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Eight years ago, at the 13th World Congress of Jewish Studies in 2001, historians discussed the “Possession of Arms and military Service of Jews”. They agreed that this is a new subject, which has still to be researched. The first few steps were taken, the first results presented: The ancient world and the late classic period knew troupes that consisted mainly of Jews; in the Middle Ages, some municipal authorities obliged Jews to help defend the city, against the will of the Emperor who had banned Jews from carrying weapons. Also for the Early modern period we find Jewish soldiers, one of them lived in the Ghetto in Frankfurt. For a short while, the Ghetto in Frankfurt even had a shooting club – but it was soon closed down by the authorities. Other references indicate Jews carried weapons for self defence when travelling on country roads, and oftentimes they had weapons in their possession simply because they received them by way of pledge. (Not mentioned was the fact that in the 16th and 17th century, Jews served in the Polish army).

While I am less interested in the question of Jews carrying weapons, and more interested in the general question of the social and economic relationship between Jews and the military, the thought behind the two subjects is the same. 

The declared aim of the session 8 years ago was trying to evaluate in how far Jews were included into the surrounding Christian society, in how far they were excluded. The (first) results from the 13th JWC indicated that even before emancipation which resulted in calling Jews up into the modern mass army, Jews had a tradition of being fit for military service, and that way could claim their place in a Christian society. 

I would like to go one step further and include social and economic encounters into the discussion, in order to show that Jews and the Prussian military were no spheres apart, there were points of encounter long before Jews were drafted into the army.  Until the wars of liberation, serving the army was not a matter of patriotism. Most of the young men were recruited or forced into the army; Jews payed money for not being part of the military. Here, they did not differ from other minority groups in Prussia. The Mennonites for example were also exempt, and just like the Jews had to pay for that right. So it is not patriotism which ascertained the place of Jews within society, nor is it the duty towards the state: Jews payed money to the state and therefore to the army and, as I try to show, were well aware of their contribution. Is it merely contribution that characterizes the relationship between Jews and the Prussian army? It is worthwhile to have a look at the various points of encounter, and see where a discussion of the sources takes us. 

Just like the historians of the 13th WC of Jewish studies, I have to admit that it is very difficult to find source material, which tends to be well hidden. Usually we come across singular cases when researching something  completely different. I want to spotlight some findings on the subject of Prussian Jews and the Military, which in my opinion promise a wider field of  research. The material I have come across so far indicates that there were points of encounter, and further research will show whether it is worthwhile to include Jews into “German” military historiography and the military into the Jewish social history.  

After a most destructive 30 year´s war, that had left entire regions devastated and partly almost depopulated, it was the Prussian Great Elector´s aim to revive both economy and population. It was in this context that in 1671 he decided to allow 50 wealthy families from the expelled Vienna Jewish community settle in Brandenburg. Jews were not the only minority group invited into the country.  There were many others, French Huguenots and Dutchmen, Protestants from Strasbourg, Lutherans from Bohemia, etc. It was thanks to that war that Jews were readmitted into the Brandenburg area.

Even though until then almost no Jews lived in his territory, the Great Elector´s court Jew Israel Aaron provided the army and the court with supplies. (Israel Aaron famously did not further the cause of the Jews in Prussia.)

Most of the soldiers fighting during the 30 year´s war  had been mercenaries. After the peace of Westphalia, 1648 troupes remained in the territories and the concept of army changed from an army of mercenaries into a standing army. The Great Elector invested in better disciplined soldiers, and over the years, the army grew, was administrated by the (also ever growing) bureaucracy, and had to be financed.

Until 1730 the common soldiers of the Prussian Army consisted largely of peasants recruited or impressed, leading many to flee to neighboring countries. Later on, Friedrich Wilhelm I. divided Prussia into regimental cantons (Kantonisierung). Now, every young Christian man who was not exempt was obligated to serve as a soldier in these recruitment districts when called for.  In times of peace, young men served in the army for a while and then went back home. So the change from civil to military world and back lead first and foremost to a blurring of the boundaries between the two worlds, military and civil. In times of war, the canton system provided a great contingent of troops. Experts agree that the canton system of regional recruitment was the basis of Prussia´s claim to regional power which would not have materialized otherwise. 

Jews were exempt from army service. This way, they were clearly in the position of outsiders. But that does not mean they did not contribute to the army or felt not connected. First and foremost,  as Jews did not serve in the army, they had to pay certain additional taxes. For example, the money they had to pay for a letter of protection (at least 50 Rtl per person) was payed to the Rekrutenkasse, money that went directly to the support of the army. And in 1739, it was decided that the money Jews had to pay for the permission to marry (Trauscheine) was allotted to support the the Military Orphanage. So there was a direct monetary contribution to army and military welfare, and all sides knew about it.

The connexion between the Jewish Ephraim family and the Seven Years´ (or better, the third Silesian war, 1756-1763) war is well known. (I will leave it out and we might discuss it later).

Many Jews worked for the army in some way or another. They supplied the Prussian army with horses, victuals and the like. One of them was Salomon Abraham, protected Jew from Berlin, who delivered goods to the camp in Stralsund (at the Baltic sea) and was caught in 1716 illegally gathering a minyan at his home instead of attending the regular service in the synagogue. In the indictment bill he is called “the proviteur Salomon Abraham”. The fact that he was a supplier of the army was used in court as a kind of title with a positive connotation, and in fact, Salomon Abraham got away with only a warning. In 1742, he was still delivering goods to the Prussian army stationed in Breslau, and asked to be exempt from certain taxes for being a provider of the army. An other example is the manufacturer of ribbons Moses Ulff , who in 1737, wants a concession for his factory “for the good of the country and the army”, as he wrote. 

According to the Prussian kings orders, Jews were not allowed to buy or build houses, unless one of them received a special permission to do so. This was part of the restrictive policies against Jewish “natural growth”, and so these permissions were granted only in exceptional cases, and only, if  the the fixed number of houses in Jewish possession was not exceeded in the respective place. Every protected Jew who wanted to own a house was forced to petition and argue his case (in this context, petitioner are mostly male, in the capacity of head of the family), and usually petitioners paint a glowing picture of their situation, they (or their Christian notaries) usually argued well. In that context I found a petition by Simon Abraham (not Samuel!) from 1800, arguing that he wants to buy a certain house, although he knows that “it is the  highest principle of a military state not to increase the numbers of houses of Jews on places of compulsory cantonisation, as we Jews are not fit for being soldiers“. In short: The more Jews own houses, the less soldiers can be drafted, which is extremely bad for the military state Prussia. Clearly, the Prussian kings did not want too many Jews in their territories and did not bother to find rational reasons for it. Here, Jews were not allowed to serve in the army and were at the same time punished for it. On the other hand, this quite ordinary protected Jew saw a connexion between himself and the army, and the way he understood the rationale behind the legislation, every Jew who did not own his house was sacrificing for the good of Prussia´s military power. This also implies that it should have been his right to own a house just like a Christian.  

And while army providers undeniably came into close contact with army matters, the army could also play a part of the “normal” Jew´s everyday life . Many towns or cities experienced a continuous presence of the military, they were garrison towns. And here, the military could be deployed as what we would call today a police force. This was the case in a small northern garrison town in East Frisia (Ostfriesland). When in 1782 Christian inhabitants of Neustadtgödens  caused a commotion claiming Jews had blasphemed Christ, it was the military that restored the order. Almost 20 years earlier, in the evening of the 29 of May 1761, the mob of the city of Emden, also in Ostfriesland, raided three houses belonging to Jews and badly damaged the house and the belongings of a Jewish doctor, the vigilante (Bürgerwehr) hesitated to crack down on the people. In a report to the king the mayor stresses the fact that this incident would not have happened if Emden was a garrison town.

Jewish maid called Bele from Silesia had much closer relationship with soldiers. In 1776 she was accused to have been an accomplice in the robbery and subsequent manslaughter of her employer, Loebel Samuel. One or two soldiers took part in the crime; and the report states that “she was a loose woman, who messed around with soldiers; she also wanted to marry one of them...” (There are more documents from various places indicating “private” contact, this one is no isolated case). 

 It is not easy to place this kind of evidence. Archive material documenting private encounters between Jews and soldiers, or flirtations between Jewish women and soldiers is difficult to find and we usually find it at random when searching through categories like criminal acts. Once we have evidence of such private encounters, the question is, how much of the reality do they represent? One could argue that if we know only of the cases that ended in one way or another before court, then the number of the peaceful relationships might have been much higher. But one might also argue, that Jews who were extravagant enough to entertain a relationship with a soldier were also more likely to get entangled with the law at some point. Memoirs are a much clearer source of information on private encounters between Jews and the military:

Members of the military belonged to the typical appearance of the royal residency, Berlin. And while the standing and habits of many of Berlin´s Jews were very different from that of their contemporaries in rural areas, they had nonetheless their own experiences with military men. For example Henriette Herz describes in her memories that when she went to the opera, the lower seats were reserved for Prussian soldiers. When Henriette was newly married to Marcus Herz, around 16 years old, good looking and pretty hungry for life, she frequented the house of her Jewish friends, and also met officers there. And so, she one day meets a young officer from the entourage of an English envoy, who falls in love with her and whom she sees several times until she tells the entire story to her husband and puts an end to the relationship. 

Much less romantic was the official encounter of Prussian soldiers and Jews in their houses. Although it can be said that in general, billetting of soldiers in Jew´s houses was forbidden (unless in times and places of actual war), we have evidence that for a certain period of time, around the 1760ies, Prussia´s government tried to billet its soldiers also in houses belonging to Berlin´s Jews, without giving the landlords the possibility to buy themselves off by paying a certain sum of money -which was the usual way to get exempted from billetting. Judging from the evidence we have, Jews behaved no different from the Christian population: they tried to avoid having to actually accommodate soldiers. They wrote petitions arguing for what reasons they are unable to house them, and some of these petitions have survived. We can assume that mostly very wealthy Jewish house owners were approached by the government, especially the ones who owned big houses which they either stood empty or rented rooms out – obviously, this group of Jews was only a tiny minority of Prussia´s Jewry. The actual contact between Jews and soldiers or their families is not documented, and we get only a glimpse of what the billetting ment in one complaint by a Jewish jeweler, who protests against  being forced to take soldiers into his house, for as a jeweler he can not suffer foreigners in his house, and also, what would happen to his kosher kitchen?

I do not want to go into details here, and want to refer to my forthcoming article on billeting of Prussian soldiers (and their families) into the houses of Jews in Berlin yet to be published.

One of the Jews who petition the authorities and describes how impossible it is for him to accommodate soldiers is Moses Mendelssohn. And not only this episode connects Mendelssohn with the question of the Prussian military. It was Mendelssohn who actually encouraged the Prussian civil servant Christian Wilhelm Dohm write a treaties on Jewish emancipation. In 1781, Dohm published his famous  “On the civic amelioration of the Jews (“Über die bürgerliche Verbeserung der Juden”), in which he, as an enlightened man, criticized the prevalent policies concerning Jews as contrary to the reason of state. In order to create  as many as possible useful citizens, several demands should be met. He demanded economical freedom for the Jews, an advancement of Jewish education, even limited access to state offices, art and science; access to agriculture and handicraft, and also considered military service possible  and from a political point of view even necessary.

 Mendelssohn on his part was one of many Jews who argued that Jewish religious laws were no obstacle to serving the army. As we all know, it took many more years until in 1814, the first Jews became soldiers in Prussia. Before that, Jews were excluded from military service while they constantly came into contact with soldiers and carried a great part of the financial burden. The military itself  integrated into the state. The Prussian administration billeted soldiers into civilian´s houses on a regular basis not only because accommodation (barracks) were lacking, but also in an attempt to bring the civilian and the military spheres together. At least the city and the military became well acquainted, so that some speak of a militarization of the city or the urbanization of the military. Both worlds influenced each other, and the question is to what extent Jews were included.   But in summary it can be said that although Jewish men were not serving in the army, they were not excluded from the military sphere, because they would not isolate themselves, neither economically nor socially. The points of encounter indicate that Jews and the military were no worlds apart, although it took a long time until Jewish men donned uniforms. 

 At the end of the war, when Ephraim and Sons asked Frederick II for permission to station a commission merchant in Magdeburg, the city protested and ordered all Jews to leave, including the Ephraim family, who had to sell their house in Magdeburg within a months time (August 1765). Also right after the 7 Years´ war, in his statement against the permission of Jewish commission merchants , the Kriegsrat Lamprecht from Halle compared the situation of the Christian civil population and that of the Jewish population during the war, and claimed that while so many young Christian men had to die, Jews “could not be used (for the war)”, multiplied and got rich at the expense of the Christian population. 

Nevertheless, the Ephraim the family was still useful to the Prussian royalty, and so during the French revolution, in 1790 and 1791, Friedrich Wilhelm II sent the Jewish banker and enterpriser Benjamin Veitel Ephraim as an informant to Paris. 
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