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6 Road Maps

for political action, whether on the local or national level. to make life difficult
for the peddlers. These actions in turn stimulated public debates about the
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 network, accessible oaly to
Jews, They pot goods and credit from Jewish shopkeepers, wholesalers, or
owners of peddler warehouses. These in tarn got their goods and their credit
from Jewish wholesalers who sold on a larger scale and who themselves
acquired stock and fnancial assistance from Jewish manufacturers and im-
porters. In this worldwide story the individual peddler stood on the bottom
rung of an integraied Jewish economy. Those at the higher ungs needed him
to get those goods out directly to customers; he, in turn, néeded those above
him for the merchandise to sell. The peddiers functioned as the foot soldiers
of a vast army of Jewish economic activity.

As in all ethnic niches, a culture of trust within the group underlay these
business transactions. Because all players shared their Jewishness and all
maintained connections to and through local Jewish communities, often sus-
tained by family ties and common premigration hometowns, they, whether the
peddlers or the suppliers, risked social exclusion and censure if they betrayed
the confidence the others had placed in them. While disputes and conflicts
flared within the Jewish niche, with arguments breaking up parnerships or
splitting peddlers from their suppliers, for the most part Jews from the ped-
dlers on up to the highest levels adhered to unwritten but deeply felt contracts
that underlay the intricately articulated Jewish economic system.?

OUne peddler recruited another. Jewish shopkeepers relied on Jewish
peddlers to get goods o customers who lived beyond easy access to the
physical store. Jewish wholesalers needed the shopkeepers and the peddiers,
while Jewish manufacturers, particularly in the clothing field, used wholesal-
ers, warchouse owners, shopkeepers, and peddlers to move their products.
Warehouse owners, fellow Jews and ofien former peddiers who had set them-
selves up in straiegic regional locations, created larger or smaller entrepdts,
nerve centers for this highly developed and ubiguitously replicaied 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, former
peddlers, now liberated from life on the road. Credii and money flowed along
this circuit, an economic web which the Jews could call iheir own.?

Like other immigrants in a variety of couniries around the world, Jewish
peddlers fell into the category of middlemen, the stranger-trader, who linked
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the goods produced in the cities and imported from abroad to the millions of
scatiered potential customers who might want such items. These traders influ-
enced deeply the development of new modes of consumption, which involved
more than just one set of players selling goods to another. Items purchased and
their cost wouched on matters of family and community, politics and power.
Escalating standards of desire for material goods challenged the hegemony of
religious, economic, or political elites who in the main expected the poor 1o
remain satisfied with the litle they had, fearing escalations in aspiration.
Spending and consuming goods in emulation of the behavior of the better-off
seemed, the elite feared, to lead the poor, the have-nots, to want to share
the political rights of those above them also. John Brewer and Roy Porter, in
probably the most important book on the history of consumption, began their
analysis by declaring, “In the modern world the ultimate test of the viability
of regimes rests in their capacity, in the literal sense, ‘to deliver the goods,” ™
Material acquisition matiered, and those who delivered shaped history,™

Women. primarily poorer ones, decided which goods to buy, when, and
how, and did so with their husbands absent. That toc made these transactions
politically fraught. That wives engaged in these business undertakings with-
out their husbands’ knowledge and in concert with strangers, Jews who came
in and then lefi, only heightened the historical gravitas of these commercial
encounters, rendecing them more than simply a purchase, say, of a tablecloth
or a pair of glasses on credit. That women decided what to do with those
so0ds, whether to use them or maybe pawn them when tmes pot tough, also
made consumption a crucial factor in gender and class politics."

The Jewish peddiers stood, or better, walked, between the producers and the
consumers, camying the metropolis on their backs 1o the hinterlands. Once they
began to collect junk, they conveyed the detritus of the hinterlands to the cities.
Always different from the resident populations in every way thal mattered—
religion, language, occupation, cultural, and social life—the Jewish peddier
embodied all the characieristics of the middleman,

Petty commerce, whether sedentary or ambulatory, had been the Jews'
métier for centuries. Peddling in panticular had consumed the energies of
millions of Jews, although new-world peddling differed markedly from that
pursued in the old. Jewish peddlers in their premigration settings 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 patlerns meant that peddlers could lodge in the homes and
inns of their fellow Jews, Most of the Jewish peddlers’ customers knew Jews,
and whatever they thought of the Jews and their religion, Jews functioned as
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known elements of the local scene. At times, and in a variety of places. Jewish
women peddled as well as men, and perhaps most important, governments,
whether in Europe or the Muslim world, limited the goods Jews could sell,
and when, where, and to whom they could do so. None of these conditions
prevailed in the Jews" multiple destination sites."

For sure, peddling before migration and after shared some common char-
acteristics. Most profoundly, peddling in every environment involved life
on the road, going home to home, beseeching customers to buy something,
perhaps on the installment plan. Peddlers everywhere functioned in a dense
Jewish economic web of relationships, with each peddler having a territory
to operate in, usually referred 1o, perhaps sarcastically, as a medingh, or king-
dom. The peddler received his medinah, whether in Alsace or Louisiana,
Lithuania or Ireland, Turkey or Amazonia, from his wholesaler, the Jewish
merchant above him on the pecking order who provided goods and credit.

Whether old-world and new-world peddling differed more than they resem-
bled each other, the vast involvement of Jews in this field marked them as quite
unlike most people around them. The nexus between Jews and trade had at-
tracted the attention of commentators for centuries. Voltaire, Marx, Kant, Keynes,
and numerous others, positively sometimes, negatively for the most part, had
much to say about the concentration of the Jews in trade. Both non-Jewish and
Jewish notables and intellectuals squirmed at the image of the Jews as peddlers
and at the reality that so many of them passed through this occupation. not only
in Europe but spreading out around the world to engage in this shameful under-
taking. Worldwide Jewish philanthropic bodies and the great men who stood at
their helm hoped to devise schemes 1o wean the Jews from peddling, to civilize
the Jews, clean them up, and then, they hoped, lessen anti-Jewish prejudices.

Such efforts had little impact. Those who wanted Jews to become farmers,
for example, failed to see not only how well most new-world customers inter-
acted with the peddlers but how rapidly the peddlers moved from the road
to settled circumstances. When the peddiers achieved the goals of their migra-
tion, as most did, they helped sustain the global web of Jewish commerce.
When they got down from behind the horses which had pulled them on the
road, the erstwhile peddlers opened up shops of one kind or another, or they
became the proprietors of junk yards, pawn shops. peddler warchouses, and
factories. They then outfitted the newest immigrants, who armrived and became
the next cadre of peddlers to go out on the road, The newest NEWCOMErs, per-
force, penetrated recently opened regions whose residents yearned for, or
learmed to yearn for, those material goods that enhanced life, recapitulating
the experiences of the earlier Jewish peddlers.
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Meither before nor after migration did Jews monopolize the peddling trade.
Ohihers traversed the roads as well.”? In the middle of the eighteenth century
in Eurape all sorts of peddlers crossed borders, selling as independent entre-
prencurs o as agents [or estabhished, settled merchants. Like the Jews,
non-Jewish peddlers olten followed fixed rowtes which linked specific places
or regions to one another. Whether they carried a range of goods or special-
ized in 4 particular type, the expansion of peddling reflected the decline of
traditional agriculture in the home regions and the opening up of newer
hinterlands. ™ Wherever peddlers went, wherever they came from, they brought
new goods, providing customers with novelty and luxury. Laurence Fontaine,
author of one of the few books to toke peddling seriously, The Hisiory aof
Pedlars it Europe, described peddlers a5 “men from marginalized regions . . .
[who travelled into the countryside to circulate the newest articles from the
twn.” Popular literalure and lolk tales depicted aff peddlers as mherently
dangerons, prone (o ickery, and foisting unnecessary consumer ifems on
unsuspecting mral naifs.'s

Like the Jewish peddlers in the new world whose stories will emerge in
the pages that follow, non-lewish peddlers in Europe, Christians selling
among Christians, inspired Fear and distrust among elements of the popula-
tion, particularly guild members and sewled merchants who resented the com-
petidon posed by the peddlers. Local officials eaper 10 maintain the peace
sided with the peddlers’ critics. Peddlers in England went by the title of
“hawkers,” a word linked to the negative imagery of spying and thievery.
In every region peddlers penetrated, repressive legislation Mournshed in an
effort 1o keep them out. Their presence as fixtures of everyday life and the
pervasive 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 Simmel. “In the whole history of ccononuc activ-
ity,” Simmel wrote, “the stranger makes his appearance everywhere as a trader
and trader makes his as a stranger., . .. The trader must be a sirangec™®

Onhers peddled in the places from which Jews emigrated, 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 the road,
looking tor customers to sell to. For many young men, primarily although not
exclusively from New Engzland in America’s early national period, peddling
proved an attractive threshold occupation. Coming from large (arm families
strugeling to succeed on increasingly depleted soil, these Yankee peddlers
fanned out through their own home region, and also made their way o the
South and the newly settled trans-Appalachian Midwest, They became the
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stuff ot literature, humor, and repressive legislation that sought to limit their
access to potential customers.” In England, the hawkers, sometimes also
called “cheap jacks,” Hooded the countryside, coming into people’s homes,
endurmg e reputation of being “part gipsy, parl thief, pact lavwyer and pat
diot™® Sweden's Vastergotland province allowed peddlers, koown as &l
far, 1w sell from the road. They traveled from Farm o farm selling goods. Even
though the ifinerants shaced the religion, language, and national identity of the
population as a whole, local merchants and crafismen pressured the govern-
ment i leaally residet them (o selling only certain zoods, such a5 bowls, iron
products, and cloth, and all these goods had to be made locally, They similarly
restricted the knallar to sclling only three times a year, on dates fixed by ofifi-
cial policy. '

These native insiler tracders Fared oo better and no worse than ¢id later
Jewish imimigrant peddlers oc than the peddlers of atber Dackgrounds with
whom the Jews shaved the road. Other imnugrants also came o the new world
and tonk their first footsteps as peddlers. Irsh and Scotch Irish peddlers also
wended their way through Pennsylvania and the South for muoch of the nine-
teenth century, 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 eatly twentieth century.

But only for one imoagrant groop other than Jews did peddhng constitue
a way of hie, a Formative [oree 1n launching the rmgeation, and a fundamental
institution which both structured community lite and provided the mechanism
by which zroup members integrated into their new world home. Arabs, pri-
marily Syrian (sometimes referred o as Syrian Lebanese), mostly Christians,
made peddling part and parcel of their immigrant vears. Their peddiing jour-
neys ok them o many of the same places Jews went, incloding England,
Aunstralia, sputhern Africa, New England, the prairfe states of the Middle
West, the South, and throughout Latin America. Like Jowish immigranis, they
built up an mtcale, highly adiculated cthnie economy with imporlers and
wholesalers in the big eities connecting through smaller merchants and shop-
keepers to the peddiers on the road. They too built up 4 system based on
internal gronp credit and trust born of familial and communal intimacy.™ Be
it Brazil. Colombia, Mexico, or Movth Dakota, Syrian peddlers guickly learned
the lanenages and cues of their customers’ culture and vsed them to prosper,
albeil for many (as with most Jews), modesty. Like the Jews, they, according
10 one observer of the Syrians in dMexico, "show great aptitude for leaming
Spanish ™t Those who neaded 1o, in Mexico, also masterad Mayan and varn-
ous halects which their costomers spoke, As with the Jewash peddlers,
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