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for political action. whether on 1he local or national level. to make life difficull 
for lhe peddlers. These actions in tum stimulated public debates about lhe 
Jewish peddlers and the danger they posed to the local order of things. 

Their detractors argued that Jewish peddlers had other unfair advantages as 
well. They operated within a closed economic oetwock, aoo!S$ible only to 
Jews. They got goods and credit from Jewish shopkeepers, whoJesaJm. or 
owners of peddler warehouses. These in tum eot their eoods and their credit 
from Jewish wholesalers who sold on a larger scale and who themselves 
acquired stock and financial assistance from Jewish manufacturers and im
porters. In Ibis worldwide stO<y the individual peddler stood on the boltom 
rung of an integrated Jewish economy. Those at the higher rungs needed him 
to get those goods ~t directly to customers; he. in tum, needed those ab<we 
him for the merchandise to sell. The peddlers funciioned as the foot soldiers 
of a vast army of Jewish economic activity. 

As In all ethnlc niches, a culture of trust within the group underlay these 
business tn.nsacti.ons. Because all players shared their Jewishness and all 
maintained coonections to and through local Jewish communities. often sus
tained by family ties and common premigration hometowns. !hey. whether lhe 
peddlers or the suppliers. risked social exclusion and censure if they betrayed 
tile confidence the others had plaoed in them. While disputes and conOicts 
llanid within the Jewish niche, with arguments llrealc.ing up partnerships or 
splitting peddlers from their suppliers, for the most pait Jews from the ped
dlers oo up to the highest levels adhered to unwritten but deeply felt cootracts 
that underlay the intricately articulated Jewish economic system.' 

One peddler recruited another. Jewish shopkeepers relied oo Jewish 
peddlers to get goods to customers who lived beyond easy access to the 
physical store. Jewish wholesalers needed the shopkeepers and the peddlers. 
while Jewish manufacturers. particularly in the clothing field, used wholesal
ers. warehouse owners. shopkeepers. and peddlers to move their prodU(tS. 
Warehouse owners, fellow Jews and oflen former peddlers who had set them
selves up in strategic regional locations, created larger or smaller entrepOts, 
nerve centers for Ibis highly developed and ubiquitously replicated Jewish 
chain. Additionally. peddlers. once they graduated to distribution by horse and 
wagon. expanded their operation. buying up scrap. metal, paper, rags. and 
bones. and these items then ended up in the junkyards owned by Jews. fonner 
peddlers, now liberated from life on the road. Credit and money flowed along 
this circuit, an economic web which tile Jews could call their own.• 

Like other immigrants In a variety of counlrie$ 8tQUDd the world, Jewlsb 
peddlers fell into the categOty of middlemen, the ~r-trader, who linked 
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lhe goods produced in the cities and imported from abroad to the millions of 
scattered potential C·Ustomers who might want such items. 1bese traders influ
enced deeply the development of new modes of consumption, which involved 
morelhanjustooesetof playerssellinggoods to another. Items purchased and 

lheir eo5t toUChed on matters of family and oommunlty, politics and powtt 

Escalating standatds or desire for material goods challenged lhe hegemony of 
religious. economic, or political elites who in the main expected the poor to 
remain satisfied with the little they had. fearing escalations in aspiration. 
Spending and consuming goods in emulation of the behavior of the better--Off 
seemed, the elire feared. to lead the poor. the have-oots. to want to share 
lhe political rights of those above them also. John Brewer and Roy Porter, in 
probably the mo& important book on the history of consumption. began their 
analysis by declaring. ~1n the modem world the ultimate teSt of the viability 
of regimes resu in their capadty, in lhe literal sense, 'to deliver the goods.' " 
Material acquisitioo mattered, and~ wbo delivered shaped hi$tocy. •• 

Women. primarily poorer ooes. decided which goods to buy, when, and 
bow. and did so wilh their husbands absent. That too made these transactions 
politically fraught That wives engaged in these business undertakings wilh
out their husbands' knowledge and in concert with strangers. Jews who came 
in and then lefl, only heightened the historical gravitas ol' these commercial 
encounters, rendering them more lhan simply a purchase, say, of a tableclolh 
or a pair or glasses oo credit That women decided what to do with those 
eoo<IS. whether to use lhem or maybe pawn them when times £01 toueti. also 
made consumption a crucial factor in gender and class politics." 

The Jewish peddlers stood. or better. wdlked, between the producers and the 
consumers. carrying the metropolis on their backs to the hintet1ands. Once they 
began to collect junk, they conveyed the detritus of the hinleltands to the cities. 
Always diffetelll from the residellt populati~ in eveiy way that mattered
religion, language, occupation. cultural. and social lif~the Jewish peddler 
embodied all the characteristics of the middleman. 
~Y commerce, whether sedentary or ambulatory, had been tbe Jews' 

m~tier for centuries. Peddling in panicular had consumed the energies of 
milli~ of Jews. allhougb new-world peddling differed marlcedly from that 
pursued in the old. Jewish peddlers in their premigration seltin~ tended to 
follow that trade for a lifetime. and sons followed their fathers' paths. In much 
of Europe Jewish peddlers sold to Jews as well as non-Jews, and the nature of 
Jewish settlement patterns meant that peddlers could lodge In the homes and 
Inns or their fellow Jews. Most of the Jewi$h peddlers' customers knew Jews, 
and whatever lhey thought of the Jews and their religion, Jews functioned as 
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known elemcolS of lhe local scene. Al times, and in a variety of places. Jewish 
women peddled as well as men. and perhaps mosl imporlalll. governments, 
whelher in Europe or the Muslim world. limi1ed the goods Jews could sell. 
and when, where, and 10 whom !hey could do so. None of Lbese conditions 
prevailed in Lbe Jews' multiple destination si1es." 

For sure. peddling before migration and after shared some common char· 
ac1eristics. Mos1 profoundly. peddling in every environment involved life 
on the road, going home Lo home, beseeching cus1omers lo buy something, 
perhaps on the ins1allmen1 plan. Peddlers everywhere functioned in a dense 
Jewish economic web of relationships, wilh each peddler having a territory 
to operate in, usually referred to. perhaps sarcastically. as a mediflllh, or king· 
dom. The peddler received his medinah. whe1her in Alsace or Louisiana, 
Lithuania or Ireland. Turkey or Am111,onia. from his wholesaler. the Jewish 
merchant above him on 1he pecking order who provided goods and credit. 

Whelber old-world and new-wot1d peddling differed more lhan 11ley resem
bled each olher.1he vast involvement of Jews in !his field marked 1hem as quite 
unlike mosl people around !hem. The nexus between Jews and nude had at· 
Lracted the anention of commema1ors foreenturies. \-bltaire, Marx. Kam. Keynes. 
and numerous odiers. po5itively sometimes. negatively for the most pan, had 
much 10 say abou1 !he conceniration of die Jews in u'llde. Bolh non-Jewish ruld 
Jewish 001.nbles and intellectuals squirmed at die image of !he Jews as peddlers 
and at !he reality Lhat so many of them passed lhrough lhis occupation, not only 
in Europe but Spreading out around !he world 10 engage in this shameful under· 
taking. \Vorldwide Jewish philanlhropic bodies and the greal men who stood al 
their helm hoped 1odevise schemes 10 wean the Jews from peddling. lo civilize 
!he Jews. clean !hem up. and !heo, !hey hoped, lessen anti-Jewish prejudices. 

Such efTOl'ls had tittle impacL Those who wan1ed Jews co become farmers. 
for example. failed tO see nOI only how well lllQSL new-world customers inter
acted with !he peddlers but how rapidly the peddlers moved from the road 
10 sctlled circums1anccs. Whei1 the peddlers achieved tlie goals of 1heir n1igra
rion, as most did, !hey helped sus1ain the global web of Jewish commerce. 
When !hey got down from behind tbe horses which h:td pulled 1hem on lhe 
road. lhe ersrwbile peddlers opened up shops of one kind or another, or they 
became the proprietors of junk yards, pawn shops. peddler warehouses. and 
Factories. 'They then outfitted !he newest imrnigrancs. who arrived and became 
the nex1 cadre of peddlers 10 go ou1 on 1he road. The newes1 newcomers, per
force, penetrated recently opened regions whose residems yearned ror, or 
learned 10 yeam for. !hose ma1erial goods lha1 enbnnced JJfe, recapi1ulating 
the experiences of !he earlier Jewish peddlers. 
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Neither before nor after migration did Jews monopolize the peddling trade. 
Others traversed the roads as well.'' In the middle of the eighteenth century 
in Europe all sorts of peddlers crossed borders, selling as independent entre
preneurs 01· as agents fo1· cs1ablished, se1Ued merchants. Like 1he Jews, 
non-Jewish peddlers often followed fixed routes which li1lked specific places 
or regions to one anotl1er. \Vhether they carried a range of goods or special
ized in a panicular type. the expansion of peddling rctleetcd the decline of 
tntditional agriculture i11 1he home regions and the opening up of nev.•er 
hinterlands." Wherever peddlers went, wherever 1hey came from, !hey brough1 
new goods, providing customers with novelty and luxury. Laurence Fontaine. 
author of one of the few books to take peddling seriously. 111e His1ory of 
f'edlars i11 Europe, described peddlers as "men from marginalized regions ... 
[who] travelled into the countryside to circulate the newest ariicles from the 
town." Popular literature and folk tales depie1cd all peddlers as inherently 
dangerous, p1'01te to trickery, a11d foisting unnecessar)' consun1er ire1n~ on 
uni:,11specting rural naifs.·~ 

Like the Jewish peddlers in the new world whose stories will emerge in 
the pages that follow. non-Jewish peddlers in Europe. Christians selling 
among Christians. inspired fear and distnist among elements of the popula
tion, particularly guild members and settled merchams who resented the com
petition posed by the peddlers. Local officials eager to maintain the peace 
sided with the peddlers' critics. Peddlers in England went by U1e tJUe of 
"hawkers," a word linked to the negative imagery of spying and thievery. 
In every region peddlers penetrated, repressh•e legislation nourished in an 
effort to keep them out. Their presence as fixtures of everyday life and the 
perv'dSive sense that society had to protect itself against them provided a lived 
backdrop to "stranger" theory developed by the early-twentieth-century 
German sociologist Georg Simmcl. "In tl1e whole history of economic activ
ity," Simmel wrote, "the stranger makes his appearance everywhere as a trader 
<ind lradcr 111akc.s his as a stranger . .. . T11c trader 1nt1!Sl be a stranger."•<> 

Others peddled in U1e places from which Jews emigrdted, and so too in 
the places to which they immigrated. Like the Jews, non-Jews, both old-time 
residents and newcomers from abroad. sought their livelihoods on che road, 
looking for customers to sell to. For many young men. primarily although not 
exclusively from New England in America's early national period, peddling 
proved an anractive threshold occupation. Coming from large form families 
struggling to succeed on increasingly depleted soil, tl1ese Yankee peddlers 
fanned out through U1eir own home region, and also made U1eir way to U1e 
South and the newly settled trans-Appalachian MidwesL They became the 
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stuff of literature, humor, and repressive legislation diat sought to limit their 
access to potential customers." In England. the hawkers, sometimes also 
called "cheap jacks.'' nooded the countryside. coming into people's homes, 
enduri11g the reputation of being "pare gipsy, part thief, pan lawycl' and pan 
idiot'"• Sweden's Vastergotland province allowed peddlers, known as l<iw/. 

lar, to sell from the road. They traveled from farm to fann selling goods. Even 
though the itinerants shared the religion, language, and national. identity of the 
po1Julation as a \\'hole. local 111erc1lants and crafts111en pressurecl tl1e govern
n1ent to legally res1rict thenl to selling only certain goods .. sucl1 as bo\vls. iron 
products, and cloth, and all these goods had to be made lot~tlly. They similarly 
restricted the knaUar to selling only three times a year, on dates fixed by offi
cial policy.•• 

These nati"e insider traders fa1-cd no better and no worse than did later 
Jewish immigrnnl peddlers or than the pcddle1$ oF other backgl'Ounds with 
whom the Jews shared the l'Oad. OL1te1· immigrants also came to tile new world 
aod took their first footsteps as pe<ldlers. Irish and Scotch Irish peddlers also 
wended their way through Pennsylvania and the South for much of the nine
teenth cenn1ry, as did some German Gentiles. who seized on peddling as a 
reasonable economic strategy. Chinese peddlers made their way to and around 
Cuba in the early LwenlieUt cenrnry. 

But only for one immigI'3Jlt group outer Ut:llt Jews did peddling constitute 
a way of life, a fonnative force in launching the migration, :llld a fundamenl:ll 
institution which both structured community life and pro,~dcd the mechanism 
by which group members integrated illlo their new world home. Ambs, pl'i
marily Syrinn (sometimes referred to as Syri:m Lebanese), mostly Christhms. 
made peddling part and parcel of their immigr.mt years. Their peddling jour
neys took them to many of the same places Jews went, including England, 
Australia, southem Africa, New England, Ute prairie states of Ute Middle 
West, the South, and throughout Latin Amc1ica. Like Jewish im1nigrams, they 
built up an intricate, highly articula!cd e1hnic economy wi!h importers >llld 
wholesalers in the big cities conne<:ting through smaller merchants and shop
keepers to the peddlers on the road. They too built up a system based on 
internal group credit and trost born of familial and communal intimacy.'" Be 
it Brnzil. Colombia. Mexico, or Notth Dakota. Syrian peddlers quickly learned 
the languages and cues of dieir customers' culture and used them to prosper, 
albeit for many {a' with most Jews), modestly. Like the Jews, !hey, accol'lling 
to one observer of Ute Syrians in Mexico, "show g!'eat aptitude for leaniing 
Sponish:'" ThOse who needed 10, in Mexico, also masiered Mayan and vari
ous dialects which their customers spoke. As with the Jewish peddlers, 
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