WALL STREET AND THE RUSSIAN REVOLUTION

Schiff. What Schiff lacked in Crane’s insider connections
in Washington and St. Petersburg, he made up for in sheer
determination, financial clout and the creation of Ameri-
ca’s early “Jewish Lobby.” He directed this lobby towards
a single goal: the ending of the inequality and persecution
of Russia’s Jews, and the ruination of the government that
abused them.

Schiff was born in Frankfurt-am-Main in 1847, one of four sons of
Moses Jakob Schiff, a minor banker and broker affiliated with the Roth-
schilds. While by no means as rich or as well known as the latter, the
Schiffs were an old Frankfurt family with roots going back to the 14
century. Through marriage, they were linked to other German-Jewish
families such as the Adlers, Oppenheimers, and Wertheimers. These con-
nections are not trivial. Generations of intermarriage and the creation of
interlocking “cousinhoods” formed a Mishpocha, or extended family that
connected people in ways not apparent to an outsider.

Continuing in the family business, young Jacob first came to the U.S.
just after the Civil War and became a partner in the short-lived firm of
Budge & Schiff. He became an American citizen in 1870, but returned
to the newly-unified Reich the following year. In 1874, he came back to
New York at the behest of Solomon Loeb, one of the founding partners
of Kuhn, Loeb & Co, a mercantile enterprise that had morphed into an
investment bank. Schiff’s initial rise in the firm was mostly due to one,
simple fact: he married Loeb’s daughter. With Solomon Loeb’s retirement
in 1885, Schiff became the dominant force. Until his death in 1920, he
guided Kuhn Loeb to great success using acumen, guts and, when neces-
sary, an iron fist.

While he could be affable and hugely generous, Schiff’s management
style, in the office and at home, tended to the autocratic. Some saw him as
“a disagreeable character who ceaselessly badgered members of his fam-
ily” and pretty much everyone else.”> Others called him “formidable.”*
While he avoided anything patently illegal in business, his ethics were
“sometimes ambivalent.””® Put another way, when he was determined to
do something, he found a way to do it.

Schiff and his Kuhn Loeb partners “were instrumental in bringing Eu-
ropean funds into the new enterprises on the American continent.”® Schiff
has been described as a member of a “small international fraternity” that
included Max Warburg (Hamburg and Berlin), Ernest Cassel (London),
Wertheim and Gumpertz (Amsterdam), Eduard Noetzlin (Paris), and
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Franz Philippson (Brussels). Cassel's biographer Brian
Connell, said these men “maintained between them
an incredibly accurate network of economic, political
and financial intelligence at the highest level.””” Cas-
sel, who professed great admiration for the lot, added
that “the web of their communications quivered at the
lightest touch.” “They could withdraw support here,
provide additional funds there,” he added, and “move immense sums of
money with lightning rapidity and secrecy from one corner of their finan-
cial empires and influence the political decisions of a score of countries.”

It perhaps goes without saying that Schiff, Warburg, Cassel, et al,
were not just international bankers but, by origin at least, international
Jewish bankers. Thus, we seem to be getting perilously close to anti-Se-
mitic conspiracy theories of world Jewish financial control. While Con-
nell’s description may (or may not) be exaggerated, his observations were
made in the context of admiration, not condemnation, and the fact is that
Schiff did, indeed, have connections to every one of these fellow finan-
ciers, most importantly, the Warburgs. These connections offered Schiff
resources and reach that many of his competitors, even Mighty Morgan,
could not equal. For our purposes, imagine how the ability to “move im-
mense sums” with “rapidity and secrecy” could aid in the fostering and
support of revolution in Russia — or anywhere else.

By 1901, Schiff had built Kuhn Loeb into the second largest invest-
ment bank in the United States, mostly by underwriting the expansion of
America’s railroads. “While essentially conservative,” Schiff “often went in
where others feared to tread.””® Success made him “a member of Big Busi-
ness’s Our Crowd as well as of New York’s German Jewry’s Our Crowd.”?
It followed that like other members of the Wall Street elite he “exerted
considerable political influence,” which included reminding presidents of
the “strategic importance of the Jewish vote.* He then “used his politi-
cal connections and prestige to promote the interests of Judaism in the
United States and overseas.”*' Politically, Schiff long identified himself as
a Progressive Republican, but he, just like Crane, went over to the Wilson
camp in 1912 when the Democrat seemed more likely to support his pri-
vate war on Russian autocracy. Still, Schiff’s contribution to Wilson’s war
chest was less than a third of Crane’s.®

While most of Schiff’s friends and collaborators were fellow business-
men, he was closely associated with the likes of Felix Adler, the reformist
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and anti-capitalist founder of Ethical Culture,
and he had a special soft spot for left-wing so-
cial worker Lillian Wald whose Henry Street
Settlement House in the Lower East Side was
a favorite gathering place for “radical intellectu-
als and activists.”*® Wald is significant because
she provided Schiff with a discreet entrée into
Gotham’s vibrant subculture of political and
cultural radicals.

Schiff made himself the uncrowned king of Jewish America, and he did
so largely through the wide-spread and abundant use of philanthropy. He
reportedly donated no less than 10% of his substantial income to charities,
by no means exclusively Jewish. But in that sphere his fingers were in vir-
tually everything. He was one of only two people who belonged to every
major Jewish charity in New York City.** For instance, in 1909 alone Schiff
bestowed $400,000 on assorted “Hebrew charities.** In 1906, he spear-
headed the creation of the American Jewish Committee, and during WWI,
he was a major force in the formation of the American Jewish Relief and
Joint Distribution Committees which would aid the plight of Russian (and
other) Jews before and after the Bolshevik Revolution. He was “among only
a few rich and powerful men ever trusted and admired by nearly all of his
coreligionists.”** And probably a little feared as well. It is certainly fair to say
that “no Jewish leader today has anywhere near his influence.”’

Schiff’s philanthropic impulse wasn’t unique. Conspicuous charity
was a favorite pastime of America’s plutocratic elite, as men like Carnegie
and Rockefeller attest. And it wasn’t altogether unselfish; behind it was a
self-serving desire for adulation and influence.

Schiff’s zeal to aid his brethren in Russia is generally attributed to his
deep religious convictions. Like most German Jews, he adhered to the
“modernized” Reform branch of Judaism, but his personal faith has been
described as “a strange mixture of orthodoxy and ritualistic liberalism
he had concocted for himself*® It wasn’t until around 1890 that Schiff
started to take an interest in the conditions of Russia’s Jews. This prob-
ably was stimulated by the recent pogroms and the May Laws and other
restrictions enacted in the Tsar’s domain. Another factor, doubtless, was
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the mounting wave of immigrants this persecution brought to New York.
Once begun, Schiff’s anti-Tsarism more and more took on the flavor of a
personal vendetta. He slammed the Russian Government as the “enemy
of mankind.”* Tsar Nicholas, a man he had never met, he condemned as
“this most hated and inhuman of rulers.”* In 1905, he even urged Presi-
dent Teddy Roosevelt to “employ military force against Russia.”*' Nor was
he above involving his beloved charities in the fight. In 1907 he commit-
ted the American Jewish Committee “to use all feasible means to alleviate
the sufferings of East European Jewry.*

Schiff was not Russian. He never set foot
in the country, nor did he have any relations
there. He did, however, carefully cultivate
connections, mostly through the Jewish phil-
anthropic nexus. Perhaps the most important
of these was the “Grand Old Man” of Russian
Jewry, Baron Horace (Goratsy) de Giinzburg.
Giinzburg was the preeminent figure in Rus-
sia’s Jewish elite, a kind of “Russian Schift,” who
maintained a close connection to the Tsar’s
court. In November 1905, Schiff triumphantly
displayed a telegram from Giinzburg in which
he begged Schiff’s help in aiding the sufferers of the raging pogroms.*

Usually ignored by those obsessing over Schiff’s Jewishness was his
Germaness. He retained strong familial, emotional and financial ties to the
Vaterland. Two of his brothers, Ludwig and Phillip Schiff, were bankers
in Germany with connections to the Kaiser’s Court. The same went for
Schiff’s friend and key business partner Max Warburg, head of M.M. War-
burg & Co,, a friend of Kaiser Wilhelm and a financial mainstay of the future
German war effort. As discussed below, Kuhn Loeb directly employed two
more Warburg brothers, Felix and Paul. A mishpocha if there ever was one.

This raises the question of whether Schiff’s animus against Tsarism,
in effect an animus against Russia, was rooted as much in German polit-
ical and financial interest as Jewish solidarity. Was this quid pro quo for
the support Warburg and other German financiers lent him? Russia was
an ally of France and Britain and a potential enemy of the Kaiser. By ob-
structing Russia’s access to American capital, Schiff was not just serving
his own interests, or Jews), but Germany’s.

In early February 1904, Schiff invited, or summoned, Jewish leaders
to his home. “Within seventy-two hours,” he declared, war will break
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