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Dedication

To my maternal great-grandparents, Isaac and Anna Shlefstein,

Maurice and Lily Brooks, and all those who come to America to seek

better lives for themselves and their descendants
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Introduction

Between 1881 and 1914, over ten million people crossed the Atlantic from Europe to America, the largest mass migration of people from one continent to another in human history. Over 2.5 million of them were Jews from Central and Eastern Europe. Most of them were from the Russian Empire. While many European nations relaxed their ancient restrictions on Jews, Russia did the opposite. Jews were faced with a difficult decision: survive in menacing circumstances, convert to Christianity, or leave everything behind for a chance at a better life in a distant place.

Many chose to travel to America. During this thirty-three-year period, the industrializing United States had a largely unrestricted immigration policy. American business enterprises wanted cheap labor, and new arrivals provided it in abundance. The Russian Empire, however, did not easily permit its subjects to leave its confines. For most Jewish immigrants, their escape meant at least one illegal border crossing in order to get to the great seaports of Hamburg, Bremen, Liverpool, Antwerp, and Le Havre, where ships took them to America.

It was a journey fraught with anxiety and peril, but for the steamship lines and the international investment banks backing them, the mass immigration across the Atlantic was a financial bonanza.

Three titans made this mass exodus of humanity logistically possible. Albert Ballin, managing director of the Hamburg-America Line (also known as HAPAG), created a transportation network that allowed Jews to travel seamlessly from Russia to America by train and steamship. Jacob Schiff, managing partner of the investment bank Kuhn, Loeb & Co., used his immense wealth to encourage and to help Jews to leave Russia for a fresh start in America. J. P. Morgan, mastermind of the International Mercantile Marine (IMM) trust, tried to take over the lucrative transatlantic steamship business that Albert Ballin had created, aiming to run it in the same ruthless way he ran his banks and railroads.

In her 1882 ode to the Statue of Liberty, the poet Emma Lazarus called New York Harbor the “golden door” to America. But the immigration gateway slammed shut in 1914, when Europe became a battleground and all movement between nations, with the exception of armies, ground to a halt. Russia’s remaining Jews were trapped in a maelstrom of violence, war, and revolution. The German transatlantic steamship companies collapsed, and with them the intricate transportation networks that allowed Jews to escape to America.

By 1923, the American public had become first uneasy and then frightened by unrestricted immigration, and Congress passed a series of discriminatory laws that barred almost all new arrivals from Southern and Eastern Europe. It was a victory for a small group of socially elite racists in Boston and New York who felt that Jews and Italians were polluting the genetic makeup of the United States with supposedly inferior stock. Their racial theories, presumed to be scientific, mirrored the Nazi Party’s racial policies toward Jews that would culminate in Hitler’s Final Solution a few years later.

Those who made it across the North Atlantic faced privation and poverty upon their arrival in America. Some did not last a generation, victims of industrial accidents, disease, or despair. Those who survived created new lives for themselves and their children, and breathed new energy into the American economy and culture. Among the Jewish immigrants were Supreme Court justice Felix Frankfurter, songwriter Irving Berlin, artist Mark Rothko, journalist Abraham Cahan, and labor organizer Emma Goldman. Children of immigrants included composers Leonard Bernstein and Aaron Copland, Hollywood mogul Louis B. Mayer, and actress Lauren Bacall. Tens of thousands became doctors, lawyers, bankers, professors, teachers, and owners of businesses large and small. Most of them achieved success, material and otherwise, that their grandparents in the shtetls of Russia could have never imagined.

These three powerful personalities—Albert Ballin and Jacob Schiff, Jews themselves, and J. P. Morgan—were all driven by very different motives, but the convergence of their ambitions helped make the Second Exodus a reality for millions of people. They did not survive to see the world they helped create, but their impact resonates to this day.

This is their story.





Part I





Chapter 1

The Jew Boy of Morris & Co.

One needed to have seen the wonderous eyes of this person in order to feel the degree to which goodness and pleasantness were united in him. This strange little man had the charm of a woman, and what seemed even stranger, the sensibility of a woman.

—CARL FÜRSTENBERG ON ALBERT BALLIN

In the early 1900s, the Lower Elbe Regatta was the social event of the year for all in Germany who loved sailing. Here, sleek racing yachts spread their canvas and sliced through the choppy waters of the North Sea under the June sun. The yachts were only part of the celebration. The gathering was also a stage for royals, diplomats, and industrialists from all over Europe to socialize—and to push their various private agendas. Battleships from Germany, Great Britain, and other nations were anchored in formation, bedecked with flags, brightwork polished to a gleam, and crews standing at attention.

At the center of the Lower Elbe Regatta was Kaiser Wilhelm II, who made annual appearances at the event beginning in 1889, the year he was crowned emperor of Germany. Typically sporting a blue admiral’s uniform gleaming with gold braid and medals, the Kaiser did his best to hide his shriveled left arm, which was injured during his birth. Even with that disability, or because of it, he was impulsive and bombastic.

Aristocrats, merchants, and the just plain rich of imperial Germany all vied for an invitation aboard the Kaiser’s royal yacht Hohenzollern, a sleek, white-hulled swan that always anchored in the prime viewing spot for the sailing races. Wilhelm, the eldest grandson of Britain’s Queen Victoria, had a strong admiration for all things British: ocean liners, naval uniforms, and fast sailing yachts. In addition to the Hohenzollern, Wilhelm owned a succession of sailing yachts, the biggest of which was the sailing schooner Meteor III, built in New York City in 1902 and christened by President Theodore Roosevelt’s daughter Alice.

But the real master of ceremonies of the Lower Elbe Regatta was Albert Ballin, managing director of the Hamburg-America Line, the largest shipping company in the world. He stood just over five feet tall; his head was balding. A set of gold-rimmed pince-nez sat on his prominent nose. According to Theodor Wolff, a journalist with the Berliner Tageblatt and a friend, this man “could not hide the fact—he did not for one moment want to hide it—that he was a Jew, and it was impossible for anyone else to fail to observe it. His facial type, and striking details like the strong lips under his moustache, sufficiently revealed it.” Yet it was his “truly ‘speaking’ eyes” that grabbed the attention of those who knew him, of friend and foe, of royalty, employees, and his own family. Those eyes, Wolff noted, “from moment to moment expressed everything, grave thought and humor, dominant will and kind-heartedness, anxiety and contentment.”

Ballin did his best to fit into the so-called kaiserly constellation, and by all appearances did so quite nicely. Although no sailor himself, he loved dressing the part, donning summer whites and yachting cap. But he felt most at home aboard one of his HAPAG ships, entertaining the elite of German society and international power brokers at the end of a strenuous day on the water. He felt comfortable as long as he was stage-managing whatever was happening, as he was that day at the Lower Elbe Regatta.

The Kaiser soon took a liking to the brilliant but enigmatic little man, even if his wife the empress couldn’t bear the sight of him and everything Jewish he represented. Ballin’s relationship to the Kaiser was “based on the honorable wish to awaken an awareness of economic topics in the appropriate places,” according to his friend, the banker Max Warburg. “Here, too, he was never afraid to share his opinion, though he encountered resistance that he was not able to overcome.”

Yet for all his accomplishments, Ballin was only a hired man, a manager of a shipping line’s passenger division, not the owner of a big business operation or a landed aristocrat. Some called him worse: “the Jew Boy of Morris & Co.,” Wolff wrote, referring to his father’s failed business. Snobbish wags in Hamburg even had a new nickname for him: “the king of steerage.”

Fellow Jews criticized him, too, as an exploiter of his own people.

But Albert Ballin did what he felt was best for his company, his country, his people, and his family. For it, he learned what it meant to be mocked and despised. He kept those feelings close to his heart, though perhaps those who knew him well saw it in his eyes.

* * *

Albert Ballin was an unlikely mastermind of the Second Exodus of the Jewish people—his people. He was born in 1857 in a narrow house near the Hamburg waterfront. His father was Samuel Joel Ballin, a portly Danish Jew who ran a small emigration agency. His mother, Amalia, was the daughter of a prosperous Hamburg Jewish merchant. Samuel already had five children with his first wife before her death. Amalia bore him nine more, of whom Albert was the last. Albert hated talking about his childhood. In a letter to a friend, he hinted at the pain he suffered as a boy. “I think you and I were never young. This involves freedom from cares—and in this respect we are both badly burdened.” Even when dressed for yachting parties like the Lower Elbe Regatta, partaking of “the care-free enjoyment of the pleasures of society,” Ballin was never carefree.

BALLIN’S FATHER had emigrated from Denmark to the Free Hanseatic City of Hamburg as a young man. There, he petitioned the city authorities to register in his own name a piece of rural land upon which he intended to construct a wool dye works. His plan was to employ “21 to 30 people of the working class,” maintaining that “their number will grow steadily corresponding to the company’s flourishing. I want to add that I will follow the principle of hiring primarily Christians and not Israelites as my factory workers.” To bolster his case, he claimed that his dye works would produce the same quality of woolen goods being imported from Great Britain, but at a fraction of the cost.

Yet his request was denied.

Stung, an enraged Samuel Ballin wrote an appeal to the city authorities. “Of course, one can’t deny the existence of legal regulations according to which Jews shouldn’t be able to register properties,” he said, “but these regulations date from the time of darkness and intolerance and shouldn’t be observed anymore in our time of light and enlightenment.”

Ballin argued that Jews, as taxpaying citizens of Hamburg, should have the same property rights as Christians. “Why shall Israelites be inferior to their Christian fellow citizens with regard to the acquisition of property when they meet their obligations to the state just as well as them, or when they even have heavier burdens to carry than them?” he said. “No logical reason for their discrimination can be recognized, what is being said about the growth of their influence is muddled, especially as it’s actually by no means prohibited for them to buy property, they’re just not allowed to register [the property] in their names. Who might find a real difference here?”

Jews like Samuel Ballin dreamed of complete integration into German society, a hope kindled by the Enlightenment and the humanistic aspirations of the French Revolution. One of the guiding lights of the eighteenth-century “Jewish Enlightenment” (the Haskala) was the philosopher Moses Mendelssohn. Even the intensely anti-Semitic regime of Frederick the Great granted Mendelssohn the status of “protected Jew,” which meant that the philosopher could live free of harassment in the Prussian capital of Berlin. His descendants rose so high in German society that they eventually abandoned the Jewish faith altogether, choosing to assimilate by embracing Lutheranism. His son, the Hamburg banker Abraham Mendelssohn, added the Germanic “Bartholdy” to the Mendelssohn surname to signal his distance from his Jewish heritage. But for many among the German social elite, a Christian Mendelssohn was no more possible than a Jewish Confucius. His grandson, the composer Felix Mendelssohn-Bartholdy, despite his family’s conversion (and new, hyphenated last name) never denied his Jewish origins. The composer died in 1847. He was world famous, having toured internationally as a pianist, organist, and composer. As for Mendelssohn’s extended family, they grew rich as the owners of the Berlin-based bank Mendelssohn & Co.

The Mendelssohns were the exception rather than the rule. Most of Germany’s Jews were like Samuel Joel Ballin. Even if they converted, they did not have the wealth or cultural capital to fully assimilate into German society. The poet Heinrich Heine, whose lyrics Mendelssohn and others had set to music, claimed that his conversion was his “ticket to admission to European culture.” In reality, he did it to apply for a university position, something he never received given the anti-Semitism in German academic circles. Another composer, Salomon Jadassohn, achieved eminence as a professor of music at the Leipzig Conservatory. Still, nationalistic music critics derided the music of Jewish composers as dry and lacking in soul. The most vociferous of the critics was the composer Richard Wagner, famed for his musical transformation of old Norse myths into Germanic grand operas. “Mendelssohn has shown us that a Jew can have the richest abundance of talents and be a man of the broadest culture,” Wagner wrote in his essay “Judaism in Music,” “but still be incapable of supplying the profound, heart-seizing, soul-searching experience we expect from art.”

Even German humanists tended to be wary of Jews. The prominent philosopher Johann Gottfried von Herder, the rector of the University of Berlin, declared that the Jews were an “alien, Asiatic people.” The Old Testament Jews were worthy of admiration, he argued, but not those he saw on the streets of Berlin, whether they were rabbis, moneylenders, merchants, or peddlers. No matter how much Jews aspired to become part of Germanic culture, they would still be regarded as imitators, frauds, and deceivers. They could try to buy their way into German society, but they could never become true members of das Volk, who drew their identity not from trade but from the land. It wasn’t even a matter of religion, or a patent of nobility, but of something intangible: “blood and soil.”

Eventually, Samuel Ballin was able to acquire the land and build his dye works. For a while, he prospered. Following the death of his first wife, he met and wed Albert’s mother, Amalia Meyer. They had nine children together, including Albert, the youngest, who was born sickly. But following the great Hamburg fire of 1842, Samuel was forced to close his hard-won company and found himself in financial trouble. Desperate to support a growing family, Samuel decided to take advantage of the surge of immigrants leaving Germany for the United States. He opened a small immigration ticketing agency that he, for some reason, gave the English-sounding moniker of Morris & Co. As a Jew without social connections, it was one of the few avenues of business open to him. Hamburg was teeming with shipping firms that did business through all the major ports in Europe, but employment was not available to the likes of anyone in the Ballin family. Even though he had founded his own company, Samuel’s future as a player in the city’s transatlantic passenger business was far from secure.

The major player in that business was the Hamburg-Amerikanische Packetfahrt-Aktien-Gesellschaft, known in Hamburg by the abbreviation HAPAG and in the United States as the Hamburg-America Line. HAPAG began operations in the late 1840s with a fleet of wooden packet ships that carried passengers and mail between Hamburg and New York City. In the next decades, HAPAG took a major gamble and began to replace its sailing ships with steam-powered paddle-wheel vessels. Within a decade, screw propellers replaced paddle wheels on large transatlantic steamers. They specialized in cargo, and largely catered to first-class passengers. Tens of thousands of people left Germany for the United States in those years. Among them were revolutionaries such as Carl Schurz, who risked his life in the German Revolution of 1848 to bring democracy to the ossified states that made up the German Confederation, and later fought as a Union general in the American Civil War before being elected a U.S. senator from Missouri. Others, such as the teenage barber’s apprentice Friedrich Trump of Kallstadt, fled military conscription in the king of Bavaria’s army. And then there were thousands of ordinary poor families who were fed up with the poverty and rigid class structure of the society in which they lived. Some were Jews, but most were Catholics and Protestants. All were willing to brave a one-to-two-month voyage in the bottom of a reeking sailing ship to get a new start in America. Many were bound for New York and other cities along the East Coast, but others planned to join the westward movement of settlers into the fertile farm country of America’s heartland in Ohio, Illinois, Wisconsin, and Missouri. (This is how beer came to Milwaukee and St. Louis.)

Several ports in North Germany catered to the immigrants bound for the New World. Hamburg was one of them, but its rival, Bremen, had the better navigable location because its port district of Bremerhaven was situated directly on the North Sea, rather than sixty miles up the Elbe River. Bremen’s premier transatlantic line, and counterpart to HAPAG, was the Norddeutscher-Lloyd Line, also known as NDL or North German Lloyd. Beyond the geographic advantage, to prospective immigrants from Germany and beyond Bremen had a much better reputation as a layover destination than Hamburg. For all its ancient hauteur, Hamburg was teeming with swindlers who were notorious for taking advantage of people passing through its hostelries, especially if they didn’t speak German.

For its part, HAPAG felt that immigrant agents were unscrupulous and preferred not to employ them to procure steerage passengers. Employing agents such as Samuel Ballin, who was a minor player in the hardscrabble, cutthroat business, would tarnish HAPAG’s reputation. The city fathers also frowned on the new booking business. Hamburg specialized in the exchange of cargo, particularly with Great Britain. This included wheat, coffee, and finished goods such as textiles. The city was ill equipped to handle a vast influx of immigrants seeking passage to America anyway. The waterfront slums were already congested. The Hamburg Senate imposed onerous restrictions on new arrivals to the city, hoping to mitigate overcrowding in that area and the spread of diseases such as cholera, smallpox, and influenza from those who stayed there. Politically, the Senate spoke to the worries among the citizenry that many of the migrants would choose to settle in Hamburg rather than move on to America. A major influx of outsiders, the city fathers feared, would threaten the old fabric of Hamburg’s tight-knit, insular mercantile community.

Despite facing more and more restrictions, Samuel Ballin persisted. Although HAPAG specialized in cargo and first-class passengers, its management grudgingly acknowledged that it needed steerage to survive financially and passed along bundles of tickets to Morris & Co.’s dreary little office. The ticket agency business was simple: Samuel would buy steerage tickets in bulk and then sell them at a markup to migrants looking for passage to the New World. But by the 1860s, Ballin found himself locked out by the shipping companies, which switched course and decided to sell tickets directly to the public, cutting out middlemen.

To finance his beleaguered operation, Samuel Ballin had invested most of his wife Amalia’s inheritance from her father’s estate. He hoped his new venture would redeem him from his failed dye works in the eyes of the Hamburg Jewish community. He also wanted to leave something behind for his children. But as little Albert grew older, he noticed that his family kept on moving to shabbier quarters, closer to the noise and dirt of the waterfront, and farther and farther away from the stately villas that ringed the Alster Lake. These were the homes of Hamburg’s prosperous upper class of shipping families.

SAMUEL AND AMALIA could have moved to America to seek a better life for their children, like so many other German Jews. But they didn’t. They felt their roots in Hamburg were too deep.

Albert liked to explore other parts of the city, places like the Rotherbaum neighborhood, where wealthy Jewish families lived. There, at Mittelweg 17, lived Moritz and Charlotte Warburg, heirs to the banking house of M. M. Warburg & Co. The Warburgs used their know-how and relationships to finance Germany’s nascent industrial complex and overseas trade. One day, they would prove crucial to Albert Ballin’s rise from obscurity to shipping titan.

Albert knew his mother had once mingled with the likes of the Warburgs, and it must have saddened him to realize that his father had diminished his family’s standing. As the youngest son in a large family, Albert knew he would have to fend for himself in life. But all the while Albert was growing up, Amalia doted on her sickly, slight son, who according to one friend was “subject to all sorts of maladies and constitutional weaknesses.”

As a student at Professor Goldmann’s academy, Albert apparently showed no sign of brilliance. In a home that doubled as office space for Morris & Co., the constant comings and goings of prospective migrants seeking passage to America meant not much peace and quiet. Instead of attending to his studies, Albert spent his time helping his father with his struggling business. This meant keeping the books, running errands, and convincing desperate people to buy tickets that his father had purchased on credit.

As young Albert Ballin slaved over his father’s books, the Free Hanseatic City of Hamburg was swallowed up by a new nation. This event would affect the young entrepreneur in ways big and small. In 1871, after France’s defeat in the Franco-Prussian War, Prussian chancellor Otto von Bismarck declared the creation of a new, unified German Empire. The new emperor would be Wilhelm I, head of the Prussian House of Hohenzollern, the dynasty that had produced the military genius Frederick the Great—the man who had given, many years before, Moses Mendelssohn the status of “protected Jew.” The announcement, which took place at the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, was the result of a decade’s worth of planning on Bismarck’s part to unify many independent German-speaking states into a single nation under the rule of Prussia’s Hohenzollern family. For centuries, Great Britain, France, and the Austro-Hungarian Empire had benefited from an economically, politically, and culturally fractured Germany. True, the German region might have shared a common language, but its states were governed by competing (if often intermarried) ruling families. Some states, like Prussia and Hanover, were predominately Protestant, while others, such as Bavaria, were predominately Catholic. Stretching from the Austrian Alps of the south to the Hanseatic ports of the north, and from the Rhenish coal regions of the west to the rich farmlands of Prussia of the east, the new German nation felt ready to compete with the older, established nations of Europe.

Bismarck worked with the Jewish banker Gerson Bleichröder to help finance the growth of Prussia as a force on the European stage. This financial muscle would help allow Prussia’s Kaiser Wilhelm I to claim supremacy over Austria as the ruler of the unified German states. Bleichröder’s most notable social triumph came in the 1860s, when he personally bailed out a 915-mile-long railroad in Romania and saved the fortunes of several prominent German families that had invested in the venture. In 1872, the year after German unification, Gerson Bleichröder received a patent of nobility from Emperor Wilhelm I for his service to the state, making him only the second Prussian Jew allowed to use an honorific “von” between his first and last names, and the first who chose not to convert to Christianity.

For the new empire’s five hundred thousand Jews, from the rich like Gerson von Bleichröder to the poor like Albert Ballin, it was an exhilarating time. They were granted full citizenship rights, could vote, could serve in the military, and theoretically could rise into the mercantile bourgeoisie. In the burgeoning cities of Hamburg, Düsseldorf, Munich, and the capital, Berlin, there were new opportunities in banking, manufacturing, and merchandising that would in time give rise to a prosperous and increasingly integrated Jewish middle and upper class. There was an exception made: in the newly “liberal” German Empire, the ruling Prussian state still barred Jews from the governing class of officers and diplomats in Berlin.

Samuel Joseph Ballin did not live long enough to benefit from a new Germany. In 1874, he died penniless. A panic in the United States devastated the American labor market, stanched the flow of immigrants out of Hamburg, and tanked the family business. Although young Albert had to drop out of school at seventeen to help support the family, he alone of his siblings decided to stick it out at Morris & Co., making a bet that economic conditions and the demand for labor in the United States would improve and that Europeans would again want to undertake the transatlantic journey. Soon enough Morris & Co. was back at selling tickets. By the late 1870s, as the depression in America lifted, Albert chose not to court HAPAG but instead was already at work on behalf of small shipping lines, as he plugged his business into Hamburg’s long trading relationship with England and booked migrants on vessels bound for Liverpool and London. The travelers would then board British liners to continue their voyage to America. Known as “indirect” migration, the arrangement was ideal for shipowners less established than HAPAG. Relatively small coastal ships could travel the relatively short twelve-hundred-mile sea voyage between Hamburg and England.

Although Ballin found ships interesting, what really intrigued him was connecting with people. The deep pain he had experienced growing up produced a capacity for empathy that would help allay the fears of anxious immigrants. That skill was crucial to his success. He was, it also turned out, a brilliant manager, able to assess people, ideas, and logistics better than anyone in the Hamburg business world, and he was able to see the weak spots in the competition’s armor and exploit them.

A member of the Hamburg elite began to take notice of Ballin’s business prowess. He was Edward Carr, a scion of Hamburg’s Robert M. Sloman & Co. shipping business. The Slomans knew something about looking for talented outsiders. The firm’s founder, Robert M. Sloman Sr., was the son of a British ship captain who had settled in Hamburg at the end of the eighteenth century. During the mid-nineteenth century, the Sloman Line competed with HAPAG on the transatlantic steamship run. But when the line’s brand-new flagship, the state-of-the-art steamer Helena Sloman, sank in a storm on her third voyage, HAPAG drove the weakened Sloman Line out of the North Atlantic shipping lanes, leaving the company dependent on sailing ships that plied the waters of northern Europe. Then Edward Carr, a British-born nephew of the founder’s son Robert Jr., started a shipping line with a couple of small steam freighters that chugged back and forth between Hamburg and the British Isles. This was a workaday, steady business, but Ballin had a big idea for Carr’s little fleet: he saw synergy between Carr’s family operation and his family’s struggling immigrant ticketing business.

For the Carr Line to succeed against the likes of HAPAG, Ballin concluded, it would have to steal their business. In 1881, he began to book immigrants on Carr’s fleet and other small British ships bound from Hamburg to Liverpool, England. There the emigrants would board larger liners bound for New York. Because of their greater length and longer layovers in intermediate ports, these “indirect” voyages were cheaper than those that sailed from Hamburg to New York. The snag, however, was that Ballin had to split commissions with British immigration agents. Even so, Morris & Co. actually began to make money.

But Ballin hated being a middleman. He decided what he really wanted to do was control the entire immigrant journey from start to finish. He looked at two of Carr’s small steam-powered freighters, the SS America and the SS Australia, and proposed to convert their upper decks into sleeping spaces for about eight hundred immigrants. Ballin promised Carr enough customers to justify the costly renovations. The selling point was that passengers would receive clean, comfortable accommodations at a reasonable price. And unlike other passenger vessels, in which steerage was consigned to the lowest and least desirable space on the ship, immigrants would receive “run of the ship” privileges.

Edward Carr gambled and bought into Ballin’s business plan. In 1881, the first year of their partnership, Ballin supplied the Carr Line with four thousand immigrants, followed by eight thousand the next year, and in 1883, over sixteen thousand. For Yiddish-speaking immigrants from Eastern Europe, taking a Carr Line ship presented some risks. The stopover in Liverpool was just as fraught as time in Hamburg. For anywhere from a few days to a few weeks, they would have to deal with more unscrupulous locals and yet another foreign language.

Ballin managed the ticketing side of the business, wooing prospective immigrants, while Carr ran the shipping line. Business was so good that the two men decided to build a series of new, improved versions of their vessels. During the 1880s, Ballin began to make regular trips to Great Britain, a nation upon which Hamburg’s trading fortunes, including his own, depended. Now in his element, and feeling for the first time full confidence in the way his mind worked, Ballin mastered the English language, an invaluable skill in the British-dominated world of international shipping. He also grew to admire everything English, especially haberdashery.

In Great Britain, Ballin also noticed that British Jews were quickly rising to the top of society, even joining the ranks of the nobility. Among them were Lord Rothschild and Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli, who still had a strong Jewish identity despite having converted as a child to Anglicanism. Here, Ballin thought, was a society that blended traditionalism with meritocracy to an extent even greater than in Hamburg.

Ballin felt at home in England in a way he never truly did in Germany. He was welcomed by a liberated and assimilated group of British Jews, among them Gustav Christian Schwabe, a wealthy Liverpool merchant who had converted to Protestantism, and his nephew Gustav Wilhelm Wolff, who had established the Harland & Wolff shipyard in Belfast, just across the Irish Sea from Liverpool. Harland & Wolff’s main business was building ships for the White Star Line, run by the tough-as-nails Liverpool businessman Thomas Ismay. Ismay had purchased the bankrupt White Star Line in 1867 for a mere one thousand pounds.

White Star was carrying passengers and cargo between Great Britain and Australia. Schwabe, however, convinced Ismay that a better use of his new shipping company would be to inaugurate a new steamship service between Liverpool and New York City, transporting rich passengers in first class and immigrants in steerage. Ismay agreed to the proposition. One night, over a game of billiards, Schwabe and Ismay came to a gentleman’s agreement: Schwabe would finance the White Star Line under Ismay’s ownership and management, while Wolff would build all of White Star’s ships.

In the early 1870s, the White Star Line began to unveil a new set of six iron-hulled transatlantic liners that boasted luxurious accommodations for 166 first-class passengers and over 1,000 immigrants in steerage. To save on fuel, White Star used revolutionary new compound engines, which funneled steam in three or four cylinders before it was expelled into the condenser. White Star’s main rival in the immigrant trade was the Inman Line, also based in Liverpool, whose large, clipper-bowed liners also carried a small number of passengers in ultra-luxurious first class and many in steerage.

Ballin’s Carr Line filled some of these steerage berths with his “indirect” travelers from the Continent, mostly Germans and ethnic Poles from East Prussia. The rest of the berths were filled with immigrants from the British Isles and Scandinavia. Britain’s oldest and most prestigious transatlantic steamship company, the Cunard Line, mostly specialized in carrying first-class passengers. It operated under an older business model that dated from the 1850s, in which the well-heeled traveled on steamships and the poor traveled by sailing ship. Steamship companies’ operating losses, mostly because of fuel costs, were made whole by healthy mail subsidies from the British government.

Ballin looked at how White Star ran its business and saw the future. He realized that White Star and other British lines had made the steamship business pay by cramming as many immigrants as possible into their hulls. He could not help but notice that the White Star Line and Harland & Wolff had built a successful, symbiotic business relationship. Compared to the conservative and spartan German vessels, Ismay’s advanced steamships boasted improved comfort for both first-class and steerage passengers. The upstart White Star proved to be a worthy rival to Cunard.

In due course, Albert Ballin would give the White Star Line a run for its money, both as a carrier of immigrants and a purveyor of luxurious transportation.

Perhaps, Ballin thought, he could put together enough capital to build White Star–style ships that could carry first-class and steerage passengers directly from Hamburg to New York, cutting out the British middlemen.

He soon garnered an important supporter in the Hamburg establishment, the businessman Carl Laiesz, whose family owned the famed “Flying P” line of nitrate-carrying sailing ships that plied the route between Hamburg and Chile. Among his many business interests, Laiesz held a board seat at HAPAG.

There was an opportunity for Ballin—if he could seize it.

Theodor Wolff observed that Hamburg’s mercantile society had become expert at maintaining appearances but had lost much of the drive that had made it so wealthy in the first place. “Many scions of the old Hamburg families had nothing left in them of the traditions of the Free City,” Wolff wrote. “Their ideal was to belong to one of the feudal students’ corps, and such vestiges as they still retained of Hanseatic sturdiness were to be found only in their jealous distaste for parvenu Berlin with all of its new ideas and excessive energy.”

Albert Ballin personified that excessive energy. He also realized that in order to get along in Hamburg society, he had to temper his drive with a genteel façade, and to be less talkative and more measured in his approach to those born into higher social circles than his own. He would work all his life to contain emotional outbursts and would reveal grave self-doubts only to a select few of his closest friends.

The biggest threat to his plan was not HAPAG but the long-standing Norddeutscher-Lloyd. Founded by a circle of Bremen merchants, NDL ran a fleet of luxurious and fast steamships not just to New York but to Baltimore, the West Indies, and Australia. It also entered a partnership with the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad in exchange for favorable rates for its passengers and freight for transport into the American interior. Compared to NDL, HAPAG’s fleet had become dull, dowdy, and unprofitable. For its part, HAPAG saw the Carr-Ballin collaboration as little more than a pesky little mutt nipping at its heels. Its arrogance would be its undoing.

There were a few things Ballin would need to manage first. By 1882, Albert Ballin, a twenty-five-year-old ticket seller, had put away enough money to purchase civil rights in the city of Hamburg. The following year, on October 26, he married Marianne Rauert, the daughter of a prosperous cloth dealer. Three years older than Ballin, Marianne was blond, stately, and a head taller than her new husband. The marriage ceremony took place in a Lutheran church, but Ballin made a point of not converting to his wife’s faith. Whether Ballin’s mother, Amalia, objected to the marriage is unknown, but Marianne’s brother Paul, a prominent Hamburg lawyer, was strongly in favor of the match. Bucking the bigotry that separated Jew and gentile in Hamburg, Marianne saw a remarkable young man on the rise, and for the rest of her life, would support him in all his endeavors, even if she never really felt comfortable in the heights to which he would one day rise.

Though there were many factors Ballin could influence, there were some over which he had no control. Economic conditions in Germany and the rest of Northern Europe had improved enough in the early 1880s so that fewer people wanted to leave for a new life in the United States. The same was true for Great Britain and Ireland. There was a fear among shipping executives in Hamburg, Bremen, and Liverpool that the immigrant trade would decline again, this time permanently. But tragic events unfolding in Russia would change Albert Ballin’s fortunes forever and allow him to take on HAPAG, the shipping company that had refused to do business with his father only a decade earlier.

For liberated German Jews like Albert Ballin, the future seemed bright. For the Jews of Russia, especially the poor ones, conditions grew unbearable enough that thousands considered risking everything to get out and sail to America. This meant passing through Germany to get to one of the great port cities of Northern Europe, there to board ships that would take them to America. Ballin aimed to control those ships.

In Russia, an absolute ruler did everything in his power to control his empire. Czar Alexander III blamed all his country’s Jews for killing his father. And he wanted revenge.





Chapter 2

Convert, Emigrate, or Disappear

And it came to pass, when Pharaoh had let the people go, that God led them not through the way of the land of the Philistines, although that was near; for God said, Lest peradventure the people repent when they see war, and they return to Egypt:

But God led the people about, through the way of the wilderness of the Red Sea: and the children of Israel went up harnessed out of the land of Egypt.

—EXODUS 13: 17–18

The Second Jewish Exodus began with a bomb blast on March 13, 1881.

Czar Alexander II had just stepped out of his carriage to inspect the damage. Seconds earlier, a bomb had exploded under it, seriously injuring several of his Cossack guards. The carriage was a bulletproof gift from the deposed Emperor Napoleon III of France. It had worked—Alexander emerged unharmed.

“It’s too early to thank God,” a young man screamed into the crowd that had gathered on the St. Petersburg street.

Then came the second bomb. It landed at Alexander’s feet and exploded. Police Chief Dvorzhitsky pushed his way through the smoke and saw the czar lying on the ground. “Thinking he was merely wounded heavily, I tried to lift him but the czar’s legs were shattered,” he recalled, “and the blood poured out of them. Twenty people, with wounds of varying degree, lay on the sidewalk and on the street. Some managed to stand, others to crawl, still others tried to get out from beneath bodies that had fallen on them. Through the snow and debris, you could see fragments of clothing, epaulets, sabers, and blood.” His legs shattered, his abdomen torn open, Alexander II gasped to his guards that he only wanted to be taken back to the Winter Palace to die.

Compared to his predecessors, Alexander II was a thoughtful moderate who sought to bring reforms to his empire while still retaining the Divine Right concept of monarchy that had defined Russian culture for centuries. He had been known as the “Liberator” for freeing Russia’s serfs in 1861, two years before Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation in America. Alexander II had enacted a series of reforms that loosened restrictions on the press. He was also making small moves to guide Russia toward a constitutional monarchy along British lines. Conservatives in St. Petersburg scoffed at the czar’s flirtation with liberalism, feeling that it would only embolden radicals within the realm.

In fact, Alexander II’s reforms were met with derision by a small group of radicals known as Narodnaya Volya, or “People’s Will.” Composed mainly of the sons and daughters of Russia’s middle class, Narodnaya Volya felt that gradual legislative reforms were a sham. Terror was the only way to achieve the dream of a socialist society, in which food and other resources were distributed fairly to all, rather than being hoarded by a small, elite group of Russia’s aristocrats, who, despite the loss of their serfs as actual property, still lived lavishly off the proceeds of their estates while doing virtually no work themselves.

Alexander II’s son, Alexander III, watched his father breathe his last in his study that fateful day. Enraged, the young man turned his back on his father’s legacy of reform as soon as he became czar. Instead, he embraced Russian nationalism, one that placed the Russian people above all others within the empire. His motto was one used by his archconservative grandfather Nicholas I: “Pravoslávie, samoderzhávie, naródnost” (“Orthodoxy, Autocracy, and Nationality”). Within weeks of his coronation, Alexander III decided it was time to wage a war against enemies of the state, real and imagined.

The young czar needed scapegoats. In the cities, these included professors, students, journalists, and other members of the so-called intelligentsia. In the countryside, they included unassimilated minorities who might have yearnings for independence from the Russian Empire: Georgians, Poles, Mongols, Tartars, Uzbeks, and Kazakhs. And highest on the list were one of Russia’s largest minorities, the Jews.

The earliest recorded presence of Jews in the Russian Empire dated to the 700s, when small communities existed in modern-day Ukraine, Belarus, Moldova, and western Russia. Their customs were a mix of the Ashkenazi Jews in the German states and the Sephardim who lived on in the Middle East after the Roman expulsion from Jerusalem. Under the early czars such as Peter the Great, Russian Jews faced similar restrictions as Jews in other European states. Forbidden from owning land, they could only make a living as merchants, tradesmen, and moneylenders. But because their numbers were relatively small, the Jews in the empire were not viewed as a significant threat by the Russian Orthodox establishment.

Not all European rulers felt threatened by the Jews. Poland’s King Casimir III welcomed Jews from Spain, France, and German states who were fleeing the violent pogroms sparked by the Black Death in the mid-fourteenth century. Again, Jews became scapegoats. Some of the most devastating massacres took place in the German river cities of Mainz, Cologne, and Frankfurt am Main, where angry townspeople raged through the ghettos, slaughtered Jews, and drove out those who survived. After deaths from the plague subsided, a few Jews returned to their German homes and restarted their lives. Countless other German Jews sought refuge in the kingdom of Poland, where they worked as agents for the Polish landowning nobility or as tradesmen or middlemen.

Poland’s lack of natural borders between Prussia and Russia made it virtually defenseless, and its fertile farmlands made it a tempting target for land-hungry aristocrats from the German states and Russia. In 1772, 1773, and finally in 1775, the two great powers forcibly partitioned Poland, and as a result, the Russian Empire acquired large Jewish populations. Under the rule of Catherine the Great, the growing Russian Jewish population was confined to the southwestern section of the empire, an area that became known as the Pale of Settlement. The Pale was not a giant ghetto per se. Jews and Christians lived side by side in places such as Belarus, Bessarabia, and Ukraine. Yet Jews were forbidden to live outside of the Pale and were largely barred from the major Russian cities of St. Petersburg and Moscow. It was Czar Nicholas I, who ruled Russia from 1825 to 1855, who imposed especially harsh restrictions on Jewish life, and specifically targeted Jews for military service and forced assimilation.

Although some Jews settled in big cities within the Pale such as Kiev, the typical Jewish family in nineteenth-century Russia lived in small villages known as shtetls, which were predominately, if not entirely, Jewish communities located within the Pale of Settlement. All were poor places of subsistence living. A few Jews grew prosperous enough to hire servants and live in substantial houses, but there was always the lingering fear that they would be beaten up by gangs, killed by Cossacks, or have their property confiscated or vandalized by jealous neighbors. Yet almost all of Russia’s Jews, no matter how poor, made sure to educate their sons in the local Talmud Torah schools, where they would learn Hebrew Scripture and prepare to become bar mitzvah at thirteen. So Russia’s Jews had a much higher literacy rate than their gentile neighbors.

A few Jews in imperial Russia were able to break free of the restrictions put upon them by the czarist government. And a tiny few rose to great wealth as industrialists and merchants in big cities such as Warsaw and Kiev. One scholar of Jewish culture and language, Abraham Harkavy, became head of the Oriental Division of the Imperial Public Library, an appointment granted during the relatively liberal reign of Alexander II. But most Russian Jews remained trapped in the Pale of Settlement, barred from the professional classes such as law and medicine, as well as from the ownership of land. To provide for their families and to support their synagogues and Talmud Torahs, they worked as tanners, blacksmiths, furriers, and at assorted other trades like the proverbial dairyman Tevye of Sholem Aleichem’s stories on which Fiddler on the Roof was based. Those with modest capital tried their hand at playing the Rothschilds’ game by loaning out money at interest. Still, most men made time to read and study Torah.

For the Jews, a devotion to learning was a tradition to be guarded. For Alexander III and other believers in absolute monarchy, a literate population was a threat, especially when it was heavily skewed toward a group that placed no spiritual faith in the Orthodox Church. Alexander III had a special epithet for the Jews, meant to incite the populace into violence: Christ killers. In 1881, the full force of the czar’s wrath swept through Jewish communities in both cities and shtetls as saber-wielding Cossacks on horseback and peasants bearing torches and clubs descended upon a helpless population.

The Jews of the Russian Empire had withstood centuries of persecution and abuse, and had survived. But the pogroms of the 1880s were so ferocious and terrifying that a growing number of Jews considered a journey previously thought unthinkable, one that would take them halfway around the world to a foreign land. Some Jews thought that the idea of moving to America was madness. Why abandon all that was familiar, as wretched as it was, for a totally alien place so far away from what they knew? Others decided that the best places to move were the burgeoning industrial cities of Poland, such as Warsaw and Lodz. Here, one could get a job in a factory, open up a store with many more customers than in the shtetl, and become a rich man. Or at least raise a family with dignity or even lose one’s self within the urban crowd, far away from the prying eyes of the police and the sabers of the Cossacks. Some Jews moved to the relatively tolerant city of Odessa, on the Black Sea, where there was a thriving Ukrainian Jewish community of craftsmen, bankers, physicians, architects, and wholesale businessmen. Between 1873 and 1897, the city’s Jewish population grew from 51,000 of a total of 193,000, to 198,000 of 403,000. A few Jewish families, such as the grain merchant Ephrussi clan, achieved tremendous wealth and married into other elite European Jewish families such as the Rothschilds. Yet even in Odessa, they were subject to bigotry and intimidation, usually by Christian business rivals who declared that the city’s Jewish population’s effort to assimilate was merely a ruse to aid “the exploitation of Christians and masters at the hands of heretics and foreigners.” 

In addition to the violent pogroms, Alexander III strengthened an initiative that sent shock waves of fear throughout the Pale of Settlement: military conscription. Although Jews were denied full citizenship rights, they were still fully eligible for the draft. Mass conscription into the czar’s army was nothing new. Alexander’s grandfather Nicholas I had instituted mandatory conscription quotas on Jewish communities as early as 1827. However, under his grandson’s reign, military conscription came with a terrifying new caveat: the drafting of Jewish children into the army. By taking boys as young as eight away from their parents, the czar hoped to deprive them of their religion and culture as part of a program known as Russification. This meant learning Russian instead of Yiddish, and more often than not, a forced conversion to Russian Orthodoxy. Like other non–Russian Orthodox minorities, Jewish soldiers were classified as inorodtsy (alien believers) and were treated very harshly by their commanding officers, even for the most minor infractions. To countless mothers in the Russian Empire, forced conscription led to heartbreaking separations from their young sons. The boys who survived the rigors of military service and war often returned to their villages as virtual strangers to their families and their faith.

Obstinate, gruff, and not especially bright, Alexander III refused to back down from his new policy of state-sanctioned anti-Semitism. No matter that the Romanovs were among the richest families on earth and lived in a series of grand palaces, he saw himself as a strongman, whose rough manners and simple tastes mirrored those of his subjects.

Alexander III thought of intellectuals as dangerous, but he did revere one teacher: Konstantin Petrovich Pobedonostsev. A professor at Moscow State University, Pobedonostsev was one of Russia’s most prominent legal theorists and had personally tutored Alexander in jurisprudence. He thought so highly of Pobedonostsev that he asked him to do the same for his own son Nicholas. Pobedonostsev received a big boost to his legal arsenal when he accepted a new position: Supreme Prosecutor of the Holy Synod. Now he had the power not only of Russia’s legal apparatus behind him but the national church as well.

Following the summer pogroms of 1881, Alexander III tasked several high-ranking aristocrats with investigating the so-called Jewish Question. A year after he ascended the throne, he promulgated the May Laws, whose main purpose was to single out and punish the Jews for the death of his father. It was also a way of distracting his troubled empire from the real problems plaguing the nation—among them, the grinding poverty of the recently freed serfs, labor unrest in the rapidly industrializing cities, and simmering hatred among the educated middle classes for the czarist surveillance state. Despite its vast size and enormous army, Russia was still playing catch-up to the other great powers of Europe—Great Britain, France, and the newly unified Germany.

The May Laws, proposed by one of the czar’s appointed aristocrats, Count Ignatiev, and drafted by Pobedonostsev, placed a number of severe restrictions on the business and personal lives of Jews living in the Pale of Settlement, excluding Poland:


	As a temporary measure, and until a general revision is made of their legal status, it is decreed that the Jews be forbidden to settle anew outside of towns and boroughs, exceptions being admitted only in the case of existing Jewish agricultural colonies.

	Temporarily forbidden are the issuing of mortgages and other deeds to Jews, as well as the registration of Jews as lessees of real property situated outside of towns and boroughs; and also the issuing to Jews of powers of attorney to manage and dispose of such real property.

	Jews are forbidden to transact business on Sundays and on the principal Christian holy days; the existing regulations concerning the closing of places of business belonging to Christians on such days to apply to Jews also.

	The measures laid down in paragraphs 1, 2, and 3 shall apply only to the governments within the Pale of Jewish Settlement [that is, they shall not apply to the ten governments of Poland].



The May Laws also severely limited the ability of Jews to make a living in Russia’s emergent industrial economy. “Jews may be admitted as members by a majority vote of the stockholders,” the laws said, “but they may not hold appointments as officers of such companies. Only a certain proportion of Jews, moreover, may be admitted, the number being limited to one-tenth of the total number of shareholders.”

IN RUSSIA, there was a clear-cut answer of who was Russian and who was not: a Russian was a white Caucasian communicant of the Russian Orthodox Church and a loyal subject of the czar. A Jew could never be a true Russian, even if he or she converted to Christianity. Konstantin Pobedonostsev made a cold prediction of the future of Russia’s Jews: “One third will die, one third will leave the country, and the last third will be completely assimilated within the Russian people.”

After the promulgation of the May Laws, Konstantin Pobedonostsev granted an interview to the British journalist Arnold White, who himself was an advocate of restricting Jewish emigration to the United Kingdom. “The characteristics of the Jewish race are parasitic; for their sustenance they require the presence of another race as ‘host’ although they remain aloof and self-contained,” he told White. “Take them from the living organism, put them on a rock, and they die. They cannot cultivate the soil.” When asked about whether Jews could be a productive middle class of artisans and businessmen, Pobedonostsev doubled down. “The Jewish artisans are not really artisans, only colorably so. And they adopt the calling of artisan in order to become brokers, hucksterers, and middlemen.” He then cited a Russian government study that supposedly found that out of thirty Russian Jewish watchmakers, only two truly knew their trade, and the other twenty-eight were merely moneylenders and middlemen. White claimed that his interview of Pobedonostsev was done at the behest of Baron Maurice de Hirsch, one of Europe’s most generous benefactors of Jewish emigration from Russia, as part of a fact-finding mission.

The pogroms and the May Laws were a loud and clear signal: the Jews were no longer safe in Russia. Beyond Odessa, Great Britain had long been a beacon for Jewish liberty. Several prominent Jewish families had already been elevated to the peerage during the reign of Queen Victoria. Lionel de Rothschild blazed a trail by becoming the first practicing Jewish member of Parliament in 1858. After refusing to take his seat three times because as an MP he had to swear his oath on a Christian Bible, he relented when he was allowed to use a copy of the Old Testament.

Yet for most Eastern European Jews, there was only one true beacon of hope that promised escape from the anti-Semitism that pervaded the Russian Empire. That beacon was the United States of America. There was one problem: Getting out of where they lived as safely and inexpensively as possible.

Albert Ballin and the German lines would solve that problem.

Across the Atlantic Ocean, another Jew, named Jacob Schiff, used his great wealth to help. He was an immigrant success story, but as devout as he was, he also felt somehow different from his Russian coreligionists. Superior, in fact.





Chapter 3

Schiff, the Immigrant Success Story

The surplus wealth we have gained, to some extent, at least, belongs to our fellow beings. We are only temporary custodians of our fortunes.

—JACOB HENRY SCHIFF

In the 1890s, shopkeepers on Fifth Avenue could set their watches to Jacob Henry Schiff’s daily walk. Every morning, in good weather, a short man with a pointed beard, blue eyes, and a top hat would march briskly down the street, a flower in his buttonhole and a mirror shine on his shoes. Before leaving his townhouse at 965 Fifth Avenue, he would kiss his two children on their heads before they were whisked off to school, Frieda to Brearley on the Upper East Side and Mortimer to the Sachs Collegiate Institute on the Upper West Side. Of Dr. Sachs’s Institute, Morti’s uncle James Loeb wrote: “Herr Doktor Sachs was a stern Old World schoolmaster whose uniformed boys, in smart black suits and starched, stand-up collars, were seldom spared the rod. He emphasized the classics, languages (including German), and Teutonic discipline.” It was a far cry from the strictly religious education that Jacob had received in the airless rooms of the Frankfurt Talmud Torah.

Schiff was the personification of this blend of Jewish piety and Germanic discipline. He would walk sixty blocks to Union Square, where he would then take a carriage the rest of the way to the office of Kuhn, Loeb & Co. at 52 William Street. Here Schiff met with railroad titans like Edward H. Harriman of the Union Pacific and James J. Hill of the Great Northern Railroad. Though just over five feet tall, Schiff could command a room. He was confident. His speech was clipped and authoritative, with a strong German accent. He was resourceful. Through his network of European investors, Schiff was a master at raising capital for American corporations. He was also smart. He kept an eye on what was happening across the Atlantic, especially in his native Germany and in Russia. When he had time, he corresponded with influential friends outside of finance, including President Charles W. Eliot of Harvard University.

At the end of the day, Schiff would walk back to 965 Fifth Avenue. At sundown on Friday nights, he gathered with his wife, Therese, his children, and other members of his large extended family in the top-floor music room to celebrate the Jewish Sabbath.

Devoted to his family, Schiff had no rich man’s interests or hobbies. His townhouse on Fifth Avenue was elegantly furnished, with objects from both Britain and Germany, but its walls boasted only a few Old Master paintings, nothing like the world-class collection Henry Clay Frick was steadily amassing not far away in the townhouse he was renting from the Vanderbilt family. “My father collected paintings, chiefly of the 19th century French school,” his daughter, Frieda, recalled, “Oriental jades and crystals, and he gave commissions to several artists, including Harrington Mann and Eduard Veith.” Pride of place was the bas-relief of Frieda and Mortimer executed by the sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens. It was a gift from his friend Sir Ernest Cassel, one of Britain’s most prominent bankers. “We never forgave Sir Ernest for having done it just that time,” Frieda said of it, “because we had to spend our entire Christmas holiday posing for it.”

Collections aside, Jacob Schiff owned no yachts, shunned polo and golf, and belonged to no clubs, not even the fashionable Harmonie Club, a must for every upwardly mobile German Jew. Schiff cast a fisheye at those who lived lives of willful leisure and luxury. “I drastically became aware of its great temptations,” he said of the city, “and at the same time I found how limited were the opportunities for those, possessed of greater aspirations than to satisfy alone bodily wants and desires.”

As one of America’s premier railroad bankers, Schiff loved making money and roaming the halls of power, but Judaism was his true passion. “I have, for a long time, made it a rule not to go into anything of which I understand little or nothing,” he said. “In my younger years I was not as conservative, but I wish I had been.” If there was one thing he believed he understood more than banking, it was Judaism. He was proud of his religion. He was also convinced that America was the new Promised Land for the Jews. Schiff never forgot that he was once an immigrant, and always felt something of the outsider. He also had no problem pouncing on any whiff of anti-Semitism that he sensed from America’s ruling establishment.

Jacob Schiff had no qualms taking on Henry Codman Potter, the Episcopal bishop of New York and religious pillar of the city’s social elite. On January 11, 1898, Potter relayed in a letter to Jacob Schiff the sentiment that many in the American Protestant elite felt that the Jews might have brought persecution upon themselves. “Of course there are liars, thieves, and swindlers everywhere,” the bishop wrote to Schiff, “but the contention made among the people whom I have again and again approached on the subject is that the hostility to the Hebrew is because, in ordinary business and personal transactions, he is tricky and untrustworthy, and unless held by a written agreement is sure to evade it and overreach the person with whom he is dealing.” These traits, he suggested, also have been said of American Jews on Wall Street, who, “I am told that it is the only race on Wall Street whose word is not as good as its bond, that is, among business men of recognized rank and character.” 

Jacob Schiff was indignant at the bishop’s accounts of anti-Semitism in elite gentile circles. “Strange to say,” he responded a week later, “notwithstanding you have been told that the Hebrew race is the only one in Wall Street whose word is not as good as its bond, quite a number of the firms who, as I have just explained, have risen in standing and in credit, both in the actual and the moral sense of the word, are composed of Hebrews, while on the not small list of firms who have lost in prestige and credit, also both in the actual and the moral sense of the word, hardly one can be included of like composition.”

Jacob Schiff made it his mission to show the world that Jews could be good Americans. Yet for all of his assuredness, he must have wondered whether even he could escape the frequently virulent anti-Semitism infecting so-called polite society at the time.

The New York Times, the bastion of the city’s conservative establishment, did not think highly of Schiff and his ilk. When he purchased the mansion at 965 Fifth Avenue, one of the grandest homes in New York, for $450,000, the paper mockingly wrote: “Mr. Schiff looked at the property, said he thought it would answer his purposes very nicely, and there was no more ado over the rest of the transaction than there would have been had the subject of it been a box of cigars.”

Schiff’s militant optimism was a survival mechanism. In his long and eventful life, Jacob Schiff always saw the anti-Semitism in German culture, while ignoring, at least publicly, its uglier dimensions. He did the same with America as well. Only in Russia, he believed, was anti-Semitism not only ugly but violent.

* * *

Jakob Heinrich Schiff was born in the Jewish ghetto of Frankfurt in 1847, ten years before Albert Ballin. The Schiffs could trace their origins in Frankfurt to 1370, a time when many Jews were expelled from German cities after being blamed for the bubonic plague. The Protestant Reformation, led by the intensely anti-Semitic Martin Luther, resulted in further expulsion of Jews from the German states. Many of these erstwhile German Jews found temporary welcome in the kingdom of Poland, which would eventually be absorbed into the Russian Empire.

Frankfurt was one German city that did not expel its Jews. Yet this hardly meant tolerance. Until the late eighteenth century, Germany’s remaining Jews were confined to specific neighborhoods, known as ghettos, a term first used in Venice centuries earlier. As Germany was a patchwork of small states, principalities, and free cities, treatment of the Jewish population depended on the good graces of the ruling monarch or city senate.

Jacob Schiff’s parents, Moses and Clara, instilled in the young man a deep commitment to family and to Judaism. The family had produced generations of rabbis and Talmudic scholars. Schiff’s father had an important contemporary connection. He supported his family by working as a broker for the Rothschilds, the most famous family to emerge from the crowded tenements and airless streets of the Frankfurt Jüdengasse (the lane where Jews lived). In fact, the two families acquired their German surnames from images painted onto their adjoining houses: a red shield and a sailing ship.

Jacob Schiff attended school until the age of fifteen, receiving a thorough grounding in the Torah, the German language, and mathematics. He then worked as an apprentice broker. A traditional university education was out of the question, as Jews were barred from attending the University of Frankfurt am Main. At the age of nineteen, after his parents encouraged him to seek his future in America, Jacob wrote several merchant houses in America, asking for work. “I spent the years of my apprenticeship in one of the best mercantile concerns in Frankfort [sic],” he wrote a friend of his father’s in St. Louis, “and then entered the banking business in which I am still connected. I am therefore able to accomplish something in either of these fields. I know that my greatest difficulty will arise in connection with the Sabbath, but perhaps you will be able to procure a position which will leave me free on that day, because I am inclined by principle to devout religious observance.”

As the carriage waited outside of the door of the family home, Jacob’s father, Moses, would only give his blessing to his son’s departure if the young man promised he would do his best to uphold Jewish law in the New World. Jacob carried with him about five hundred dollars in cash, or about ten thousand dollars today. This was more than enough to set him up with food and lodging upon his arrival in America, as well as pay for his fare.

Thanks to his family’s relative affluence, Jacob probably booked a private cabin, rather than a communal steerage berth, on a transatlantic packet ship sailing from either Bremen or Hamburg. Along with his other worldly possessions, Jacob also carried with him a package of kosher meat—most likely salted beef or chicken—that he hoped would last six to eight days at sea. Food and bedding were often not included in the fare of most of these ships, especially for immigrants. For Schiff, the package of meat was not just a sign of keeping the faith but would also be a marker to everyone along the way that he was a Jew. While other passengers would dine on ham and salted pork, Jacob would eat alone.

Schiff set sail from Germany sometime in late spring, and he arrived in New York City on August 6, 1865. Due to his family’s connections in Frankfurt, as well as his immense energy, he quickly found work at a brokerage firm named Frank & Gans. His timing was perfect. Already flush with cash from the Civil War, New York City was about to become the financial center of America’s industrial boom, channeling money into railroads, steel, telegraphy, coal mining, and eventually into innovations such as the telephone and electricity. Older tycoons such as Cornelius “Commodore” Vanderbilt clashed with a new generation of financial card sharks such as Jay Gould, Jim Fiske, and Edward Harriman, who were determined to use fair means or foul to gain control of the lucrative and volatile new sectors of the American economy. Capital, foreign and domestic, was in strong demand, as were sharp financial brains.

Jacob Schiff was one of millions of Germans coming to America looking for a better life. The year after Schiff’s birth, a series of revolutions rocked the old monarchies of Europe, especially in the patchwork of kingdoms that made up the yet-to-be-unified German Confederation. Following an outbreak of poorly planned demonstrations and uprisings by students and social liberals, the ruling aristocrats, spurred by the fear of the second coming of the guillotine, cracked down with brutal force. The result was a mass immigration of Germans to America. Some were Jews, but most were Protestants and Catholics. Many of the German Jews who settled in the United States hit the back roads of the country as peddlers. Some used their earnings from selling pots, pans, and assorted tchotchkes to start brokerage houses. Two such German Jewish immigrants were Abraham Kuhn and Solomon Loeb, who started a dry goods firm in Cincinnati, Ohio. In 1867, two years after the Civil War ended, the two men formed the investment house of Kuhn, Loeb & Co. and moved their operations to New York City.

Solomon Loeb bought a townhouse in the Murray Hill section of Manhattan, an area popular with affluent German Jews. His partner, Abraham Kuhn, was looking to expand into the investment banking world, much as the Lehman brothers of Selma, Alabama, had done with their dry goods business a few years earlier. Loeb had heard good things about Jacob Schiff, who had started his own brokerage house after leaving the Frank & Gans firm in 1867. Although Schiff had become a naturalized American citizen, he had by then returned to Germany to take up a position with the Hamburg branch of the London & Hanseatic Bank.

There Jacob Schiff first encountered the Warburg family, very much at the top of the small but steep Jewish social pyramid in Hamburg. Moritz Warburg, the family patriarch, was so impressed with Jacob that he offered him a job at the family banking house, M. M. Warburg & Co. Jacob might have contemplated returning to his native land since Germany had just been unified under the rule of the Prussian monarchy thanks to the scheming of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck. Commercial prospects in the new German Reich now seemed rosy, as the new country was poised to become an industrial powerhouse. But Jacob Schiff, as much as he wanted to be close to his mother in Frankfurt, realized he had to “reemigrate” back to America. As he wrote her when he returned, “The opportunity is enormous here. The coming expansion of the United States, in railroading and all that, is so large that I myself don’t feel there will be a foreign branch for some time to come. There is more than enough to keep us here.”

During his brief time in Hamburg, Jacob Schiff might have run into Albert Ballin at the local synagogue, seated in a pew with his own mother, Amalia, his ill-looking father, Samuel, and their several
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