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F YOU THINK Bill Gates is the
“1.'.1]‘.?'111'-.1‘ ]h“l’\ut'l “‘i"‘n‘ cver :i‘.'i‘d.
vou're wrong, No one has ;unu'“rd
so much of the world’s wealth (con
sidered as a percentage of the world’s
aggregate gross domestic product) as
either Nathan Rothschild of the Roth-
schild Bank's

brother Jacob

London house or his
(nicknamed James) in
i}.iflﬁ }“" L.l ] IIH.' IH_” "% 11”.1.{ tl1“.' Iﬁtﬂ-".‘h
[hen, like today, new technologies
of commumnication, transportation, and
m;ln:l*..ll_fllfl11}: Waeret e I'Il‘f;ltt'tx coOom-
meroe, .-n-.l Nt n.ltmnﬂ cap
ital movements were becom-
ing vast. While the world as
a whole Erew ric ?‘wr. the gulf
rich and

i"‘t"f ween r"ih'll’

widened because the indus-

trial revolution rendered
livelihoods obsolete while
making a very few who

owned or hnanced the new
industres richer than any-

body had ever been. Among these few,
none unp;uu'ul the Hnl]‘.u ]*.i]d\. 7‘:11, ﬁl'
HI‘IKT}. N'I-i” }-'rﬂuuvlf\ The World's
f{utrih s ”h' ’i-‘ih"‘j' of the H~HJ\|'£‘.‘" Hﬂ.‘l"'r
schild is perhaps an overly hefty book,
capable of concussing anyone whose
head it lands on. Bur Mr. Ferguson is
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the Nirst Mistonan \u'lth unrt"xtruh'd al-
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their multinational partnership was the
DIggest hank in the world, as he writes,
“| t |he economic history of capitalism is
tnunnplﬂt‘ un!il sOme  attempt ]*'..n
beenn made to explain how the Roth-
schilds became so phenomenally rich.”
The story is more extraordinary
for commencing in 1Bth-century Frank-
furt's Judengasse, or Jews' Lane, It's salu-
tary to re wember hnu.' h_‘rnHr a g'hrtlw;*
can be. Frankfurt's ordinances torbade
s Jewish pﬂpu]_ltmﬂ to live outside the
_l'.h‘]t'ﬁg.uu". 1o t“-:t'ﬂ'ti SO0 fdﬂl:]h‘h; to
leave the gh-_".'m al ﬂighf. on 511113..1)'\.
and during Christian festivals; to walk
more than two abreast; to use parks,
inns, and cottechouses. In the 1780s a
lack of sanitation, light, and tresh air
ensured that the mortality rate was 58
percent highrr Aamong Frankfurt's Jews
than among its Christians,
Money changing and
lending were among the few
trades open to Jews. In 1769
r'dn:\-‘r!' f\r‘n“-hrl Rt‘thu'hi]d.
uq‘]‘l.lr‘h‘d at 12, l?"l't AMe at 285 4
“cournt Jew,” |_!-rnkrr:-ng loans
tor Germany s petty princes,
In the 18th century’s hnal
YCars he dup;lh hl‘d h‘lﬁ fhtl’d
sOn, '.\';l.!h,ln_ o II”.I.' ]‘11[1:\.‘1!11'
Ing 1ﬂ¢.llt\trl,4l revolution's :..:n'-ur'id ero;
northern !__ngl,md. Beginning with his
father's orders for British textiles,
Nathan expanded the credit require-
ments fi“l-l! surh {mxlm*ﬁﬁ ¢t .lt:mi ._il"i'l

banker.

minding his four brothers—who had

l‘i‘l';ln"ﬂ' A nwn'hant h‘.l\h"l"'

h*rn SeEnt, TeSpPed [y r'ju'. o l'ilrt'ﬂ-, \'nph"s.
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loans and bullion transters tor Britan
and its allies in the Napoleonic Wars
Contemporaries called him the Finanz-
bonaparte. Alter Napoleon's defeat, the
Rothschilds became familiars of the
Hrlthh gl_:'.*t'rntﬂi'nt'\ hlghtﬂut levels and
of its bank. When investors accustomed
Lo htgh-j.'tcld British bonds wanted
new investments atrer the War, Nathan
and his brothers created the modern
worldwide bond market by facilitating
investment in states’ debts through in-
ternationally tradable, hxed-interest

bearer bonds.

POOR MAN, RICH MAN

Tn W l"i:.ll L"nLi'i were El"u" fi.lﬂ‘nl}"i
fortunes tll.'p‘.l.‘l'_‘h-t'\i; The Rothschilds be-
came dominant in finang INg continen-
tal Europe’s railroads. When the British
government under Benjamin Disraeli
wanted to buy a majority interest in the
Sut‘: ( 'HI"‘I:I|. l'hi'*_'.' In;lnu'd d 5um rqun'.l'
lent to almost a tenth of the country’s
budget. They were major industrial in
vestors and owned global mining inter-
ests. | hey were connoisseurs of the
arts, too: (_'.hnpm. Rossin, H.Il:.h‘. Jnd
Heine enjoyed their patronage

}"lt"ln'l‘. \11‘ f"i‘rg!_luil‘ NOtes, « urhhl-
ered the Rothschilds social progres-
LIAY t*u,dfhpllc thru necessary ﬂ.uwn U{
l“.mnpr‘\ klﬂ_ﬂ'\. statesmen, .u‘ld Aristor
crats. Heine clammed that James de Roth-
schild believed that “through his system
of government bonds, | he | had created
fl‘lt" f‘tf\l’ u!l‘u[:luﬂh fri.lf. « SN l.l[ PTOETCSS., ..
EI“II‘ hmru..'lnliun of 4 new t'fdt'f u’f'!hmga"
by destroving the linkage of wealth and
land underpmning the aristocracy. At the
same nhime, the social effects of the Roth-
schilds’ wealth were distasteful to other

Karl Marx
(himself born Jewish) fulminated, “ The

. utll’t*r‘l‘l[.‘-i WAl \. Hl"\t‘ Vs,

lru. .-.n.?lu'h'rn‘nr'u'\ ll':r tate of the w hﬂ]t‘




rint

Empire by his hinancial power....What
is his worldly God? Money.”

Indeed, the family's financial au-
thority obsessed contemporarnes. “What
Rothschild says is decisive, and he won't
give any money for war,” an Austrian
d:plnmat Slld. As l.lt{' AN IR}‘U. cCon-
fronting the possibility of the Franco
Prussian War, Anselm Rothschild (of
the third generation) insisted: “1 won't
stand for its coming to war...even if it
costs me thousands of gulden!” Bur by
then their preéminence was receding
before the nation-state’s ascendancy.

The Rothschilds' influence also
waned as the younger generations drew
away from banking, Like Lionel, who
became Lord Rothschild at Westmin-
ster, they increasingly focused their loy-
alties on the national cultures in which
thr}-‘d grown up. Between 1gos and 1909,
the official partnership agreements be-
tween the different branches expired.

The world had enlarged, anyway,

beyond the Rothschilds™ ability to con-

trol it. If any of them had believed—as
Heine claimed James had—that the
family was creating “the foundations of
1 new order,” then that new order had
indeed emerged. After 1880 the Roth-
schilds’ balance sheet was substantially
smaller than those of the big joint-stock
deposit banks. Mr. Ferguson quotes a
contemporary journalist: “From now
on the universal suffrage of speculation
will prevail over the.. private banker.” In
igrs Nathaniel “Natty,” the richest Eng
lish Rothschild of his generation, died

leaving just c2.5 million.

PROPHETEERS

Heine had called the Rothschilds
“money’s prophets.” So, finally, they
were—forerunners of the eras of more
democratized wealth that have followed.
The World's Banker makes extensive use
of their letters. Translated from Juden-
deutsch, an archaic form of German
written in Hebrew script in which they
encoded their communications, the

voices of Nathan and James and the
other brothers are immediately recog:-
nizable: a family of intelligent business-
men pragmatically determining tactics
and strategy. The fascination of the let-
ters is their subject; the brothers were
shaping the economics and politics of
the world during a time when crucial
structures of uu{uﬂr}'. tﬂ'hnn]ngy. and
democratic society were put in place.

Incidentally, Mr. Ferguson’s U.S.
publisher, Viking Press, is breaking this
book into two halves. The first, The
House of Rothschild: Money's Prophets,
ro8-1848, 1% available now, but the
second won't be published until No-
vember. Marx liked 1o decry the root
less internationalism of c.lp:t::li.\u {or
Jews). One could order the whole book
from Amazon.couk immediately, save
money besides, and consider it a blow
fnr root less intt'rn.ﬂinn.l]imn. -~

Mark Williams is a science writer living in
Oakland, Write to markred(a'ynn, com.
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