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			This book is dedicated to

			the Rothschilds of Vernon Hills,

			and to Michael J. Reagan.

		

	
		
			“People call you this or they call you that. But I can’t respond to that, because then it seems like I’m defensive, and, you know, what does it matter, really?”

			—BOB DYLAN, ROLLING STONE, JUNE 1984

			“A Rothschild stopped off at an inn in a small Russian shtetl where he was served two eggs for breakfast. At the meal’s end, he was handed a bill for twenty-five rubles, an enormous sum.”

			“‘This is absurd,’ Rothschild thundered angrily.

			‘Are eggs so rare here??’ ”

			“‘No,’ said the innkeeper. ‘But Rothschilds are!’ ”

			—TRADITIONAL JEWISH STORY, AUTHOR UNKNOWN
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			INTRODUCTION

			“DISTANT JOURNEYS AND PRODIGIOUS CHALLENGES”

			The heiress was fake, but the name was real. Sort of.

			Anna de Rothschild seemed like a natural among the usual ornate displays of wealth and power that make up the poolside and golf course scenes at former President Trump’s Mar-a-Lago club in South Florida. She wore a fancy watch and drove a $170,000 black Mercedes, which she stood next to in the pictures she took with rappers and finance bigwigs. She spoke the language of the land, effortlessly telling stories of luxury real estate developments in Monaco and the Bahamas, sprawling vineyards, her $13 million Miami Beach mansion, and the vast country estates where she grew up. She had founded charities devoted to children, took selfies on private planes, made smooth golf shots, and had face-to-face meetings with some of the most powerful people in the Republican Party.[1]

			And why shouldn’t she? Anna de Rothschild wasn’t some billionaire tech kid in a hoodie or obnoxious political operative looking for face time with The Donald. Striking, confident, and dark-haired, she was a descendant of the Russian branch of the Rothschild family. Yes, those Rothschilds—the legendary European banking dynasty that rose up from the Frankfurt ghetto to become the kings of continental finance, lending, mining, and railroads. Their largesse, their wealth, their old money class, their ability to make or break nations with a loan of mere peanuts (to them), and their sheer everything are famous around the world. And their heirs are still out there, still working in banking, finance, art, literature, and philanthropy.

			So maybe it was the name, or her affect, or the loosey-goosey, endless party vibe at Mar-a-Lago. But nobody questioned Anna de Rothschild. Allegedly, nobody bothered to background check her or vet her ancestral claims during any of the four visits she made to the club. Because she carried herself like she’d never been among anyone other than rich and powerful people. She was so convincing that after posing on the Mar-a-Lago golf course with Trump and South Carolina senator Lindsey Graham, the guest who took the photos joked about charging her for the pictures, saying, “Anna, you’re a Rothschild—you can afford one million dollars for a picture with you and Trump.”[2]

			She couldn’t. Because she wasn’t.

			Instead, Anna de Rothschild, according to FBI officials, was actually 33-year-old Ukrainian immigrant Inna Yashchyshyn. She wasn’t a member of the Rothschild family; “Anna de Rothschild” doesn’t exist in any family lineage, nor was there ever a Russian Rothschild branch. Instead, she’s alleged to have built a fake identity to help run charity scams, fraudulent business ventures, and a variety of grifts where she inserted herself into wealthy circles based on the power of her name. For her part, Yashchyshyn denies ever having taken on the persona of a wealthy European heiress and instead claims she’s the victim of an abusive former partner, a Florida-based Russian businessperson who she said forced her into these schemes. And the story gets even more sordid—said former partner was soon shot dead in a small Quebec resort town by a purported member of the Canadian Hells Angels, while Yashchyshyn herself seems to have fallen afoul of Russian organized crime, allegedly owing $150,000 to a tattooed member of a Russian criminal syndicate who, in turn, threatened to kill Yashchyshyn.[3]

			One might be tempted to focus on how a person with such dangerous and criminal associations could get into the orbit of the former president and current members of the US Congress. But the answer might lie in how her chosen nom de grift opened the door in the first place. “De Rothschild” almost certainly wasn’t picked at random, but chosen precisely because of its connotations. And it was a wise choice. Another Mar-a-Lago member remarked in the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette piece that broke this story that guests “fawned all over her and because of the Rothschild mystique, they never probed and instead tiptoed around her with kid gloves.”[4]

			“The Rothschild mystique” was all it took to get an accused grifter and associate of the Russian mob past the Secret Service and next to Donald Trump. Such is the power of the history and legend of the Rothschild name. People heard the name and were able to be convinced that the person who held it had access to vast familial wealth passed down through generations. And sure enough, if she had been a Rothschild, that would have been true.

			But that mystique has a longstanding dark side that goes much deeper, and is much more profound, than one alleged con artist.

			There’s an alternate history of the Rothschild banking family that portrays them not as a family of accomplished businesspeople but as puppet masters who control all but a few central banks, have funded both sides of every war since the American Revolution, hold as much as 80 percent of the world’s wealth in their coffers, and are part of a sick occult web of rituals that involve murder and human sacrifice. The Rothschild mystique walks alongside a Rothschild conspiracy theory industry that is, unfortunately, tied to some of the most violent spasms of antisemitism of the last two centuries.

			It started with inflammatory pamphlets on the streets of Paris, continued through pro-Union US newspapers of the 1860s, morphed into whispers of Jewish control of the Federal Reserve and the rise of fascism, then wormed its way into the deepest recesses of Cold War paranoia, Clinton-era anti–New World Order hysteria, and the internet hate culture of this very moment. And in the twenty-first century, the industry dedicated to smearing the Rothschilds turned against a more recent public figure of Jewish wealth, the Hungarian billionaire George Soros, while continuing to attack the Rothschilds for things they haven’t done and a scale of wealth that nobody possesses.

			Almost all conspiracy theories are rooted in antisemitism, and almost all antisemitism is rooted in conspiracy theories. Jewish people will always be scapegoats for some people, and the Rothschilds are some of the best-known Jews in modern history. In many ways, the story of Rothschild conspiracy theories is the story of modern antisemitism. That is how inseparable they are.

			Antisemitism is an ideology that’s easy to exploit and lucrative to monetize any time there’s a major political upheaval, health crisis, economic disaster, military setback, or degradation of “traditional” social mores—which is to say, all the time. Some of this stereotyping is benign enough: jokes about how cheap Jews are, books extolling “Jewish business wisdom,” and the like. But Rothschild conspiracy theories have been used as fodder for pogroms, riots, blood libel panics, terrorist attacks, and mass shootings. And they played a critical role in ginning up the necessary level of hate and bloodlust to make the Holocaust possible.

			And it’s still happening. The antisemitism powered by Rothschild conspiracy theories has seen a considerable upswing during and after the Trump years, with neo-Nazis and antisemites emboldened enough to pass out antisemitic fliers at Broadway shows, harass people on the street, hang anti-Jewish signs on overpasses, vandalize Jewish property, and, in some cases, commit overt acts of violence.[5] Celebrities and conservative influencers now openly speak to huge online audiences of how much they love Hitler, and of Jews being a lesser, disloyal race, while controlling banking and entertainment—all accusations consistently leveled at the Rothschild family, but often couched in the past in equivocations like “we don’t hate all Jews, just these Jews.”

			The echoes of the hoaxes and myths written about the Rothschilds in generations past ring out clearly in the attacks on Soros and other prominent Jews today. The new attacks are, with the exception of a few names changed and a few dollar amounts inflated, the same attacks as before. The impact of these theories on the Rothschilds themselves is hard to quantify, but for the Jewish people, the harm is obvious. Modern Jews are still battling the myths that started in a game of telephone almost two hundred years ago.

			To understand Kanye West ranting on Alex Jones’s show about how great Hitler was requires understanding the influence that John Birch Society speechwriter Gary Allen’s 1971 book, None Dare Call It Conspiracy, had on Jones, an effect which he has spoken of many times. Allen’s book, which sold millions of copies by attacking Jewish “insiders” like the Rothschilds, was inspired in part by Secrets of the Federal Reserve, a bestselling conspiracy book funded by the antisemitic and openly pro-fascist poet Ezra Pound. And Pound was inspired by that deathless work of anti-Jewish paranoia, The Protocols of the Elders of Zion, which emerged from the antisemitism of Tsarist Russia at the start of the twentieth century.

			These tropes, in turn, were based on those that came out of France in the 1890s, which were inspired by the same tropes coming from the United States’s gold-versus-silver debate at the same time. And all of it can be traced back to the anti-wealth fervor of the European Revolutions of 1848 and the fallout of an obscure train crash outside Paris—on tracks owned by one of the sons of Rothschild dynasty founder, Mayer Amschel Rothschild, whose other son had gained a reputation among cranks for having manipulated the outcome of the Battle of Waterloo to do nothing less than take control of global finance.

			All these conspiracies and events, and so many more, led us to the place where we are now. This book is a study of that dark and winding path. It is not a biography of the Rothschilds, nor is it a deep archival study of their various business ventures and loans. It’s also not an examination of the political and societal forces at play in the Rothschilds funding England’s purchase of part of the Suez Canal, or their misadventures with Cecil Rhodes in South Africa, or the family’s internal conflicts over Zionism. And it’s not a glossy look at the opulence bought with their wealth. Many of those books already exist—and most don’t touch on the lurid and bizarre whispers about them.

			Instead, this is the biography of an idea, and it’s a simple enough one:

			that Jews control everything, and that the Rothschilds are the “Kings of the Jews.” Behind this notion lies a tangled web of absurdities that are equal parts bizarre and deeply sad. And it’s not all conspiracy theories, either. When popular culture has needed a rich family, particularly a Jewish one, to satirize or caricature, writers and artists pick the Rothschilds as a stand-in simply because they’re the best known of the bunch. Some of these portrayals are positive and others deeply weird, but most are negative—or at least based in negative stereotypes. And while the left/right divide in the United States has calcified into constant partisan argument, a 2022 study of whether American conservatives are more likely to believe conspiracy theories found that of the most popular fringe ideas of the last decade, belief that the Rothschilds are secret global controllers was split directly down the middle between conservatives and liberals.[6]

			It is a sprawling story, told over centuries and continents. There are fake Russian counts, Parisian pamphlet wars, lizard people, internet memes and extremist newsletters, masked balls full of servants in cat costumes pawing each other, arcane feuds, luxury saunas in Siberia, Broadway songs about interest rates, a poem called “Lord Rothschild’s Soliloquy” that doesn’t rhyme, and a pro-silver tract called The Secret of the Rothschilds that doesn’t actually mention the Rothschilds. There are crank political parties, assassination attempts, war and disaster, revolutions, economic calamity, Crosses of Gold and fascist Silver Shirts, heroism and aspiration and frenzied escapes from evil. There are appearances by T. S. Eliot and Boris Karloff and Ed Sullivan and Thelonious Monk and Stanley Kubrick. There are Anne Frank sanitary napkins. There is that very famous, yet misunderstood, “Jewish Space Laser” that lends this book its title even though the person alleged to have said it never actually did. There are even more fake Rothschilds.

			But there are no real Rothschilds telling their story, at least not in this book. While there are hundreds of living descendants of the sons and daughters of Mayer Amschel Rothschild, the family rarely consents to interviews and is even more reluctant to discuss the conspiracy theories that have dragged behind the name for two centuries. As such, no Rothschild heirs agreed to my requests for interviews, nor did the family have any say in the book’s contents. So it falls to me, a Rothschild not related to these Rothschilds, to make an attempt. With many of the most virulent antisemites featured in this story long dead, instead I relied on primary sources—the books they wrote, the speeches they gave, the cartoons they drew, and the rumors they spread.

			Sadly, I found them everywhere: in newspaper archives, the Congressional record, heretofore forgotten books and pamphlets in the public domain, archives of long-dead web pages, TV broadcasts watched by millions, extremist newsletters, and commercially available films and songs. And I find them constantly in the responses to my work, where conspiratorial accusations of “of course a Rothschild would say that” or of covering up for “my family” are a daily occurrence. There were so many Rothschild conspiracy theories to sort through and so many mentions of the family in extremist and crank literature that inevitably I had to omit some, truncate others, and leave many inviting rabbit holes undisturbed. A note on these sources: While the temptation is to think one must read them to understand them, many are extremely vile and full of propaganda while also being incomprehensible. My intention in exposing them is not to platform them for future readers but to explain how they fit into the greater antisemitic conspiracy sphere. Most should remain obscure and hard to find.

			And while I wanted to give the Rothschilds the opportunity to tell their side of the story, there’s a very good reason they didn’t. As their London-based archivist told me over email, to address the rumors would force family members to do something that essentially can’t be done, which is prove a negative. They would have to prove they don’t have $500 trillion, that they didn’t conspire to use the Civil War to divide the United States between Britain and France, or that they didn’t sell their Austrian hunting lodge in a rush because QAnon found out that they hunted humans for sport there. Such negative proofs are impossible, because the burden of proof lies with the accusers. And the accusers wouldn’t believe them anyway.

			Not that everyone thinks this way, of course. For many Jews, the Rothschilds have been a beacon of hope in dark times, a reminder that anything is possible with unity and a steadfast devotion to family and tradition. They have inspired beautiful writing and timeless music, and they have made their mark on Jewish life and culture in innumerable ways. And their business savvy has reshaped the world, brought nations closer together, and helped transform industry and finance as we know it. That Rothschild mystique, it turns out, is well-earned.

			As the Nobel Peace Prize–winning author of Night, Elie Wiesel, wrote when extolling a revival of the 1970 Broadway musical The Rothschilds, even just a mention of the family during his childhood in the isolated mountains of Romania had magical connotations:

			
				
					[The name Rothschild] summoned up distant journeys and prodigious challenges, luxurious chateaux and magnificent banquets, and all that we were deprived of: stability, security, liberty and power. Envied by the high society that accepted them reluctantly, the Rothschilds were our princes and protectors, recalling the glory and pride of ancient days. Innumerable stories about them circulated, and still do, each more picturesque and improbable than the others. On the highest rung of the social ladder, they could seek anything, win anything, permit themselves anything. Aware of their power, they spoke to earthly potentates as equals. A word from them, a gesture, sufficed to free prisoners, victims unjustly condemned, from their gloomy dungeons.[7]

			

			They were, and in some parts of the world still remain, Jewish royalty. And as some of modern history’s most visible Jews, they’ve absorbed more than their fair share of blows, accusations, and myth. Both positively and negatively, the Rothschilds and Judaism are one in the same. To answer the question of “Why is it always these Jews,” then, we first have to start with a simpler question: “Why is it always the Jews?” And the answer, like almost everything in Judaism, goes back to the very beginning.
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			CHAPTER

			1

			GREEDY, CHEAP, AND BLESSED: THE HISTORY OF JEWISH MONEY TROPES

			A powerful leader gathers a massive army to resist the machinations of a cabal behind every major world calamity in history. This vile cult is a cadre of greedy and conniving schemers, with their own language, their own customs, and a devotion to keeping outsiders out. They have a total stranglehold over the financial system, load crushing debt on any nation that won’t bow to their whims, and dispose of any leader who gets in their way.

			Their ultimate goal?

			The establishment of a world government exerting total domination over media, finance, entertainment, and commerce, creating a slave race of disposable workers devoid of freedom or human dignity.

			But one leader finally stood up and said no.

			This courageous truth teller confronted the cabal, expelling them and their crooked banks out of his nation. Their “one world government” would never come to pass as long as this leader stood in the gap, declaring total war on the enemies of freedom and their lackeys. Nothing less than the fate of the free world was at stake. Battle was joined, and the streets ran red with the blood of believers and nonbelievers alike. But through it all, despite the cabal’s limitless resources, their control over the media and the courts and the banks, the leader held firm. And the cabal finally did one thing that they had never done before, in all their eons of control over the masses: they got nervous.

			It won’t shock anyone that the “powerful cabal” in this scenario is the Jewish people at large, and the wealthy, powerful Rothschild banking family in particular. But who is the courageous leader supposedly fighting them to the death?

			It could be Napoleon Bonaparte, a figure deeply wrapped up with Rothschild mythology who is said to have remarked while in exile on St. Helena in 1817 that “the Jews are a nasty people, cowardly and cruel,” as well as “[the] most contemptible of people.”[1] Or it could be the Roman emperor Hadrian, who crushed the Jewish revolt of 132–136 c.e. to the point where as many as 588,000 Jews were killed, and of which the historian Dio wrote, “thus nearly the whole of Judea had been made desolate.”[2]

			Was it King Edward I of England, whose Edict of Expulsion of 1290 removing Jews from the United Kingdom would stand for over 350 years? Was it Joseph Stalin, a vicious antisemite who conspired against the Jewish medical intelligentsia of Moscow up until the moment of his death? Adolf Hitler? Someone else?

			In this case, the historical leader “standing firm” against the “evil cabal” isn’t a historical figure, but Vladimir Putin. The Russian president’s evangelists in Europe and the United States embraced Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022, an act that Putin claimed was a mission to “de-Nazify” the country. Presumably, this included arresting its openly Jewish and democratically elected president, Vladimir Zelynskyy. As part of the drive to convince the West that Putin was invading Ukraine for its own good, conservative pundits and social media influencers regurgitated a slew of decades-old myths about Putin taking on the deep state, pushing back against the New World Order, and, in this case, “kicking out” the Rothschilds and nationalizing Russia’s central bank.

			One high-profile believer in this was Fox News contributor and former 60 Minutes correspondent Lara Logan. As part of her overall embrace of fringe theories about supposed Jewish desire for global domination, Logan reposted an incomprehensible 2011 post from a blog called “Political Vel Craft” alleging that Putin had ended “Russia’s financial dependence on the Teutonic Zionist financiers” who had engineered “THE ASSASSINATION OF PRESIDENT ABRAHAM LINCOLN BY OBAMA PUPPET MASTERS [sic] ~ THE ROTHSCHILDS.”[3] After praising Putin as “the man to stand up to the New World Order,” Logan would go on the conspiracy theory podcast And We Know to falsely claim that the Rothschild family “employed [Charles] Darwin” to come up with the theory of evolution as part of their drive to promote a godless one world government.[4]

			But what sounds like a bizarre, deranged conspiracy theory that was invented on the spot is just the latest iteration of a myth that’s been around for thousands of years. It has demonstrated remarkable durability and resistance to facts. And it’s driven both titanic world events and the careers of some of the most prolific cranks and conspiracy spreaders of the last two centuries. The myth is that the Jews dominate global finance, and the Rothschilds are their kings, handing down funding and orders for their peons in the wider Jewish community to carry out.

			The conspiracy theories and stereotypes about Jews and money—from the miserly Jew who haggles over the slightest bargain to the more anodyne “good with money” East Coast Jew trying to infiltrate the gentile country club to the Jewish financial advisor plugged into “ancient wisdom”—are everywhere in Western culture.

			Any minority with its own language, customs, clothing, and culture is bound to be resented by the majority. But historically, only Jews have found outsized professional success through that majority—loaning it money, managing its finances, settling its legal disputes, entertaining it, and the like. And they’ve suffered outsized resentment because of that success. Antisemitism and Jewish wealth are bound up in each other, and Jewish success is at the core of the conspiracy theories about them.

			Of course, Jews are demographically overrepresented in banking, finance, the legal profession, the sciences, and the entertainment industry. The reasons why have nothing to do with a cabal of puppet masters, but instead stem both from the historical Jewish emphasis on literacy and from the opposite—highly placed Jews deemphasizing their Judaism in favor of success in the secular world.[5]

			And while many of these references are outwardly antisemitic, some are complimentary or even aspirational: there is a genuine belief that Jews are born with intuition for making money, as seen in countless books with titles like Ancient Jewish Wisdom for the Wise Investor[6] or “15 Reasons Why JEWISH People Are RICHER”—a YouTube video with over 1.6 million views from people presumably looking for Hebraic insight into easy wealth.[7] There’s even a legend about this intuition that’s become attached to Nathan Rothschild, once the richest man in the world and a critical figure in Rothschild family conspiracy theories, stating that he possessed a physical “Hebrew Talisman” bringing him great wealth through divine luck.

			But that’s not the image that antisemites have in mind when extolling Putin or Hitler or Hadrian for their harsh treatment of greedy Jews. The image of the hunched-over, hook-nosed Jew obsessed with accumulating wealth at the expense of Gentiles is so deeply embedded in our culture that we fall back on it without even realizing what we’re saying—or where it came from.

			It is impossible to understand why conspiracy theories about the Rothschilds endure without understanding the endurance of tropes about Jews and money—that they are innately good with it, are too cheap to part with it, and use it to infiltrate Gentile social circles.

			THE GREEDY JEW

			
				The trope of Jews being greedy, untrustworthy, and conniving has existed since the earliest days of Christianity. There are a number of references in the New Testament that were later interpreted to be about Jewish greed—particularly Jesus referring to the Temple as a “den of thieves” in Matthew, Mark, and Luke. But Jesus and his earliest disciples were all Jews and would never have struck out against other Jews performing financial business. The money changers who Jesus ejected from the Temple in Jerusalem could easily have been Roman or some other nationality, and were tossed out because Jesus believed they were overcharging for their services, not because they might have been Jews.[8]

			So if the trope of Jews cheating, overcharging, and hoarding didn’t originate with anything Jesus actually said, where does it come from? Like all durable conspiracy theories, there’s a grain of truth to at least some of the history behind the stereotype, in that Jews did play outsized roles in the finances of Christian life. Pushed out of professions that revolved around physical labor, particularly agriculture, Jews were often the only ones in a community who would lend money or exchange the currency of one kingdom for another. And they did charge for their services—often in violation of Christian prohibitions.

			Ultimately, Jewish “greed” is just one part of the stereotype about Jews and money—but it’s the part that’s most often weaponized against them.

			The traditional explanation that’s usually given for why Jews and money are so intertwined is that in the Middle Ages, Christians were forbidden from working in professions where interest was paid out. Usury was strictly forbidden by both the Old Testament, in Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy, and Proverbs, and the New Testament, in Mark. The practice was formally banned by the Catholic Church at the Council of Nicaea of 325 c.e. Some early Christian thinkers even went all the way back to Aristotle for inspiration and made the argument that since “metal can’t beget metal” (i.e., inorganic material can’t make more of itself), interest runs counter to the laws of nature.[9]

			But by the Middle Ages, European Jews were also forbidden from working in the majority of other professions—particularly agriculture, which was the most prevalent “career” of the time. This led Jews to embrace lending money at interest and changing currency for a fee, primarily as a means of economic survival. So the prohibitions on lending at interest in the Torah were essentially suspended by rabbis of the time out of necessity. Without concepts of natural law or mortal sin, and with rabbis of the time being an eminently practical sort who wished to see their people prosper in the few arenas in which they were allowed to prosper, these considerations simply didn’t apply.[10]

			Jews also emphasized literacy and education to a much higher degree than non-Jews. Starting with the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 c.e., every Jewish man had to be able to read the Torah, and Jewish families traditionally sent their children to school earlier and at a much higher rate.[11] This emphasis on reading and arithmetic meant that they were often literally the only ones in a community who had the ability to track who was lent money and how much. During the tenth through thirteenth centuries, Jews of the Middle East fled the Mongol invasions of Persia and Iraq, with many settling in Western Europe, England, and North Africa. Because of their emphasis on education and financial acumen, the Jews of the diaspora were in a strong position to integrate into their new communities as merchants, craftsmen, and bankers. And while usury was still forbidden, Christian officials of the time up to the twelfth century c.e. either turned a blind eye or actively encouraged Jews to lend money at interest for a simple reason: someone had to do it. Jews would come to have a near-monopoly on moneylending as a result, with many Jewish bankers and their descendants becoming extremely wealthy.[12]

			Hence, Jews of the Middle Ages gained a reputation of being not only “good with money” but the ones you had to go to if you needed it—at a price.

			But this uneasy balance wouldn’t last, and by the middle of the twelfth century, the Church essentially declared war on lending at interest—a war that was almost entirely directed at getting Jews out of moneylending. The Council of Vienne declared usury as heretical in 1311, putting it on par with murder and incest. Royal permission would begin to be required of Jewish bankers to lend money at all, and Jewish estates were made property of the king if the banker died without an heir. It became harder and more expensive for Jewish lenders to operate, meaning they had to charge even higher fees—while dealing with more competition from the growing number of Gentile bankers. The cycle often ended in violence or outright expulsion for Jews.[13]

			With the German Reformation of 1517, canon law and finances officially became less enmeshed. Thinkers of the emerging Protestant movement began to see the charging of interest as much less of a mortal sin and more of a necessity. It could even be seen as a positive, fueling the growth of cities and the building of churches, efforts that demanded more financial resources than virtually anyone, including royalty, had at their disposal. And while nobles traditionally went to the Jewish community for loans, now they had other options as more Christians became involved in banking and Jews were pushed out.[14]

			Over the next few centuries, the Christian view of lending at interest evolved to the point where in The Wealth of Nations, published in 1776, Adam Smith extolled the risk the moneylender takes, which “affords him the opportunity of making this profit”—though Smith still cautioned against “the extortion of usury.”[15]

			Essentially, Christianity at the time when the Rothschilds began to establish themselves condoned some charging of interest on loans while continuing to castigate “usury”—a vague and undefined term that was almost always linked to work deemed “unproductive” or impactful only to the Jewish community, a stereotype that’s still prevalent in the form of the Jew who “can’t make anything” other than money off Christians. The result was a constant cycle of repression, violence, and removal based on the self-perpetuating notion that Jews were greedy, lazy, and sinful.[16]

			The “greedy Jew” stereotype is, therefore, intrinsically linked with the supposed sin of usury. Everyone from virulently antisemitic (and specifically anti-Rothschild) poet Ezra Pound to Osama bin Laden would conflate lending at interest, which is the backbone of modern banking, with the biblical concept of usury and point their finger at the Jews. Bin Laden, for example, would castigate the United States for “permitting usury, which has been forbidden by all the religions” as proof that “the Jews have taken control of your economy” in his “Letter to America” in 2002.[17] And the word is often used in mainstream media publications to denote exorbitant rates on loans given by unscrupulous banks or loan sharks.

			Terms like “usurer” or “loan shark” are often interchanged with another word that’s become a shorthand for a greedy Jew: shylock. Maybe the most well-known fictional Jew, Shylock of The Merchant of Venice demands payment for a loan in the form of the flesh of his borrower and is relentless in getting what he believes is coming to him. Most historical portrayals of Shylock presented him as either a cruel and repulsive clown or as a stock Jewish character whose greed gets him what he deserves—forced conversion and poverty. It’s only been in more modern scholarship that Shylock has been seen as a reflection of the antisemitism of Elizabethan England, with recent staging of the play presenting a more sympathetic approach to his conduct. His very name, despite not being Jewish in origin, has been adapted as a verb often used in context of Jews—to shylock someone is to cheat or overcharge someone, and it’s not a compliment.

			Jewish moneylenders were routinely blamed for outbreaks of bubonic plague and lawlessness, while tens of thousands of Spanish Jews were killed in the late 1300s because of their economic success, with those unwilling to convert to Christianity singled out. Ultimately, usury would be one of the justifications given for Spain’s edict of 1492 demanding either the baptism or expulsion of the kingdom’s three-hundred-thousand-strong Jewish population—a justification repeated with the expulsion of Spain’s Moorish population in 1609.[18]

			And the old canard of deicide—the Jews killing Jesus Christ—has been dredged up again and again to justify organized violence against Jews, often linked to the supposed greed of the biblical Judas and his acceptance of thirty pieces of silver to identify the Messiah—never mind that both Judas and Jesus were Jews. The trope is so durable that it resurfaces in 2004’s film The Passion of the Christ, where director Mel Gibson (no friend of the Jewish people) depicts Pontius Pilate as essentially blackmailed into executing Christ by Jewish authorities after Judas betrays him.[19]

			The greedy Jew trope was born from the success of Jews. And this success has a cost: the innumerable cultural depictions about how “they own” some industry or other. Witness Irish rock legend Van Morrison, never known for antisemitism, who was pilloried by music writers and the Jewish press alike for including a vitriolic track called “They Own the Media” on his 2021 album Latest Record Project Volume 1. The song never mentioned who “they” are, but they’re bad and they run your life—“they control everything you do” and “keep on telling you lies” and “control the media.”[20] For his part, the singer tweeted shortly after the album’s release that “they” referred to the government of then–UK prime minister Boris Johnson. Regardless of his target, Morrison was nodding to classic tropes of Jewish control of the press, even if that wasn’t his intention.[21]

			But even if the cranks and antisemites of the Middle Ages found pay dirt in exploiting Christian fears of Jewish success, there was one group of highly placed gentiles that began to rely more and more on Jewish financial acumen—nobility. And it’s in the intertwining of Jewish monetary success and European royalty that we can find the seeds of both Mayer Amschel Rothschild’s success and the industry of conspiracy theories about his family.

			THE JEW AS FINANCIAL SOOTHSAYER

			As the most visible wealthy Jewish family in the world, the Rothschilds are unfairly linked to some of the worst stereotypes imaginable, particularly when it comes to usury. They’re often seen as profiting off loans to both sides in wars—when, in reality, they often found themselves helplessly watching two nations or empires they had business in go to war with each other.

			“They are rumored to control the world through debt and usury and as of today, while withdrawing somewhat from banking, they seem to have put much of their wealth into natural resources and food,” is how a 2019 blog post under the banner of the nominally independent research think tank Institut Européen des Relations Internationales with the subtle title “Banksters and Warmongers” put it. And this kind of outlandish paranoia is found throughout both antisemitic literature in general and anti-Rothschild writing specifically.[22]

			Of course, the family did make a fortune, starting with their dealings in textiles, rare coins, and medals—niches that many other Jews were also able to take advantage of for cultural reasons. Thanks to their success as moneylenders and bankers, Jews began to be saddled with a reputation of not just being “good with money” but having a kind of ancient wisdom, something secret and strange that others didn’t possess.

			An entire occupation grew out of this belief that Jews were tapped into the secrets of money in ways Christians weren’t: the arcane position of “court Jew.” It was when he became a court Jew in 1769 that Mayer Amschel Rothschild first began to make his fortune, picking up a thread from a long line of Jewish financiers and bankers who didn’t merely have more money, they just knew what to do with it. As Dutch Rabbi Menasseh ben Israel wrote in a 1655 petition to Oliver Cromwell to restore citizenship to British-descended Jews, “it is a thing confirmed, then, that merchandizing is, as it were, the proper profession of the Nation of the Jews.”[23]

			Court Jews (also known as court factors, court bankers, court agents, or Hoffaktor in German) occupied an extraordinarily precarious and contradictory position in both royal and Jewish life. They were essentially the private bankers of European royal courts, hired because of their financial acumen and ability to loan their own money and borrow from other Jews without religious restrictions. Mayer Amschel Rothschild was one of the last major court Jews in Europe, but wealthy Jewish lenders with no formal position in a court date back to England in the 1100s. In the decades after the Norman Conquest, British Jews like Josce of Gloucester and Aaron of Lincoln—likely the wealthiest man in Britain at the time of his death—funded the expeditions of their kings with their own money. By the 1500s, royals in the Holy Roman Empire, Spain, Portugal, Russia, Sweden, the Ottoman Empire, and England all made use of the services of court Jews as military suppliers, merchants, financial gurus, obtainers of rare items, and funders of wars of conquest.

			They had no political power and posed no threat to the ruler. There was great money to be made in the position of court Jew, and just as much peril of the money running out, or losing the favor of the court that gave it to you. Those holding these positions were devoid of rights and often had little other option than to do business with their rulers—becoming wealthy with money that could be stripped from them at any time. In recompence, they gave lavish gifts to their employers in thanks for their protection, but often inscribed those gifts with Jewish iconography. And their personal collections of fine art and objects rivaled those of their employers—German court factor Alexander David left so much ornate Judaica behind when he died in 1765 that it formed the core of what was essentially the world’s first Jewish museum.[24]

			Jewish families would loan and engage in commerce with other Jews in the employ of European noble houses and the Catholic Church, with their royal patrons buying everything from precious metals and consumer goods to rifles and ammunition with which to wage war. In return, court Jews were allowed a portion of the profits, special privileges in where they lived and what they wore, and access to European nobility for their own dealings. Some were even granted noble titles themselves—a far cry from the ghetto squalor that many of their fellow Jews occupied.[25]

			But like everything else involving Jews of the Middle Ages and beyond, this position was fraught with violence and persecution. Criticism from both within and without the Jewish community was inevitable—and sometimes deadly.

			Other Jews often criticized court bankers for the outsized role they played in ghetto life. Many court Jews took on the role of shtadtlan, an unelected diplomatic envoy from the royal court to the ghetto—and they were resented for it. These envoys presented petitions from the Jewish community to the ruler and, through this role, laid down guidelines for education and discipline, had the right to collect taxes from other Jews, and ensured that other Jews didn’t run afoul of restrictive anti-Jewish prohibitions, which often didn’t apply to court Jews themselves.[26] The shtadtlan was not selected by the community and answered to his Christian patron, not his Jewish brethren. While sometimes these envoys played a critical role in opening up European cities to Jewish settlement, they also perpetuated the ghettoizing and othering of Jews, well into Mayer’s time.

			There were darker implications to this type of dual role, as well. Court Jews often worked for nobility who either actively oppressed Jewish communities or had ministers and military officers who did. It was a contradiction that political theorist and philosopher Hannah Arendt pointed out in her 1952 review of Selma Stern’s The Court Jew, the first book to chronicle the ascent and peril of the position of court factor in the Holy Roman Empire. Arendt criticized Stern for not delving into this apparent paradox, situations where “the Jews were protected by one man only and opposed by everybody else.” For Europe’s Jews of the time, the protection of one patron, even a powerful one, had limits.[27]

			Despite their lavish lifestyles, many court Jews died with little to their name. They could be saddled with crushing debt if a ruler was unable (or simply decided not) to pay back his Jewish lender, or the lender’s Jewish associates. There was no way for a Jew to collect the debt of a Christian ruler, and constant anti-Jewish sentiment ensured that there would be no repercussions for the ruler who refused to honor those debts. Beyond that, when a court factor’s royal patron died, the successor often had no use for them—leading to their bankruptcy, exile, or even execution. Court Jews may have been courtly, but they were still Jews.

			One particularly gruesome example of a court Jew’s wealth leading to misery for other Jews was after the death of Aaron of Lincoln in 1186. As was the usual custom, King Henry II seized Aaron’s massive fortune after he died, but Aaron had so many debtors that it took over a decade to untangle the estate. One debtor, Richard de Malbis, attempted to destroy the records of his debt and believed that a former agent of Aaron, located in York, had the paperwork. Richard formed a local mob and began attacking the Jewish community, whose members gathered in York Castle for protection. After a siege, the entire group were either burned to death or took their own lives. The 150 Jews, mostly women and children, killed in the York Massacre were victims of one of the worst pogroms of Norman English history.[28] A century later, Jews were expelled outright from England.

			Another act of violence against a court Jew would have reverberations for Jews for centuries afterward—the sham trial and execution of Joseph Süss Oppenheimer, known later in history simply as “Jew Süss.” In 1733, Oppenheimer was court Jew of Carl Alexander, the duke of Württemberg, one of the most highly populated states of the Holy Roman Empire. Oppenheimer had a brilliant financial mind and was trusted with printing and moving vast sums of money. But he was personally indiscreet—which included having sexual affairs with Christian women. Years after coming to power, Carl Alexander died of a sudden stroke, leaving his nine-year-old son as the leader-in-waiting. Resentful local authorities saw an opportunity to get rid of Oppenheimer, and he was arrested the same day that Carl Alexander died.

			Charged with a bizarre array of financial and vice crimes, he was subjected to months of brutal interrogation and a long trial, which at least one source claims was intentionally dragged out to force Oppenheimer’s estate to cover the costs. The charges against him were never made clear, and no evidence was presented, but the verdict and punishment were inevitable: guilty, and death.[29] Oppenheimer refused a final offer of converting to Christianity to spare his life and was executed in a gruesome and public spectacle—taken to the top of a forty-foot ladder and strangled in front of as many as twenty thousand people. To add extra indignity, his body was placed in a custom-made iron gibbet and exhibited until the duke’s son finally had it removed and buried as an example to other Jews.[30]

			The execution of Joseph Süss Oppenheimer was plainly an act of antisemitic political violence, spurred by his wealth and dalliances with Gentile women. With Oppenheimer tarred as a servant of Satan and an example of Jewish greed bringing misery on good Christians, German authors and artists would spend centuries exploring what drove the frenzy that led to his execution. The best-known work was likely Jewish German author Lion Feuchtwanger’s 1925 novel Jud Süß (Jew Süss), adapted into film in 1934 in England, with Oppenheimer played by actor Conrad Veidt—later famous for his role as Major Strasser in Casablanca.

			But another film adaptation, also called Jud Süß and released in 1940, would immortalize Oppenheimer in what many scholars have called the most antisemitic film of all time. This Jud Süß portrayed the court Jew not just as a schemer but as a violent rapist who profited off the starvation of the people and imposed punishing taxes on them, before his arrest and execution for trying to overthrow the government. A major financial and cultural success in Nazi Germany, the film became a pillar of Joseph Goebbels’s propaganda machine’s effort to dehumanize and scapegoat the Jews of Germany in preparation for the next phase of anti-Jewish repression across the Reich, along with two other Nazi propaganda films of the time that specifically targeted the Rothschilds.

			The trial, execution, and posthumous smearing of Oppenheimer had a profound effect on how Europe, and in particular Germans, would see Jews and money going forward. Every court Jew—or Jewish merchant of any renown—could be a Süss in disguise, scheming to take control from the pathetic Christians they lorded over while defiling their women and keeping all the riches for themselves.

			THE CHEAP JEW

			Did you hear about the Jewish car? It not only stops on a dime, but it picks the dime up.

			Do you know why Jews have such big noses? Because air is free.

			How was copper wire invented? Two Jews fought over a penny.

			The Rothschilds can’t be considered stingy, given both the lavish sums they’ve spent on their own lifestyles and the enormous amounts they’ve given away. But no discussion of Jewish money tropes can ignore the one about the Jew who was so cheap—particularly given the reputation of wealthy Jews as keeping their money either for themselves or in their clannish communities.

			You’ll hear jokes like the ones above freely told both about and by other Jews, often ones who have become wealthy themselves in entertainment. Jerry Seinfeld, Larry David, and Jon Stewart have all made careers at least in part off their riffing on Jews refusing to pay retail, negotiating past the point of all reason, cheaping out on tips, and being stingy with gift giving. And they’re hardly alone.

			Born Benjamin Kubelsky, the Jewish comic who went by Jack Benny had a stage persona who was so cheap, his most famous bit involves him “thinking it over” when a gun-toting thug demands “your money or your life.” When staying at a hotel, Ross Gellar on Friends stuffs his suitcase full of complimentary soaps, grooming goodies, notepads, and instant coffee. When TV mob boss Tony Soprano owes a vast sum of gambling losses to Jewish loan shark Hesh Rabkin, he complains over and over to his therapist not about his own bad choices, but about Hesh fitting the stereotype of the miserly Jew.

			Most of these portrayals are Jewish performers exploiting an extant stereotype for their own benefit. And there are exceptions to the entertainment trope of the cheap Jew. Jerry Seinfeld’s version of himself on Seinfeld is extremely free with money (his parents, not so much), as is the Jewish character Schmidt on the sitcom New Girl, to the point of being willing to bankrupt himself to spend on a lavish wedding.

			But when easy laughs are needed about a Jewish character, it seems fairly harmless to insinuate that they’d do anything to save a buck. Even works with complimentary depictions of Jewish characters often throw in references to them being bad tippers or being a bit too bargain hungry. And why not? Does anyone of any religion want to pay more for anything than they have to? We all clip coupons, look for deals, and maybe tip a little less than we should. Isn’t this a backhanded compliment? Jews! They’re just like us!

			The problem with these depictions isn’t that cheapness is only a Jewish attribute—every culture has some other culture they think of as more miserly than they are. For some, it’s East Asians, for others, Scots or Germans or Norwegians. Even different parts of the United States stereotype other Americans as unreasonably cheap—particularly New Englanders. But issues start to arise for Jews because this perceived extreme frugality is wrapped up with extreme greed. Nobody likes to spend money they don’t have to, but Jews don’t just hoard money, they’ll cross lines other groups won’t to get their hands on it—from Judas to Jew Süss.

			And as European Jews poured into the United States in the 1800s, the twin stereotypes of greedy and cheap came with them. Broadsheets, satirical magazines, and plays of the nineteenth century played up the stereotype relentlessly, particularly in New York, where hundreds of thousands of Jews settled, usually in squalor. In the mostly forgotten 1885 hit play A Ready-Made Suit, two Jews give testimony against a woman accused of marrying nine men in quick succession with the excuse (delivered in a typical German Jewish accent) that they married her together because “one wife between us…will be less expensive.”[31]

			As Jews began to find success in their new homes, the responses of non-Jews were often shot through with resentment—not just at the Jew getting money, but at what the Jew did with his money. They kept it. Or they gave it to other Jews through Jewish philanthropic organizations. Ill feelings over Jewish business acumen and generosity were becoming so linked in the United States that in reaction to the mid-nineteenth century benevolent organization Society for the Amelioration of the Condition of the Jews, meant to help ease the financial burden of immigration, the upper-crust New York weekly The Spirit of the Times rhetorically asked its readers, “Why don’t we have a Society for Ameliorating the Condition of the Jewed?”[32]

			Maybe more than any other manifestation of the cheap Jew stereotype, the notion of being “Jewed down” permeates the way we talk about Jews and their relationship to money. It is the essence of Jewish money stereotyping. And despite it being transparently antisemitic, it’s somehow become the phrase of choice for how to talk about taking the worse end of a bargain, from people who claim not to know what it really means and “would never say anything antisemitic.”[33]

			And a lot of people claim to not know what it means. During a 2022 Kentucky state senate hearing regarding the state leasing two storm-damaged buildings for a dollar so they could be repaired, Republican Rick Girdler asked if there were any questions, to which fellow Republican Walker Thomas laughingly asked if the state could “Jew them down on the price.”

			“We got a representative up here who [wants to] see if you can Jew ’em down a little bit on the price,” Girdler responded, quickly catching himself. “That ain’t the right word to use. Drop ’em down, I guess.”[34] Both reps quickly apologized, claiming the phrase was just something people used when talking about getting a good deal.

			An Ohio State professor got in trouble for declaring to her class that “Jewing people down is the way” for tourists to get better deals on trinkets in Mexico, managing to insult two different ethnic groups at once.[35] An Oklahoma state senator used the phrase “try to Jew me down” in a 2013 debate, then when he was called out on it, offered a smiling apology “to the Jews,” who are “good small businessmen as well.”[36] And a county commissioner in Washington state was caught using the phrase twice trying to negotiate a deal at an antique show, then apologized with the claim that he had “the utmost respect for the Jewish faith.”[37]

			Sometimes they don’t even bother with the apology, like the New Jersey council member who asked that a Jewish attorney dealing with settling a lawsuit against the county “wait her out and Jew her down” and was defended by colleagues for using “Jew down” as a verb meaning negotiate, not a hateful slur.[38]

			With the cultural depiction of Jews so dominated by the tropes of the greedy, inscrutable, cheap Jew, it’s no wonder that antisemitic thinking about the Rothschilds is so intertwined with conspiracy theories. The demonstrably false idea that one clan of powerful, wealthy Jews dominates all other powerful, wealthy Jews is the core of how the family is portrayed in the media, literature, and politics. Even flattering depictions of the family can’t help but imbue them with a supernatural ability to make money. And the unflattering depictions cast them as almost fanatically devoted to keeping their riches in their own family—and doing anything to expand that wealth.

			Of course, all of the myths of Jewish wealth and power are just that—myths. Even with Jewish “overrepresentation” in business and other professional fields, Jews around the world are born into poverty as much as anyone, are as middle class as anyone, and have the same debts and business failures as anyone. The majority of leaders in business and politics are still Christian—and many of the firms they started refused to hire Jews until well into the twentieth century.[39]

			Even after religious restrictions on usury began to fall away in the late 1700s, the ancient prejudices didn’t. So the Jews of Europe would have to start their own private banks in their own communities, beholden to the whims and rules of the majority—a majority that still came to them for loans. The most impactful of these Jewish private banks would be the one that arose out of the segregation and squalor of the Frankfurt Jewish ghetto of the 1700s. It was the brainchild of Mayer Amschel Rothschild, a coin dealer and friend of royalty who, along with his sons, would transform the way we coexist with wealth and power as we know them today.
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			CHAPTER

			2

			A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE ROTHSCHILDS, PART 1: 1565–1868

			
				Frankfurt in the era of the Holy Roman Empire was a bustling center of commerce and culture. But its Jewish people were essentially detainees, penned into the forced squalor of the Judengasse—“The Jews’ Lane.” Its three thousand residents lived almost on top of one another in a narrow corridor packed with buildings and houses. Its high walls were accessible only through three heavy gates, which were guarded by armed soldiers and locked at night and on Sundays. It was about a quarter of a mile long and much narrower—less than twelve feet in some places. Only a small piece of one of those walls remains in the ghetto’s old location east of the center of the city, as what wasn’t torn down or incinerated by one of the ghetto’s routine fires was almost totally destroyed by Allied air raids in March of 1944.[1]

			The Jews kept inside were restricted in travel, free association, and employment. Like all Jews in the Holy Roman Empire, they were second-class citizens who ostensibly lived under a decree of protection of the emperor, first issued in 1090. But they were also subject to varying degrees of actual protection depending on the whims of whoever held the crown. And as always, they were beholden to their local monarch’s need for money. Sometimes it was lent freely, other times it was extorted. Organized pogroms, individual acts of anti-Jewish violence, forced conversions, and even expulsion were a constant threat, as the Jews of Frankfurt were kicked out in 1349, only to be allowed back eleven years later.[2]

			The community at the time of Mayer Amschel Rothschild’s birth was limited to just twelve weddings per year to keep the Jewish cohort from getting too big for their walled lane to keep in. If a Christian demanded “Jew, pay your dues,” they had to step aside, hat in hand, and bow. They couldn’t linger in public spaces outside the walls and couldn’t sell their goods to or buy from Christians except on special occasions. Until 1726, Jewish men of the ghetto had to wear a special insignia—two interlocking yellow circles. Buildings routinely collapsed, and every doorway and alley seemed to be crowded with humans. Even the cemetery was neglected, never being expanded after its initial opening in 1241.[3]

			But the Judengasse was not without the things that made life bearable. There were synagogues and public spaces and houses with colorful names. Forbidden from owning even the land their modest houses stood on, Frankfurt’s Jews sold textiles or silk, exchanged currencies, and dealt in secondhand goods. Because of its central location and status as a free city directly subordinate to the Holy Roman Emperor, Frankfurt was (and continues to be) one of Europe’s most important hubs of trade, transportation, and commerce. Its merchants and nobles, including the emperor himself, had outsized financial needs, and the city’s Jews were happy to oblige through loans.

			The seeds of conspiracy theories and distortions about the Rothschilds and their financial empire would be planted long before Mayer Amschel Rothschild’s birth into that squalor. Mayer’s story, and that of his entire family, isn’t atypical of other Jews in that sphere—modestly prosperous, hemmed in by culture and tradition, and trying to keep their own company as pressure increased for them to convert.

			FROM ISAK TO MAYER, FROM ELCHANAN TO ROTHSCHILD

			Mayer’s earliest known ancestor, related through an unknown line, was Isak (or Isaac, or Isaak), son of Elchanan—also written out simply as Isak Elchanan, reflecting the Jewish tradition of men taking their father’s name as their surname. The vast majority of Isak’s life is lost to history, even his birthday, but tax records in the Rothschild archives reveal that he was a fairly prosperous merchant, dealing mostly in textiles.

			Around 1565, Isak was able to build a house, christened zum roten Schild after a standard of a red shield hung on the outside.[4] Isak died in 1585, and his grandson Naftali eventually moved out of the roten Schild house into the rear portion of a different house, christened Hinterpfann,—“warming pan” or “saucepan.” The Jews of Frankfurt weren’t allowed to take last names at the time, so Isak’s successors went by a variety of surnames, usually the first name of their father. One of those eventually discarded surnames, Bauer, was sometimes used by Mayer’s grandfather Moses Kalman Rothschild and surfaces in conspiracy theory lore as “proof” that the Rothschilds changed their names for some unknown but definitely villainous reason.[5]

			Like Isak, little is definitively known about the early adopters of the Rothschild name, other than they built on Isak’s slow upward mobility while continuing to cram into the tight quarters of the house “in the back of a saucepan”—a house which burned down at least twice during that time.[6] Mayer’s great-grandfather Kalman (sometimes anglicized as “Carl”), grandfather Moses, and father Amschel Moses continued building the family textile business while expanding into money changing—the swapping of one state’s currency for another, an endless need demanded by the Holy Roman Empire, which comprised nearly three hundred separate states, duchies, and free cities—each with its own currency. They also began acquiring rare military medals and coins to sell during the special times they were allowed outside the walls of the ghetto.[7]

			Amschel soon worked his way into becoming the court Jew to Crown Prince William (also called Wilhelm), son of the Landgrave of Hesse-Kassel, one of the wealthiest states in the empire, making its fortune largely off renting out professional soldiers, dubbed “Hessians,” to various European powers needing foreign mercenaries. As the Landgrave’s personal supplier of collectable coins, Amschel rapidly ascended, giving him access and privilege—and a connection that would prove critical to the financial empire his son would build.[8]

			It was into this contradiction, a well-heeled family lending money to one of the wealthiest states in the Holy Roman Empire while simultaneously living in squalor
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