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Advance praise for The House of TwentyThousand Books




 





‘The sheer richness of this marvellous book – in terms of its style, think Borges, Perec – amply complements the wondrous complexity of the family – in terms of its subject-matter, think the Eitingons, the Ephrussi – about which Sasha Abramsky writes so lovingly. And as a portrait of London’s left-wing Jewish intellectual life it is surely without equal.’


Simon Winchester




 





‘I loved this touching and heartfelt celebration of a scholar, teacher and bibliophile, a man whose profound learning was finetempered by humane wisdom and self-knowledge. We might all of us envy Sasha Abramsky in possessing such a remarkable grandfather, heroic in his integrity and evoked for us here with real eloquence and affection.’


Jonathan Keates


 




 





‘Sasha Abramsky has combined four kinds of history – familial, political, Jewish, and literary – into one brilliant and compelling book. With him as an erudite and sensitive guide, any reader will be grateful for the opportunity to be immersed into the house of twenty thousand books.’


Samuel Freedman




 





‘The House of Twenty Thousand Books is a grandson’s elegy for the vanished world of his grandparents’ house in London and the exuberant, passionate jostling of two traditions – Jewish and Marxist – that intertwined in his growing up. It is a fascinating memoir of the fatal encounter between Russian Jewish yearning for freedom and the Stalinist creed, a grandson’s unsparing, but loving reckoning with a conflicted inheritance. In the digital age, it will also make you long for the smell of old books, the dust on shelves and the collector’s passions, all on display in The House of Twenty Thousand Books.’


Michael Ignatieff
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This book is dedicated to Chimen and Miriam Abramsky.


You were, quite simply, extraordinary.


I miss you and mourn for you every day.

























What a piece of work is a man! How noble in reason, how infinite in faculty! In form and moving how express and admirable! In action how like an angel! In apprehension how like a god! The beauty of the world! The paragon of animals! And yet to me, what is this quintessence of dust?


William Shakespeare, Hamlet, Act II, Scene 2.
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Prologue I:


Saying Goodbye







He looks upon himself as a part of the books, or the books a part of him, I don’t know which.


William Morris, News From Nowhere (1890).





THERE IS NO SOUND on earth like that of a quiet man, a dignified man, exploding in primal grief. Nothing compares to it – not fingernails scraping on a blackboard, not the whirr of a dental drill through enamel. Nothing. It is the howl of absolute horror, a keening black hole of noise that sucks in everything else. It pulls you into the abyss – extraordinary, out-of-character, it brooks no dissent. This, the sound announces, is about forever.


That is the noise I heard as I cradled the phone to my left ear in March 2010. I was at home, in Sacramento, California, perched desolate on a sofa in the TV room, my wife and children in another room. Six thousand miles away, my father was sitting next to his father’s body at his north London home at 5 Hillway, in Highgate. A few minutes earlier, my grandfather, Chimen Abramsky, had finally died. Of what? Old age? He was ninety-three years old. Complications from Parkinson’s disease? He had been deteriorating  for years, a frail, deaf old man, a widower increasingly locked, stony-faced, into a broken, frozen body. Or the aftermath of a horrifying series of late-life illnesses and infections, each of which in and of itself ought to have killed him? In the end, the cause didn’t really matter. What mattered was that the last of my grandparents had died, a man who had been my teacher, mentor and guru, as well as my ‘Nye’ – the name I coined for him when I was a toddler, because he always wore a tie and I couldn’t pronounce that word. My wonderful, at times playful, granddad – the old man who would dance around his dining room with a great stack of colourful plastic cups, each one fitting neatly into the next, balanced atop his head to entertain me when I was a young child – was gone. The man who had surrounded himself with tens of thousands of wondrously rare books, bought over the better part of a century, had disappeared, everything that made him him replaced with the waxen, impersonal stillness of death.


As I started to weep, the sobs shaking me as if I were a rag doll, part of me floated up above the scene and, looking down, wondered why I was so shocked. After all, I had had plenty of time to practise my grief: Chimen’s decline had been slow, his final months painful and humiliating, every phone call to my parents or siblings begun with an update on his tenuous hold on life. He had become, during those last few years, a coda to his own story.




***





In the seventeenth century, the French philosopher René Descartes had famously concluded ‘I think, therefore I am’. For much of Chimen’s life, as he methodically constructed his House of Books, the reverse had held: he was, and therefore he thought – had he not thought, read, analysed the world around him, and the history from whence that world grew, he would have been a lost soul. He was, after all, never very good at twiddling his thumbs. But now, in his nineties, with his body wrecked by Parkinson’s, with his hearing gone, unable to leave his house to go on the walks that he used to love, he became a prisoner; his mind locked in his failing body, that body cloistered away in his House of Books. Bit by bit, the world closed in on him; eventually, he could no longer make it up the stairs. His world was reduced to the small, book-filled rooms of his home’s ground floor. The house that had once served as one of left-wing London’s great salons, which still contained one of England’s most important private libraries, now became utterly claustrophobic. The home that had sparkled with intellectual life when I visited it as a child became a little frightening, decrepit, a place I took my own children to out of obligation rather than joy. Animated conversation was replaced by the long silences of deaf old age; the bustle of a crowded kitchen and a gaggle of diners and overnight guests gave away to the stillness of Parkinson’s.


Now, the Cartesian equation righted itself: seeking to maintain a hold on life, on sanity, Chimen became even more obsessed with the world of books that he had created for himself. Like a man who pinches himself to make sure he still has feeling, Chimen read to reassure himself that he was still alive. He thought, therefore he was. For years, as he declined, his ability to think sustained him; he clung to his extraordinary intellectual facilities, to his near-photographic powers of recall: when a social worker, attempting to ascertain his mental acuity, asked him if he knew who the Prime Minister was, Chimen responded witheringly that he could list every Prime Minister from the past two hundred years. But, at the very end, even his memory abandoned him. Physically broken, he finally became confused.


I had been grieving over Chimen’s dissolution for months, years even, the partial grief for the living that drips out at unexpected times and in unwanted places. But, as I listened now to my father keening in the book-filled living room in my grandfather’s house near Hampstead Heath, the room my grandfather had eventually had to sleep in after he could no longer climb the stairs to his bedroom, something snapped. The ghastly permanence, the irrevocability, of the iron door that separated death from life, sliced me up, left me in pieces.




***





A day later, I was in London, helping the family to prepare for my grandfather’s funeral. We roamed around Chimen’s house, starting the grim process of sorting out a lifetime’s accumulation of papers, completing financial documents, and all the other standard activity that accompanies death, filling up the hours in the days leading to the funeral. Solace came from Chimen’s library, an extraordinary collection made up of somewhere between fifteen and twenty thousand volumes. Even leaving aside the quality, the rarity of these books, many of them hundreds of years old, their sheer physical presence was overwhelming: if each book weighed, on average, a pound – a fair estimate, given that many were slim little volumes just a few ounces in weight, while others were huge tomes easily weighing ten pounds – then at a conservative guess the house contained upwards of ten tons of books, the weight of at least five large cars. There were, in addition, several tons of manuscripts, letters, and newspapers stacked around the house. I would stop in front of one bookshelf or another, take out an old book, smell it, feel it, look for its publication date, reacquaint myself with it as an old friend; I would talk about it with my younger brother, Kolya, who of all of the five grandchildren knew the most about Chimen’s collection.


During those sad hours, I looked for particular books that we had been introduced to in happier years; or particular authors whose importance Chimen had hammered into our heads, apprenticing us into his world of ideas. And I remembered conversations from decades earlier, the conversations that in so many ways had formed the canvas on which my intellectual persona was drawn. I could not stop pacing about his house, trying to imagine a world without my grandfather. Every time I descended the staircase, I was confronted by the grotesquerie of Picasso’s Guernica, the iconic image of the horrors of aerial bombardment from the Spanish Civil War and a copy of which had hung above these stairs for my whole life. One of my earliest memories was waving my grandmother Mimi and Chimen off for a Spanish holiday in the late 1970s; they had waited forty years to visit Spain, refusing to go until General Franco, on whose behalf the Nazi bombers had attacked Guernica in 1937, was dead. Every time I reached the bottom of the stairs and headed back down the hall, I saw, hanging in a rare bookless space on the wall, the series of black and white photos of my grandparents that my cousin Rob had taken for a school project years earlier.


One evening, my oldest friend, Ben, came to visit me and try to cheer me up. He reminded me of the many times I had taken him to play at Chimen and Mimi’s. How lucky you were, he said. Most kids regard their grandparents as burdens, as old-timers to be endured, maybe even respected and loved in an abstract sort of way, but certainly not to be emulated or considered a part of one’s daily life. You, he told me, your grandfather was your hero.


It was true. Chimen Abramsky was, in so many ways, larger than life. The atheist third son of a famous rabbi, Yehezkel Abramsky – who, in 1956 won the first Israel Prize for rabbinic literature – and the grandson of another famous rabbi, Moshe Nahum Jerusalimsky and the great-grandson of yet a third renowned rabbi, Yaakov David Willowski (known affectionately as ‘The Ridbaz’, a nickname built around the acronym of his title and initials), Chimen was like a character out of an Isaac Bashevis Singer or a Saul Bellow novel, or an antiquarian out of a Dickens book, or an eccentric eighteenth-century salon host, or, more likely, a chimera of them all. It was impossible to pigeonhole him: too many stories flowed through his person simultaneously. While his father was head of London’s Beth Din, the chief religious court for Jews in Britain, Chimen – who, at the time was running, with my grandmother, a Jewish bookstore and publishing house named Shapiro, Valentine & Co, around the corner from Yehezkel’s office – was a leading member of the Communist Party of Great Britain. Later on, he became an outspoken critic of the Soviet Union and came to count the liberal philosopher Isaiah Berlin among his closest friends and champions. Lacking a university degree, Chimen nevertheless, in middle age, became acknowledged as one of the world’s great experts both in socialist history and in Jewish history. After decades buying and selling books for a living, he spent the latter part of his career as an academic; first lecturing on Marxism at St Antony’s College, Oxford, and then as chair of the Jewish and Hebrew Studies Department at University College London; he also spent time as a visiting professor at Brandeis and at Stanford – and he lectured at many other prestitious institutions on both sides of the Atlantic. Rounding out his career, Chimen became a leading consultant on manuscripts for Sotheby’s auction house.


He was, across all of these incarnations, one of England’s most extraordinary book collectors and one of the great letter-writers of his age, penning letters in English, Hebrew, Russian and Yiddish, sometimes as many as ten, and even twenty in a day, to a vast array of acquaintances.


Chimen was a diminutive figure, five feet one inch tall, with great, sturdy arms and a bullish neck, quite possibly the legacy of his years in charge of Shapiro, Valentine & Co, years during which he had regularly schlepped heavy boxes of books around the great metropolis. One of my father’s oldest friends, writing about his childhood memories of post-war London, described Chimen, with great affection, as a ‘little Russian gnome’. He would, in his later years, almost always wear a ready-made charcoal grey suit and tie; if he was feeling particularly casual, on a rare visit to the beach, perhaps, he might replace the jacket with a woollen sweater. When he was outdoors, his head, bald on top, adorned with a ring of unruly white hair around the back, always hosted either a cloth cap or a tweed homburg. He had a wonderful Eastern European accent, an accent somehow almost as musty, as imbued with echoes from the past, as the books that he collected; and he spoke a patois of English, Hebrew, Russian and Yiddish, sometimes reserving particular languages for specific friends or acquaintances, and on other occasions blending the languages in one extraordinary conversation.


In notes that he had sketched out in his mid-eighties, for an autobiography that he ultimately found himself entirely unable to write, he asked himself the question: ‘Why should a person feel the need to write about his own life?’ Part of his answer was that his life covered ‘a long period in our turbulent century of Revolution, civil war, pogroms, ruthless dictatorship, World War Two with its terrible tragedies, culminating in the genocidal destruction of six million Jews… Life is to a large degree a lottery, whose fate is decided by forces frequently by chance, outside our will, but to whose decisions we contribute, willy-nilly’. He would, he averred, ‘endeavour to write on days gone, on a past which was colourful, full of contradictions, conflicts, and, in a word, some ordinary and some startlingly original and colourful personalities’. It was an echo of the words of one of the thinkers he most admired, the great nineteenth-century Russian radical journalist, letter writer and revolutionary Alexander Herzen, who had given a similar rationale for writing his own memoirs nearly a century and a half earlier. In 1855, in exile in London, Herzen had begun publishing a series of essays about his life in The Pole Star, a Russian-language journal that he ran. (The essays were later reprinted in book form, under the title My Past and Thoughts.) ‘Who is entitled to write his reminiscences?’ the exiled writer asked his readers. He answered, ‘Everyone. Because no one is obliged to read them. In order to write one’s reminiscences it is not at all necessary to be a great man, nor a notorious criminal, nor a celebrated artist, nor a statesman – it is quite enough to be simply a human being, to have something to tell, and not merely to desire to tell it but at least have some little ability to do so’. In his old age, Chimen concluded that he lacked the ability to tell his own story; yet that story, as he knew, as I knew, as all who were close to Chimen knew, was one that needed to be told.




***





Several months after Chimen’s death, his library was sold. My family kept back only a few volumes – those of sentimental value to my father and his sister, and those specifically requested by my brother and myself. A couple of months later, the mailman drove up to my house in California, and unloaded a large, heavy cardboard box. In it were my books, the ones I had asked for from the House of Books. A set of ‘Past Masters’ pocket paperbacks, published by Oxford University Press, outlining in brief form the philosophies of great thinkers from Blaise Pascal and Thomas More to Herbert Marcuse and Che Guevara. They had occupied perhaps a foot of shelf space about five shelves up, in the hallway just by the front door, next to a rather austere oil painting of my grandmother’s father. And a set of crumbling old Everyman Classics, made up of all the great political philosophy texts: from Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Ethics and Politics to Ernest Renans’ The Life of Jesus and the great religious writings of St. Thomas Aquinas; from Machiavelli’s The Prince to classic texts by Rousseau and Voltaire; More’s Utopia; Spinoza’s Ethics; Immanuel Kant’s great philosophical works; Hobbes’s political treatises; Hume’s philosophical musings; Adam Smith’s economics; Hamilton’s Federalist Papers; Marx’s Das Kapital; and Macaulay’s Historical Essays. These had lived on one of the shelves in the front living room, halfway up the wall backing onto the hallway.


Coming separately – to be delivered personally by my mother the next time she visited me – was an 1841 fourth edition of de Tocqueville’s classic text Democracy in America, published in New York, Boston, and Philadelphia, the original tracing paper map of his American journeys bound into the volume as accompaniment to the thick, rough-hewn, water-damaged printed pages. The spine of the thick black binding was missing, and the inside of the binding that remained was stained brown, the shadow of a now-missing library-borrowing list, perhaps. The exquisitely thin map folded up next to the title page showed the United States when the states ended at Missouri and Arkansas, and much of the south-west on the map was dyed yellow, indicating that it belonged to Mexico. The land of Alaska was coloured pink and listed simply as ‘Russian America’. There is no California in this world, no Nebraska, or Arizona. Texas’s population is listed on the map as twenty thousand.


Also delivered by my mother: an early edition of The Working-Class Movement in America, co-authored by Marx’s daughter Eleanor and her common-law husband Edward Aveling, which had been owned by Herbert Gladstone, son of the British Liberal Prime Minister William Gladstone. And a little red Workers’ Library book, Memories of Lenin, by the revolutionary leader’s wife Nadezhda Krupskaya.


Fifty volumes, maybe one hundred, out of the thousands in that house. Mere fragments. But those fragments told a story, they delineated a set of core beliefs – philosophical schools of thought, explorations of democracy and of revolution – ways of understanding human behaviour and human society. They were Chimen’s guides through life, his search for meaning, for purpose, for structure in human existence. They were like a seed bank out of which his world could be resurrected, or shards from an archaeological dig – the older layers buried underneath newer, fresher levels – allowing vanished histories to come back to life.


‘Whatsoever moved Saint Jerome to call the journeys of the Israelites in the wilderness, mansions’, wrote the metaphysical poet John Donne in his eerie sermon, ‘Death’s Duel’, written shortly before his death in 1631, ‘the word…signifies but a journey, but a peregrination’. For Chimen, too, his mansion of ideas, his House of Books, was more a journey, a never-ending voyage of discovery, than a physical abode. Perhaps that was why he cared so little for its creature comforts, living with hopelessly outdated plumbing, a leaky roof, flaking window frames, and floorboards, hidden under fraying rugs, that were more coarse planks than carefully carpentered, tightly fitted, floor slats. His home was to be experienced like a journey to far-off lands – difficult, challenging, unpredictable – rather than to be revelled in like a luxurious penthouse flat.




***





Over the course of decades Chimen had become so addicted to the printed page, to the texture of his books, to the feel of old manuscripts and to the material contained within his written correspondence, that he ended up literally surrounding himself with walls of words. They provided protection from the madness of the world outside – or, at the very least, a road map for navigating the chaos.


By the end of his life, every single room in the house, except the bathroom and kitchen, was lined from floor to ceiling with shelves double-stacked with books, with just a few bare spots left in which paintings and photographs hung. If you pulled a few bricks out of the wall of books, you found a second, hidden wall behind it. And, when the shelves were filled, first the floors and then the tables succumbed to great, twisting piles of tomes. In a home which remained largely unrenovated during the sixty-six years that Chimen inhabited it, which became progressively more dilapidated with each passing year, ideas were the mortar holding Chimen’s biblio-bricks together: notions of progress, understanding of civility and culture, explanations of how and why great cultures and civilisations decline, theories of history.


As the House of Books rose, volume by volume, shelf by shelf, room by room, so the connections became more complex. Adam Smith’s free market ideas segued into the economic theories of Marx’s Das Kapital. Macaulay’s and Carlyle’s theories of history stood alongside Hegel’s dialectic, Marx’s notions of structure and superstructure with Frantz Fanon’s rants about the cleansing role of blood-letting. The conservative late-eighteenth century historian and parliamentarian Edmund Burke paved the way for the anti-Revolutionary French cleric Joseph de Maistre, whose dark views on the human condition in turn led to an intellectual movement that eventually culminated in Fascism and the maniacal theories embodied in Hitler’s Mein Kampf. Nineteenth-century working men in England protesting against harsh conditions in the factories of the Midlands shared a shelf with fellow-nineteenth-century Russian anarchists such as Mikhail Bakunin. Above them would be perched twentieth-century Russian Bolsheviks. Plato could serve as the foundation for the medieval Jewish scholar Maimonides, who found echoes centuries later in Spinoza; and Spinoza’s Ethics helped hold up secular liberal theorists such as John Locke, Montesquieu and Tom Paine. Eighteenth-century Jewish mystics shared a wall with nineteenth-century English utopian socialists. And so on.




***





Hillway held two libraries. The first was Chimen’s socialist collection; the second his Judaica volumes. The Judaica collection, even after five thousand books and two thousand offprints had, in the 1980s, been removed to join other volumes in a specially endowed section of the library in the imposing nineteenth-century buildings at University College London, was utterly comprehensive, detailing every conceivable aspect of Jewish life over the centuries. Of the seven thousand items purchased by the university, his colleague Mark Geller, in internal correspondence with the university’s Provost, wrote that they made up ‘probably the best Jewish History library in Europe’. The socialist collection was in all likelihood the most complete privately-owned collection of eighteenth-, nineteenth- and early twentieth-century socialist literature anywhere in the world. Certainly it was the most complete collection of its kind in Britain.


Taken as a whole, these two separate, but interconnected, libraries were of vast range, the fruit of a collector’s obsession nurtured in the late 1940s by Chimen’s friendship with the rare book dealer Heinrich Eisemann. A German Jew, Eisemann had learned the mysteries of his trade at the hands of fin de siècle experts in Frankfurt, Paris and Rome, and had been the novelist Thomas Mann’s book-dealer. He had left Germany prior to the outbreak of the Second World War, settling first in the East End of London and later moving to the more affluent St. John’s Wood neighbourhood. The German refugee knew so much about his trade that, Chimen recalled in a conversation with Eisemann’s grandson sixty years later, when he walked into a Sotheby’s auction room all the top buyers would stand up out of respect.


Under Eisemann’s tutelage, Chimen made connections with dealers in England, including a number of specialists along the Farringdon Road, and Maggs Bros. Ltd, dealers in ‘rare books, autographs, manuscripts, engravings’, who boasted a fashionable Berkeley Square address and counted royalty in England, Spain and Portugal among their clients. He established relations, too, with dealers in Israel, Denmark, France, Germany, Switzerland, Italy, Holland and the United States. He would order books by mail, and, in a somewhat chaotic manner, kept all of the receipts and invoices. In bureaux in his house, in random folders at his university office, he would stuff all of his correspondence with these dealers. Requests for payment; disputes over lost cheques; notes informing Chimen of rare books that had just gone on the market. So important were these book-dealing connections that, over the years, he filled in several address books just with their contact information. When Chimen travelled to America in 1948, Eisemann also happened to be there. One evening, he called Chimen to his hotel room in New York to show him something. There, in the room, was a hand-written manuscript, a complete movement from Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony, just purchased by Eisemann on behalf of an American collector. ‘The greatest symphony ever written’, Chimen remembered near the end of his life, his reedy, ancient voice still conveying the awe he felt at that moment. ‘It was something exceptional’.


Well into the 1950s, Chimen regarded himself as Eisemann’s apprentice, acting as his literary procurer. In one typical transaction, using £500 put up by Eisemann and an anonymous investor, Chimen bought five letters by Karl Marx, and one from Marx’s wife, Jenny, in 1951. The conditions were as follows: if Eisemann could not re-sell the letters, Chimen would refund him half of the money that he had put up; but, if they sold for a profit, Chimen agreed that the profit would ‘be equally shared between the anonymous person who lent for the purpose of the letters two hundred and fifty pounds, yourself, and myself’. At some point, however, Chimen gained both the knowledge and the confidence to strike out on his own. He would, on occasion, still act on Eisemann’s behalf – such as when he travelled to Stuttgart in 1957, to evaluate and purchase a rare Hebrew Bible (Eisemann, who had lost many relatives in the Holocaust, refused to set foot in Germany after the Second World War) – but as the years progressed he expected more of a share in the profits. Eventually, Eisemann slid into senescence, recognising neither Chimen nor the treasures that, together, they had bought and sold; Chimen was left to succeed without his mentor. He did so with a passion.


That passion produced something extraordinary: an architecture to the House of Books that was infinitely complex, its crystalline structure largely obscured to the untrained eye. When an estate agent came around to evaluate the property shortly after Chimen’s death, he looked at all the books, laughed, and said that my father and aunt should consider selling the whole lot to one of those dealers who take stuff in bulk, sight unseen. You never know, all that old paper might be worth a few bob, was the clear implication. But you had better clean it out quickly so that prospective buyers can get a glimpse of the size of the place. With some knowledge of the subject, however, with a bit of deductive effort one could actually work out, through the architecture of the library, how Chimen’s interests had evolved. Moving from room to room at 5 Hillway, one could travel through hundreds of years of European political history, and thousands of years of philosophy and of Jewish history; one could see which individuals and which events particularly enthralled Chimen; which artists and poets inspired him; which languages he understood; and which cities and their publishing houses especially intrigued him. And, as one came to understand when each room was populated with books, so one could get a sense of how Chimen’s interests and priorities had changed over the decades.


Some of Hillway’s rooms had, by the time my generation came on the scene, ceased to have any functional purpose; the bibliographic flora had simply run rampant. In the diabolically cluttered little upstairs ‘office’ or ‘study’ – a room that Mimi’s mother, Bellafeigel, had inhabited in the 1950s for the last four years of her life – spirals of reference books, Jewish art volumes and bound collections of newspapers reached up toward the ceiling, surrounded by mountains of miscellaneous papers and handwritten correspondence. At some point, the room had become simply unusable; Chimen’s response had been to lock it from the outside and hide it away from view. It was, he mischievously told his friend David Mazower (the great-grandson of the Yiddish playwright and novelist Scholem Asch, whom Chimen had known in London decades earlier) when diving into one of the piles to find a bound volume of rare Yiddish newspapers, and into another to retrieve an armful of extraordinarily precious Bundist pamphlets, printed in late-Tsarist Russia on onion-skin paper, ‘the jungle room’. He always carried little black leather pouches full of numerous keys – to safes, to hidden rooms, to filing cabinets. Only he knew which keys opened which locks, so it was a sure bet that no one would trespass into his deathtrap of an office accidentally. That said, when one of my cousins did sneak in behind him on one occasion, she saw him disappear into a tunnel through the piles that, she swore later, was literally carved out just to fit his body. In that room, after his death, buried under the stacks of papers, was found old Russian folk art, as well as a small eighteenth-century Armenian Bible, perhaps four or five inches high and almost as thick, posted to Chimen decades earlier, the envelope in which it was contained never opened.


Elsewhere, order still seemed to reign. In the smaller bedroom to the rear of the house – the room that had once belonged to Jenny, my Dad’s younger sister, and which was, as a result, not vacated until the late 1960s – were the catalogues and other tools of the trade that Chimen needed to consult when working for the auction house Sotheby’s in the last decades of his career. That was the room I slept in when I was a child spending the weekend with my grandparents. On a wall opposite the bed hung a copy of a Marc Chagall painting; it showed a whimsical scene of a circus, the clowns in pointed hats floating through their magical landscape. Next to it was another Chagall, this one portraying a beautiful woman holding what looked like an urn filled with water in her right hand, her left hand raised skyward, towards an orb, just out of reach. She was surrounded by other women, each of them with their own unexplained circles to carry. In the corners of the painting were what appeared to be olive branches. In the top left, a dove fluttered its wings. Years later, leafing through a Liberal Haggadah one Seder night, I came across a reproduction of that same painting. It was titled Miriam the Prophet at the Red Sea.


As the number of books expanded, ultimately the order became more tenuous, more precarious. In the airing closets, cupboards and wardrobes around the house, more random heaps of books were stored. And on the dining room and living room floors unstable mounds of additional volumes were gathered.




***





I do not think anyone ever counted the number of books in the house, although Chimen made partial efforts over the years to catalogue his collection, and various book experts, some flown in from New York and others from London, spent weeks studying it after he died. Looking at the shelves, I estimated that there were probably close to twenty thousand volumes in the house at the time of Chimen’s death. My father believed it was more like fifteen thousand. Whatever the exact number of books at Hillway, it was staggering. And what made it more staggering was their quality. Chimen did not simply aim for numbers; he collected books and editions that were extraordinarily hard to find, and, by extension, were worth their weight in gold. More importantly, they were the stuff of rebirth, ways to bring vanished pasts to life.


It was, quite simply, a magnificent intellectual enterprise, both a working library that Chimen could access while researching his essays and books, and also a work of love, of respect for the past, preserving the memories and ideas of men and women now long dead, their worlds as vanished as their voices, their smiles, their bodies. Inside Hillway, one could embark on journeys into that past, to see the fighters of 1848 take to the streets in Vienna or Berlin or London itself; to witness the Paris Communards on the barricades; to visit the Russian revolutionaries in Petrograd in October 1917, or the displaced Yiddish-language journalists and theatre impressarios, who, a century earlier, had printed London East End newspapers with such whimsical names as Der Poylisher Yidl and had entertained homesick immigrants.


Chimen himself was not a particularly good storyteller – he frequently gave away the punchline of humorous anecdotes too early; or, with more serious stories, got bogged down in too many details. Yet he knew so much about history, and was so precise with his usage of names, his memory of places and dates, of who knew whom and who feuded with whom, that with a bit of imagination one could create one’s own vivid, three dimensional, plotlines to accompany Chimen’s scholarly historical conversation. He provided the raw materials and empowered his guests or students to create technicolour mental images for themselves.


My grandfather was not parsimonious with his collection, but one had to earn the right to see his bibliographic jewels, one had to have the right introductions. When a stranger wrote to University College, shortly after Chimen had been made a professor, asking to see one of his William Morris letters, Chimen had his secretary type out a sniffy response: ‘I regret very much that my library is strictly private and I only allow very few people to have a look at it. Paul Meier, an old friend of mine, used my library for his article on Morris as well as for his great book on Morris in which he refers to it many times. I regret very much that the manuscript is not available to anybody else’. Chimen would gauge one’s interest, see how much knowledge one brought to the table, or how much enthusiasm one had for the world of ideas, and then, gradually, he would start to give you entrée into the library. Maybe on one visit he would show you an early edition of one of Lenin’s books; then, on the next encounter, he would let you glimpse a handwritten document by Lenin or something penned by the martyred German revolutionary, Rosa Luxemburg. Perhaps, eventually, you would even see the original William Morris illustrated manuscripts kept in the very bible box in which Morris had stored them during the latter part of the nineteenth century. Or you might get to handle a first edition of William Godwin’s 1793 treatise An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice, the earliest published anarchist policy tract. It was a heavy volume, its thick, yellowing pages sandwiched within a majestic black binding; a similar volume to the one the teenage William Hazlitt, later to be counted among England’s leading essayists, would have read in the mid-1790s. ‘No work in our time gave such a blow to the philosophical mind of the country as the celebrated Enquiry concerning Political Justice’, Hazlitt wrote later in his collection of essays on famous men, The Spirit of the Age. ‘Tom Paine was considered for the time as a Tom Fool to him, Paley an old woman, Edmund Burke a flashy sophist. Truth, moral truth, it was supposed, had here taken up its abode; and these were the oracles of thought’.


All of this was an exercise in trust – not that Chimen was fearful that one of his guests would flee Hillway with the box of Morris under his or her arm, or with Godwin’s tract secreted in a briefcase; but rather, that he believed intellectual favours ought to be reciprocal. He was more than happy to show visitors documents that in some cases they could see nowhere else on earth; but he would only do so in exchange for meaningful questions and thoughtful comments, or at the very least an expression of admiration and awe, about the ideas and documents at hand. In 2006, to commemorate Chimen’s ninetieth birthday, a documentary film-maker, Christo Hird, and the British New Left activist and scholar, Tariq Ali, made a film about Chimen and his books. As Chimen took Tariq Ali deeper and deeper into the collection, eventually bringing out such treasures as Karl Marx’s membership card of the First International – the organisation set up in London in 1864 with the aim of uniting trade unions and left-wing political parties around the world into a structure capable of promoting a co-ordinated working class revolution – and Communist Manifestos with Marx and Engels’s personal, handwritten annotations, Ali’s eyes got wider and wider. ‘Oh my gosh, oooooh my gosh Chimen’, he kept spluttering, utterly overwhelmed by the historical relics he saw before him, by the proximity to extraordinary historical events that Chimen was allowing him to experience. ‘Oh my gosh!’




***





In the late 1970s, a family friend of my mother’s came from Los Angeles to visit us in London, and was taken to see Chimen and Mimi’s house. An artist, he immortalised that evening with a black and white ink drawing; titled (for some reason in French) Maison Livres des Shimin Abramski (sic), or Chimen Abramsky’s House of Books, it showed a house the walls and – a flurry of artistic exaggeration – even the ceilings of which consisted entirely of books; whose occupants sat around cluttered tables in old chairs drinking endless cups of tea while engaged in animated conversation.


To me, that house, so ordinary from the outside – with its white plastered walls and tiled roof, its TV antenna perched next to the chimney, it looked like one of countless thousands of north London semi-detached houses built in the early decades of the twentieth century – was my school, my university, my library, my sanctuary when the going got tough at home. It was the place I retreated to when I fought with my parents, or found my younger siblings too annoying. From a very young age, I’d take a train from the station near our house in west London to Gospel Oak, walk along the side of Hampstead Heath, left on Highgate Road, right on Swain’s Lane, and then another left on Hillway. I’d walk down the dull-red brick front garden path, between my grandmother’s rose bushes, and climb the three steps to the door. I’d ring the doorbell, and there Chimen would be: ‘Ah, Meester Sasha’, he’d announce, pretending to be surprised. ‘Miri, it’s Meester Sasha. Come on in’. And he’d kiss me quickly on both cheeks, his breath slightly stale, then pull me into the House of Books and close the door behind me.



















Prologue II:


Saying Hello







Everything must be recaptured and relocated in the general framework of history, so that despite the difficulties, the fundamental paradoxes and contradictions, we may respect the unity of history, which is also the unity of life.


Fernand Braudel, On History (1980).





GROWING UP, I was always presented with my grandfather’s story in almost mythological terms, a series of inadequate, somewhat simplistic, snapshots of a life too large to chronicle properly. I knew, according to the summaries of his life that I gathered in conversation, that Chimen himself had been born in the autumn of 1916 in Minsk, then a White Russian region, and now in the Republic of Belarus, near the small town of Smalyavichy in which his family lived; that his birth had only been registered several months afterwards, and that he had, therefore, at least two different birthdays. I knew, too, that Chimen had grown into his teenage years in Moscow and, when he was fifteen years old, his father – who had served two years in a hard-labour camp in Siberia for religious proselytising and the ostensibly treasonable activity of talking to an American human rights fact-finding mission – had been sent into exile in England. Chimen, his younger brother Menachem and his mother, were also allowed to leave. His two older brothers were kept as hostages in the Soviet Union for several more years. In London, despite Rabbi Abramsky’s recent experiences at the hands of the Soviet secret police, Chimen became involved in left-wing politics, and surreptitiously acquired and read copies of Karl Marx’s writings with the glee of discovery and of youthful rebellion.


In the mid-1930s, the young man enrolled at the still-new Hebrew University in Jerusalem, in what was then Palestine. He travelled there by train and boat: boat from England to France, trains south to the Mediterranean, then another ship, on which he had a steerage ticket, across the sea to Palestine. His vessel, like so many others bringing Jews to the Mandate territory in the mid-1930s, docked at the port town of Haifa. On similar voyages it is recorded that many of the passengers, as they readied themselves to disembark, sang the Zionist anthem which later became Israel’s national anthem, Ha-tikvah: ‘As long as the Jewish spirit is yearning deep in the heart, With eyes turned toward the East, looking toward Zion, Then our hope – the two-thousand-year-old hope – will not be lost: To be a free people in our land, The land of Zion and Jerusalem’. Chimen might have sung along, although he never mentioned it when reminiscing about these years; more probably, however, he would have stayed silent. His political beliefs, at this point, did not include supporting the creation of a Jewish state. He arrived in a city in the throes of reinvention. In the old quarters of the town, narrow, cobbled streets were lined with buildings hundreds of years old. In the newer parts of Jerusalem, large numbers of modern apartment complexes were being erected at speed to accommodate the influx of new residents.


The university was a strange place, still trying to establish itself. Chaim Weizman, the leading figure behind modern Zionism, had sunk its foundation stones in the summer of 1918, but the university itself had not opened for classes until 1925; and when Chimen arrived in 1936 it was still not quite sure of its position in the academic firmament. Many of the faculty members were refugees from Nazi Germany; a fair number of them, as described in S.Y. Agnon’s novel Shira, spoke almost no Hebrew. When they were short of cash, they sold their German books to dealers for a pittance: some of those books ended up in Chimen’s early collection.


Shortly after he arrived, Chimen joined the Haganah, or Jewish Defense Force, in response to the Arab revolt which broke out that year. Rioting throughout the summer months resulted in the deaths of numerous Jews, among them six students and several faculty members. The university’s library was also attacked. ‘There was’, wrote Agnon (one of whose original manuscripts subsequently ended up in Chimen’s collection) ‘a new round of violence known as the riots, in which Jewish blood flowed unrestrained, and there were so many murders and massacres that no self-preserving Jew would venture out at night’. Buses were fitted with iron window bars to deflect the rocks thrown at the vehicles by rioters. Yet, if Chimen’s letters are any guide to his actions, he spent his time in the Haganah arguing fine philosophical points rather than learning military drill. He became, during this period, friends with three other intense young men – Shmuel Ettinger, Jacob Fleischer and the Silesian-born Abraham ‘Abby’ Robinson – who would play huge roles in his life over the coming decades. And he dreamed of success in the world of academia.


But the Second World War interrupted his studies. Returning to England for a summer holiday in 1939, he ended up trapped and stateless, unable to return to Palestine to complete his undergraduate degree. And so, instead of claiming what he surely thought was his rightful place in a respected university, over the next several decades Chimen and my grandmother Mimi (whom he married in 1940) ran Shapiro, Valentine & Co, a respected, albeit rather claustrophobic, Jewish book shop in London’s East End. Thwarted and frustrated in his academic ambitions, he looked for other avenues for his intellectual curiosity. During these early years with Mimi, Chimen embraced two passions: firstly, no longer religious, and searching for an alternative set of certainties, he threw himself into the world of Marxism. And secondly, apprenticing himself to Eisemann, he began to collect and deal in rare books.




***





Like so many of his peers, and like my grandmother and both of her sisters, Chimen had been drawn ever-closer to Communism during the early years of the Great Depression, and most particularly with the onset of the Spanish Civil War, years in which progressives in Europe dreamed of a ‘popular front’, while the great Western democracies stood by and watched the demise of the Spanish Republic. Mimi formally joined the Communist Party in the mid-1930s. Chimen took slightly longer to so do. Growing up, I believed this delay was perhaps out of deference to Rabbi Abramsky. It was, however, merely conjecture; my grandfather never really explained to me either why he had joined the Party after his father’s experiences, or why it had taken him longer to join than it did many of his peers – although, I found out subsequently, he did tell researchers late in his life that in the 1930s, before he became a British citizen, the Communist Party did not admit foreigners as members. He did, however, acknowledge that he had become an intellectual Marxist as a teenager while he was still living in the Soviet Union. Whatever the reasons for the delays, he formally became a member only after the Nazis invaded Russia in June 1941.


Chimen never told me, either, how he rationalised joining a political organisation that had defended the Nazi–Soviet Pact only two years earlier; how he justified to himself his defence, even hero-worship, of Joseph Stalin; or how he could continue to glorify the Soviet Union (albeit with less enthusiasm in the years after ‘Uncle Joe’s’ death) until the late 1950s, two years after Stalin’s successor, Nikita Khruschev, had acknowledged the scale of Stalin’s horrific crimes. Perhaps he felt that others had already explained it for him. There was, wrote the English politician Richard Crossman in the introduction to his famous collection of essays The God That Failed, a ‘terrible loneliness’ that progressive intellectuals felt during the 1930s. ‘They had a premonition of catastrophe, they looked for a philosophy with which they could analyze it and overcome it – and many of them found what they needed in Marxism.’


Once Chimen joined the Party, he rapidly became a committed activist. During the war years and the decade that followed, he was one of the leading figures in the party’s National Jewish Committee, as active – perhaps, I fear, even as fanatical – as any other Party leader. In his contribution to The God That Failed, Arthur Koestler compared his [Koestler’s] original commitment to Marxism to a religious conversion. ‘From the psychologist’s point of view’, he noted, ‘there is little difference between a revolutionary and a traditionalist faith. All true faith is uncompromising, radical, purist… All Utopias are fed from the sources of mythology; the social engineer’s blueprints are merely revised editions of the ancient text’. So it was with Chimen. He embraced Marxist orthodoxy with a messianic passion. In January 1947 he wrote a critical review of Koestler’s book Thieves in the Night, on Jewish terror groups such as the Stern Gang, which had embarked on a violent campaign in Palestine, and he prefaced his clever critique of the author’s support for the violent organisations with a jargon-filled denunciation of his politics. Koestler, he opined, under the ludicrously flimsy nom de plume ‘A. Chimen’, was a ‘former revisionist, once a fellow-traveller in the Communist Party, [who] has now returned to the revisionist fold’.


Yet, as for so many others of his generation, the adherence to the all-or-nothing political vision ultimately could not last. The word ‘utopia’, coined by Thomas More, comes from the Greek word ou-topos, meaning ‘nowhere’. In the early 1950s, in the face of Stalin’s purges of Jewish intellectuals and a rash of anti-Semitic show trials and campaigns throughout the Warsaw Pact countries – most famously the Doctors’ Plot in Moscow, in which nine prominent doctors, most of them Jewish, were accused of poisoning, or planning to poison, top Communist Party officials; and the trial of prominent Jewish Communists in Prague who had been accused of the catch-all crime of ‘Trotsky–Titoism’ – Chimen gradually came to feel that he was indeed stuck in a nowhere-land. When the Jewish doctors were freed after Stalin’s death, and their confessions voided – they had been tortured into admitting to non-existent crimes – it became all but impossible for Communists in the west to continue to deny that anti-Semitism had flourished in Stalin’s Soviet Union. Chimen’s unease grew. And yet, somehow, still he remained a Party member.


In 1956, when, in quick succession, the post-Stalin leadership in the USSR made public a long list of Stalin’s atrocities and then committed their own outrage, by sending troops into Hungary to suppress the anti-Soviet revolution, Mimi and her sisters left the Party. Chimen, inexplicably, stuck it out for two more years. For the rest of his life, my grandfather was dismayed at his lack of judgement in supporting an abysmal, bloodthirsty system for so long.


Why Chimen stayed in the Party so long is beyond my powers of explanation – and possibly his own. But, a man who did nothing by half-measures, once he left, he left with a vengeance, and, in the decades following, both he and Mimi grew increasingly critical of left-wing politics. Chimen, long a member of the influential historians’ unit within the British Communist Party, feuded with friends like Eric Hobsbawm for their continued embrace of Communism. Over time, he reinvented himself as a serious liberal thinker. Politically, he came to align himself with Cold War liberals such as his close friend from his Hebrew University years, Jacob Fleischer (who had subsequently changed his surname to Talmon), whose world-view Chimen had, at the height of his Stalinism, scorned.




***





Across the decades, however, whether a Communist or an anti-Communist, the world of books sustained him.


The book-selling business that kept the family solvent for more than twenty-five years was not the path that Chimen as a young man had hoped to follow, but, as he would often explain, world events had intervened to change his plans. He had been studying history in Jerusalem in 1939, and had come to London to visit his parents, leaving from the port city of Haifa and transiting through Marseilles on 11 July, carrying a Certificate of Naturalization from the government of Palestine, written in both English and Hebrew, and also a brown Palestinian Government passport, number 103907, issued the previous June. Chimen entered the United Kingdom on a four-month tourist visa, fully intending to return to Jerusalem after the summer; instead, he was left stranded and stateless by the outbreak of war. He remained stateless until late in 1947, when he received a short, typewritten notice that his application to become a British citizen had been approved. He swore the oath of allegiance to the United Kingdom six days into the new year. As for his undergraduate university studies, he never returned to them. Henceforth, he would be an autodidact.


My grandmother Miriam (Mimi to us kids; Miri to Chimen), despite being extremely intelligent, was not by calling an intellectual. But she was an extraordinary hostess and a successful professional in her own right. After Chimen took over the day-to-day running of their book shop, Mimi studied to become a social worker; and by the 1970s she was head of the psychiatric social work department at the Royal Free Hospital. She would come home from work – long days spent counselling extremely disturbed, sometimes suicidal, individuals – to cook fabulous, heavy, old-world meals with which to feed the endless array of guests who made their way to the house. One could not refuse her food; she simply would not accept an unwillingness to eat. Generations of scholars and rabbis, politicians, refugees, artists and students traipsed to 5 Hillway. When, during the last years of his life, I brought my own children to visit an aging and ailing Chimen, he was still welcoming visiting academics and old comrades – those few whom he had not outlived – for brief cups of coffee, bread and herring, and snippets of conversation. The house had become like Route 66, America’s fabled cross-country thoroughfare so unceremoniously replaced by modern freeways but still signposted on old Main Streets as a reminder of glory days long gone. The physical structure was dilapidated, the nonagenarian occupant something of a living ghost, but both were still iconic.




***





From middle age onward, Chimen became, temperamentally, ever more of an intellectual, an interpreter of events rather than a participant in them. In his little pocket diaries, in place of Communist Party meetings, were the minutiae of everyday family life: £26 and change spent on buying food, drink, and clothing for Yasha’s (his and Mimi’s nickname for my father) bar mitzvah; notes to pay insurance bills; dates on which school terms began. Yet, unlike so many others in full flight from Communism, Chimen did not ever really withdraw from public life. Instead, he pivoted, embracing academia where once he had embraced slogan-filled pamphleteering; declaring his fealty to liberal values and promoting the rights of individuals where once he had placed his hopes in the class struggle.


His knowledge was beyond panoramic. Chimen knew things that were not just rare nuggets of information but were literally unknown to other scholars. And he knew just when to reveal his hidden intellectual treasures and when to play coy and let other people take the spotlight. Well into his nineties Chimen retained a photographic memory, a remarkable range of knowledge, and an engagement with the world of ideas that was reminiscent of participants from the great salons of bygone centuries. His last published work was a letter to the editor of the London Review of Books in 2007, when he was ninety years old, providing hitherto unknown details of the ill-fated attempt by the literary critic Walter Benjamin to escape over the Pyrenees to elude his Nazi pursuers in 1940; Benjamin did get over the mountains, but was found dead shortly afterwards, the victim either of suicide or of murder. Chimen wrote about how he had discovered, through conversations with the niece of the woman who had tried to smuggle Benjamin to freedom, that Benjamin was carrying with him a black briefcase containing a manuscript ‘more important than his life’. Neither the briefcase nor the manuscript was ever found. It must, wrote Chimen sadly, have been ‘destroyed by whoever found it immediately after Benjamin’s suicide’. Shortly after Chimen wrote this letter, Carl Djerassi (an emeritus professor of chemistry from Stanford University, who had been instrumental in the development of the contraceptive pill and steroids), visited him. In retirement, Djerassi was writing novels and plays, and he was currently researching for a theatre piece – Four Jews on Parnassus – in which four famous Jews, from different walks of life, would get into a conversation. One of his characters was Benjamin, and one of the themes he wanted to explore was the missing briefcase that Chimen had detailed. Chimen and Djerassi spent time together talking at Hillway. Afterwards, the chemist wrote, enthusiastically, that my grandfather had ‘bewitched’ him.


Mention anyone connected with anything to do with socialism or modern Jewish history (which, it being an ancient culture, meant anything from about the last five or six hundred years) and almost anything to do with the Age of Enlightenment, and Chimen could give you the equivalent of an encyclopaedia entry answer as to who they were and why they mattered. Steve Zipperstein – a protégé of Chimen’s, who went on to become Professor of Jewish History and Culture at Stanford – would come to Hillway after a long day of studying at the British Library, and would proceed to mention which Russian-language Jewish newspaper articles he had been reading. Every time, Chimen would recall the article and explain its contents in detail. Fascinated by this feat of memory, Zipperstein decided to test how deep the well went: he began to drop cryptic clues about what manuscripts he had been perusing, waiting to see how long it took Chimen to guess the documents. Invariably, it did not take long. Chimen was like the mythological students celebrated in yeshiva lore, who had become so adept at studying texts that one could stick a pin into a book and they would know, from seeing how far it had sunk in, what page the point was resting on and what text was on that page.


In other words, he was like his father.




***





Rabbi Yehezkel Abramsky, the son of a small-time timber merchant, Mordechai Zalman Abramsky and his wife Friedl, had reputedly been born and survived childhood as the result of a blessing bestowed on his parents – they had earlier lost several infants to childhood diseases – by a renowned rabbinic scholar and miracle-worker known as Der Moster Zadik (‘the Holy Man from Most’). As a result of this intervention, his God-fearing admirers later hypothesised, Yehezkel, optimistically nicknamed Alterke, or ‘the old one’ by his parents to cement further his chances of a long life, had memorised every book of the Hebrew Pentateuch by the time he was eight years old. When the family walked to the town of Most from the tiny village, or dorf, of Dashkovtski, in what is now Belarus – so small that it could not rustle up the ten men required to form a minyan (quorum) for religious services – to attend synagogue on the High Holy Days, Yehezkel would astound audiences by reciting from memory any Jewish religious text he was asked to perform. They would shout requests from the rooftops; he would oblige. He was a Mozart of Torah. Within a few years of these public performances, he had attended every top yeshiva in the region, doing a sort of grand tour of the Orthodox equivalent of the Ivy League, and in the process establishing for himself a reputation as a Talmudic wunderkind without peer in the Jewish communities of Byelorussia and Lithuania in the dying years of the nineteenth century and the opening ones of the new century.


The young Yehezkel was so remarkable in his knowledge of the Babylonian Talmud, and all the great rabbinic codes of history, that Rabbi Chanoch Henekh Eygish suggested to his famous cousin, Rabbi Israel Jonathan Jerusalimsky, that he might make a suitable husband for Jerusalimsky’s daughter, Hendel Raizl. Jerusalimsky was rabbi of Ihomen, and a scion of a rabbinic dynasty dating back five hundred years (a dynasty so fabled among the religious Jews of the region that they referred to it as ‘the silk family’);.he invited the young scholar over to his house, quizzed him on complex questions about the Holy Books, and promptly offered his seventeen-year-old daughter’s hand in marriage. Over the next decade, Jerusalimsky would be instrumental in securing his son-in-law a series of increasingly prestigious rabbinic posts, as well as blessings from famous rabbis and Talmudic scholars, throughout the Byelorussian region. Rabbi Jerusalimsky’s daughter, now married to a prodigy, would, recalled Chimen, push her husband to realise his potential, to become as successful as her own ancestors. ‘Without her, my father would not have become so famous’, Chimen averred, in a filmed interview a few years before his death, the sunlight streaming into his dining room, a vase of red tulips perched on his dinner table, as he talked. ‘She made him famous. She pushed him’, he said, to use his extraordinary memory and understanding of the Talmud to maximum effect.


Yehezkel’s preternatural memory was a trait that he would pass on to his third son, Chimen, who was named after a long-departed great-grandfather who had been born around the time that Napoleon’s armies were invading Russia. The mnemonic tricks that yeshiva students such as Yehezkel learned in order to master the Gemara (the part of the Talmud made up of rabbinical commentaries on the Mishnah, which was a compilation of the Oral Law transmitted down the centuries by early Judaism’s great sages), including a form of call-and-response method, in which tutors called out verse numbers and students then recited the verses back at them, and in which instant translations from Hebrew toYiddish and back to Hebrew were chanted, were shared with Chimen. Later, when he had his own children, Chimen would impress them by memorising huge lists of numbers and repeating them back to the children. He did it, he later explained, by replacing the numbers in his head with equivalent Bible verses. As each number was read aloud, he would immediately convert it to a Bible verse – and, since he knew the whole Bible inside out, that visual trick gave him the ammunition he needed for near-perfect recall. It might have been numbers that came out of his mouth, but it was the words of the Bible that triggered their release.


In the rare instances when Chimen could not respond to a question off the top of his head, he knew exactly which of his tens of thousands of books contained the answer, what page the information was on, and where on his many double-stacked bookshelves the volume could be located. ‘I’m just a little man’, he would say, ‘but I know something about …’ and, a smile of pride growing as he talked, as he gauged his audience’s level of wonder, he would rattle off a stream of information about whatever the issue or event in question might be.


When Chimen talked about Voltaire or Maimonides, about the self-proclaimed seventeenth-century Jewish messiah Sabbatai Zevi, or about Marx, one half-expected these historical giants to knock on the door and saunter down the hall and into the dining room to plunge into the discussion. There, in my fantasies, they would be joined by history’s chorus singers, second-rank thinkers such as Harold Laski or the German socialist Karl Kautsky, revolutionaries such as David Riazanov and Clara Zetkin. For Chimen, a man who had been born in pre-revolutionary Russia, whose childhood had encompassed civil war and famine, and whose formative adult years had involved world war and holocaust, theories and philosophies, words and books provided structure to his world; they staved off the chaos, the anarchy, the fearsomeness of daily existence.


It did not happen often, but when he did not know something, my grandfather could bluster. Hence the time he assured my younger brother that butterflies turned into caterpillars; or the day he stopped England’s boxing superstar, Frank Bruno (who lived nearby), on the street to talk about boxing, a sport I doubt very much Chimen was acquainted with in any way, shape or form other than via newspaper headlines and photos. From then on, when the two men bumped into each other Bruno would affectionately call out to ‘the Prof’. Or the learned conversation that, as a very old man, he engaged in with my father’s cousin Peter about whether or not the English football star David Beckham ought to move to Los Angeles to play for the LA Galaxy. While Peter had been obsessed with football for his whole life, Chimen had almost certainly never once kicked a football, and, as certainly, had never ventured into a football stadium.


From the time I was a very small child, I met people like Isaiah Berlin, or the great modern Jewish historian Salo Baron, the New York rabbi Arthur Hertzberg, or Chimen’s best friend, the Israeli historian Shmuel Ettinger, at the House of Books, and I was absorbed into their conversations. With hindsight, I realise this was a gift as great as any I would ever receive. I was treated like an adult, maybe allowed a few sips of wine for the experience, was expected to have opinions on the great issues of the day, was argued with, and consulted with, as if my views genuinely had importance. It taught me self-confidence, and it taught me the wonders of curiosity, of knowledge. With some of the most profound thinkers of the age, I would talk about – sometimes shout about – nuclear disarmament; the 1984 miners’ strike in England, which utterly captured my attention the year I turned twelve; Israel; the Soviet Union; interpretations of the Second World War; the Holocaust; great museum exhibitions and theatrical productions.


There, too, I would see my grandparents’ nephew, the social historian Raphael Samuel. He would often come to visit Mimi and Chimen, and, on occasion, to needle them. Raph had been a central figure behind the emergence of the New Left in England in the late 1950s. As like as not he had mapped out its formation with his Oxford chums while sitting at the dining room table in Hillway amid the wreckage of the Communist dream, as a way to breathe new life into a demoralised radical movement. And he remained a true and unrepentant radical until his death in 1996. While Chimen and Mimi had become increasingly sympathetic to Zionism, Raph continued to believe that Israel was a fundamentally flawed project, and that the Middle Eastern wars from 1967 onward were wars of occupation. The result, at my grandparents’ house, was often a form of spectacular intellectual and ideological fireworks, made all the more tense by the interjection of family emotion into the passion play. Raph and Chimen sometimes fought so heavily that they would not speak to each other for months afterwards.


Children take the environments they are familiar with for normal. And so it was that for many, many years I simply assumed that all old people lived in book-houses, every wall lined with musty old tomes, containing the secrets of history, politics, philosophy, religion, art. I assumed that it was entirely normal to spend one’s time arguing the merits of various obscure socialist doctrines in between the matzo ball soup and the roast duck. I concluded – wrongly I subsequently learned – that most children had Spinoza and Marx, Rosa Luxemburg and Hegel quoted to them as morality tales by their grandfathers. Nearing forty as I write this, I can still recall Chimen’s fabulous Eastern European accent, his wagging finger, his earnest expression, as he urged moderation on me, commanded me, ‘Meester Sasha’, to read Spinoza – the brilliant autodidact from Amsterdam who had been excommunicated by the Jewish community, who had spent much of his life under-appreciated, and who for decades had ground glass lenses to make a living – and to learn the fine arts of intellectual subtlety.




***





‘The attainment of true intellectual values, that is perfect intellectual ideas, is impossible except for a man whose moral character is properly trained and who possesses dignity and balance’, wrote the Spanish Jewish philosopher and ethicist Maimonides in 1190, in The Guide of the Perplexed. Only such a person would have a chance at true enlightenment, at understanding the great mysteries of life and of the moral code upon which society rested. God, for Maimonides, existed outside of time, unchanging, not a person, a physical presence, so much as a concept; but it was this unchanging essence that allowed the world to exist, that provided a wellspring for all the dynamism within it.


For Chimen, Maimonides was the lodestar, one of the great philosophers out of whose ideas modernity could emerge. Substitute ‘forces of history’ for God, and one could start to understand Chimen’s approach to life. He believed that these big forces shaped everyday lives; and he believed that only through strenuous intellectual effort could one come to fathom the immensity of these forces. Where Talmudic scholars were preoccupied with interpreting God’s will in the aftermath of Creation, Chimen was obsessed with the interpretation of history’s will. He was a historian-cum-metaphysician, fascinated by Hegel’s idea of the dialectic of history, of clashing opposites bringing new worlds to life – the holy trinity of the thesis, the antithesis and the synthesis; and by Marx’s delineation of the driving forces of history, great, impersonal, economic forces operating on human societies with something approaching inevitability.


Chimen himself, as he was all too aware, had been born into the crucible of history: his family caught between warring armies on the Eastern Front during the First World War, the communities out of which they had emerged ravaged by pogroms. And their lives had been further upended by revolution and civil war. Indeed, for the first years of Chimen’s life, he knew nothing but the deprivation and terror of the frontline.


In July 1920, when Chimen was nearly four years old, the town of Smalyavichy, in which his father Yehezkel was the rabbi, was besieged. It had changed hands several times during the civil war that had broken out following Lenin’s October Revolution and the Russian withdrawal from the First World War. This time, it was a triumphant Red Army that readied itself to push Polish nationalist soldiers, allied with the pro-Tsarist White Armies, out of the town and the broader region. As the Polish soldiers retreated, they set fire to large parts of the town, especially in the Jewish quarters, indulging in a last frenzied bout of pogrom-like brutality. Yehezkel, who had received international media attention during this period by standing up to anti-Semitic thugs who had tried to cut off his beard and those of other local rabbis, was not present as the flames rose skyward – he had, according to his biographer Aaron Sorsky, an appointment in the nearby city of Minsk. But his wife Raizl was at home, and so were his four young sons: Moshe, Yaakov David, Chimen, and an infant who died shortly afterwards. (A fifth son, Menachem, would be born four years later.) The flames caught hold of their house, and Raizl barely had time to grab her children, rush them out into the street, and run for safety before the fire began reducing their home to ash. Inside, Yehezkel’s books, as well as his large personal correspondence with the leading rabbis of Byelorussia and Lithuania, went up in smoke.


Yehezkel was born in a tiny village in the forests outside the town of Most in 1886, and had been trained in the Musar Schools, a particularly rigid and austere form of religious training, which stressed breaking down the self and a continual battle against ‘the evil inclination’, be it the libido, pride or possessiveness. In his classic novel about this vanished world, The Yeshiva, Chaim Grade has one of his characters make the following statement: ‘I’ve also heard it said that a Musarnik occasionally goes out in the street in the summer wearing a fur coat, a scarf, and galoshes. Is this some kind of religious observance?’ The rabbinic scholar, Tsemakh Atlas, responds by saying: ‘They do this to train themselves to disregard other people’s opinions and to ignore ridicule’. So, the questioner continues, ‘What’s a Musarnik?’ Atlas, who has been schooled in many of the same yeshivas as was my great-grandfather, thinks about it for a while and eventually answers, ‘A Musarnik is a man who lives the way he thinks he should live’.


In these yeshivas, wrote the Israeli historian Shaul Stampfer, in Lithuanian Yeshivas of the Nineteenth Century, ‘most of these students came from small towns, and this was their first taste of city life. Relatively few of them came from large cities, since by the late nineteenth century talented young men from the affluent families in larger urban centers were usually more attracted to the local secular schools than to a distant yeshiva’. Indeed, Russian records from the year that Yehezkel was born do suggest that more Jewish students were enrolled in secular universities that year than in the yeshivas. The Musar schools – no-nonsense in their discipline, determined to build a cadre of ethically pure religious students who could protect the broader Jewish culture from what they saw as the ravages of secularism – were in many important ways a counter-movement against modernity. They were somewhat akin, in the zealotry of their moral beliefs, to the Born Again movement in American Protestantism in the late twentieth century: they were often run by people who had been tempted by secular texts and new-fangled scientific and philosophical notions, but who had then returned, with resurgent enthusiasm, to the religion and belief-systems of their forefathers.


Groomed for greatness within this self-enclosed religious world in which he had been identified as a rising star, Yehezkel’s education had not stopped with Musar. He had also spent time in Lithuania, studying with the fabled scholar Chaim Soloveitchik, who had pioneered a technique known as the Brisker Method, which pushed students to understand and analyse Torah commentaries through the precise analysis of key terms in various rabbinic debates. The challenging nature of Brisker teachings, the ability it gave its best students to understand their lives and ideas as part of a continuum of millennia of Jewish experience, must surely have helped men like Yehezkel to put life’s ups and downs into perspective.


Soloveitchik’s famous Slobodka yeshiva had been closed, by order of the Russian authorities, in 1892. And so, instead of attending group lessons there, Yehezkel studied privately with Soloveitchik and his sons, taking in knowledge that previous generations of students had received from the shiurim, or discursive lectures, in the yeshiva’s large halls. From the Vilnian rabbi, Hayyim Ozer Grodzenski, he also absorbed lessons. While still a student at Slobodka, Yehezkel was initiated into the rabbinate by Rabbi Yehiel-Mihel Epstein, who, at nearly one hundred years old, had witnessed pogroms and upheavals from the French Revolutionary period through to the rise of the Russian bomb-throwers of the late nineteenth century. Barely eighteen years old, Yehezkel had already entered the elite tier of Eastern European rabbis. He moved on to Telz in Lithuania, which was the most competitive of the great yeshivas, with complex entrance exams on rabbinic writings, monthly follow-up examinations, and an emphasis on manners and deportment. There, he acquired the yeshiva equivalent of a graduate education, combined, in some small way, with the presentational touches of a finishing school: he learned how to conduct himself in public. Yehezkel spent two and a half years there. During the famines that accompanied the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–05 and the pogroms that followed in its wake, he and his fellow students were reduced to living on bread and water.


Yehezkel was thus no stranger to deprivation and loss. Yet even with such a training and a history, such an ability to put his own story into the context of the larger story of human, and in particular Jewish, history, human tragedy and the quest for an understanding of God, losing the bulk of his library in 1920 must have been a bitter blow. Of course, in rabbinic lore the words from burned holy books and scrolls found their way up to Heaven – but, even so, in his heart of hearts Yehezkel must have deeply mourned their loss. Perhaps it was the story of the fire, repeated in subsequent years around the family dinner table, which triggered in Chimen (who was a toddler at the time) his life-long obsession with collecting books. Two things, however, mitigated the loss: all-importantly, Yehezkel’s family had survived the fire; and, secondly, his manuscript, painstakingly handwritten in elegant Hebrew lettering – the early volumes of a sprawling set of commentaries on a body of teachings called the Tosefta, which he would write over six decades, titled Chazon Yehezkel – had been with him in Minsk and had thus avoided the conflagration.




***





Chimen spent a lifetime insulating himself from the flames, surrounding himself with so many books and so much knowledge, that something could be guaranteed to survive out of the ashes, out of the chaos of history. ‘When it came to books’, his friend Dovid Katz, a Yiddish scholar whom Chimen had first met when Katz enrolled to study with him in 1976, believed, ‘there could be no left or right, no good or bad, for Chimen: they were part of a magical sphere of life that he had command of like no other. How he loved to show the works of a rabbi and a radical philosopher on the same shelf, showing how the bookshelf is the true territory of human harmony’.


Even after Chimen left the Communist Party, he retained his fascination with the history of European socialism, with the appeals to dreams contained within the complex theories of Marx and the dramatic writings of revolutionaries such as Lenin and Rosa Luxemburg. Psychologically exiled from the activism of revolutionary politics, he became in many ways its intellectual curator. ‘Marx’, he told Tariq Ali, half a lifetime later, ‘is much more important in his political comments than as an economist of lasting value. This is what keeps me interested in Marx. His interpretation of history is brilliant. He realised before the word globalisation came into being that the capitalist system is becoming bigger and bigger, and not attached to individuals. This point he noticed already in the Communist Manifesto’. Marx remained his lifelong intellectual icon. ‘He opened my eyes to understanding history’, Chimen told Ali during the shooting of the documentary on his collection, the old spark momentarily reignited in his tired, watery, antique eyes, as he lovingly got out book after book from his collection to show his awed interviewer. For those minutes, time fell away and Chimen was no longer crippled by Parkinson’s disease. Instead, he was the still-vibrant man who would take me on walks up the hill to visit Highgate Cemetery where Marx lies buried. For those minutes the emergency medical assistance button hanging from his neck was simply a vanitas, a delicate reminder of mortality, rather than an urgent part of his daily wardrobe. ‘His sharpness of style, writing in English, German, French, absolutely brilliant in all three languages. It captured my imagination’. Chimen smiled a crooked, chipped-toothed smile as he said this, shuffled over to a shelf, pulled an 1886 anarchist edition of the Communist Manifesto from his shelf, and laughed as he showed Ali how the anarchists, the self-proclaimed desperado freedom fighters, had censored passages they disagreed with.




***





The House of Books that my grandparents lived in, as well as the lives they had lived and the people who made up their vast social circle, drew me across the generational lines and into their world. As a result of the gatherings I took part in at Hillway, for all of my life the shadows and ghosts of history have peered over my shoulder.


From my early childhood days, Chimen taught me how to interpret the world around me, how to use ideas carefully to create patterns out of chaos. He made me realise that we are, in large part, defined by our pasts – both our individual pasts and our collective histories. We are the aggregate of generations of experiences lived by our ancestors; but we are also, inevitably, products of our times, influenced by wars and revolutions, by social upheavals, by economic turmoil, by scientific advances and so on and so forth. The nineteenth-century German philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach famously noted that ‘Man is what man eats’. True; but man is also what man’s ancestors ate and what man’s surrounding community eats. However much we try, we cannot entirely escape the past. What I consumed at the House of Books was not just Mimi’s food, but also the grand feast of ideas that accompanied every meal.


And so, we come back to Chimen’s death. When my books arrived – my Plato, my Thomas More, my Aristotle, my Marx, my de Tocqueville – I put them on the top shelf in my study. There they sat, just within reach if I stood on a chair and stretched my arms up high. Close enough to take down when I needed them. Just far enough away that I did not feel compelled to plough through them all instantly. They were, I reminded myself, still really my grandfather’s books, not mine. In addition to those volumes, I reclaimed a huge photo album that I had made for Chimen on his seventieth birthday, a collection of family images going back to the mid-nineteenth century. I was fourteen when I made that album; with hindsight I realise it was the first serious history project that I ever embarked upon, scavenging up family contacts around the globe, writing to them, asking them to rummage through old boxes for photos of people now long dead, and then coaxing them to conjure up biographical information on those individuals.


The books and the album, together, represent to me a vision of stewardship. Of understanding how history is both deeply personal and also collective. They help me see how it is made up of memories, but also of documents. They force me to appreciate the role in history both of great doers and thinkers, but also of anonymous individuals. I look at them, and my past comes alive.
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