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      The Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe
Recommendation 1291 (1996), section 9, paragraph viii:

      
      ‘The Assembly recommends that the Committee of Ministers … commission, for the 50th anniversary of the end of the Second World
         War, and in order to commemorate the virtual annihilation of the Yiddish Civilisation in Europe, a suitable monument …’
      

      
      Adopted by the Standing Committee, acting on behalf of the Assembly, on 20 March 1996

      
      ‘There be of them that have left a name behind them, that their praises might be reported.

      
      And some there be, which have no memorial; who are perished, as though they had never been;

      
      and are become as though they had never been born; and their children after them.

      
      But these were merciful men, whose righteousness hath not been forgotten.’

      
      Mishlei Yeshua ben Sira (Ecclesiasticus)

   
      
      In memory of my parents,
      

      
      Oskar and Alice Kriwaczek,
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      who lived out the Jewish story

      
      of expulsion and exile,

      
      and triumphed over them
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      Introduction

      
      Easter 1990. The outskirts of a village halfway between Cracow and Kielce in southern Poland. Agnieszka, a young Catholic
         mother, is sitting under garish strip lighting at the Formica-topped table in her dilapidated kitchen, carefully razoring
         out Hebrew passages from an Israeli children’s book. Next to the growing pile of paper lies a jumble of raw wooden heads,
         arms, legs and long flat torsos. After painting all but the faces black and the beards grey, she assembles the pieces, sticks
         on scraps of fake fur, glues a Hebrew text to the hands of each, and stands the resulting foot-high figurines on the shelf
         behind her, to join a rapidly expanding Chassidic orthodox congregation. The finished dolls, with their fur-trimmed caftans
         and sable-tail hats, are mounted on springs. If one gently knocks the shelf, they begin to rock backwards and forwards like
         disturbed, love-deprived children, the authentic movement, called shockeln in the Yiddish language, of eastern European orthodox Jews at prayer.
      

      
      Such a gift at Easter is supposed to bring good fortune and Agnieszka will find plenty of buyers for her handiwork. In the
         old days, she tells me, children used to run up and touch Chassidic Jews on their way home from the synagogue for luck. Now,
         I think to myself, the only growing Jewish community in all Poland is made of wood.
      

      
      Agnieszka can be hardly more than thirty-five years old, born in the mid-1950s at the earliest. I ask her whether she had
         ever met an orthodox Jew, or even seen one in the flesh. How does she know what they look like? She replies as if it were
         a thoroughly stupid question, ‘It is our tradition, part of Polish culture for hundreds of years.’
      

      
      Autumn 2001. On the way to Cracow airport I look out of the taxi at the market square and catch sight of the statue of Poland’s
         national poet Adam Mickiewicz standing high up on his plinth. Though ambivalent in his attitude towards the Yiddish-speaking
         residents of Poland, in his great epic Pan Tadeusz he gave a leading part to Jankiel, a Polish patriot and Jew. ‘To Israel, our elder brother,’ Mickiewicz once wrote, ‘honour,
         fraternity, and help in striving towards his eternal and temporal goal. Equal rights in all things!’ How, I ask the taxi driver,
         do today’s Poles cope with the total disappearance of the community that had such a formative influence on their history?
      

      
      
         ‘You must understand’, she explains,

         that the old Poland is gone for ever. After 1945 we had to start from the beginning again. And then again when the Russians
            left. Today we Poles are a new people. Even our borders are quite different now. Of course we inherited some memories and
            some traditions from the past but we feel they do not really belong to us.
         

         In the distant future Polish people will recount to each other stories about the time, long, long ago, when Jews lived among
            us. But they will be like the folk tales other nations tell their children about ogres, giants and fairies.
         

      

      
      Spring 2002. Rakau near Minsk in Belarus. The village schoolteacher in a shapeless blue dress lifts the glass top of a display
         case, pulls out a battered register, blows off the dust and opens it on to the world of 1902. The pages are divided up, one
         line per name, with the year’s marks for each subject in a separate column. Mindel and Slavik did well in arithmetic. Ester’s
         grasp of geography needed improvement. Lyuba, Peschke and Vova received excellent marks for writing. Awrum, Moishe, Yasha
         and Zima came at the top of the class. Well over half have no figure recorded under the heading Religious Instruction. These
         are the Jewish children.
      

      
      I don’t need to ask what became of most of them. The schoolteacher had earlier taken me to see the well-intentioned and carefully
         maintained but indescribably hideous and garish blue-painted memorial erected on the spot where Rakau’s synagogue was burned
         to the ground together with its congregation by Hitler’s Sonderkommando. So I ask her when Jews first settled here, what brought them and how they lived.
      

      
      She spreads her hands in genuinely apologetic ignorance. ‘I don’t know. I am really sorry. But you see it is not our Belarusian
         history.’
      

      
      Then whose history is it, the Jews’ thousand-year residence in eastern Europe? The survivors, having moved on and made their
         homes elsewhere, have mostly shown little interest in recalling the true details of what they take to be no more than a dreadful saga of endless persecution and oppression. Those joining another host society
         learn the story of their new home, be it France, the UK, Argentina, Australia or the USA. Meanwhile the orthodox pursue their
         own agenda, keeping in memory only rabbis and sages, those who contributed to the development of their particular religious
         beliefs. Sephardic Jews, originally from Spain but subsequently displaced to North Africa, Turkey, the Low Countries and seventeenth-century
         Britain, have their own separate past to look back on. Thus has the life of an entire people faded into a great forgetting.
         Four hundred years ago a Prague rabbi1 wrote, ‘It is as if we were all born yesterday.’ Little has changed.
      

      
      This essay is a writer’s attempt to make sense of that loss of memory, to try to rescue that Yiddish past from its oblivion,
         to piece together some of the clues with which historians tease us, and to register how much of the Yiddish story we have
         forgotten.
      

      
      We have forgotten how it was the Roman Empire that converted what had been a Middle Eastern and North African people into
         a European nation; how the division of that empire separated its Jews into western and eastern parental bloodlines; how both
         sides were nurtured by the Romans’ successor states until they mingled again centuries later in central Europe and fused,
         to give birth to the Yiddish-speaking people – or the Yiddish people, as I shall call them for short. The word Yiddish just
         means Jewish in the Yiddish tongue and, like English or French, refers equally to the language, the people who speak it, the
         culture it supports and the civilisation its speakers built.
      

      
      We have forgotten that Yiddish-speaking Jews were no mere religious or linguistic minority but formed one of Europe’s nations,
         ultimately more populous than many others – eventually to outnumber Bosnians, Croats, Danes, Estonians, Latvians, Slovaks,
         Slovenians and Swiss, not to mention the Irish, the Scots and the Welsh. What is more, their contribution to central and eastern
         Europe’s economic, social and intellectual development was utterly disproportionate to their numbers. The Yiddish people must
         be counted among the founder nations of Europe. (Please take note Ireland, Spain, Italy and Poland, who have pressed for ‘the
         Christian roots of the continent’ to be proclaimed in the constitution of the European Union.)
      

      
      We have forgotten that the Yiddish language and culture were born, raised and matured in the Slav lands of eastern Europe,
         in today’s Belarus, Poland, Russia and the Ukraine, in originally Slav Austria, Bavaria, Saxony and Brandenburg, as well as in strongly Slavicised Lithuania, Romania and Hungary, from where generations of émigrés travelled
         west towards the end of the nineteenth century and the first decade of the twentieth to find freedom and improve their material
         lot.
      

      
      We have forgotten that it was the association and confrontation with Catholic Slavdom that created the Yiddish way of life.
         Though in the century before the Holocaust a high proportion of the Yiddish folk inhabited Russian Orthodox countries too,
         there Yiddish ways were relatively late arrivals, projected into the Ukrainian and Russian domains by accidents of history.
         In their earlier most formative years, the Yiddish people had grown up among Bavarians and Austrians, Bohemians and Moravians,
         Poles and Lithuanians, Catholic believers all.
      

      
      Thus, though neither party may be willing to recognise it, the Yiddish world was a product not just of Jewish but also of
         Catholic Slav culture; in that sense it was the creation of both Jews and Catholic Slavs together. The inspiration was Jewish;
         the environment of its growth was Catholic Slav. And just as a rose blooms by reason of its own inherited internal spark of
         generative fire, but the gardener who tends the bush and nurtures the blossoms has every right to take pride in his or her
         accomplishment, so Catholic Slavs should justly feel part-ownership, part-responsibility and pride for the achievements of
         the Yiddish world.
      

      
      Some hopes! For that would mean confronting the terrible and bitter truth that as the Yiddish speakers were forced at bayonet-point
         into cattle trucks on their way to Hitler’s extermination camps, those who stood by in silence or even cheered were attending
         the mass murder of their own close kin.
      

      
      Walking through Cracow’s spacious market square, past the imposing fourteenth-century bulk of St Mary’s Church, past the tiny
         but exquisite Romanesque church of St Wojciech, past the great Gothic tower left standing when the original town hall was
         replaced by the stunning Renaissance Cloth Hall, looking as pretty and pleased with itself as a multicoloured and multi-layered
         Italian iced pastry, one sees bright new municipal signposts pointing ‘to the Jewish town’. By that phrase the people of Cracow,
         or the city authorities on their behalf, have recognised in the nearby neighbourhood of Kazimierz more than a town where Jews
         lived.
      

      
      Roman Vishniac, a photographer of genius, took upon himself in the late 1930s the perilous and desperate task of recording
         the outward look of Yiddish life in eastern Europe on the very eve of its final destruction.2 In Kazimierz one can still pause under the very street sign on the corner of Ulica Izaaka (Isaac Street) that he captured
         in a shot from 1938. In front of his camera a snowstorm is raging. A woman in a long skirt, brightly coloured shawl and headscarf,
         and, behind her, an old greybeard in a squashed hat, hurry by, their heads bowed against the weather. Or one can stand in
         the middle of Ulica Szeroka (Broad Street) on the exact spot where, also in 1938, the great photographer for ever froze the
         image of three jolly Chassidim conversing animatedly in their long coats, black boots and the kind of wide fur hat called
         a shtreimel – traditionally made up of seven sable tails – on their way to, or from, the synagogue or house of study.
      

      
      In spite of the Nazi occupation with its anti-Jewish psychopathy and of the Soviet yoke that immediately followed, with its
         anti-religious political repression, the streets and buildings of Kazimierz are still almost exactly as Vishniac photographed
         them. Even the many synagogues, after years of desecration, desertion and decay, still stand.
      

      
      Yet try as hard as one might to invest the bricks and mortar with emotional and spiritual significance, without the Jews inhabiting
         the houses and walking the streets, one gets no sense of the Yiddish world that had once flourished fruitfully in this environment.
         Without the rabbis and Talmud students emerging from their religious seminaries, the pedlars and street porters on their way
         to the market place, the stallholders and shopkeepers touting for customers, the rich fur-clad merchants and their shuffling
         clerks in wire-rimmed spectacles, without the Chassidim, orthodox Jewish pietists, in their traditional costume and the cheder (Hebrew school) pupils in their ragged shorts and torn school caps, without Mrs Kalitzky stepping out from her doorstep in
         high-heeled ankle boots to show off to her neighbours the new fox-fur wrap her jeweller husband has bought her, or Josel and
         Mendel, the pair of bearded old scholars in shiny black caftans and fur hats, old enough to know better, who are blocking
         the walkway as they angrily and obsessively dispute some fine point of Jewish religious law, without all these the city suburb
         of Kazimierz has lost the magic it once possessed.
      

      
      But even stripped of its former inhabitants, the district is a reminder that the vanished Yiddish-speaking people of eastern
         Europe created more than a Jewish-Polish or Jewish-Lithuanian sub-culture. Kazimierz wasn’t just a town inhabited by Jews
         – it was truly a Jewish town, part of the Yiddish civilisation.
      

      
      
      

      
      By definition the civilisation that Yiddish-speaking Jews created in eastern Europe formed no part of Christendom. Theirs
         was a life set apart from the Catholicism that surrounded it, with its own language, its own styles of poetry and prose, its
         own everyday and ritual costumes, its distinctive decorative motifs, its particular flavour of the Jewish faith, its specific
         value systems and family traditions, its characteristic social layering. Its artefacts are legion: printed books, Hebrew Bible
         scrolls, religious requisites, housewares and tablewares, synagogues and cemeteries. Its political organisation was unique:
         a central legislative council appointed by self-governing communities with the duty to register births, marriages and deaths,
         levy taxation, the power to commend and shame, to arrest and punish, maintaining close relations with, but quite separate
         from, the state authorities.
      

      
      The place where it grew up was the territory of the Western Slavs, the eastern part of which later became the Russian Empire’s
         Pale of Settlement, the area in which Jews were permitted to reside after the eighteenth-century partition and disappearance
         of Poland and the incorporation of its Jewish-populated areas into the empires of secular Prussia, Catholic Austria and Holy
         Russia. This was the religious no man’s land between Roman West and Orthodox East, sweeping in a wide curve from Riga on the
         Baltic in the north, to Odessa on the Black Sea in the south. Its time was, roughly, from the eleventh century to the middle
         of the nineteenth, when the last vestiges of its autonomy were abolished – though the dispossessed remnant survived for almost
         another century, until the Ribbentrop-Molotov pact delivered one half of Poland’s Jews into the arms of Hitler’s mass murderers
         and the other to the hardly less psychopathic if more incompetent depravity of Joseph Stalin’s commissars.
      

      
      The Yiddish civilisation has vanished from its own homeland, its true reality near to forgotten. But it left an indelible
         mark, and not only on eastern Europe. For towards its end, mass emigration to the USA at the close of the nineteenth century
         and the opening of the twentieth carried many of its beliefs, values and traditions to the other side of the Atlantic, where
         they were among the contributors, through film, music, literature and the arts, not to speak of commerce and enterprise, to
         what we think of as the American way of life – and therefore, in this era of globalisation, to the way of the entire world.
      

   
      
      [l]

      
      Bist a Yid?

      
      Back at the beginning of the 1950s – memory suggests – the world was all in Technicolor and it never rained in summer. Nat
         King Cole headed the hit parade with ‘They Try to Tell Us We’re Too Young’, Tottenham Hotspur was top of the football league
         and Newcastle United beat Blackpool to the Football Association cup. Butter, meat and sweets were still rationed in Britain
         and the average weekly wage was around £7, though you could buy a house for under five hundred. Money was tight, particularly
         pocket money. When the weather was fine, schoolboys like me would save our bus fares for fizzy drinks and walk the couple
         of miles to school instead.
      

      
      Our school in north-west London drew its pupils from a wide and diverse area. Every morning, teenage boys – in the rigidly
         enforced uniform of grey flannel trousers, school blazers and caps (plus satchels and shining morning faces) – could be seen
         converging on the red-brick Victorian building like wildlife towards a waterhole. We assembled from every part of the suburb:
         many poorer boys from the working-class terraces leading off the busy, grimy high street, middle-class pupils from upper-bracket
         apartment blocks with pretentious names like Grosvenor Mansions, and a small number of rich kids from spacious six-bedroomed
         detached houses with carriage drives, double garages and acres of garden. One young turbaned Sikh was daily delivered to the
         school gates by chauffeur-driven Bentley. He was the exception; by far the largest religious minority were Jews, for whom
         Britain’s post-war grammar schools offered the irresistible attraction of a free quasi-public-school education.
      

      
      Back in those days, there was little town-and-gown trouble. True, gangs of adolescent roughnecks did gather in the seedier
         parts of the district, but we all knew which routes to avoid and which were safe. For some of us, however, there was one peril
         that was much harder to escape. A section of my route took me through one of the wealthier areas, along streets lined by big houses with wrought-iron gates and plaster-pillared porticoes, past flowery front gardens, tennis courts and recreation
         grounds – a mock-rural setting which still somehow recalled the real orchards, market gardens and country villas of no more
         than a generation or two earlier. It was just before entering this quiet would-be pastoral neighbourhood that menace lurked
         for young Jewish boys like me – a danger that could result in a severe beating.
      

      
      If we kept our wits about us and our eyes open, we could catch sight of the threat: a group of apparently respectable middle-aged
         men in dark suits, loitering around the entrance to the alley which led to the local synagogue. If we were quick enough, we
         could take rapid evasive action. But teenage boys are much given to dreaming, and the long walk to school was the perfect
         opportunity to let our imaginations wander, leaving our mental autopilots to look after the practical business of working
         our legs and navigating them towards our destination. All too often a boy would accidentally stray within range of one of
         the prowlers, who would instantly dash across the road and pounce on his victim. Usually the first a boy would know of his
         fate was the feel of a hand grasping his shoulder and the dreaded sound of the ominous whisper: ‘Pssst! Bist a Yid?’ and he would know that it was all up for him.
      

      
      The phrase is Yiddish for Are you a Jew? The boy had been captured by one of the synagogue’s minyan-shleppers, those charged with the duty of dragging (shlepping) a quorum of ten ritually adult males (a minyan) into the synagogue so that morning service could begin.
      

      
      I hasten to explain that our reluctance to be caught like this was not prompted by any anti-religious feeling or atheist belief.
         On the contrary, many of those targeted would have only recently celebrated their religious coming of age, their barmitzvah,
         and, still enthusiastic, would already have dutifully recited the required morning prayers at home. No, the entirely practical
         problem was that waiting for the rest of the minyan to collect and then taking part in the service threatened to make us late for school, which in those days could still be,
         and all too often was, a caning offence.
      

      
      No doubt the shleppers spoke in Yiddish so that gentiles wouldn’t understand. On us boys, though, it had a different, subtler, perhaps even unintended
         effect. Had we been asked in English, we’d have been able to argue back, to explain about the penalty for missing morning
         assembly; about the French homework we had to catch up on before the next lesson; about the early morning rugby football practice,
         being late for which would earn us a hefty and extremely painful kick up the backside from our games master’s sadistic boot. But in Yiddish? You
         couldn’t even begin to talk about such things; they would be quite meaningless. The Yiddish world-view gave no weight at all
         to school assemblies, French homework or rugby football; it had quite other priorities and totally different values. And the
         Yiddish language protected this world like a high and unbreachable wall. Once captured and brought inside the language barrier,
         there was no way for a schoolboy to import his mundane and, to the Yiddish world, irrelevant concerns.
      

      
      Yiddish excluded not just the gentile world, but other Jews as well. While all Jews share the same religious background and
         all honour the Torah (the Five Books of Moses), and recognise the Talmud (the compilation of centuries of rabbinical wisdom,
         like Emerson’s ‘amassed thought and experience of innumerable minds’), their cultures and languages are diverse. The shlepper’s words would have meant nothing to the old-established Sephardic community of England, who had first arrived in Cromwell’s
         day, having ultimately come – via a sojourn in the Netherlands – from Moorish Spain. They would have meant no more to Mizrachi (Eastern) Jews from Arab lands, nor to those from Iran, Central Asia or India. Linguistically assimilated Jews from Italy
         and France, however pious, would have been left in ignorance too. Even Bavarians and Austrians would only have understood
         because – I was going to write ‘by chance’ but of course it isn’t – the question sounds the same in Yiddish and Austrian dialect.
         For though such folk might be Jewish, they were no part of the Yiddish world. The minyan-shleppers’ words were aimed solely at ‘our folks’, indzere leyt as they would have said, Jewish families who had migrated from Poland, Lithuania, Hungary, Romania, Russia and the Ukraine
         – the Yiddish territories collectively known as der heym (the homeland) – and settled in Britain during the previous seventy years.
      

      
      This was not my first introduction to the rather unsettling idea that different people, though they might inhabit the same
         place at the same time, could perceive reality in absolutely different ways. As an immigrant child, I was always aware that
         for a long time after our arrival in England my parents lived in a quite different land from mine. The front door of our apartment
         marked a boundary between worlds, as sharp as the barbed wire then newly dividing Europe. Inside our flat was pre-war Baden,
         a small spa town near Vienna. Outside was post-war London. By the time I was ten years old I had absorbed from my parents’
         conversations an entire imagined landscape, clear as day to me, made up of familiar street names and well-known landmarks. Though I had left Austria before I was two, I felt as if I myself had often walked up Baden’s
         Braitner Street to the plague memorial in the main square, strolled the Kurpark and eaten ice cream by the Undine fountain,
         climbed the hillside up to Putschaner’s Cave, gone on outings to Helena’s valley, with its two ruined castles, and visited
         the family factory at Guntramsdorf – and all without leaving our dismal, rain-stained concrete block of flats in north-west
         London. The ease with which I still recall the names sixty years later is witness to how thoroughly my parents’ memories became
         my own. (No doubt the same easy familiarity with places never actually seen applies to all immigrant families. The British-born
         waiters in my local Balti restaurant surely know every house and alley, mosque and madraseh of their ancestral village in
         Bangladesh.)
      

      
      The Yiddish world too had its own special topography, dotted with towns like Chelm, Lemberg and Pinsk and Belz, famed in Yiddish
         legend and song, and peopled by mysterious, but revered, personalities like the Ba’al Shem Tov, the Vilna Gaon and the Satmarer Rebbe, and great families like the Landaus, the Brodys and the Rappaports. I had to get to
         know this world, as did even non-Jewish classmates in our circle, for we had friends whose grandparents – and even parents,
         though British-born and belonging to the next generation after the mass immigration at the end of the nineteenth century and
         beginning of the twentieth – still maintained many of the customs and values of their eastern European places of family origin,
         still prayed in strongly Yiddish-accented Hebrew and still spoke Yiddish at home.
      

      
      Talk was, however, not conducted exclusively in that language. By now this generation was native English-speaking and would
         switch with ease between English and Yiddish, depending on the subject. The language chosen could tell the listener much about
         the speakers’ feelings: business and politics would always be argued about in Yiddish – after all, they shared much the same
         vocabulary: gonif (thief), shvindler (cheat), far-brecher (crook); so would domestic matters like food, clothes, personal feelings and other people’s appearance: sheynere ligt men in drerd (they bury better-looking people). English seems to have been felt more appropriate for discussing technical issues, like
         why the farsholtener (damned) car wouldn’t start that morning, as well as those matters considered to have high status like visits to a doctor
         or a teacher; I don’t remember questions about my school work ever being asked in Yiddish. Surprisingly enough, the same applied
         to religious affairs. True, our community’s rabbi did give regular Yiddish discourses, but in most homes Hebrew religious terms would stand out from their mostly English-language
         setting: chazzen (cantor), sidder (prayer book), kiddish (a celebratory blessing after the end of Sabbath Service, when small boys would sneak off with slices of honey cake and tiny
         glasses of whisky, cherry brandy or advokaat). The details of sex were, of course, not to be mentioned in either tongue, while
         for telling jokes everyone agreed that the language of the gentiles was a very poor substitute.
      

      
      Consciousness of the distinction between Jew and non-Jew, mostly ignored in English, was always present in Yiddish conversations.
         The Jewish religion is much given to binary classification: dividing days of the calendar between holy and profane, food between
         milk and meat, meat between kosher and treyf (non-kosher), textiles between wool and linen, Jews between priestly families (Cohens and Levys) and the rest (Israel). So people
         too were either Yidn (Jews) or goyim (gentiles), a word borrowed from the plain biblical Hebrew expression for nation, goy – plural goyim – (gentiles); adjective goyish (typically gentile); abstract noun goyishness (being drunk in the street and throwing up in the gutter). As with Hindi and Urdu gora (white person) or Romany gajé (non-Roma), the word goy itself has only mild pejorative overtones. To turn it into a real insult, East End Cockney back slang was used. Modelled
         on the reversal of boy to yob, goy became yog (pronounced and re-spelled yock), a suitable word for the crude louts who would shout obscenities and throw stones at us on our way to Saturday synagogue.
         But even yock could be used with some ironic affection. A close friend’s grandmother believed that British Sunday dinner consisted of roast
         beef and yockisher pudding.
      

      
      It goes without saying that this was a religious world, but in the uncomplicated, unselfconscious manner of a traditional
         society rather than the stiff piety of committed believers. Religious duties were fulfilled because that was the way things
         were always done, rather than because they were commanded by God. One attended the synagogue on Sabbaths and holidays because
         that was where one went at those times. And – how different from the tight-lipped devotions of the churchgoers I knew – having
         done their duty by turning up, many in the congregation would continue to gossip, tell jokes and discuss business all the
         way through the long service. So much so that often on Saturday mornings, the conversational hubbub rose so loud that rabbi
         and beadle were driven to slamming down the lids of their reading desks and calling for silence, so that the cantor’s prayers
         might be audible at least to heaven. Similar feelings surrounded the Jewish dietary code. Unkosher food and the mixing together of milk and meat products were strictly
         avoided not so much because of Jewish religious law, but because the very idea of eating such foods as pork or shellfish,
         or veal braised in cream, was as nauseating and repulsive as are maggots or sheep’s eyeballs to English taste.
      

      
      All this was quite a contrast to my own parents’ religious attitudes, which were far more cerebral, scriptural and legalistic
         – my mother having come from a Nikolsburg (now called Mikulov, Moravia) clan with strong rabbinical connections. And that
         was not the only difference, for each side viewed the other with suspicion and disdain. Those like my family – Jews from Vienna,
         where they had made up nearly ten per cent of the prewar population – now saw themselves as a double minority, outnumbered both
         by gentiles and also by the Yiddish speakers. They suspected the English Yiddish speakers of having profited from the Nazi
         war and accused them of having done little or nothing to help their co-religionists in their hour of need, seeing them as
         unreconstructed, ignorant medievalists, their language a barbaric jargon, their religious beliefs hardly distinguishable from
         vulgar superstition and liable to give the noble aspirations of Judaism a bad name. The Yiddish speakers viewed recent German
         and Austrian immigrants like us as assimilated apostates, hardly a step away from conversion to Christianity, and blamed the
         Holocaust on our adoption of modern western ways, denouncing us – in a marvellously antiquated insult – as Apikorsim (literally: Epicureans).
      

      
      As a youngster, I had regularly to negotiate these three quite different environments, which seemed to me then almost like
         parallel universes. Invited to a friend’s house for tea, I would leave the continental 1930s at home in the morning, spend
         my school day in 1950s London, and after lessons enter the Yiddish world of … when? It was impossible to put a date on an
         outlook that appeared both up-to-date and antiquated, both contemporary and timeless.
      

      
      It wasn’t just that the Yiddish-speakers seemed to live one part of their lives perfectly normally in modern Britain – actively
         and successfully involved in business or the professions – and the other part in some unfathomable eternal world of their
         own. But that, unlike German, Austrian, French and Italian, or even Sephardic Jews, they seemed to have no history. Or, to
         be more exact, no interest in or recollection of people and places outside their own very recent family traditions. Moreover,
         many didn’t know the names of the east European towns from which their families had emigrated, and some had even forgotten
         what their family names had been before being anglicised to something that the blunt English tongue could more easily negotiate – and, what
         is more, they didn’t seem to care. Twice dislocated, first from the European heym to London’s East End – where they had originally settled close to their point of arrival in the docks – and in the next generation
         out to the suburbs, most of the Yiddish families I knew seemed to have abandoned their past altogether.
      

      
      They presented themselves as if they were a folk society with immemorial roots in Russia, Poland and Lithuania. They had no
         history, it was implied, because nothing had changed for the Jews since their first settlement of those lands unknowable centuries
         earlier, since when they had lived, in small towns and villages, as rabbis, artisans, publicans and small traders, making
         no waves, attracting as little attention as possible to themselves, until the overriding hostility of the religious majority
         had finally driven them from their settlements a generation ago, to find new homes in the West. So awful had been the memory
         of what they had left, so painful their struggle to put it for ever behind them, that they had no interest in – indeed strong
         antipathy to – bringing the old country back to mind.
      

      
      And yet, at the very same time, the Yiddish speakers did have a powerful sense of ancient history. They were on nodding terms
         with the kings and queens of biblical days, with the prophets who had walked the Judaean hills before the era of Christ, with
         the sages who had compiled Jewish law in Babylonia in the first half-dozen centuries of our era. What was missing was the
         time between then and now: a huge gulf of amnesia separating the ancient Middle East from the modern West.
      

      
      Perhaps, I thought, the missing millennium was a response to the trauma of the Holocaust. Until Nazi times, the Yiddish speakers
         of Britain could still have regarded themselves as expatriates and escapees from their eastern European homeland, and many
         maintained links with their relatives still in the old country – our rabbi, for example, had studied in the seminaries of
         pre-war Poland – just as South Asian Britons still see themselves as part of the Indian, Pakistani or Bangladeshi diaspora
         and often return to holiday and even marry in their district of origin. But the annihilation of Continental Jewry had left
         the Yiddish speakers adrift, like lost and orphaned children, with no links to their past, the grotesque horror of the end
         of the Yiddish heym inducing what psychologists would call a state of denial, pretending that the heym had never existed, as if by wiping out the memory of what had been, the pain of its loss could be eased.
      

      
      Now I have come to believe that in the 1950s a kind of deep shame at Yiddish-speaking Jewry’s terrible fate played an important
         role in British Jews’ self-imposed amnesia. Instead, after 1948, they lifted their eyes to a more distant time horizon, and
         recognised in the new State of Israel the land that two thousand years of daily prayer had assured them was their true ancestral
         home.
      

      
      Fifty years have passed since boys like me ran the gauntlet of the minyan-shleppers; fifty years in which the London generations that still remembered a kind of authentic Yiddish life have passed into memory.
         And, in between, a revolution happened: a momentous overturning of previously conformist and deferential, well-behaved British
         society whose opening salvo was fired off in 1956, when the release of the film Rock Around the Clock was accompanied by a sudden and unaccountable outbreak of knife-slashed cinema seats.
      

      
      The revolution was not just about sex, drugs and rock’n’roll. During the following decade and a half, in addition to Elvis
         Presley, Bob Dylan and Jimi Hendrix, America experienced civil rights marches and Vietnam protest. In addition to the Beatles
         and Rolling Stones, Britain saw the failure of her Suez adventure, the end of general literary and stage censorship and a
         Socialist government committed to the ‘white heat of technological revolution’. The whole western world came to recognise
         the validity of feminism and the justice of women’s rights.
      

      
      Jews too had a musical and social revolution of a kind – Harnick and Bock’s Broadway musical Fiddler on the Roof, based on stories by the Yiddish late nineteenth-and early twentieth-century Dickens disciple Sholom Aleichem – but they were
         also caught up in the drama of Israel’s Six Day War. Both were hugely powerful influences. The war made the Jews reassess
         their identity and fear for the future of their state. But it was the musical that showed them how to imagine the Jewish past.
      

      
      Roots Schmoots!

      
      Back in the 1950s most London Jews dressed like everyone else. Not particularly to make themselves inconspicuous, but because
         they saw no reason to be different. Some of the orthodox even went bare-headed in the street or wore the then-current fashion
         in hats. To succeed at their task, the minyan-shleppers could only depend on a refined ability to recognise Jewish faces – and not uncommonly made comic mistakes. Today’s orthodox take pride in singling themselves out by
         their apparel, asserting their right to look different. Moreover, many Chassidim, particularly on Sabbaths and holidays, go
         further and wear what amounts to a historic costume: black caftan fastened with a sash round the middle, knee breeches over
         white stockings, together with a wheel-shaped brown fur hat – an ensemble apparently attuned to the fashion sense of seventeenth-century
         Polish noblemen.
      

      
      The new eagerness to stand out from the crowd isn’t simply a consequence of the rise of orthodoxy among part of the Jewish
         population, paralleling the surge in devotion among Christians and Muslims, but rather a desire to present themselves publicly
         as Jews. After all, being strictly religious has, in principle, little bearing on attire, which is more a symbol aimed at
         other people rather than a message to God. Moreover, the eagerness of Jews to distinguish themselves by their dress code does
         not merely mark them out as different from the non-Jewish majority, the details are equally important in sending out signals
         to other Jews. For instance a variety of skullcaps, variously called kippah, kappl, kepl, yarmulka, and made of different materials – the wearing of which, incidentally, is a matter of custom rather than religious rule –
         are used as an elaborate code to distinguish Chassidim from the merely orthodox, the orthodox from religious Zionists, and
         to separate these in turn from secular Zionists. A man who wears a knitted skullcap, a kippah sruga, rather than one made of felt or fabric, is declaring his political-religious allegiance as openly as if he carried a banner.
         And that doesn’t even include the shtreimel, kolpak and spodek fur hats worn on Sabbaths and holidays.
      

      
      In any case, one might have expected a resurgent Jewish spirituality to be expressed by a return to the clothing of the patriarchs
         and prophets, or the rabbis of Babylonia, not to the outfits formerly worn in just another part of the world of exile. True,
         the British climate is hardly suited to Mediterranean dress, but then the ultra-orthodox wear the same uniform in Jerusalem
         as they do in London.
      

      
      The renaissance of Polish court style among the Chassidim is, rather, just one aspect of a sudden and surprising rediscovery
         and reassertion of Jewry’s eastern European roots among every section of the community. Far from wishing to erase all recollection
         of the heym as in the past, today’s generation is busily trying to revive its memory. Even in Israel, a state founded to allow Jews to
         return to the Holy Land, many young people are eagerly searching out their connections with the diaspora. ‘Roots Schmoots,’1 as novelist Howard Jacobson entitled his account of a trawl through his own ancestral waters.
      

      
      But as times change, so do fashions and values. What our parents found an embarrassment may be a source of pride to us, what
         we ourselves deplore our children often praise. Qualities once greatly admired in a nation – power, confidence, ruthlessness,
         the means and skill to dominate others – are out of favour now. Weakness, formerly despised, is the new strength. Today it
         sometimes seems as if everybody wants to be part of an ethnic minority that was once (but is no longer) subject to discrimination.
         Black and Asian lives hold little attraction; the models in Britain are the Irish, the Scots and the Welsh. Jews, it turns
         out, are as susceptible to the lure of this sentimental and self-deluding vogue as anyone else.
      

      
      There are fixed and rather romantic ideas about what such a minority should be like. It should, of course, have a minority
         language; it should have its own folk costume, its own folk traditions, myths, legends and rituals as well as, if possible,
         its own variety of mysticism; and it should have its own folk music, songs and dances.
      

      
      In a story well known among aficionados of klezmer, the American-revived dance hall and wedding music of Jewish eastern Europe,
         Henry Sapoznik, one of the revival’s driving forces, who at the time was studying Appalachian-style banjo playing with an
         old traditional fiddler from Carolina, was asked by his mentor why so many young Jews wanted to learn the old-time music:
         ‘Don’t your people got none of your own music?’2

      
      Sapoznik could have said, ‘Of course, and we sing it in the synagogue every week.’ Or he could have said, ‘Sure; ain’t you
         heard of Mendelssohn, Meyerbeer, Mahler, Offenbach or Schoenberg, or, among more popular songsmiths, Berlin, Gershwin, Kern,
         Loesser and Bernstein, or any of the other five hundred or so Jewish composers and performers of international repute listed
         in the Encyclopaedia Judaica?’ But he didn’t. However much shaped by their Jewish background, their music doesn’t count. It is simply not ethnic enough.
      

      
      Sapoznik jettisoned his adopted Hillbilly persona, and his assumed Hillbilly sobriquet Hank, in favour of a new and what he
         felt was a more personally valid identity. He researched among the dusty collections of 78 rpm recordings long since abandoned
         to cupboards under the stairs all over the USA, and used them to help resurrect some of the old songs and forgotten dance tunes that were still being recorded in the 1920s and 1930s to remind recent Yiddish immigrants of what
         they had left behind. Sapoznik was soon joined by others and within a short time klezmer music was once again being heard
         on the radio and being bought on CD. Fifty years previously, clarinet players like Mezz Mezzrow (Milton Mezirow), Artie Shaw
         (Arthur Jacob Arshawsky) and Benny Goodman, had abandoned klezmer for jazz and swing. Now, in an unexpected reversal of history,
         young Jewish musicians were returning to the old, previously derided, music. Many Jews who hadn’t stepped inside a synagogue
         since their barmitzvah and even some marrying outside the faith, now wanted a klezmer band to play at their wedding. Even
         non-Jews could take part. Klezmer ensembles have sprung up in the most unexpected places, even Japan.
      

      
      The Yiddish language, too, has experienced a sudden new vitality. While the number of native speakers continues its decline
         – almost the only groups still using it as a first language are the ultra-orthodox, for whom it serves as a barrier against
         modernity – young Jews everywhere, many of whom have no connection with the countries where it was still spoken before Hitler’s
         war, want to acquire, if not mastery, then at least a smattering of the old eastern European Jewish vernacular. Formal courses
         in Yiddish are offered by academic institutions all over the western world, the dreaming spires of Oxford University included.
         Those not prepared for serious study or who can’t get to grips with a foreign grammar and syntax, can at least pepper their
         conversations with Yiddish expressions. Far from being toe-curlingly embarrassing, as when heard on old folks’ lips in my
         youth, the use of Yiddish words now seems to be considered rather hip, even among goyim, even in BBC news broadcasts.
      

      
      It would be wrong to detect in these developments a new interest in or dedication to the Jewish religion. The superficial
         trappings of ethnicity offer precisely the opposite: a Jewish identity without strings, one which doesn’t demand synagogue
         attendance or knowledge of, and strict adherence to, the 613 commandments, now found over-burdensome by many who apply the
         standards of the modern western consumer society to ancient religious law. Nor does it require a style of everyday living
         incompatible with our age’s libertarian and egalitarian ideals. That is not to say, of course, that the seriously devout in
         their dark suits and trilby hats, with the white fringes of their ritual undergarments, tsitsis, hanging over their trousers, or the Chassidim decked out in the old Polish-Jewish costume, are not truly pious. But that
         the adoption of Yiddish ancestry, language, mores and customs by the generality of non-observant Jews – even those whose family origins lie far from authentic
         Yiddish territory – does serve as a social bridge. It provides a unifying force to marry the disparate sectors of the Jewish
         world: the ultra-orthodox, the Chassidim, conservative, reform and liberal Jews, agnostics and atheists ‘of Jewish origin’,
         and even new-age Jewish pagans, believers in astrology, transcendental meditation or with a dilettante fascination for Kabbalah,
         the medieval mystical Jewish tradition. Now suddenly to be Jewish and to be Yiddish are becoming the same thing. My parents
         would be perplexed, if not horrified.
      

      
      Nostalgie de la Boue

      
      In the train of the Yiddish revival came the romance of the shtetl, the mostly Jewish small market town of Poland and Russia. On every continent, young Jews with a yearning for ethnic roots
         are busily researching their family backgrounds and seeking out information about the places their great or great-great-grandparents
         abandoned with relief. Elderly relatives are plagued by insistent questions about where their families had originally emigrated
         from – all too often the reply is on the lines of ‘somewhere near Minsk (or Vilna, or Kiev, or Cracow). I don’t know the name’.
         A typical story is told by Steven Zipperstein, Professor of Jewish History at Stanford University. As reported in the Stanford News,3

      
      
         when asked by children and grandchildren about their native shtetl, his older relatives said Lohishn, their original village, was not in Russia but in Poland. They also said it had been obliterated
            shortly after his grandfather’s exit in 1919 or 1920. ‘Imagine my surprise’, Professor Zipperstein wrote in a conference paper,
            ‘when later I glanced at a road map of Belarus and noticed Lohishn, just off a main strip of highway, a small place with little
            to distinguish it, according to a guidebook I soon consulted, but far from annihilated.’
         

      

      
      The Internet is beaded with thousands of sites dedicated to researching and preserving the memory of the vanished communities,
         while Jewish heritage tourists throng the squares of the small towns of Belarus, Lithuania, Poland, Russia and the Ukraine,
         asking anyone older than sixty if they remember the visitors’ great-grandparents. Just as few successful middle-class professionals can resist the temptation to claim impoverished working-class roots, however unlikely, few Jews
         are prepared to confess that their ancestors were among the overwhelming majority who lived in the great cities of the imperial
         age and had no shtetl connections – and might even have felt insulted by the association with squalid and poverty-stricken rural settlements with
         their wooden synagogues, tumbledown houses and dirt roads. Yearning for mud, the French call it, nostalgie de la boue.

      
      I have in front of me David Grupper and David G. Klein’s charming publication The Paper Shtetl, a Complete Model of an East European Jewish Town, with cardboard pages for cutting out and assembling. Here, beautifully illustrated in woodcut style, is everything the word
         shtetl brings to mind: the synagogue, with its thatched roof, round-topped windows, the rough plaster rendering on the walls peeling
         to show the spalled bricks underneath; inside is the Ark, the receptacle for the laboriously hand-calligraphed scrolls of
         the Torah, above which is written in Hebrew characters the Talmudic injunction: Know Before Whom You Stand; around the back
         is the entrance to the cheder, the children’s Hebrew school. Here too is a private house, thatched, wood-framed, planks springing from clapboard walls,
         with shutters and a farmhouse front door, an axe and a frame saw leaning by its side. Next come a tiny market square with
         kosher provisions shops, a well, some chickens, a goat and a cow.
      

      
      Populating the shtetl are the expected dramatis personae. For the synagogue there is the bearded rabbi at his lectern, sternly scowling, his prayer shawl drawn over his head, pointing
         accusingly with his finger to a passage in a thick volume. Here is the Torah reader at the raised podium known as the Bimah, reciting from a Torah scroll, following the text with the yad, a silver pointer in the shape of a hand. A scholar wearing thick spectacles and a deeply gloomy expression sits on a chair
         with a copy of the Talmud on his lap. Three men draped in prayer shawls sit on a wooden bench, representing the congregation.
         The one in the centre has his head bowed; maybe he has fallen asleep. Outside in the market place a carter waits with his
         horse, for some reason the only beardless male in the entire village; is he perhaps the token non-Jew? Another pushes a barrow,
         and a water carrier stands with two large pails hanging from the enormous wooden yoke over his shoulders.
      

      
      Elsewhere a klezmer band – fiddle, clarinet and accordion (pictured the wrong way round) – play for a wedding couple who stand
         under a canopy, the groom smiling to himself in an odiously self-satisfied way, the bride looking doubtfully towards us as if not
         sure whether she has made the right decision. Even Gimpel the Fool is present – every shtetl must have its village idiot it seems – with a surprised look on his face and what seems to be a fez on his head, one booted
         leg crossed over the other thigh in a contortion halfway between Cossack dancing and yoga. The blurb on the book’s back cover
         describes how we should imagine the shtetl atmosphere:
      

      
      
         In the House of study, men study the sacred texts while children learn to read in a makeshift school called a heder. Outside
            a wedding is taking place under a canopy with dancers and musicians. Men and women attend to their work in their homes and
            shops as people in the marketplace kibitz, argue, and play. In the synagogue, a Torah reader chants from a scroll before the
            Holy Ark. A family at home sits down to enjoy the Sabbath meal.4

      

      
      Never mind that all these activities could never have taken place at the same time. Never mind that the synagogue worshippers
         are four short of a quorum. Never mind that this shtetl’s appearance owes far more to Boris Aronson’s Broadway sets for Fiddler on the Roof than to any real small east European town. It is no news that revived traditions are more often reinvented out of whole new
         cloth than truly rediscovered. Just as Scottish folk costume and military bagpipe music, the Tartan Tradition, were largely
         a creation of Sir Walter Scott and Queen Victoria’s British army, and just as the Welsh eisteddfod, with its druidic rites
         and Gorsedd of bards, were mostly dreamed up in 1770s Primrose Hill, London, by the eccentric scholar Iolo Morgannwg (real
         name Edward Williams), so in a similar way this image of the eastern European Jewish world owes more to the world of dreams
         than that of memory, to fond fantasy, rather than prosaic reality.
      

      
      Jews lived and throve in Poland for centuries – indeed, for about a millennium, if not even longer. But almost all our memories
         of the Yiddish world are from its final century and our images are of its very last moments. The Yiddish literary renaissance
         of the late nineteenth century pictured a society in the final throes of decay. The stories of Mendele, of Peretz, of Sholom
         Aleichem, describe an impoverished, pauperised, tyrannised people, not even a pale reflection of the prosperous and powerful
         nation that once supplied physicians, diplomats, economic advisers and even music tutors to the royal courts of Europe. Roman
         Vishniac’s photographs were taken at a time when, with the sole exception of Czechoslovakia, every country in eastern Europe
         was already under authoritarian right-wing, if not openly Fascist, rule, when National Socialism was already on the march
         and quickly allying itself with every ancient, local anti-Semitic hatred, and when the Yiddish nation already lay in ruins.
         The artistry of his pictures is in the moving delicacy with which they portray the final gasps of a dying world.
      

      
      There has to be more to the Yiddish story than a record, however artistic, of its tragic last years. One can no more judge
         a people’s entire history and culture by its appearance at the end than one can value a person’s life by the agony of his
         or her final illness. The glory that was Greece and the grandeur that was Rome are not diminished by the stupidity of the
         fratricidal wars that fatally undermined Athenian democracy, nor by the stagnation and corruption that attended Rome’s final
         century of decline. Why then remember only the sad closing decades of a backward-looking, impoverished and brutalised Yiddish
         world?
      

      
      Yet wherever I asked about the long history of the Yiddish-speaking Jews, in Poland, Lithuania, Belarus or the Ukraine, I
         was told, as the Rakau schoolteacher had explained to me with a regretful shrug of her shoulders, that after all the Jews’
         story was not part of their history. They might well have added, like Henry Sapoznik’s folk-fiddler, ‘Don’t your people got
         none of your own history?’
      

      
      Of course we do. It is outlined in the works of the great figures of nineteenth- and twentieth-century Jewish historiography:
         of Leopold Yom Tov Lipmann Zunz, Moritz Steinschneider and Heinrich Graetz, of Shimon Dubnow and Salo Wittmayer Baron, of
         Cecil Roth and Martin Gilbert. Yet it is not surprising that, perhaps apart from Sir Martin Gilbert, these scholars are less
         than household names, for much of their work reads as irretrievably depressing – a long saga of constant pogroms, oppressive
         laws invoked by civil authorities, anti-Jewish edicts by the Church, massacres, expulsions, tortures and burnings at the stake.
         Was Yiddish history truly no more than this?
      

      
      In a little book by Professor of Medieval History Bernard S. Bachrach, Jews In Barbarian Europe, a text assembled for undergraduate students at the University of Minnesota, the author points out that for two thousand years
         suffering and punishment have been the dominant themes in the writing of Jewish history: what he calls the theology of exile.
      

      
      
         … those who recorded the deeds of the Jewish people during the Middle Ages and the early modern era emphasised the suffering
            of the martyrs who died for the faith. They recorded, confounded, and embellished instances of pogroms, forced baptisms, expropriations,
            and expulsions. These tragic events became the framework of the Jewish view of the history of the Exile and served as evidence
            to sustain the theological interpretation of the Exile as a period of suffering and as a test for the Jewish people.5

      

      
      And, one might add, those of us who live after Hitler cannot help but see this history as leading inevitably and inexorably
         towards the Shoah, the Holocaust, which brought about the Yiddish-speaking people’s horrific final and irrevocable destruction. Such hindsight,
         Bachrach notes, has led Jewish scholars to misjudge and misread much of the evidence that the past has left us: two thousand
         years of tradition have made it very hard for learned Jews, he writes, and even professional historians, to escape what Salo
         Baron memorably called ‘the lachrymose interpretation’ of Jewish history.
      

      
      Being neither a learned Jew nor a professional historian, I do believe that there is another story to tell. Not an exclusive
         story, for no story has a monopoly on the truth and many different narratives can be picked out of the same materials. None
         contain all, but all contain some, of the almost overwhelming, confusing, apparently random profligacy of fact and conjecture,
         evidence and guesswork. Picking a narrative out of history is like choosing a path through the woods. To decide on any one
         route between the trees means abandoning all others, to tell one story is to leave all others untold.
      

      
      The account that I prefer to tell myself avoids harping on the Jews’ sufferings and oppressions through the centuries, so
         comprehensively chronicled elsewhere. Where possible I sidestep the persecutions, skirt the massacres, bypass the Holocaust;
         others, better qualified than I, have explored these tragic avenues. (My father never spoke of his time in KZ Dachau; my mother never dwelt on our imprisonment; my own encounter with Hitler’s SS was at too early an age for me to claim
         personal understanding.) Instead I favour the less frequented but happier and perhaps more important pathways: those that
         celebrate the success and even occasional splendour of the Yiddish civilisation, its contribution to Europe’s economy, society,
         religion and intellectual progress.
      

      
      The story of the Yiddish civilisation that I favour rejects a black-and-white clash between gentiles and Jews, between oppression and survival, and embraces a far more nuanced contest conducted within
         the Yiddish-speaking people themselves: a game of tension and conflict, a tug-of-war-and-peace between East and West, between
         German speakers and Slav speakers, between intellect and emotion, between orthodoxy and syncretism, between those who identified
         themselves as ‘Jews’, members of the Jewish people, and those who thought of themselves as ‘Jewish’, nationals of Jewish faith,
         a tussle in which first one side celebrated victory over the other, then roles were reversed while former winners lost to
         erstwhile losers, until finally the contending teams were separated by the umpire of history – a long struggle which called
         up a new interpretation of what it means to be a Jew.
      

      
      My narrative speaks of that competition as played out in the amphitheatre of central and eastern Europe, hustled and jostled
         by every crisis and contingency in the surrounding world, fought out before a crowd of Catholic Christian spectators – who
         would sometimes, like soccer hooligans, run out on to the pitch and attack the players.
      

      
      It tells of the appearance of a new people, conceived in the Roman Empire, gestated in its successor states, born in central
         Europe, and raised to maturity in the countries of the East: the Yiddish civilisation, one of Europe’s founder nations, whose
         beliefs and way of life were so attractive to those around that over the centuries uncountable numbers of converts chose them
         over their own. A civilisation which, as historian Cecil Roth once wrote, ‘had such a memorable influence on the history of
         the Western world’.
      

   
      
      [2]

      
      The Jews of Rome

      
      The setting is the Forum of Rome, the sanctified old market place outside (forum in Latin) the original Italic town, below one of the seven green hills, the Palatine, from which even today the crumbling
         shells of imperial palaces still project from their foundations like decayed teeth, the ground all around still strewn with
         collapsed columns, broken busts, and the excavated ruins of several hundred years’ worth of temples, courtrooms, assemblies
         and other Roman religious, administrative and public buildings.
      

      
      On my last visit to this famous site, walking along the marked visitors’ route, I was bemused to hear the unexpected sound
         of Jewish prayer. I turned to find a group of heavily bearded, black-suited orthodox Jews, trilby hats tipped forward over
         their skullcaps, white prayer shawls draped over their shoulders, gathered in front of the Arch of Titus, rocking backwards
         and forwards as they chanted melodious Hebrew psalms, while a group of Japanese tourists, led by a guidette in a tartan skirt
         with a flag on a stick, stepped single-file in a wide detour around them, studiously and politely looking away from their
         devotions.
      

      
      I was struck by the incongruity of the scene: by the contrast between the warm modern Jewish orthodoxy and the cold classical
         cruelty recorded on the ancient monument; by the realisation that the Judaeans of old would have been utterly mystified by
         the Jews of our own age with their northern European ways; and by the irony of my co-religionists mourning the very event
         that gave birth to their own people. For here stands testimony to the genesis of the Yiddish nation, the day the story really
         begins: the end of ancient Jerusalem and its Temple, the city burned and its citizens crushed by Roman arms in the year 70.
         Here is inscribed a record of the moment when the Jews dispersed across the Roman Empire, progenitors of the Yiddish people,
         were suddenly orphaned, cast adrift with no homeland to return to, fated for the next two millennia always to be a minority
         in someone else’s land, the moment at which true diaspora began and, frustratingly, the very point at which collective memory
         suddenly falls silent.
      

      
      Yet of that day itself we have good record. It is here on the triumphal Arch of Titus that squats as heavily as a Roman emperor’s
         rule over the remains of the Via Sacra, the Sacred Way, as it runs between the jumbled imperial remains. Where the roadway
         tunnels the arch, the smoke-stained, weather-eroded Attic marble is sculpted on either side with a snapshot of the triumphal
         pageant that was awarded by the Roman Senate in June of the year 71 to the Emperor Vespasian and his forty-year-old son Titus
         on their victorious return from the Middle East, a parade that processed along this very route. The bas-relief is deeper at
         the centre of the panels than at the edges; the marchers swing out towards the viewer to make certain that its brutal point
         is taken: Jerusalem, the capital city of the Jews, is no more.
      

      
      It is not hard to imagine the ear-shattering roar of as many as half a million cheering Romans which greet the head of the
         procession, the magistrates and senators in their white togas, and, ambling slowly and innocently behind them, the albino
         oxen that are to be sacrificed outside the temple of Jupiter Maximus at the end of the Way. Then comes a whole fleet of ships
         mounted on wheels, the ones that carried the victorious army over the seas and, after them, passing by us right now, the spoils
         of war are being flaunted: the Jerusalem Temple’s sacred seven-branched candelabrum,1 carried by two bearers who have padded their shoulders against its great weight; the two silver trumpets,2 and the table for the twelve sacred loaves called shewbread.3

      
      Flavius Josephus – original name Joseph ben Matthias – the turncoat Roman-Jewish historian who had been military commander
         of the Galilee and directed the defence of Jotapata but switched sides at the crucial moment, and whose account suggests that
         he himself was an onlooker, enthused like a schoolgirl: ‘it is impossible to describe the multitude of the shows as they deserve,
         and the magnificence of them all … for almost all such curiosities as the most happy men ever get piecemeal were here heaped
         one upon another … and all brought together that day to demonstrate the vastness of the dominions of the Romans.’4

      
      Behind the booty but in front of the victorious emperor and his son the general, today crowned in laurel and dressed in silken
         robes of imperial purple, as well as the emperor’s younger son Domitian, later to become emperor in his turn, prisoners of
         war are paraded for the public to jeer at, the most important mounted on floats, so elaborate, remembered Josephus, that the onlookers ‘could not but be afraid that
         the bearers would not be able to support them firmly enough, such was their magnitude; for many of them were so made that
         they were on three or even four storeys, one above another’.
      

      
      Some notables, like Jochanan ben Levi of Giscala, one-time commander of rebel Jerusalem, are displayed in wheeled wooden cages,
         emphasising the tragedy of their fall by wearing their best apparel; Jochanan is to be imprisoned for life. Shimon ben Giora,
         regarded by the Romans as leader of the rebellious Hebrews, shuffles on foot, hobbled with shackles, a rope about his neck,
         guarded and whipped on by mounted legionaries, until they come to the space before the magnificent Temple of Jupiter Capitolinus,
         where Shimon is first tormented and then hanged in sacrifice to the gods, at which ‘all the people set up a shout of joy’.
         Many of the rest are thrown still living through a hole in the floor into the doorless Tullianum (death room) under the grim brick and concrete Carcer, Rome’s prison, that broods sullenly nearby.
      

      
      The savage punishment was for rebellion, not Judaism. Many expatriate Hebrews must have stood among the vast celebratory crowd
         that cheered and applauded the triumphal procession as it paraded down the Via Sacra. The Jews of Rome had given neither approval
         nor support to Jerusalem’s anti-imperial uprising, having resided in the imperial city for a century and a half or more –
         some lived there even before the first complete community was transplanted to Italy from Judah in 63 BCE by General Pompey, after capture during the Roman intervention in Hasmonean Israel. By the middle of the first century, Rome
         already had many synagogues.
      

      
      These were sumptuous buildings, to judge by the one in Ostia, once Rome’s sea port at the mouth of the Tiber, remains of which
         still stand, the building’s earliest phase dating from the time of Claudius, two emperors before Vespasian. Facing south-east,
         i.e. towards Jerusalem, a splendid propyleum or monumental gateway with four slender and graceful columns of white marble leads into a vestibule that in turn gives on
         to the large prayer hall, fitted out with benches along the walls. Inside, an apse-like brick-built aron, or shrine, houses the holy Torah scrolls, apparently replacing an earlier wooden construction that had been donated, according
         to an inscription, by one Mindus Faustus (‘Lucky’ Mindus), perhaps to celebrate his good fortune, whatever that may have been.
         There was also a triclineum or dining room with built-in couches for festive meals. Later a kitchen with a beautiful mosaic floor was added, and a large study chamber.
      

      
      In the surrounding district on the Sabbath, ‘the lamps on the greasy windows garlanded with violets emit thick smoke, the
         tail of a tunny fish swims in the red dish, and the white jug overflows with wine’, Persius, a first-century Roman Stoic poet,
         tells his readers. Many city quarters seem unnaturally hushed while ‘you silently move your lips and turn pale at the Sabbath
         of the circumcised’.5 (Like several other Roman pagans, Persius apparently believed that Jews fasted on the Sabbath.)
      

      
      On weekdays, Persius would have met many of the congregation as they went about their business, working, historian Cecil Roth
         tells us, as actors, blacksmiths, butchers, merchants, musicians, painters, pedlars, poets, singers, tailors and interpreters
         of dreams: ‘… for a Jew’, scoffs the satirist Juvenal, ‘will tell you dreams of any kind you please for the smallest of coins.’6 Jewish beggars were not uncommon. ‘As beggars,’ Roth writes, ‘they were considered importunate; and, after Christianity established
         itself, some actually sold holy images on the steps of churches.’7 The Talmud even refers to Jewish gladiators: one of its great sages, Resh Lakish, was first a bandit and then a professional
         fighter in his youth, who survived ‘by combining courage with guile’. Similarly, the Jewish author Caecilius of Calacte, who
         wrote in Greek, rose from humble beginnings, having been born a slave, to become famous as a literary critic and historian.
      

      
      And, of course, there were many traders, the men who rented units in the giant semicircular mall that the Emperor Trajan built
         off the Via Biberatica (Boozers’ Street)8 in Rome, around which today’s private cars and buzzing motor scooters fight with buses, tourist coaches and taxis for domination
         of the carriageway in a suffocating cloud of exhaust fumes. Had we gone shopping there any day in the first few centuries
         of our era we would have found many Roman Jews sitting behind their counters under the elegantly brick-arched shop doorways.
         Among the dozens of goods and commodities that we know they commonly traded, men marketed fowls, clothes, cooking oil, firewood,
         pots, ironmongery, wine and kosher meat, while their women are documented as wool sellers, jewellers, at least one greengrocer
         and a fishwife.
      

      
      Here was no small ethnic or religious minority as in Europe today, but a large and important component of the population.
         Josephus mentions a lawsuit in which 8,000 Jews from Rome sided with one of the parties.9 Only male heads of households could take part in the judicial process, so that with their wives and families of three or four children, those 8,000 men could have represented 40,000 to 50,000 people
         – and those were only those who took part in the case. Given that Rome’s ancient population has been estimated at around half
         a million,10 this was a community on a par with those of twentieth-century pre-war Prague, Vienna, Warsaw or Budapest (Yuda-pest, Jewish Plague, anti-Semites called it), where Jews numbered one in ten or more.
      

      
      Roman Jews did have their ups and down, of course. The four years, CE 37 to 41, of the half-mad Emperor Caligula were bad – but so they were for everyone. In revolutionary times, when Jewish
         communities rebelled against their Latin overlords, sometimes committing horrific atrocities against their gentile neighbours
         as in Cyrenaica and Cyprus, popular Roman sentiment ran against them. Yet generally, until the triumph of Christianity in
         the fourth century – and to some degree even thereafter – Jews were welcome as followers of a lawful religion and granted
         special privileges: freedom from military service, the right not to appear in the law courts on the Sabbath, and – usually
         but not always – exemption from worshipping the emperor as a god. Under the otherwise vicious and bloodthirsty Caracalla (CE 198 to 217), who was rather magnanimous towards the Jews, their position improved still further when they, like all other
         free inhabitants of the empire, were granted full Roman citizenship.
      

      
      True, the patricians, aristocrats and literati never approved of Judaism nor of the swelling multitude of Jewish proselytes
         – including several high-profile converts like the ex-consul Flavius Clemens, a close relation of the emperor, who was executed
         and his wife banished for ‘atheism’, i.e. not giving allegiance to Rome’s gods. Most of the upper class agreed with the philosopher
         Seneca that Judaism ‘turned the vanquished into the vanquishers’ and concurred with Tacitus, the first-century historian,
         that this oriental religion seriously threatened Rome by undermining its traditional morality, since the ever-growing number
         of converts ‘despise the gods, repudiate the fatherland, and disparage parents, children, and brothers’.11 Other Latin writers derided the Jews’ religious gullibility: credat Iudaeus Apella (let Apella the Jew believe it) was – according to the poet Horace – the Latin equivalent of ‘tell it to the marines’, the
         joke being that, in Latin, A-pella means without a foreskin (pellis). As for their relentless proselytising, witness another gibe by Horace, referring to his fellow poets: ‘There are many of
         us and, like the Jews, we will force you to join our gang.’
      

      
      On the other hand Hebrews straight from Palestine were valued as excellent outdoor slaves, noted for their brawn. Tacitus
         wrote that their bodies ‘are healthy and hardy for bearing burdens’.12 Testament to the truth of that claim is the grand project that Vespasian inaugurated to replace the Golden House, his despised
         predecessor Nero’s eccentric, grandiose palace. Known to Romans as the Flavian amphitheatre, after the emperor’s family name,
         Vespasian’s remarkable building was constructed by Judaean slaves, captured during the conquest of Jerusalem. Under the name
         Colosseum (a reference to the colossal statue of Nero that previously stood nearby), the Hebrews’ achievement is still today
         the very symbol of Rome the Eternal City.
      

      
      Since all roads then led to the centre of the empire and the epitome of its urban life, those who hoped to improve their economic
         or career prospects would naturally gravitate towards its bright lights, its bread and circuses, much as the boldest and the
         best in every province of the nineteenth-century Austro-Hungarian dual monarchy made for glamorous Vienna. But Jewish populations
         on a similar scale were to be found in every city of the empire’s vast possessions. Josephus claimed that ‘there is not a
         people in the world which does not contain a portion of our kind’. The size of the empire’s community in Josephus’s day has
         been estimated at some eight million – in a population of maybe thirty million; thus perhaps as many as one in every four.
      

      
      These were not all immigrant settlers from Judaea. Contemporary sources make it clear that many, perhaps even most, of the
         subjects of Rome who followed the Torah were not of pure Hebraic origin. Dio Cassius, a Roman historian of the second century,
         was clear that ‘all those who observe the Jewish law may be called Jews, from whatever ethnic group they derive’.
      

      
      The expansion of Judaism to include converts from other nations had already begun in the last two centuries before Christ’s
         birth, when the Hasmonean rulers of Israel had vigorously spread the Jewish religion among the surrounding peoples by the
         sword – and by the izmel, the circumcision knife. Ammonites, Moabites, Edomites or Idumaeans, Herod’s nation, were progressively incorporated into
         the Israelite, Jewish, domain. Later conversions, however, were not imposed by force. While today’s orthodox rabbis are reluctant
         to encourage conversion, gentiles throughout the classical world saw Judaism as an attractive and welcoming religion. As the
         centuries progressed and fewer and fewer intelligent pagans found themselves convinced by the barbaric old gods with their sensual appetites and violent tempers, belief in the prophethood of Moses and reverence for the Torah attracted ever
         more popular support from the many who, as the historian Suetonius records, ‘without publicly acknowledging that faith, yet
         lived as Jews’.
      

      
      In the eastern provinces of the empire, pagan Greeks, known as sebomenoi, (God-) Respecters in Greek, called yereim in Hebrew, and labelled ‘proselytes of the gate’ by the Talmud, flocked about the synagogues in their thousands – perhaps
         amounting to millions all told – rejecting, more or less, the old Aryan divinities and keeping to the dietary laws and the
         Jewish Sabbath. ‘Some, who have a father who reveres the Sabbath, worship nothing but the clouds, and the divinity of the
         heavens, and see no difference between eating swine’s flesh … and that of man,’13 complained the satirist Juvenal. Circumcision was a deterrent to proper conversion for adult men but, the humorist grumbled,
         their sons became Jews in the fullest physical sense.
      

      
      An inscription discovered in Aphrodisias, Anatolia, reveals that about half of the contributors to the city’s synagogue were
         God-fearers and their descendants, rather than ethnic Judaean Jews. And while many sebomenoi may have changed their allegiance to the Jewish sect called Christians – which demanded a leap of faith as qualification
         for entry rather than a painful operation – continued complaint by the Church Fathers suggests that movement in the other
         direction persisted long after the final break between Church and Synagogue, as marked by Emperor Nerva’s exemption of Christians
         from the Jewish tax, the fiscus Judaicus, at the end of the first century.
      

      
      A Basket and a Truss of Hay

      
      To get to know this ancient Jewish community a little better we should venture underground: to the burial catacombs that are
         recorded as sited next to the ancient routes that once led out of the city on nearly every point of the compass. Part of the
         magic of modern Rome is that so many of the antique landmarks as well as their names are so perfectly preserved. Thus we can
         still walk west along the Via Portuensis, or Ostiensis, that takes us out through the Port Gate in the outer ramparts towards
         Ostia on the coast – past the ancient sign, amusing to generations of archaeologists, that begs people not to scribble (scariphare) graffiti on the walls. We can drive north-east on the Via Nomentana, through the site of the Colline Gate, by the remains of the gigantic and overblown white stucco-rendered bathing establishment built by Diocletian,
         covering thirty-two acres and so large that it could accommodate 3,000 bathers at the same time, and around the foundations
         of the great Praetorian barracks that both symbolised and effected the emperor’s personal power.
      

      
      Best of all, perhaps, we can stroll along the Via Appia Antica, the Old Appian Way, Rome’s first and best-known intercity
         thoroughfare, leading south towards Taranto and Brindisi, and called by the poet Horace the Queen of Long Roads (longarum regina viarum), that still immortalises, well over two thousand years later, the name of the Censor Appius who began its construction in
         312 BCE. Even in the twenty-first century one can follow where the poet Juvenal himself once walked out through the inner, older,
         Servian city wall, outside which homeless Jewish paupers were encamped: ‘My friend halted at the dripping archway of the old
         Porta Capena … now the holy fount and grove and shrine are let out to Jews, who possess a basket and a truss of hay for all
         their furnishings.’14 We would leave behind us the largely Jewish working-class quarter with its narrow teeming streets threading their way between
         insulae, the often jerry-built high-rise tenement buildings of the poor with their distressing tendency to collapse, past the site
         of the double temple dedicated to the gods of Honour and Virtue, on beside the giant arches and cyclopean walls of Caracalla’s
         magnificent bathhouse and under the Arch of Drusus that once carried its water supply over the road, and on through the Appian
         Gate, now known as Porta San Sebastiano, that breaches the outer, Aurelian, city wall.
      

      
      If we were taking this route in classical times we would be relieved, after twenty minutes or so of walking, to find open
         fields and fresh air at last taking over from the reeking shacks and workshops of the knackers and glue boilers, the tanners,
         dyers, fish-sauce fermenters and other tradesmen whose stinking works were always banished beyond the city walls. Here, set
         against the distant romantic backdrop of the Alban Hills, the remains of an extinct volcano, on whose flanks the Roman bourgeoisie
         built – and still build – their summer retreats, we would have found the road lined by an extraordinary collection, stretching
         for miles, of tombs, mastabas and mausoleums, constructed of granite, marble and brick rendered in stucco, limewash and paint,
         a veritable city of the dead, where Romans came at night by torchlight to bury their dear departed.
      

      
      Just beyond the second milestone, we would have found a fine stone-built portico at the side of the walkway, probably decorated
         with a menorah, the seven-branched candlestick that was the principal Jewish symbol in olden times, behind which a set of steps led down
         to the Appian catacombs, the underground labyrinth of tunnels, galleries and cubiculae (burial chambers), decorated with frescoes of birds, flowers and religious symbols, in which generation upon generation of
         poorer Roman Jews – those who could not afford a surface tomb – were interred in loculi, niches in the wall.
      

      
      The Jewish catacombs are not now open to the public, and at least one site, that just outside the Ostia Gate, has been lost
         to landslides. But from inscriptions on the several hundred votive marble plaques that have been recovered, as well as from
         the dedications that were found scratched into the plastered walls above the funerary niches, we learn more than might be
         expected about the community that lived here in the first four centuries of our era. We read of at least a dozen synagogues,
         some known by their location (Synagogue of the Field of Mars congregation, Synagogue of the Subura congregation), others named
         after a famous personality honoured by the community (Synagogue of the Augustans, Synagogue of the Agrippans), others named
         for unknowns who may have been their founders (Synagogue of Volumnius, Synagogue of Elaias), yet others named after the place
         of origin of their worshippers (Synagogue of the Hebrews, Synagogue of the Tripolitanians).
      

      
      Each synagogue was presided over by a gerousiarch, a ruling elder (who may have been a hiereus, a member of the Cohen caste), and a governing board of archons, supported by presbyteres, elders, grammateis, scribes, and a phronistes, a caretaker. Those described as pater (father) or mater (mother) synagogae were probably generous donors to the congregation. ‘Veturia Paulla, consigned to her eternal home, who lived 86 years, 6
         months. A proselyte of 16 years, [Hebrew name:] Sarah, Mother of the Synagogues of the Field of Mars and of Volumnius. Sleep
         in peace.’
      

      
      Much of the writing, of names, titles and memorial dedications, is not in Latin but in Greek – sometimes transliterated into
         Latin characters and sometimes misspelled. Most of the names too, like Eutyches or Evan-gelos, are Greek rather than Italic.
         Of 534 names known from the catacombs, 405 are Greek, 123 are Latin and only five are Hebrew or Aramaic. Moreover, the distribution
         of the languages suggests that there may have been separate synagogues for Latin, Greek and Hebrew speakers, as if the congregations
         were divided on linguistic grounds or between conservative Jews who prayed in Hebrew and others who addressed God in the two
         vernaculars.
      

      
      The implication is that the Jews of Rome were divided in their cultural allegiance, that a split between an eastern and a
         western orientation goes back all the way to classical times. In this respect, they were no different from other Romans. Greek
         was the lingua franca of the much more populous eastern half of the empire. The educated class of the empire was largely bilingual.
         Authors needed to write in Greek to reach the widest readership. The first histories by Romans, like the now lost annals of
         the patrician Fabius Pictor, were written in Greek. Herein lay a source of friction. The Latins had overcome the Greeks by
         force of arms, but the Greeks had subjugated the Romans by force of intellect. Rome derived a good half of her culture from
         the conquered nation, and the speech most commonly heard in the city streets was Greek not Latin. How could it be otherwise
         when so many of the Roman upper and middle classes were reared and educated by Greek slaves and freedmen? The result was eternal
         ambivalence among Romans towards their eastern cousins. Greek ways were attractive and seductive, but they were also the ways
         of a defeated and enslaved nation.
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