding their businesses, speaking a very particular local dialect. Frankfurters were known as “prosaic” people. Ostentation in housing and clothing was frowned upon. The local oligarchy was not headed by a prince with ambitious building projects, but by down-to-earth businessmen who concluded big money transactions in the privacy of their counting houses (comptoirs) and tended to understatement in public. The Gothic town hall was plain enough with its unadorned stepped gable. The cathedral was squat and far simpler in decor than those of Nuremberg or Cologne. The merchant-princes lived in large but otherwise plain frame houses. The princes who gathered periodically to elect a new Holy Roman Emperor, and the emperors themselves, were housed in hotels; their large entourages were billeted with burghers. The spirit of the place was workaday and businesslike. Schiller, sending Goethe his poem Die Teilung der Erde, an elegy on the vanity of earthly pleasure, wrote that it be best read in Frankfurt, a city ruled “by the God of this world – Money”. Goethe wrote back saying that the people of Frankfurt   lived in “a frenzy of making money and spending it”. In Faust, he drew a picture of Mephistopheles’ favorite city, clearly a portrait of Frankfurt in the second half of the eighteenth century.






I’d choose a typical metropolis


At center, bourgeois stomach’s gruesome bliss


Tight crooked alleys, pointed gables, mullions


Crabbed market stalls of roots and scallions


Where bleeding joints on benches lie


Prey to the browsing carrion-fly;


For there at any time you’ll find


Ado and stench of every kind.


Then, boulevards and spacious squares


To flaunt aristocratic airs.


And on, past any gates resistance


The suburbs sprawl into the distance. 








Turning right from the Fahrgasse into a quarter thick with stables and storehouses, one quickly reached the northern end of the Judengasse. The Judengasse was sunless for most of the day, a narrow, rank-smelling space. Few Christians entered it. Some merely peered in. In the pale and pasty complexion of its Jews they would see proof of divine guilt and just punishment for the denial and murder, long ago, of Jesus Christ. The young Goethe shared some of these prejudices. In the back of his mind, he confessed in his memoirs, were “the cruelties committed by Jews [sic] against Christian children”. Throughout his life, Goethe remained preoccupied with the state of the “ominous Judengasse”:




The confinement, the dirt, the swarm of people, the accents of an unpleasant tongue, all made a disagreeable impression, even when one only looked in when passing outside the gate. It took a long time before I ventured in alone; and I did not return easily after once escaping the obtrusiveness of so many people untiringly intent on haggling, either demanding or offering … And yet, they were also human beings, energetic, agreeable, and even their obstinacy in sticking to their own customs, one could not deny it respect. Moreover, their girls were pretty …





The population of the ghetto was by then nearly double that of 200 years earlier. Yet the city refused to allocate ground to enlarge it. Congestion was greater than anywhere else in the city, and getting worse every year. The growing demand for living and working space caused the price of houses in the Judengasse to rise far above that in the best parts of Frankfurt. (In 1740, a squalid airless four room house at the northern end of the Judengasse sold for 6,000 gulden, approximately the same price Goethe’s father paid for his fine burgher’s mansion of twenty rooms and garden in the upper-middle class Grosse Hirschgraben.) Since Jews could obtain legal residence in the city only if they owned property in the Judengasse, most of the houses that had originally been built for one family were now shared by two, three or even five families. The parties often took turns in occupying different parts of a house so that each family was able to enjoy the best, airiest rooms once in every five or ten years.


To provide for the growing population, most of the old houses had been subdivided over the years. Two or three protruding floors had been added above. The new floors overhung the narrow street and seemed almost to touch those on the opposite side. To provide even more living space, a second row of houses was built in the narrow backyards, squeezed in between the first row of houses in the Judengasse and the high ghetto walls beyond. Scarcely enough space was left to admit daylight to either.


The northern end of the Judengasse was its most dilapidated – in the words of a traveller in 1747, “somber, humid and filthy”. Barely ten feet wide, wagons could not turn around in it. Outside stairs narrowed this part of the street even more. The general gloominess was further enhanced by grim fire walls between the crumbling tenements reaching high above the gables. Parts of the street were unpaved. The air was foul from the sewer that ran through in open, shallow ditches. The anonymous author of a Travelogue through  Thuringia (1796) wrote that it was not necessary to ask for directions to the Judengasse, since one could easily smell it from a distance.


The houses were mostly wood, which was cheap, insulated one from the cold and grew nearby. But in a fire, everything burned down – sometimes the entire street. It might have been said of the Judengasse what Turgenev said about old Russia: “Our towns burn down every ten or fifteen years”. During the eighteenth century alone, five fires (1711, 1719, 1721, 1774 and 1796) completely wiped out all, or large, parts of the Judengasse, leaving between one third and the entire population destitute.


The language of the ghetto was not Yiddish (which includes many Slavic words), as is often thought, but Judendeutsch, a mixture of Hebrew and Frankfurt dialect that was written from right to left in Hebrew letters. German suffixes were added to Hebrew verbs to produce the Judendeutsch infinitive. Among non-Jews, Judendeutsch was derided as impudent Mauscheln (whining). And yet according to Heine, Mauscheln was “nothing but the proper language of Frankfurt and is spoken with equal excellence by the circumcised as well as by the non-circumcised population there”.


There were four synagogues in the Judengasse, a public bath, a clinic and a communal bakery, where bread was baked on weekdays; for Sabbath they would produce the traditional dish sholet (or cholent, from the French chaud-lent), a hearty cassoulet made of meats and vegetables which Heine celebrated in the “Hebrew Melodies”:






Sholet lovely spark of heaven


Daughter of Elysium


Thus would sound the Ode of Schiller


Had he ever tasted Sholet.


Sholet is the dish of heaven


Whose immortal recipe


God himself once gave to Moses


Long ago upon Mount Sinai








But for the consolations of the Sabbath, the endless restrictions imposed from outside may have been unbearable. The Sabbath was entirely consecrated to the synagogue, to learning, to the family and to offering hospitality to strangers. Holidays were celebrated raucously and with gusto.


In one of these tenements, in the back row of the northern Judengasse, Rothschild grew up in a house called Hinterpfann (literally “House in the Back of the Saucepan”). As if to compensate for the general gloom, houses in the ghetto often had picturesque, colorful names: Red Shield, White Tulip, Tower, Golden Well, Crown of Roses, Saucepan, Elephant, Ship, Green Jar. Although their civil status was often uncertain, the inhabitants of the Judengasse, like aristocrats in rags, derived a proud sense of identity from their squalid ancestral homes. Many took their surnames from their houses. Pictorial representations of these names, like coats of arms, were engraved, painted or embroidered on keystones and doors, household utensils, rings, book bindings, scarves, handkerchiefs and tombstones. People retained their names – and emblems – when they moved to another house.


This happened to the Rothschilds. The name has been traced back to Isaak Elchanan Rothschild, who derived his appellation from a small house he occupied at the southern end of the Judengasse called zum Roten Schild (at the Red Shield). In 1577, according to the public record, Isaak Elchanan Rothschild paid an annual tithe on his assets amounting 2,700 gulden. When his grandson Naftali Hirz left the house at the Red Shield in 1664 and moved to the Hinterpfann, he took the name Rothschild with him.


Of Naftali Hirz and Rothschild’s other forefathers we know little more than their names and the general modesty of their circumstances. Early in the eighteenth century there were ten or twelve Rothschilds in Frankfurt, changing money or buying and selling cloth (or second-hand goods). Sons of the Rothschild family were often given their fathers’ first name as their middle name. The eighteenth-century Memorbuch – death register – of the Jewish community of Frankfurt lists the names and main attributes of the better-known residents of the Judengasse and acclaims several of these Rothschilds for their honesty, piety and concern for the welfare of the poor. Rothschild’s great-grandfather Kalman died in 1707; four years before his death he was assessed at 6,000 gulden for which he would have paid an annual tax of at least 200. He is said to have dealt in silk and wool cloth, though probably not very heavily, as trade in silk was still forbidden to Jews under the law. His main business was moneychanging, as was that of his son, Rothschild’s grandfather, Moses Kalman (also called Bauer) who traded in crepe and died on 19 October 1735. During his lifetime the Hinterpfann burned down twice, in the fires of 1711 and 1719. He paid an annual tax of only eight gulden. These figures do not necessarily indicate the real extent of his assets but they reflect the ups and downs within the ghetto’s middle and lower-middle class. 


Grandfather Moses Kalman is said to have had business dealings with Josef Suss Oppenheimer (Jud Suss), the notorious protagonist of many antisemitic diatribes. Oppenheimer was the privileged director of finances for the Duke of Württemberg. In his prime as a Court-Jew, Oppenheimer had been able to live in Frankfurt with his mistresses outside of the ghetto, at the elegant Hotel zum Goldenen Schwan where visiting foreign potentates also stayed. A vain, power-hungry man, he made many enemies. After the Duke’s death, he was tortured and hanged publicly in a cage.


The lesson of Oppenheimer’s execution was not lost on his Jewish contemporaries. It taught them to hide their wealth, if they had any, and not be tempted by the pursuit of power. The majority remained poor. Rothschild’s father, Amschel Moses, was a modest money-changer who also traded in silk cloth. The Memorbuch lauds his “charity” and the “hospitality” of his home. His declared assets in 1749, a total of 1375 gulden, reflected his position in the Judengasse at the very bottom of the lower-middle class.


Amschel Moses Rothschild and his wife Schöenche had eight children. Five survived the disastrous sanitary conditions in the Judengasse. Meyer Amschel Rothschild was the fourth child. Little exposed to the sun, the Hinterpfann was damp and chilly in winter, humid and fly-infested in summer. It was reached from the street by a narrow corridor through the house in front. The cramped yard between the two houses was often muddy or flooded with waste waters that would not run off. Outline plans of the houses on the Judengasse still exist in the Frankfurt city archive. They give an idea of Hinterpfann’s dimensions and position in the back of the street. Less than ten feet wide, its total area (on three floors and an attic) was roughly nine hundred square feet. The house was shared by two families (the other family was named Bauer), a total, presumably, of ten or twelve people. It accommodated their businesses as well.


On the ground floor one entered a dim office where accounts and bales of cotton and silk cloth, a main source of income for both families, were kept. The only light came from an opening above the door. The windowless, steep stairway had no balustrade; one pulled oneself up holding on to braided ropes, which were said to have been a cause of skin infections and scabs. Wood was stored in a small cellar. Kitchens and living rooms were upstairs. The five Rothschild children shared a small bedroom. Clothes and linens were kept in wooden boxes and barrels. Every corner, every nook up to the roof was used. The attic was reached by a loose ladder, which could be pulled up to protect the residents from a rioting mob, and its small windows were boarded up. This was in compliance with a municipal ordinance which forbade Jews to look into Christian houses and gardens on the other side of the ghetto wall.


Young Meyer Amschel Rothschild received a traditional Jewish education. This had hardly changed since the early Middle Ages. Its aim was to impart complete devotion to God, knowledge of the Torah and Talmud and strict observance of all the commandments. A steady ritual of learning and prayer accompanied him from an early age. Soon after his birth, according to ancient custom, a minyan, ten men, relatives and neighbors, would have gathered around him at the Hinterpfann. After placing a copy of the Pentateuch in his cradle, they would pronounce: “May this boy observe what is written in this book.” Early every morning and in the evening at sunset the Schul-Klopper (synagogue-herald) walked up and down the Judengasse knocking on every door with his hammer summoning his father, and the other men in the Judengasse, to prayer. On the Sabbath, when hammering was forbidden, the Schul-Klopper pounded on doors with his fist which he protected with a piece of cloth to avoid bruising.


As soon as Rothschild could walk he would rise each morning with the Schul-Klopper and accompany his father to the synagogue where low benches were provided for children close to the high wooden pews. On Sabbath eve, as soon as prayers were over, he would run home to alert his mother and find that she had already lit the traditional Sabbath candles. As the child grew, he heard so many prayers and benedictions repeated so often he knew some of them by heart before he was three or four when, like other little boys, he was sent with a slate and a bit of chalk to a heder.


The word means simply “room”. It originated at a time when a special room in or near a synagogue was set aside for teaching the young. There were several heders in the Judengasse. In all matters of education the ghetto was self-governing. Education was obligatory for all boys up to the age of thirteen. (It was not yet obligatory in the rest of Frankfurt, where the rate of school attendance at that time is thought to have been less than 60 per cent.) There were almost twice as many teachers per pupil in the ghetto than in the rest of the city. The Frankfurt Judengasse was a center of Jewish learning. Students from near and far flocked to its yeshiva (Talmud academy) led by luminaries known all over the Jewish European world. Rothschild’s heder was in the school house behind the old synagogue. The atmosphere of learning in this school house was enhanced by the presence there, in clansura, of several renowned Talmud scholars, the so-called Claus. At mid-century the community boasted eight rabbis, twelve teachers, five cantors, one notary and two doctors. Distant Jewish communities recognized its importance and consulted its rabbis on matters of Jewish law.


There was, of course, a pervasive addiction to money and trade in the Judengasse, but for learners and scholars of all ages it was saturated at the same time with a uniquely motivating atmosphere. In the Judengasse the learned enjoyed a unique prestige, on a par with, if not higher than, that of the few rich. It was a peculiarity of Jewish ghetto life at the time that the richest, most successful merchants, jewellers or moneychangers, were sometimes also the most learned Talmudic scholars.


The education provided by the heder was entirely religious. All forms of knowledge outside the sacred books were ignored. Instruction centered on the Torah and its interpretations to the exclusion of everything else. Instruction was by rote. The Hebrew alphabet was taught first. The children learned how to combine letters into words and words into verses in holy scripture. Classes in the heder began early in the morning and lasted through most of the day. Instruction for all age groups was conducted simultaneously in the same room, although in a large community like Frankfurt, the teacher would have had an assistant, a behelfer. While the head teacher taught the three to five-year olds, the older children, supervised by the assistant, would be repeating their own lessons.


The five books of Moses were read through systematically, verse after verse – first in Hebrew, then translated into Judendeutsch. Every verse was elucidated in the light of Rashi’s commentaries which for centuries had enlightened Jewish school children and fascinated their elders. The teacher ruled with an iron hand, freely using the cane. The children soon knew large portions of the Pentateuch by heart, beginning with Genesis and its listing of divine utterances by which the world had been created – “And God said: Let there be light” – to the death of Moses at the end of Deuteronomy.


The languages of instruction were Judendeutsch and Hebrew. Rothschild must have been more or less fluent in both by the time he was six. Neither language was taught as such but imparted. There was no instruction in grammar and none in the Bible beyond the five books of Moses. As soon as that stage was reached, by which time Rothschild was seven or eight, he began to tackle the elaborate exegesis of the Talmud and the even more elaborate exegesis-of-the-exegesis. The Talmud added a third language, Aramaic, to the curriculum.


Its main purpose was to impart a thorough knowledge of Jewish Law; the emphasis was on explication and elucidation, a never-ending exercise in memory and concentration, a course in logic and systematic   thought. Whatever else this education achieved – or failed to achieve within its overly narrow horizons – it was said to sharpen the mind like no other and imbue pupils with an intellect quicker and more agile than that of the average graduate of a German high school.


But if, in the sixteenth century, Jewish men had still been thought to be among the best educated in Germany, by the eighteenth, the gap between traditional education and the surrounding culture had widened so much that a purely Jewish education was widely regarded as insufficient. There were no secular studies whatsoever at the heder, and the German language was ignored. It is a mystery how, leaving school at thirteen with no instruction in arithmetic, or in reading and writing German, Jewish boys afterwards coped with real life in the business world. Rothschild may have had private tutors who taught him German and some arithmetic and geography at home, but this is uncertain and, on the whole, quite improbable. In later years he would write Judendeutsch in a beautiful Hebrew hand. His handwriting in German was adequate but his vocabulary remained limited, his syntax awkward and his spelling erratic throughout his life.


At home, from an early age, he was apprenticed in the family business. Everybody in the family, boys and girls, were expected to help. Rothschild was sent out on errands to other moneychangers in the street. During the great autumn fair, when business was especially brisk, the boy helped his father sort out the coins he had exchanged for local money. Ducats, louis d’ors, carolins, gulden and thaler of all sorts passed through his hands and occasionally coins and medals of some rare or historical value, which elicited an early interest in numismatics.


In the Hinterpfann and in the long, monotonous routine of the heder, he passed a joyless childhood, a pale, slim boy never able to play in a park or leave the sunless street, except in an emergency. Along the entire length of the Judengasse there was not a single tree, nor a bush or another patch of green.


Early in 1755, when the boy had just passed his eleventh birthday, his father took him out of school and sent him to Fürth, a small town outside Nuremberg in Bavaria, to complete his education in the Jewish seminary. The journey took three days by stage-coach. The reasons for this move can no longer be ascertained. The Jewish seminary of Fürth was a well-known training ground for rabbis and his father may have intended him to become one, though this is unlikely: it would have been easier and cheaper to attend the rabbinical seminary in Frankfurt. Rothschild’s instruction at Fürth continued what he had begun in the Frankfurt heder. It consisted of intensive courses in Talmudic law. Ethical questions were explored through the elucidation of sacred texts. There may have been some instruction in secular subjects such as arithmetic but again this is uncertain.


A few months after the boy’s departure from Frankfurt an epidemic of smallpox swept through the disease-infested Judengasse. Rothschild’s father Amschel Moses died on 6 October 1755; the boy was not yet twelve-years old. His mother Schöenche died nine months later, on 29 June 1756. In the meantime, the Seven Years’ War had broken out and the roads had become unsafe. But soon after his mother’s death, Rothschild must have left Fürth and returned to Frankfurt. With his sisters Belche and Gutelche, and his brothers Kalman Amschel and Moses Amschel, he was now in the care of relatives. They had jointly inherited the Hinterpfann. Each had come into a few hundred gulden in cash, payable upon their reaching maturity. Rothschild’s older brother could be of only little help to him. As a thirteen-year-old orphan, with a few coins in his pocket, the future tycoon launched out alone into the world.


Family connections had secured him an apprenticeship at the banking firm of Wolf Jakob Oppenheim in Hanover. The choice of firm revealed foresight, ambition and design. The Oppenheims were a prominent family of bankers which in the past one-hundred years had branched out from the Frankfurt Judengasse to Vienna, Stuttgart, Bonn, Hildesheim and Hanover. At their branch in Hanover, young Rothschild could acquire experience in finance and learn the fine art of being a Court-Jew – the only career in the Age of Absolutism that enabled a Jew to escape the limitations and humiliations imposed on him by the law.


Every ambitious Jewish merchant at the time must have aspired to become a Court-Jew. The Oppenheims were a family of Court-Jews or court-agents well-known throughout Europe. Wolf Jakob Oppenheim’s grandfather, Samuel Oppenheim, had been Court-Factor to the Austrian Emperor, helping him finance his wars against the Turks and against Louis XIV. His uncle was court-agent to the Prince-Bishop Clemens August of Cologne.


Court-Jews were a peculiarly German phenomenon, especially in the smaller principalities that competed with one another in the pursuit of luxuries. Princes were in constant need of credit to furnish their armies with guns, their mistresses with jewellery, their courtiers with fine cloth and their cooks with French and Italian delicacies. Nowhere in Europe were there so many Court-Jews as in Germany. There was little call for them in France, where the central bureaucracy was more developed, or in Italy, where an advanced banking system had existed since the late Middle Ages. In the relatively backward German lands, Court-Jews – products of “absolutism, mercantilism and baroque culture” – used their family contacts across Europe to supply kings and princes with the credit they needed to pay for their personal and political extravagances.


A story was told of a certain Jew who, upon being asked why Jews were so proud though they had no princes and no part in any government, replied haughtily, “We are not princes yet we govern them”. Court-Jews, perhaps because of their isolation from both Jewish and Christian society, tended to intermarry. By the eighteenth century their marriages in many ways resembled the internationally-inclined marriage habits of the aristocracy.


Mostly because princes made their own laws and were known to renege on contracts, Christian bankers were often reluctant to be court-agents. Jews had fewer choices and were more willing to risk a court-agent’s uncertain fate. Not all Court-Jews, of course, were always at risk. There were intimate relationships occasionally between a sovereign and his Jew, though these were rare. Count Lippe-Detmold wrote charmingly to his banker Joseph Isaac in about 1735: “Joseph, we have no butter for this evening, so I am asking you to make arrangements to have a full barrel here tonight. There is no time to lose, otherwise we can’t sit down at table, so I hope you’ll do your best.”


The Hanover house of Oppenheim, to which Rothschild was sent at some point in 1757, was a small merchant bank with princely clients in Holland and northern Germany. Rothschild may have been happier in Hanover than he had been in Frankfurt or Fürth. Instead of the deadly monotony of study there was the lively traffic of a small bank. Hanover belonged to the English crown, and consequently the atmosphere there was more liberal and relaxed. Nearby Göttingen was the most liberal university in Germany. Jews were disenfranchised in Hanover as they were in Frankfurt, but they were not molested by street urchins during the day nor locked into a ghetto at night.


There is no record that Rothschild returned to Frankfurt during the next seven years. (In the course of the Seven Years’ War, Frankfurt was occupied by French troops and from 1759 to 1763 it was administered by a French military governor.) In Hanover Rothschild gained experience in foreign trade, and learned how to issue or cash bills of exchange. His own functions at the bank were lowly enough, especially during the first three or four years. Apprenticeship in the eighteenth century was a form of bondage. Apprentices were bound to their employers for predetermined periods of service. The first two or three years were often spent in menial work, serving the master and his family as a porter and general factotum. Apprentices were paid no salaries but received free board and lodgings, usually in the master’s house. Besides learning the rudiments of the financial business, Rothschild broadened his knowledge of rare and antique coins and historic medals. Coins had fascinated him since early childhood. The Oppenheim bank had a rare coin department and his work there gave him an opportunity to deepen his expertise. His general education still left a good deal to be desired. But he was acquiring a certain amount of historical knowledge without which he might not have been able to find his way in numismatics with only a religious training. Coins and medals – Roman, Persian, Byzantine or more modern – attracted collectors who often bought them as an investment. Rothschild met them across the counter at the Hanover bank. He must have done a little business in old coins on his own. By the time he was eighteen, he had become something of an expert. A scientific numismatic catalogue, the first of its kind, had just been published and Rothschild acquired it. He read every other book or paper he could find on the subject. And he happened to encounter a young Hanoverian nobleman, a General von Estorff, who was an ardent coin collector and took a liking to him. Estorff commissioned Rothschild to locate and buy for him certain coins and medals for his collection. It was an acquaintance that would prove useful to Rothschild later on.




Notes


“… if a great war was still possible in Europe if the House of Rothschild set their face against it” (p. 19). See J. A. Hobson, Imperialism: A Study (London, 1902),


“… he refused to call his age ‘enlightened’ and instead referred to it as ‘barbaric’” (p. 21). See H. Graetz, Geschichte der juden (Frankfurt, n.d.), XI, 45ff.


“… witnessed in his youth” (p. 23). See J. W. Goethe, Wahrheit und Dichtung, in Goethe’s Werke (Stuttgart v. Leipzig, n.d.), vol. v,


“… We may make, do and deal with you as it pleases Us” (p. 25). Quoted in Horst Karasek, Der Fedtmilch Aufstand. Wie die Frankfurter 1612/14 ihrem Rat einheitzten (Frankfurt, 1969),


“… the equivalent of US$400,000)” (p. 25). See S. Krieg, Frankfurter Burgerzwiste und Zustande im Mittelalter (Frankfurt, 1864),


“… regulated the personal and professional lives of Frankfurt Jews down to minute details” (p. 26). See Friedrich Bothe, Frankfurths wirtschaftliche-soziale Entwicklung (Frankfurt, 1920),


“Fines for violating these rules ranged from five to twenty thaler” (p. 27). See J. J. Schudt, Neue Frankfurter Jüdische Kleiderordnung (Franckfurt am Main, 1716),


“… English goods at 25 per cent under the factory price” (p. 29). See H. Heine, Gesammelle Werke (Berlin, n.d.), vol. viii,


“Malice and stupidity/Like street dogs used to mate./Their brood can still be recognized/By their sectarian hate” (p. 29). Ibid, Deutschland ein Wintermarchen, vol. iv.


“… Mozart and his little sister Nannerl gave a concert at which the Goethes were present…” (p. 30). See Goethe, Im Gespräch 3.2.1830 (Zurich, 1944),


“… Jewish ladies and Christian gentlemen fell upon each other” (p. 32). Attributed to Goethe’s friend Husgen, quoted in H. Voelker, Die Stadt Goethe’s‚ Frankfurt im 18. Jahrhundert (Frankfurt, 1932),


“… completely ran out of this commodity” (p. 32). H. Heine über Ludwig Boerne; see Heine’s Gesammelle Werke, vol. vii,


“… put there and maintained, as Goethe noted” (p. 33). See Goethe, Wahrheit und Dichtung, in Werke, vol. v,


“… ‘In reason!’, Mendelssohn answered” (p. 34). Sulamith (Jewish family magazine), Frankfurt 1812–5.


“The air was saturated with their calls” (p. 34). See N. Boyle, Goethe, The Poet and the Age (Oxford and New York, 1992), Voelker, op. cit.,


“… a frenzy of making money and spending it” (p. 35). Goethe to Schiller, 9 August 1797.


“I’d choose a typical metropolis … And on, past any gates resistance/The suburbs sprawl into the distance” (p. 35). See Goethe, Faust II, Act iv, translated by Walter Arndt (New York, 1976).


“Moreover, their girls were pretty …” (p. 36). See Goethe, Dichtung v. Warhrheit, i, iv.


“… somber, humid and filthy” (p. 39). See Bernard Müller, Beschreibung des gegenwartigen Zustandes der Freien Reichsstadt Frankfurt (Leipzig, 1795),


“… one could easily smell it from a distance” (p. 40). Anon, Reise durch Thüringen etc (Leipzig, 1796).


“… the non-circumcised population there” (p. 40). Heine, Samtl. Werke, vii, 117.


“Sholet is the dish of heaven/Whose immortal recipe/God himself once gave to Moses/Long ago upon Mount Sinai” (p. 40). See The Poetry and Prose of Heine, translated by A. Kramer (New York, 1959),


“… their names and the general modesty of their circumstances” (p. 43). See Alexander Dietz, Stammbuch der Frankfurter Juden 1349–1849 (Frankfurt, 1907),


“… the Jewish community of Frankfurt…” (p. 43). Jewish National and University Library, Jerusalem.


“He paid an annual tax of only eight gulden” (p. 43). Frankfurt City Archive, Judenschätzungenregister 1725–1793, fol. 178, 5 (now lost) but cited in Dietz, Stammbuch der Frankfurter Juden (Frankfurt, 1907),


“His declared assets in 1749, a total of 1375 gulden …” (p. 47). See Christian Wilhelm Berghoeffer, Meyer Amschel Rothschild (Frankfurt, 1922),


“… the other family was named Bauer …” (p. 48). See Dietz, Stammbuch,


“… teachers per pupil in the ghetto than in the rest of the city” (p. 51). See H. Voelker (ed), Die Stadt Goethes, Frankfurt am Main im XVIII. Jahrhundert (Berlin, 1920),


“… absolutism, mercantilism and baroque culture …” (p. 56). See Selma Stern, The Court Jew (Philadelphia, 1950),


“… I hope you’ll do your best” (p. 57). Quoted in H. Schnee, Die Hoffinanz und der moderne Staat, vol. iii, (Berlin, 1960),
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