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Mayer Amschel’s five sons were ennobled by the Austrian Emperor in 1822 and granted the right to use the nobiliary particle ‘von’ in their names. The branches of the family in Frankfurt and Vienna adopted this convention, whereas those in Paris and Naples adapted this to the French ‘de’. In England, even though Nathan Mayer originally eschewed his foreign title, many of his descendants began to use ‘de’ in their names. As will become clear, these honorific titles have not always been included in the text.




Introduction

ROTHSCHILD. A NAME that evokes wealth and power. A dynastic thread, strung with grand houses and gilded lifestyles. A bank whose backing was sought by sovereigns and statesmen, whose decisions could move markets, and whose prominence endured two centuries of breakneck historical change. The Rothschilds’ swift and dramatic rise from the cramped world of the Frankfurt ghetto to the capitals of Europe has been the subject of numerous books, as well as countless insidious conspiracy theories. There are few studies of modern Judaism, of nineteenth-century finance, or of the foundation of Israel in which Rothschilds do not appear; European history has the dynasty woven so deeply into its fabric that the Rothschilds have been described as the ‘first European Economic Community’; and modern Jewish history is so closely entwined with that of the Rothschilds that they have been referred to as the ‘first family of Judaism’ or even the ‘Jewish royal family’. But what appears at first to be one of history’s most heavily chronicled, widely known and deeply mythologised dynasties is really nothing of the sort. Half of the Rothschilds, the women, remain virtually unknown.

Almost everything about the Rothschilds – all the books and articles, the calumnies and myths, the films and plays – concern only the Rothschild men. Mayer Amschel Rothschild is routinely described as a ‘founding father’, as if the dynasty sprang from him alone. And while his and his wife Gutle’s five sons are famous, few could name a single one of their five daughters. Even books that purport to be about the family as a whole are really about the men. Count Corti’s The Rise and Reign of the House of Rothschild comprises two volumes and 34,140 lines of text, of which 34,000 focus on the men.1 Even Niall Ferguson’s history of the house of Rothschild, a more recent work that makes use of the women’s archives, still contains more than five times as many references to the men of the family as to the women.2

The root of this exclusion is clear: the world of nineteenth-century finance, in which the family rose to prominence, was a male one. But the Rothschilds were never a banking business alone. They have always been a dynasty whose influence was grounded in banking but whose significance was much broader, reaching into literature and education and religion, into sport, science, horticulture, music and politics. That the women of the family were involved in these pursuits and in many of their own besides is clear from merely a glance at the historical record: their names crop up in contemporary newspaper articles, memoirs and subscription lists; their likenesses appear in cartoons, photographs and family portraits. But they remain silent, their stories untold. Works focusing exclusively on the women of the Rothschild family amount to a handful of essays and a few single-subject biographies, most of them written by female descendants curious at the exclusion of their ancestors from the historical record.

A few years ago I came across one of these works. ‘Rothschild Women’, by Miriam Rothschild, began life as a catalogue essay for a 1994 exhibition at Frankfurt’s Jewish Museum.3 The life of the author, who died in 2005, was itself a startling indication that the Rothschild women had been unjustly overlooked. Miriam, I discovered, was a twentieth-century polymath: a brilliant zoologist who worked at Bletchley Park, played a pioneering role in the environmental movement, supported important research into schizophrenia, transformed horticulture, sat as the first female trustee of the Natural History Museum, and became known as The Queen of Fleas for her expertise on the wingless insects. ‘It is impossible to prepare for a meeting with Miriam Rothschild,’ wrote one interviewer. ‘Imagine Beatrix Potter on amphetamines and you come close.’4 Through Miriam’s essay, I began to learn about a whole line of Rothschild women, each of them unique in their talents and character and pursuits, and yet each shaped by the singular circumstances of their family.

Miriam began her essay with a quote from the literary critic and scholar of Jewish history, Naomi Shepherd: ‘In all the historical literature produced since the end of the eighteenth century, women are a footnote to the story of Jewish survival.’ Nowhere was this truth starker, I realised, than in the story of the Rothschild women. Inspired by Miriam’s essay, I began my own investigation into these most fascinating ‘footnotes’. The story of the Rothschild women begins with an exclusion: the will of the bank’s founder, Mayer Amschel Rothschild, explicitly forbade his female descendants or the wives of any male descendants from having any share in the bank’s wealth, or in its decision-making processes. So I had not expected the story of the Rothschild women to echo that of the men. But I had no idea of just how different it would be, or how intriguing.

At the root of it all stood the mother of the business, Gutle, who provided her husband with essential business capital through her dowry, managed the Rothschild household, and played an integral role in the early years of the bank. In the following generation, as the family’s operations expanded rapidly, two figures – one married into the family, one born into it – forged very different models of Rothschild womanhood for the nineteenth century. Hannah Rothschild (née Cohen) became an indispensable advisor to the founder of the English bank in private, while also fashioning the family’s public image. Meanwhile, her sister-in-law, Henriette Rothschild, provided a more daring model of what a Rothschild woman might be. After thwarting her brothers’ attempts to marry her off to an unsuitable husband, Henriette moved to London, married a man that most of her relatives had never met, and helped him build up his own business in competition with her birth family. Later, during her long widowhood, she would win renown for her lively Mayfair dinner parties and her ‘great fund of the racy old Jewish humour’.

The third generation of Rothschild women, the first to be born into great wealth, both built on and subverted the possibilities established by their mothers and aunts. Hannah Mayer Rothschild scandalised the family by marrying a Christian and renouncing Judaism. Louisa de Rothschild absorbed herself in the study of literature and religion. Charlotte von Rothschild would step into the public-facing role developed by Hannah, soon earning a reputation as one of the most influential hostesses of Victorian London. Late in the nineteenth century a fourth generation of Rothschild women would go on to even more varied pursuits, testing and sometimes breaking family mores as they carved out roles for themselves in art and politics. The influential Grosvenor Gallery, a centre for late Victorian painters excluded from the more conservative Royal Academy, was co-founded by the Rothschild descendant, Blanche Lindsay. Under the title of Lady Rosebery, the woman born Hannah Rothschild would cultivate a significant political influence, turning her London home into ‘the social headquarters of Liberalism’, and setting her husband on course to become prime minister. Horrified by the social problems of late Victorian London, Constance Rothschild would throw herself into social reform work and become a driving force in the late nineteenth-century women’s movement. In the background to all this, Emma, Lady Rothschild, would make profound personal sacrifices as she adapted the traditional role of a Rothschild matriarch to survive the pressures and upheavals of fin de siècle Britain.

The early twentieth-century family was dominated by two women who married into the name ‘Rothschild’: Rózsika, née Wertheimstein, was a rakish Hungarian intellectual with a passion for ice skating and Proust, while Dolly, née Pinto, was a privileged, sharp-witted young woman betrothed to an older Rothschild man before she was out of her teens. Thrust into positions of enormous political responsibility during the First World War, the women would prove themselves to be talented diplomats and lobbyists, playing hitherto under-recognised roles in the foreign policy debates that resulted in the Balfour Declaration (by which the British government committed itself to the creation of a Jewish homeland in Palestine). In the sixth generation, Rózsika’s daughters forged for themselves lives that would have been inconceivable just a generation earlier, Miriam as a polymath and scientist, and Nica as friend and patron to some of the most important jazz musicians of the century. And nor did the story end there: the lines of inspiration and influence that began in the late eighteenth century could, I learnt, be traced all the way to the seventh and eighth generations, and to Rothschild women who had made their mark as feminists, economists, writers and film-makers.

The more I investigated, the more I was astounded by the range and scale of the Rothschild women’s achievements. They had choreographed electoral campaigns, witnessed revolutions, and traded on the Stock Exchange. They had advised prime ministers, played a pivotal role in the civil rights campaign that led to the election of Britain’s first Jewish MP, and written landmark works of feminist art criticism. One scandalised the world of women’s tennis by introducing the over-arm serve; one shocked her own family by becoming rather too deeply involved in the mid-century demimonde of Manhattan jazz cafes and nightclubs; one reared foxes and kept fleas in bags on the end her bedposts, describing the pleasure of examining them under a microscope as ‘better than marijuana’. The Rothschild women had recorded their thoughts and experiences in newspaper columns and in memoirs, in sparkling letters, short stories and painfully honest private journals. They had their own archives, their own culture and community, their own achievements. They were not just a female counterpart to a male line of Rothschilds: they were a dynasty of their own.

The story of that dynasty begins, like that of the male one, in Frankfurt’s Jewish ghetto, and plays out across the banking capitals of Europe. But it is not the same story. From the beginning, the women’s experience was markedly different from that of their brothers, fathers and husbands. Close enough to touch power but unable to embrace it; informed and talented enough to write books, but not free to publish under their own names; members of the world’s wealthiest family, but with little or no disposable income of their own. Yet with intelligence, determination and sheer bloody-mindedness, they shaped history. The family’s own past was marshalled against them, as a way of reinforcing expectations. During her later life, Gutle, the founding Rothschild matriarch, came to be mythologised as a pious, frugal, self-sacrificing woman who refused to leave the family home on the Judengasse – her ‘humble hut’ – despite the wealth and power of her sons. It was a myth deliberately shaped by the male line, who sought to turn their ancestor into an ideal of Rothschild womanhood: industrious, dutiful and fertile.

Up to a point, the women of the family fulfilled this role. Rarely did they rebel outright against the expectations that accompanied their position. As Miriam observed in her essay, ‘there was no Rosa Luxemburg, Emma Goldman, Golda Meir or even Lily Montefiore among them’. As German Jews in a Christian society and women within a fiercely patriarchal family, they trod with care. Quietly, cautiously, across the generations, they managed to build new paths, expanding for their daughters and granddaughters the range of pursuits, attitudes and life choices available to a Rothschild woman. Theirs is not a story of outright conflict and contention, but of delicate and sometimes difficult negotiations – between creativity and conformity, defiance and compromise, between family responsibility and the fulfilment of personal potential.

Their wealth could not shield them from the full scope of human suffering. Illness, heartbreak and persecution are leitmotifs in many of their lives, as were other injustices familiar from the biographies of most remarkable women: achievements overlooked, ideas uncredited and potential untapped. The very name ‘Rothschild’ was a source of anxiety. Some lost it through marriage, but retained a strong identification with their birth family; others were born without it, but obliged by marriage to construct themselves a life and identity as a Rothschild. Women who married outside of the name found themselves suddenly cut off from their birth family and distrusted as potential business competitors. Those whose name was protected through an arranged marriage with a Rothschild cousin were often shipped off to another branch of the family, in another country, where they had to learn a new language and culture. Some thrived in such conditions: Charlotte de Rothschild, who spent her childhood between Frankfurt and Naples, became a figurehead of the English Rothschild family after her marriage to her cousin Lionel, and a Victorian hostess whose invitations were said to be more popular than the Queen’s. Others struggled. Identity is never clear-cut or binary, and the lives explored in the following chapters contain many fraught and fascinating identities, complicated by name and nationality, by gender and sexuality and religion.

In the nineteenth century Rothschild women were doubly isolated: from Christian society, as Jews; and from the male culture of their own family, as women. So they socialised together, and often arranged their lives so that they could live near one another. They wrote endless letters. ‘We Rothschilds are inveterate scribblers,’ wrote one.5 Any historian who has spent time looking through the family papers will agree: the archive of one of the family’s most enthusiastic letter writers includes hundreds of letters every year through the mid Victorian period, and that of its most prolific diarist includes tens of volumes spanning more than fifty years, each one crammed with minuscule script. Such writing gives a fascinating insight into who the women were and what drove them, and shows the process by which they came to form the community that Miriam Rothschild called ‘a parallel but separate little world’.

Any attempt to write a comprehensive history of that ‘little world’ would be doomed from the start. Such an undertaking would be doomed from the start. Everywhere the family established banks – in the five cities of Paris, Vienna, Naples, Frankfurt and London – there were communities of Rothschild women, and within each of those communities there were many different friendships, cliques and families. During the twentieth century, as the bank’s wealth and its authority within the family declined, the women moved further afield and pursued an even broader range of lives.

This book plots a course through one line of Rothschild women within the English branch of the family, from the dawn of the nineteenth century to the early years of the twenty-first. Even focusing on this single branch of the family, there are still many women whom I regret not being able to include because of limitations of space or source material (many of the women’s archives have been depleted by loss or purposeful destruction). I can only hope that hearing the extraordinary tales of this selection of Rothschild women will inspire further historians to retrieve some of the many other Rothschild lives that are yet to receive their due.

Though the women in this book were all defined by their connection to the English branch of the family, their story stretches far beyond England. It spans from the East End of London to the eastern seaboard of the United States, from Spitalfields to Scottish castles, from Bletchley Park to Buchenwald, and from the Vatican to Palestine. The cast embraces Rossini and Mendelssohn, Disraeli, Gladstone and Chaim Weizmann; it includes amphetamine dealers, Queen Victoria, temperance campaigners and Albert Einstein. The lives of the subjects span vastly different times and places. Mayer Amschel’s will of 1812, forbidding any female involvement in the banking business, bore little relation to his twentieth-century descendants, when Nica Rothschild flew planes, fought with the Free French and drag-raced Miles Davis across Manhattan.

The Rothschild women tell a history of art, culture, politics and money in Europe as seen by people who were in the room but who themselves often went unseen. Theirs is not a story of angels or martyrs. Alongside acts marked by bravery, imagination and intelligence are those marred by deceit, ignorance and entitlement. They were misfits and conformists, conservatives and idealists, performers and introverts. But they were bound by the name, by a set of expectations as well as privileges, and by a profound sense of exclusion from the male and Christian world around them. By drawing attention to them, I hope both to help illuminate some of the overlooked sources of power, strength and imagination in European history, and to give these complicated, privileged and gifted women a little of the prominence they have so long deserved.
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1

The Mother of
the Business

THE MOTHER OF the Rothschild dynasty was born in a dark and crowded ghetto in 1753. For centuries prior to Gutle Schnapper’s birth, the Jews of Frankfurt had been confined to a strip of land that curved around the edge of the city’s eastern fortifications.1 This was the Judengasse, or ‘Jews’ Lane’, and Gutle could expect to live her life within its confines. Frankfurt Jews were born among the Judengasse’s densely packed houses, they worshipped in its shul and shopped at its market; they studied, worked and died there.

The boundaries of their world had been rigidly fixed by the city council centuries before, and were unresponsive to the ghetto’s growing population. Over the centuries, with nowhere else to go, the buildings had been forced upwards, and cantilevered overhangs had been constructed to maximise living space on the same small footprint.2 By the time Gutle was old enough to walk along the lane, the slice of sky visible above her would have been no wider than a pair of outstretched arms. There was so little daylight that visitors were struck by how pale the Jews looked. The dense, smoky air and the open sewers made it hard to breathe.

During the nightly curfew, and on Christian holidays, the gates at the end of the Judengasse were closed, and the Jewish population entirely confined. At other times Jews venturing outside the ghetto were subject to an array of threatening and humiliating regulations. If they visited any of the Gentiles’ streets and markets, Jews were forbidden to touch fruit and vegetables. If anyone, even a child, said ‘Jud, mach mores!’ (‘Jew, do your duty!’), they were obliged to raise their hat and step aside.3 Unsurprisingly, some chose to remain within the confines of the Judengasse. On the outside of the ghetto gates hung the sign of the imperial eagle, symbolising that the Jews lived under the protection of the Holy Roman Emperor. The Jews living in the lane were under no illusions: this was not a refuge, but a prison.

[image: image]

The Judengasse occupies the north-eastern quarter of the curved street that begins near the top of the bridge over the Main. It was constructed along the outside of the old (inner) city wall.

The houses of the Judengasse were not numbered. Instead, each was named after the shield that hung above the entrance: Red Shield, the Lion, the Lantern, the Cat. Gutle’s family, the Schnappers, lived in the Eule (Owl), just inside the ghetto’s gates and within earshot of the slaughterhouse. Built into the backyard of an older house, the Eule was not accessed from the street, but through an alley and a yard. Like most houses, it was occupied by more than one family: during Gutle’s childhood, the Schnappers had lived at the Eule along with the Geigers and the Scheyers.4

In relative terms, Gutle was fortunate. Since 1179, Christians had been banned from lending money at interest. Some of the city’s Jews, who were banned from many other lines of work, ended up establishing their own financial operations, banks catering to the needs of Christian and Jewish merchants alike.5 For several generations, the Schnappers had run one such business. When Gutle’s father, Wolf Salomon Schnapper, married Bella Gans in 1752, the Schnapper bank was doing well enough for the couple to be able to relocate from the ancestral Schnapper home at the Leuchte (Lantern), to the Eule. By the time Bella gave birth to Gutle – their first child – on 23 August 1753, Wolf Salomon had a number of illustrious clients, and his work would eventually earn him a banking pass, which allowed him to leave the ghetto at times when the rest of the population was locked inside.6 None of that meant the Schnapper family was immune to the perils – of fire and violence and disease – that haunted the lives of all Frankfurt Jews: Gutle’s mother Bella died when Gutle was only six. Desperate to keep the broader family and the alliance with his in-laws intact, her father soon arranged a new match, with his sister-in-law. Gutle’s aunt became her stepmother.7

The Schnappers were not the wealthiest or most prestigious family in the ghetto, but with their small business and a lineage that could be traced to one of the original ghetto families – the Gelhausers – they were highly reputable, and more prosperous than most.8 The Eule doubled up as the headquarters of the Schnappers’ operation, so Gutle spent her early years surrounded by the paraphernalia of a small eighteenth-century banking business. Wolf expected his first child to master basic literacy and numeracy, so that she could help in the family firm. In years to come, he knew, such abilities would allow Gutle to aid a future husband in his own work. Many businessmen in the Judengasse depended on their wives as a key source of unpaid labour, and Wolf Schnapper must have foreseen that Gutle’s competence in the business of a bank would aid her chances of finding a good husband in the ghetto. He could never have imagined the scale and significance of the dynasty that would spring from his first daughter’s marriage. At the root of the Rothschild empire is the figure of a small girl, fighting for air in the cramped world of the Frankfurt ghetto.
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The Judengasse, c.1865.
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The systems of physical and legal oppression confronted by the young Gutle had deep roots. Even before the physical walls of the ghetto were erected, the city’s Jews had been confined by harassment, hostility, legal disabilities and violence. Before the establishment of the ghetto, participation of Jews in the city’s financial life meant that the underlying hostility of the Christian population was periodically inflamed by business-related resentments, and for centuries periods of fragile tolerance were punctuated by massacres.9 In the pogrom of 1241, for example, more than three-quarters of the city’s Jewish community was killed. A century later, a wave of anti-Jewish violence swept through Europe in the wake of the Black Death, and Christians burnt the Jewish quarter to the ground.10

As Frankfurt continued to prosper on the world stage, the status of Jews was kept firmly in check. In 1372 a set of laws, the Stättigkeit, began to formalise various forms of discrimination, imposing strict rules and prohibitions on Jewish work, taxes and residential rights. Jews were accorded limited recognition well short of citizenship. In return they were encumbered by levies and obligations, including a 2,000-gulden ‘protection tax’ and a 250-gulden annual rent for their burial ground.11

The forced resettlement of the Jewish community became a serious prospect in 1431, when the Council of Basel, a general council of the Roman Catholic Church, ordered that Jews should only live in designated areas, away from other houses and places of Christian worship.12 Frankfurt’s Christian merchants had other, more pragmatic, reasons for wanting to expel their Jewish competitors from the commercial and trading centre of the city. The area chosen for Jewish resettlement was a narrow strip of land curving along the side of the city’s eastern fortifications: the Wallgraben, or moat. Construction of buildings began in 1460. Two years later Jews were herded into what became the first legally mandated ghetto in Europe.13

By 1610 nearly three thousand people were crowded into two hundred houses.14 New houses were built in the plots between old ones, then in the backyards of existing structures, or in the alleyways between them.15 When those spaces became scarce, non-residential structures such as stables were converted into human dwellings, existing buildings divided to accommodate multiple families, and further storeys were added. As buildings were subdivided, so were names: a house known as the Guldener Löwe (Golden Lion), for instance, became seven different residences, each with their own sign, among them the Löwenneck (Lion’s Corner) and the Löwengrube (Lion’s Den).16 Stagnant water and waste sat in the courtyards and passages, and the remains of the old moat ran with putrid sewage.

In the Christian parts of the city, the loathing felt for the Jewish population was shamelessly displayed in public ‘art’. One mural on the Brückenturm, an imposing tower that stood sentinel at the riverside entrance to Frankfurt, depicted a group of Jews dressed in traditional rabbinical clothing devouring the faeces of a pig, incited by the devil.17 Another, directly above it, showed a dead infant, his body punctured by stab wounds. The child was the victim of a ‘ritual murder’, a fictional practice whereby Jews allegedly slaughtered Christian children to use their blood in unleavened bread. Normally a tower would be a show of force to warn off external enemies. In Frankfurt, Jews were considered the enemies within.

Against this backdrop of claustrophobia and repression, the community into which Gutle was born had developed its own distinct politics and culture. Frankfurt’s Jews spoke their own dialect, Judendeutsch – a fusion of idiomatic German and Hebrew – and had their own governors, the Baumeister, who were every bit as susceptible to corruption and overreach as the Christian city authorities.18 Despite a legal ban on printing presses in the ghetto, the Frankfurt Jews published Hebrew commentaries, secular texts, manuals of religious observance and the popular ballads that became the soundtrack to Gutle’s childhood.19 The shul and mikveh were the first structures to be rebuilt and repaired after fires swept through the ghetto’s narrow streets in 1711 and 1721.20 A dynasty of rabbis dating back to the thirteenth century drew scholars from all over the Continent to the yeshiva, and visitors marvelled at ‘richly decorated’ stone arches, ‘tall windows’ and ‘fine copper ornament’ in the synagogue.21 Dotted among the communal buildings were wine and beer taverns and coffee houses. While the Stättigkeit forbade card games, dice games and roulette, other forms of gambling were allowed, so long as the stakes were no higher than a copper kreutzer.22

Inevitably, the ghetto had its own hierarchies.23 There were variations in legal status between those who’d been admitted to the rudimentary rights granted by the Stättigkeit, and others, such as visiting students and domestic servants.24 There were divisions in reputation, between esteemed figures such as doctors and rabbinic scholars, and those such as publicans and nightwatchmen whose occupations were thought of as lowly, and sometimes tainted by an association with criminality.25 There were divisions in wealth, between the destitute and the wealthy merchants or bankers, including those – the so-called ‘Court Jews’ – who held appointments as moneylenders or financiers to rulers of the patchwork territories that made up the Holy Roman Empire.

The men of the Frankfurt ghetto – by focusing on their business, their internal politics and their religious observances – had built a world of relative liberty within the severe limits of the Judengasse and the Stättigkeit. As a Jewess, however, Gutle Schnapper lacked access to even this limited freedom. On Friday evenings, after the start of the Shabbat, she was forbidden to walk in the city – women, it was thought, would ‘gather in groups’ and ‘bother people’ – and if she contravened this regulation, she could have been ‘pelted with faeces’ by the community wardens.26 Only married women could attend synagogue on Shabbat morning, and only women married to men born in the Judengasse were eligible for the Stättigkeit and the rights of residence that it conferred.27 Marriages had to be made quickly, and tactically. Only twelve were permitted each year in the ghetto.28

In 1770 Gutle was one of the lucky ones: Wolf Schnapper secured his daughter a match.29 On 29 August, after eight days of ritual confinement in her family home, she made her way along the Judengasse to the courtyard of the Great Synagogue. The man who stood waiting for her had a calm gaze and ‘eyes that reflected his sanity and good sense’.30 He wore the bridegroom’s prayer shawl, the tallit, over a hooded cloak. She was just seventeen years old.
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Mayer Amschel Rothschild, Gutle’s husband and founder of the Rothschild bank.

His family was less wealthy than hers, and had a reputation for piety. Yet the man Gutle was to marry was not rabbinic or scholarly. He had spent the last few years as an apprentice in a bank at Hanover, and since his return to the ghetto had been developing a small business of his own.

His name was Mayer Amschel Rothschild.
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‘Rothschild’ derived from the name of a house in the Judengasse: the Rotes Schild, or Red Shield, had been built by an ancestor of Mayer Amschel’s in around 1567.31 At the time, ‘zum Roten Schild ’ – ‘of the red shield’ – had been only a moniker, but over the years it became the name by which the family that lived in the house was known. By the time Mayer Amschel’s great-great-grandfather moved from the Rotes Schild to the Hinterpfann in the mid seventeenth century, the association between the family and their old house was strong enough for the name to move with them. The Rothschild family had come into being.32

The Rothschilds were still living at the Hinterpfann three generations later, when, in 1744, Mayer Amschel was born to Amschel Moses Rothschild and his wife Schönche. When Mayer Amschel’s parents both died within a year of each other, his studies at the famous yeshiva at Fürth were interrupted.33 His brothers sent him to Hamburg, to serve an apprenticeship in the bank of Jacob Oppenheim. Here, in the rare coin department, he was able to feed his fascination with numismatics – the study of coins.34 Collectors of antique coins were predominantly aristocratic, so by the time he returned to Frankfurt, aged eighteen, he had not only become an adept coin dealer but had formed a significant business network.35 In September 1769 one client in that network, the voracious coin collector William, crown prince of Hesse, granted Mayer Amschel the title of Hoffaktor (court agent).36 The title was an important sign that Mayer Amschel was on the ascent, and there is little doubt that this recent aristocratic patronage won over Wolf Schnapper.37

Mayer Amschel had everything to gain from the match. The Schnappers were a reputable family with which to ally, and Gutle’s ample dowry of 2,400 gulden was crucial capital for his growing business, which was diversifying from coin trading into antiques and textiles, and would soon come to specialise in another field: banking.38

The union of two such prominent families was an important community event, performed in front of a large crowd that included the chief rabbi, the heads of the community and legal scholars.39 During the ceremony, Gutle and Mayer Amschel stood side by side to take their vows, their wedding girdles hooked together with metal eyelets as a symbol of their union.40 As the ceremony concluded, the couple threw a wine glass against the synagogue wall to signify the destruction of the ancient Temple as related in the Torah.

Gutle and Mayer Amschel’s first marital home was the Hinterpfann, where Mayer Amschel had spent his childhood and where his two brothers, Moses and Carl, still lived. Meaning ‘back of the pan’, it was less poetically named than the Owl – and a less poetic property. The narrow, cramped house was wedged against the ghetto wall and could only be reached by a tight alley between the buildings in front of it.41 Though the house backed onto the ghetto’s eastern wall and the tree-lined avenue of der lange Gang, many windows looking out of the ghetto from the upper floors of houses had been bricked up in order to save Christians the ‘indignity’ of being overlooked by Jews. As the poet Ludwig Börne said of a similar house on the Judengasse: ‘the sunlight seemed never to enter the narrow walls with their low ceilings’.42

It was within such gloomy walls that Gutle started her family: Jeannette was born in August 1771. She was followed by Amschel Mayer (1773), then Salomon Mayer (1774), Nathan Mayer (1777), Isabella (1781) and Babette (1784).43 Even by the standards of the period, the frequency of Gutle’s pregnancies was unusual; she would be pregnant at least nineteen times. Some pregnancies did not go full-term, and some of her children died in infancy. Ten would survive to adulthood.44

But Gutle was not just producing and nurturing the next generation of Rothschilds. During this period of steady financial growth, Mayer Amschel needed all the help he could get, particularly with cashing and issuing bills.45 Raised in a similar environment at the Eule, Gutle brought experience and commercial acumen to the bank’s Kontor (counting house), as well as to the management of household finances. She economised ruthlessly, despite the family’s burgeoning wealth, allocating just a small proportion of their income to the household expenses.46 She was the epitome of a thrifty matriarch, who, according to a close friend, ‘spent nothing, always saved’.47 In the cramped, overcrowded space of the Hinterpfann, Gutle was constantly on the move, tending to her ever-increasing brood of children, overseeing the domestic accounts, cooking and cleaning – all the while pumping money back into the business.

Gutle’s practical contributions remained largely unappreciated by the family’s men. One of her sons, Carl, would later write a letter to his older brother Salomon, in which he caustically stated that women make ‘bad cashiers’.48 Much like the Jews of Frankfurt themselves, the women of the Rothschild business tirelessly turned the wheels of industry, and were often rewarded with contempt.




2

‘Merely a Machine’

IN NOVEMBER 1786 a thriving business meant that Gutle and Mayer Amschel could move out of the Hinterpfann and buy a house of their own. Situated roughly half-way along the Judengasse, the Grünes Schild (Green Shield) faced west, along a small alley that led to the ghetto’s middle gate, the only one that entered directly into the old city. Thanks to the break in the houses opposite, and the unusual width of the lane in front of the house, the Grünes Schild was better ventilated and lighter than almost any other on the street.1 The staircase to the first floor, though steep and narrow, was adorned with ‘beautiful iron handrails’ rather than dirty ropes. At the front of the first floor was the gute Stube, or ‘better living room’, where, for a short precious time in the evening, sunlight would pour through the gap in the houses opposite, and through the mullioned windows.2 Besides being one of the most recognisable houses on the street, it was also one of the best-appointed. It had its own well in the cellar, and a hand-pump to draw water up to the kitchen.3

The Grünes Schild was a bustling and chaotic household, cluttered with catalogues, coins, and an expanding range of other stock that Mayer Amschel had accumulated as his business diversified into antiques: woodcarvings, rare stones and medals. There was also a growing cohort of children, four of whom were born in the years after the move: Carl (1788), Julie (1790), Henriette (1791) and James (1792).4 Later, when the house had become famous for the dynasty that sprang from it and was redesigned for visitors, the Kontor – which occupied a narrow outbuilding at the back of the house – would be neatly furnished with a money chest or Geldkiste, a stand-up desk with a high stool, and a cupboard for ledgers.5 The late eighteenth-century reality was a hectic, disorderly place in which cupboard doors hung open, papers were left out, few things were locked, and clients and family members came and went constantly.6 The one place that was truly secure was a second ‘secret’ cellar, which was accessible through a trapdoor under the stairs.7
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The Grünes Schild, where Gutle and Mayer Amschel lived from 1786.

In autumn 1792, a few short months after the birth of Gutle’s youngest son James, the French Revolutionary Wars reached Frankfurt and the Judengasse. French forces stormed the city. By October the Tricolour was fluttering over the arsenal outside the northern gate leading to the Judengasse.8 Frankfurt’s Jews remained largely unmoved by the force’s rhetoric of liberté, égalité, fraternité: such words did little to alleviate the day-to-day thefts, humiliations and outrages of the occupation, the burden of which fell disproportionately on the residents of the Judengasse.9 Besides, there was no reason to think that the French occupation would last. Indeed, French forces ceded the city to Prussian and Hessian troops, who in turn capitulated to the Austrians. When the French advanced again in July 1796, they did so to devastating effect, with a ferocious bombardment. In the Judengasse, a fire ignited by shelling spread quickly. The Grünes Schild survived, but 119 houses – about half of the houses on the lane – were destroyed.10

From the ashes of this latest devastation, hope would grow for residents of the ghetto. Given the sheer scale of destruction, the Frankfurt city council had little choice but to relax the regulations and allow Jews who had been made homeless to temporarily rent accommodation in the city. In April 1798 it gave permission for Jews to leave the ghetto on Sundays and Christian holidays – in exchange for a yearly payment.11 Though the city’s new policy of defortification was motivated largely by military rather than moral considerations – the fortifications had only intensified the onslaught to which Frankfurt was subjected by advancing armies – it would have significant benefits for the Jewish community: as part of the programme, the bridge tower or Brückenturm was torn down, along with the infamous murals, against which Frankfurt’s Jews had protested for many years. In 1803, after considerable debate, it was finally agreed that the gates and main wall of the Judengasse would be destroyed, and the lane widened.12

The trauma of occupation had begun when Gutle’s youngest children were still infants and her eldest were embarking on apprenticeships, business engagements and marriages. Soon after the birth of her last child, James, in 1792, Gutle’s eldest daughter Jeannette married Benedict Moses Worms. Her dowry (5,000 gulden) and the legacy promised to her (10,000 gulden) attest to the rapid rise in the family’s fortunes during this period.13 Gutle was used to the idea that her sons might travel to other German towns for work, education and training. But as the business grew, her sons moved farther afield. In 1798, when her third son, Nathan, left the Continent and sailed for England, it was an unprecedented wrench. At the Grünes Schild, Gutle had to endure weeks, sometimes months, without word from Nathan. Their only means of communication was an erratic postal system.14

Gutle’s maternal instincts and her frugality ran deep. Even as Nathan began to amass his own fortune abroad, she was still keen to send food and clothing.15 Just to the west of the ghetto walls, next to the Jewish cemetery, was the community’s Bleichgarten, or bleaching ground. Here Gutle arrayed her resources, allotting different pieces of fabric to be made into tablecloths, shirts, scarves and other items, which were transported to England by trusted associates. ‘I sent with Kassel and Reiss 6 shirts,’ she wrote to Nathan in a rare surviving letter, ‘and with Israel Reiss also 6 shirts, 2 scarfs, and with Michael Bing you will get 2 tablecloths. If you write the length and width, I shall send you more.’16 In letters to Nathan and Carl, she wrote that ‘not a day goes by’ without her thinking of her absent sons.17 As further children moved away from the Grünes Schild, this feeling intensified. Her experience of the emptying house is captured in a later letter, written to Gutle’s eldest son Amschel by his wife Eva, while the former was away travelling: ‘Tonight, I will certainly feel as your mother did all the time, and shall have to cry at the table.’18
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While Gutle worried about her sons abroad, trouble was about to erupt closer to home. On an ordinary May morning in 1808, Mayer Amschel and his two sons Salomon and James were bent over their work in the dim light of the Kontor, when there was a commotion outside. The men had barely stood up from their chairs when police stormed through the courtyard and into the outbuilding, where they ‘sealed all the cupboards containing correspondence and account books with a police seal’.19 The man leading the search was Frankfurt’s director of police, von Itzstein. Accompanying him was a ruthless and intelligent French detective called Savagner, chief of police in the nearby state of Westphalia, where he had been investigating the finances behind a recent armed rebellion. This was no speculative visit, but a raid.20

Mayer Amschel, Salomon and James were all arrested. Mayer Amschel was held in the main house by Savagner, while his sons were kept in the Kontor under the surveillance of two policemen.21 In Westphalia, Savagner’s methods were notoriously brutal: earlier in the same investigation that had led him to the Grünes Schild, he had questioned the sister of a suspect with a loaded gun held to her head. This, however, was von Itzstein’s patch, and the Westphalian chief had to operate with an unaccustomed degree of propriety. Savagner sat Mayer Amschel down and shot questions at him: What were the names of his children? What were their current whereabouts? What role did his sons have in his business? What about the one in England, Nathan?22 It was the beginning of an investigation that would continue for several days and nights. Over that time, the Kontor would be searched repeatedly and the interrogation broadened from the family’s sons to its daughters and finally to its matriarch, Gutle.

The origins of the May raid on the Grünes Schild lay deep in the European upheavals of the previous two decades. In 1803 – the same year that Mayer Amschel’s old patron, the coin-collecting William, became prince elector of Hesse – France and England went to war. The elector’s attempts to play the two sides off against each other backfired horribly, and in the summer of 1806 Napoleonic troops swept into Hesse-Kassel, absorbing it into the new French-aligned Kingdom of Westphalia. William fled, leaving behind medals, coins, financial documents and rare books. In return for a hefty bribe, the French official overseeing the occupation of William’s castle turned a blind eye as chests of these possessions were smuggled out. A trusted official, Carl Buderus, was put in charge of hiding documents relating to 27 million gulden of assets.23 Some of these he sent to Mayer Amschel Rothschild in Frankfurt. They were stashed away at the Grünes Schild, possibly in the hidden cellar.24

Mayer Asmchel’s loyalty to his old client went beyond hiding chests of documents. He was a frequent visitor to William in exile in Schleswig-Holstein, and when William moved down to Prague the Rothschild bank continued to work energetically on his behalf.25 ‘Whenever I enter the Elector’s quarters, I always find Rothschild there,’ read one police report.26 After a rebellion took place against the French-aligned authorities in Westphalia, the police, led by Savagner, deepened their investigations into the network of the exiled elector.27 Before searching the Grünes Schild, Savagner sought a warrant from Karl Theodor von Dalberg, the prince-primate of the Confederation of the Rhine. But Dalberg was a long-time client of Mayer Amschel, who had realised early on the importance of maintaining clients on both sides of the Napoleonic conflict.28 That policy was about to pay off.

Equally adept at keeping his options open, Dalberg authorised the search requested by Savagner – and at the same time sent a warning to the Grünes Schild.29 By the time Savagner’s men tramped into the Kontor, every scrap of incriminating material had already been hidden in the secret cellar, along with the elector’s crates. If, as historians have speculated, the bank kept two sets of accounts in this period – one complete set, and one doctored for official consumption – then the doctored set would have been in the cupboards.30 The Rothschilds were ready.
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After interrogating Mayer Amschel, Savagner turned to Salomon, pressing him on the connection between his father’s business and the exiled elector.31 Savagner knew that Mayer Amschel had visited the elector ‘every two to three days’ from Hamburg, and that Salomon’s brother Amschel had been making frequent trips to Vienna since the elector moved there.32 In response, Salomon mixed concession with evasion and outright denial. But when Savagner pressed James, who was only fourteen, the boy revealed something significant: his father, he said, ‘does not have a cashier, this business is carried out by his sisters, who, like the wife of his brother Amschel [Eva], pay off the money’.33 When further pressed, James continued: ‘Afterward, they give a small piece of paper with the amount to the Kontor so that the clerks can write this amount into the books.’

James’s answer prompted Savagner to seek out the Rothschild women of Grünes Schild. First came Salomon’s wife Caroline, the intelligent and perceptive daughter of a Frankfurt merchant. Savagner asked her if she ‘paid off money, with the help of her sisters, in the Kontor of her father-in-law’.34 Caroline said that she ‘sometimes’ did. And yet when Savagner followed up his initial question by asking whether she remembered making any payments to Buderus, it turned out that Caroline and her sisters-in-law could not remember as they made payments ‘to many different people’. The memory of Eva turned out to be similarly vague.35

Next in turn was Henriette. By 1808, with her older sisters married into other families, sixteen-year-old Henriette was the only girl working in the Kontor who was a Rothschild by birth. Given her relative youth, and the fact that she had no husband to brief her, Savagner might have expected her to be an easier target than the previous two. But already, in her mid teens, Henriette was headstrong and tenacious. She made no secret of the fact that she worked in the Kontor, paying out bills of exchange to the servants of local merchants.36 But beyond that, she gave away nothing.37 And while Caroline and Eva had excused their answers with claims of forgetfulness, Henriette was more direct. Faced with armed men interrogating her in her own home, she denied everything: she had not made payments to Buderus, nor made any payments at his request; she had not seen Buderus in the Kontor; she did not know why her brother Amschel had visited Prague and Vienna. She was, she said, ‘merely a machine’ in the counting house.38 It was a statement of ignorance that belied her active, daily engagement with the business.

Gutle was the last of the women to be called for questioning. After fruitless interviews with the rest of the family, the exasperated Frenchman asked the fifty-nine-year-old mother of ten only two questions.39 First, for what kind of business had her son Amschel ‘travelled to Prague and Vienna’? Second, how long ago was it that ‘Mr Buderus from Hanau’ had visited her husband? To the first question, Gutle responded that she knew ‘nothing at all’, and did not ‘concern herself with business’. To the second, she denied having seen him, once again claiming she only dealt with ‘her household’.
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Gutle Rothschild, the mother of the Rothschild dynasty.

Of course, it is inconceivable that Gutle knew ‘nothing at all’. With Mayer Amschel and his sons so often away from Frankfurt, Gutle and the other Rothschild women at the Grünes Schild reliably managed their affairs. If there were chests in the secret cellar, they would have known about them. If there were accounts doctored for official consumption, they would have known what was missing from them – they may even have drawn them up. Savagner had realised this. He and the policemen came back the next day and the day after, to ask further questions. But it was a lost cause: the Rothschild women’s pretence of ignorance presented an insurmountable obstacle to the investigation. The authorities had been stonewalled.40
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Gutle had not been entirely untruthful: she did concern herself a great deal with the running of the household. The family’s improved financial circumstances meant she could employ staff to assist her.41 After years performing domestic work alone, she must have been glad to be able to pay for the extra labour. But she was also a stern, outspoken employer unafraid of holding others to her own punishingly high standards. When a girl was late to deliver a batch of sackcloth shirts on account of having just got engaged, Gutle ‘quarrelled with her thoroughly’.42 She had also recently hired a tutor for her younger children. Compared to the conventional religious education at the local cheder, Michael Hess (a disciple of the renowned philosopher Moses Mendelssohn) would provide a note of Enlightenment secularism.43 This was an ambitious, outward-looking move by Gutle, whose vision for the family now stretched far beyond the narrow horizons of her upbringing.

She had reason to feel optimistic about her children’s futures. In 1810 Dalberg had been elevated to Grand Duke of Frankfurt, and introduced a constitution that declared all citizens equal.44 Like previous liberalisations, this one came at a cost: the city’s Jews were expected to compensate the city to the tune of 440,000 gulden for its loss of ‘protection taxes’. Mayer Amschel raised as much as 290,000 by discounting bonds.45 It was a signal act of a family that increasingly saw itself as bound to represent, and to some extent bankroll, the wider Jewish community.

It would also prove to be one of the Rothschilds’ best investments. In December 1811 Dalberg signed the decree granting equality of civil rights to the Jews of Frankfurt. The Judengasse was no longer a separate part of the city, and Jews were free to live where they liked. Mayer Amschel and Gutle were among the first group of Jews to register in the ‘civic register’ (Bürgerbuch) of the city and take the ‘civic oath’ (Bürgereid) before the mayor in February 1812.46 Their sons Amschel and Salomon, together with their wives Eva and Adelheid, belonged to the second group.47

The gates of the ghetto had finally opened. But even as her nest emptied, and her sons and daughters moved across Europe, setting up homes and businesses in London, Paris, Naples and beyond, Gutle remained in the house of the Green Shield. It was her home, and the Judengasse was her community: she would never leave.




3

Inventing the Family

WHEN NATHAN ROTHSCHILD appeared on the doorstep of her London home in 1798, Hannah Barent Cohen was fifteen, but seemed much older. The ‘very beautiful blue eyes … fine brow, and a straight Grecian nose’ that would strike those who knew her in adulthood, and a childhood spent socialising with her father’s staff and respectable business contacts, made her seem unusually adult.1 Like other wealthy young ladies of the time, she and her younger sisters Judith and Jessie were brought up to be good musicians, artists, horsewomen and linguists: Hannah was not only fluent in English and German, but also spoke French, Italian and Hebrew.2 The contrast between her and her father’s new apprentice from Frankfurt could not have been more pronounced. Hannah’s first impression of her future husband was of a man badly dressed, uncultured and emphatically foreign.

Like Nathan, Hannah’s father had come to England from the Continent in his twenties.3 Working for his uncle, a member of the established and successful Goldsmid family, Levi Barent Cohen had rapidly been initiated into 1770s Anglo-Jewry. He and his wife Lydia had eleven children who lived to maturity, of whom Hannah (b. 1783) was the eldest. At a time when many English Jews were turning away from their religion, the Cohens were committed to raising their children as observant Jews, and Hannah’s education had been characterised by the mixture of secular education and traditional Jewish teaching extolled by Moses Mendelssohn.4 From his home and business premises in Angel Court, London, Hannah’s father dealt with merchants from across the Continent. Among them was Mayer Amschel Rothschild, who during the closing years of the eighteenth century had become involved in the textile trade, importing, printing and dyeing fabrics for a European market hungry for novel colour, style and pattern. Like most apprentices at the time, Nathan moved in with his host family.

The spirit of the Cohen home – a ‘happy combination of the religious idealism of Judaea, and the refinement of the best Gentile society’ – would have been alien to Nathan, whose young life in the Frankfurt ghetto had been characterised by enclosure, exclusion and war.5 He must have been struck immediately by the self-confidence, gentility and cosmopolitanism of Levi Barent Cohen’s daughter. Fleeting encounters during these early months would have been interrupted by the bustle of household and business, and any communication stilted by differences of language and habit: Nathan spoke no English, only German, and even that was not the courtly Hochdeutsch (High German), but the distinctive Judendeutsch (Western Yiddish) of the ghetto.6 He had a pronounced lack of interest in the music and art that Hannah had been trained to appreciate.

If there was any chemistry between Nathan and Hannah during these early months, it was cut short when Nathan finished his apprenticeship and moved to Manchester in May 1799, to consolidate his family’s textile interests.7 Hannah might have caught glimpses of her father’s ex-apprentice during his brief visits to the capital: Harman & Co., where Nathan could draw on his father’s credit, were based in Adam Court, just across Throgmorton Street from Angel Court, and Nathan’s London office was a short distance further south, on Cornhill.8 It is likely she would have heard of Nathan’s progress through her father, who continued to do business with Mayer Amschel in Frankfurt, and through the circle of merchants who frequented Angel Court, many of whom – such as Lyon de Symons and Daniel Mocatta – had been persuaded to discount bills for the upstart Frankfurter.

The reports would not all have been favourable. Already, Nathan was gaining a reputation as a haphazard and confrontational figure whose recklessness was occasionally damaging to the Rothschild family name. In 1800 Harman & Co. refused to extend Mayer Amschel’s credit because payments were in arrears, ‘owing to his son’s laxity’.9 Other Rothschild clients had accused Nathan of overcharging, sending incorrect orders, marking orders wrongly or not sending anything at all. His own father sent frequent, crotchety letters complaining of mix-ups, counter-orders, bad bookkeeping and lacklustre correspondence. And yet Nathan’s business was growing, and he was gradually taking root in the unfamiliar country.10 By August 1802 he was complaining to one of his brothers that their letters were written in ‘such very bad English that it is impossible to ascertain the true meaning of what you write’.11 To an educated native speaker like Hannah, such a claim would have seemed comical, for Nathan’s own written English remained imperfect, and his accent was always strong. But Nathan’s confidence, and his willingness to take great risks, led him back to Angel Court in 1805, to ask Levi Barent Cohen for permission to marry his daughter.

With his daughter’s refined upbringing and sharp intelligence, Levi might have hoped for an altogether more dazzling and cultured match – a Montefiore, perhaps, or a Goldsmid.12 But Nathan’s success had not escaped Levi’s attention.13 He hired a broker to examine the suitor’s books and ensure he was worth at least £10,000.14 Satisfied that he was, but keen to safeguard Hannah from any future fluctuations in Nathan’s business, Levi also set up a trust of £3,248 intended solely for Hannah’s use.15 The men who administered the trust included Hannah’s brothers and Nathan himself, so this was not a completely independent endowment, but it was a great advance on a simple wedding dowry, the sum of which could have been absorbed into Nathan’s burgeoning wealth.16 The trust provided annual dividends for Hannah, protected her from Nathan’s debts, guaranteed her a £3,000 share of his estate, and reserved her effective ownership of clothes and jewellery.

The Frankfurt Rothschilds, who had been following developments keenly, were overjoyed at the prospect of a match with a merchant family as prominent and respectable as the Cohens. In December 1805 Nathan’s younger brother Carl wrote to congratulate him on his ‘promise with Miss Cohn [sic]’, and in January, Nathan’s father put aside his usual upbraiding tone to enquire after the terms of Nathan’s proposed marriage contract.17 Shortly afterwards, Mayer Amschel sent Nathan £16,000, making Nathan a man of substantial means in his own right.18 Social and business contacts, too, were enthusiastic. In December 1805 one noted amiably: ‘I have learned from several good friends, that you are going to become engaged and I should like to convey my very best congratulations for you; also I know your fiancée’s family very well, being most respectable people.’19 Another wrote: ‘I had the pleasure of seeing your fiancée yesterday … You have good taste. I am completely enamoured of her.’20

On 22 October 1806 twenty-nine-year-old Nathan Mayer Rothschild married twenty-three-year-old Hannah Barent Cohen in London, and the couple moved to Manchester.21 It was a city on the make: the cotton industry was flourishing and new developments were springing up amid the haphazard streets of the old town. Where once there had been scumbled brickwork, there was now runcorn stone and sandstone ashlar; where once there had been timber frames, there were now porticos and loggias.22 ‘Perhaps no town in the United Kingdom has had such rapid improvements,’ wrote local historian Joseph Aston, surveying the city a few years later.23 Nathan and Hannah’s first home was on Mosley Street, one of the city’s most fashionable addresses. In order to give it the elegance she was used to at Angel Court, Hannah ordered luxurious furnishings from London, including card tables, decorative fire screens, mirrors, chairs of mahogany upholstered in Morocco leather and a matching chaise longue.24

As grand as Hannah’s new residence may have been, Manchester was still an industrial city. The French wars and the tumult of the labour market had made feelings towards those deemed ‘foreign’ particularly volatile, and while the population of the city had swollen to well over a hundred thousand, the Jewish community consisted of no more than fifteen families.25 To a young woman like Hannah, used to the assured and cosmopolitan life of London’s Anglo-Jewish elite, this must have made Manchester seem like a rather isolated and even intimidating place. She sought comfort in the Jewish traditions of her upbringing, arranging for kosher meals to be delivered to Nathan’s warehouse every day.26 Meanwhile, she cultivated a role for herself in Nathan’s business, winning the respect of his colleagues and ‘mothering’ it in the same way that Gutle had done, even though the two women had yet to meet. On 10 August 1807, less than a year after her arrival in Manchester, she gave birth to her first child: Charlotte, nicknamed ‘Chilly’. The first English Rothschild was a girl.

During Nathan’s absences, Hannah moved from an auxiliary to a managerial role. Her husband’s associates respected her authority and directed letters to her attention when he was away.27 Hannah developed a great rapport with the merchants of Manchester. Pete Fawcett, a dyer who worked closely with Nathan, addressed her in fond terms, and sent bills he owed to the business to her directly.28 Even in letters that were addressed to Nathan, Hannah often earned an affectionate postscript. The effect of this on Nathan’s business relationships was palpable. When he was working by himself, Nathan’s relationship with the eminent Reiss family had become so bad that one of his brothers had been forced to intervene; now Nathan’s letters from J.L. Reiss in Glasgow came replete with warm notes to Hannah, commenting on business management, politics and society news.29 In a business culture in which ‘character’ counted for everything, the note of polite sociability struck by Hannah in her dealings with Nathan’s clients was invaluable.

Hannah’s letters to Angel Court encompassed both business and family matters, and were a lifeline to the world of her childhood and the familiarities of London life. In the postscript to a letter dated 12 August 1807, two days after Hannah had given birth, her father’s clerk Abraham Hertz wished Hannah ‘joy with all my heart’, and wrote that ‘I will not trouble you today’.30 The warmth of the notes, and the familiarity with which Hertz addressed Hannah, gives an insight into how well known and highly regarded she was within the family business, but just as telling is the fact that when Hertz had a complaint against Nathan, it was Hannah he trusted to sort things out. ‘I don’t think you attend to your business as usual,’ he once wrote to Nathan, ‘and I am afraid I shall be obliged to Mrs Rothschild
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