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I was born in a Russian winter, a snowstorm raged as if the whole world protested at my appearance. I lay on the floor awaiting the arrival of the midwife as there were no resident doctors in the village
My mother received a well deserved rebuke for not sending my 9 year old
sister to call the midwife or warn her sooner than 5 o’clock in the morning.. Walking in the heavy snow for about half a mile it took the girl a long time walking in the snow one foot in and one out. The door was left insecurely closed which the strong wind blew open and the snow blew into the house
It was New Year’s Day in Russia in 1888. In the Jewish calendar it was Friday Parsha Bay –the first day of the month of shvat.

The Brith milah Friday Sidra Beshalah I was given a Hebrew name Yerachmiel.  My father’s name was Elchanan.

How I came to be called Robert is the lack of understanding by the people, who owing to my being called Rachmiel for short they turned my name to Robert.

My father was not home at my birth as he was teaching Talmud in Smolensk a town about 200 miles away.  He died in our home village in July 1895.
My father did not teach me, as I was not his type. He used to teach big boys only.

At this time three of my older brothers had left Russia to avoid military service, which in the Tsarist Empire was a terrible suffering period of four years. Particularly for Jews who would not eat the food and were hated by the Russian non commissioned or commissioned officers, escape to a foreign country was the only salvation. For non-delivery by parents of their sons for military service the fine was 300 roubles or £30 each- a total of £90.  The police were calling monthly at the house for the money and would have taken anything of value away, but our neighbours warning us as soon as they saw the sergeant and the Yuradniks (police) with their swords coming, we would quickly carry the samovar (tea machine) and the candle sticks, the wine cup and bedding into a neighbour’s house.

The dwelling house which we possessed was already transferred to a friend related to the family and a trust worthy person. So the police on entering the house found mother, a poor widow “Where are your children” the police would ask,  “Don’t know” was the reply. The police away not believed. This procedure lasted until we escaped from the country.

For five years mother carried on by opening a shop on another person's name with money sent by my brother Philip who worked in Manchester as a butcher's assistant and then afterwards on his own.

The time came when four of the brothers were away to England and also my sister was there. Mother was left with my older brother Zalman 18 years old and myself.

Mother made a decision to which we all agreed that we all go to England. On arrival in Manchester the first problem was not an education of English for me at 12 years old but a job at which I could earn something to support my mother and myself.  My brother Zalman above mentioned went away to Glasgow where another brother Joel lived.  He, Zalman, tried to make his fortune travelling in the Scottish highlands. My sister, above mentioned, was working about 75 hours a week in a capmaker's sweat shop in Manchester earning about 8/9 shillings a week. It was therefore essential that I find a job by claiming to be 13 years old as this was the age a boy was permitted to start work. I had two tries at jobs, put in half days and those bosses thought I wasn't worth employing, so I was sent home without a penny for my carfare. I did however get a job as a message boy at 3 shillings a week to bring and carry clothes at a tailor's shop- 7 days a week 8 to 8, Sunday 8 to 4 and Saturday night from 9 to 12, to collect the orders of cut garments, deposit them at the tailor's factory for the workers to start on them on Sunday morning
It is here worth telling how I became anglicised.

At the same factory another boy worked with me as a message boy. We worked together Saturday nights. This boy had come from Rumania six months before me and was a bit older. It was during the South African War and he had already learned to sing the then popular war songs such as’ Goodbye Dolly I must leave you' 'Rule Britannia' and 'God Save the Queen'
(Victoria) and we used to sing these songs on Saturday nights at the top of our voices when carrying the bags of work to the factory- a job that took us till 12 o'clock at night.

About this time too, I met a boy who went to school and had some textbooks of English history, which he kindly lent to me.  I must say here that whilst still in Russia, I went to a private school or chider at which I learned Yiddish, writing and Hebrew, Russian , a little German and Latin  plus Bible Talmud and all religion until I was ten years of age. After that my mother could no longer pay the teachers. Instead I helped my mother in the grocery shop.
I know that if I didn't do something for myself in the learning of speaking and writing English I could not see anyone who would do it for me.  So I borrowed a dictionary and began to read the book I had borrowed from the boy above mentioned and thus gradually learned to read.  Bar Mitzvah came about the middle of January 1901. There were no parties or celebrations. With my brother Philip I went to the Hasidic synagogue. I was not taught Maftir or Haphtorah.  I said I knew it.  In those days boys were not taught to read Maftir only Haphtorah.  I believe I read the Haphtorah in the style and tune I heard in Russia but I really don't remember. No gifts of any kind but some kindly people in the synagogue wished me Mazal tov.
About this time I was working and earning 5 shillings a week and joined the Junior Zionist society at  one penny7 a week - at which I got a voluntary job to collect for the Manchester Zionist  Organisation in a section of the Cheetham Hill district of the city. It was going to members' houses and claiming 1 p from juniors and 2 p from seniors.  This I did after  I finished working on Sunday from about 6-8 at night as I worked till 4 in the afternoon.  This job I did conscientiously in the winter when I hadn't a coat to cover myself in cold rain, fog or snow and also in the summer.
I also attended to m religious learning by attending synagogue at seven o clock in the morning to continue the learning of Talmud and when the Zionist society started a free Hebrew class for boys from 9 to 10 at night two or three times a week. This class also had an examination in 1902/3 at which I got second prize. It was very good because the first prize was won by the Rabbi's son who was born and educated in Palestine.
By this time I was about 15 years of age but before that I changed my job several times, including one where the master taught me tailoring, machining etc.  It was the best I could accept. Times were bad particularly the wintertime. When trade was slack I took lessons in garment cutting to become a cutter and after that I became a sort of manager in a trouser factors with about three workers where I fitted the trimmings to the already cut trousers but that did not last long. The slack time again killed my job.
The waterproof and raincoat trade became busy so I applied for a job as a machinist although I had never worked an electric machine and had no experience of sewing a complete garment.  A good machinist next to me thankfully showed me what to do. After 2/3 weeks the boss discovered my work was not satisfactory - so the sack.

Things began to worry me particularly my mother as to what of the future. My mother kept on telling me to try some kind of business.  So my brother Philip lent me £2 to buy stock and travel.  That was no use at all,. I lost my money in no time. Credit customers never paid in addition to thieves who stole the articles while another engaged me in conversation.  Eventually I changed it to sell tailors' trimmings of which I had a better knowledge and dealing with master tailors ,- selling at the beginning sewing cottons and linings, canvas etc. For this business again my brother Philip lent me £2

My spare time was devoted to do some tailoring work in the busy time which was the spring. I worked nights any time to earn a few shillings cash.
A chapter opened for me in social life when Zionism became very active with Dr Weitzman's arrival in Manchester in 1904/5 after the 6th Zionist congress and after the death of Dr Herzl. Here life became busy for Israel Zangwill founded the J T O or Jewish Territorial Organisation with which Dr Weitzman and the Russian delegates at the 6th Congress would not hear of and they walked out of the Congress.

In 190-3 Mr Joseph Chamberlain, then Minister for the Colonies , in an interview with Dr Herzl offered the Jewish people Uganda in Africa as a territory for Jewish settlement in view of the terrible Russian persecution of 
the Jews and soon after the Kishinev pogroms( massacres)
The dissolution of the English parliament in 1905 brought new excitement to Manchester Jewry and the Zionists. They found it a suitable time to arrange a big protest meeting against the Russian persecution of the Jews.

A public meeting was arranged at the New Empire Theatre  Ardwick.  On the platform were Winston Churchill (liberal) Johnson Hicks (conservative) ,Dr Gaster (Chief rabbi Sephardi Congregation) and Dr Weitzman. Powerful speeches were made by all particularly Dr Gaster who was an outstanding orator.   Dr Weitzman spoke in Yiddish. He was not yet able to master the English language.  WSC and JH moved strong resolutions condemning the Russian government  which were sent to the Russian ambassador in London. As the Jewish community were mainly liberal it was a great day when  WSC  was elected to Parliament.

At about this time I was 17/18 years of age.  My business was dragging along in as very small way. I took a small office in town c. 4 shillings a week, went around the job dealers to find something cheap. If I got a pie4ce of lining or canvas I carried it on my shoulder to the office or to  a clothing manufacturer- sold it cheap. If I made a 10 shilling profit on a £3-£4 transaction it was a good day’s business.   My stock was increasing and I rented a bigger office at 30 shillings a month.  After spending a few pounds on doing it up to move in the owner gave me notice to move out immediately after the month was up. This was a terrible blow to me.;

About this time a man named Hyman Cohen who came with his wife and child from South Africa approached me and suggested we form a partnership. He was in a similar business in Bury New Road( Strangeways). He said his wife could look after his shop, whilst he would sell from a town address.  We rented a bigger office in New Brown Street off Market Street at 18 shillings a week.  There was no cash capital involved. .HC brought in goods to a similar value that was the value of my stock.  I would be the buyer and inside man and he would be the seller and traveller.  This partnership was friendly and carried on for about 12 months but business was bad because of competition and lack of capital and we could not give the long credits and some were real bad payers. There was no future in it for the two of us so we separated the partnership by dividing up the stock -all friendly,  HC and his family went back to South Africa ,Years after, in the late 20’s  I met him in London where he was in the film business and seemed quite prosperous but did not live very long after that.

\My brother Philip in Birmingham suggested that I might do better in Birmingham.  In addition I liked to be beside him because I could learn something good of Talmud or Bible.  Ion due course I sold up my stock in Manchester which consisted of cloth tweeds, worsteds, linings, canvas haircloth, all tailor’s requirements at job prices to go to Birmingham

It is necessary here to mention Zionist association and other work.  My partner Hyman Cohen had an uncle who came into the office His name was Mr Wolfson ( I cant remember his first name) He was a wealthy jewellery dealer and  busy committee man.  He was forming a new branch of Bnai Brith in Manchester because he had quarrelled with his society (not the Bnai Brith known today) president named Orbach- a benefit lodge for the working class, he insisted that I take the job of vice chairman.  In those days there were many of these societies but I was not interested in them because the whole ritual of these societies looked silly.  But he insisted so much that I consented.  I could only stand it for one year and resigned.  It wasn’t in my line. Zionist debates and interdebates with Socialists and anarchists. The Jewish Territorialists were arguing literally day and night.

One Maurice Myer,. A fiery speaker, an anarchist challenged Dr Weitzman to debate that Socialism only is a solution to the Jewish problem

A Po’aleh Zion conference was arranged and took place in Manchester in 1906  Delegates arrived from Glasgow, Leeds, Liverpool , Cardiff and Manchester.  The names : Messrs Michelson and Subjacts, Leeds, Mr Rumanovsky Cardiff, Mr Badash.

The book and theory on Po’aleh Zionism by Borochov was discussed. and resolutions  were passed accepting the program and Ideas of a socialist state when the Zionist hopes are practically realised.  The principal highlights of the conference were Mr Rumanovsky who spoke in Yiddish and Mr Badash who spoke ion Russian and Yiddish.  Mr Vasilevsky a Hebrew teacher and an important man as a scholar was the chairman and I was secretary.

The delegates talked a lot in two days, passed resolutions on how to carry on the propaganda work among the Jewish working class in the diaspora and in Palestine when the Zionist aims were achieved

One character I remember,  a stocky short fellow- a funny face that a professional journalist could describe in detail or a face for a cartoonist- only about three days from Russia, attended one of the lectures. At question time he got up and began in Yiddish rolling his r’s like a Scotsman “In drrerd zolt hir geyn Tsiyenistin, ihr mach unlglichlich dem Yidishin folk( which means to hell with you Zionists, you are ruining the Jewish people.  He was a member of the Bund)

Here I wish to record how I came to be interested in Zionism. It happened after the first Zionist congress in 1897 there was a Hebrew teacher in our village named Mr Mazin . He also taught German and Latin. He had read a booklet by Dr Theodor Herzl called Judenstadt (Jewish State) and also read the Hebrew newspapers about the first congress, wishing to interest the people of our village in this new idea of Zionism.  He advertised a meeting to take place in the small synagogue on a Saturday afternoon at 3.30. The announcement was in Hebrew but the warden of the synagogue was a Hasid- an opponent- so he locked the shul and took the keys away till evening.  In summer he would not open till service about 9 pm   when he reopened for Mincha and Maariv service after which the paraffin lamps were lit, the service was over.  I remember seeing him put up a ladder, take off the globes from the lamps, turn down the wicks, leaving the synagogue in the darkness and went home The teacher and the mostly young men would not go away.  Instead they went out and bought candles and insisted that the lecture be held.

The Zionist speeches in those days were mainly on the history of the Jewish people and Mr Mazin began by telling that the great Rabbi Akiva encouraged Bar Kochva to revolt against the Romans in 130 AD or CE .Mr Mazin quoted passages from the psalms that Jews are sworn to resettle in Zion and to remember Zion on all enjoyable occasions and functions.

The World Jewish Congress was the idea of an Australian born Sephardi Jew who lived in Manchester, interested in Jewish charitable institutions and wanted to do something for world Jewry. So he got the idea that a World Jewish Congress was a better idea than Zionism.  His name Mr B J Belisha (he was an uncle to Belisha who became Road Minister 1936 and after wards War Minister 1939- the Belisha Beacons)

This Mr Belisha told of his idea to some of the important Jews of Manchester, particularly Mr Nathan Laski JP who was in those days the leader of Manchester Jewry and some of the Rabbis and to Dr Weitzman. Public meetings were called and it became a new movement for the political and social salvation of the Jewish people.

Meetings were addressed in the Jewish Derby Hall and three |Jewish Talmud Torah school and Bent Street.  The chair was taken at various times by Mr BJ Belisha or by Mr Nathan Laski.  Speakers were usually invited.  Dr Yochalman from Switzerland a very important worker on behalf of the Jewish people at that time.

Dr Weitzman supported the idea because he said these movements will ultimately become Zionist institutions and working for the resettlement of Jews in Palestine.  After one of the speeches by Dr Weitzman Rabbi Yudelewitch and old type orthodox of the New Synagogue in Cheetham Hill Road was called up to speak by chairman Mr B J Belisha.  This rabbi began to attack Dr Weitzman in a manner that annoyed the audience. He began with ‘der yonger man zgft as a yid muyss zain a Tsiyenist, fregt em oib err hot ven ongeton the tephilim.(This young man says that a Jew must be a Zionist- ask him if he ever prayed in the Tephilim)  The audience promptly jumped up and moved angrily to the speaker’s platform with the intention of pulling the Rabbi off. There was panic and commotion broke out but the chairman Mr B J Belisha succeeded in getting order after promising that Dr Weitzman would have a chance to reply.  The rabbi did not proceed with his speech but Dr Weitzman in reply pointed out that in Switzerland where he studied there were among many Jewish students who were children of assimilated parents he turned them back to Judaism which the Rabbis failed to do- a speech which gain great applause, Dr Weitzman gained more popularity. The rabbi’s synagogue broke into two synagogues and two congregations.  He eventually emigrated to America.

The World Jewish Congress dissolved owing to the death of its founder Mr BJ Belisha.  Nathan Laski J had two sons Harold and Neville who were about 13/14 years old at the time.  He was that proud of them he used to bring them to the meetings and on some occasions he would call up Harold to address the meeting. Harold in later years became the Chairman of the Labour Party and Neville became a judge.

Shalom Aleichem (1859-1916=-Shalom Rabinovitch) visited England about 1908. He was emigrating to the US and whilst in London the Manchester Poalei Zion party wished him to visit Manchester to personally read some of his humorous writings to a Yiddish audience   .As secretary it was my job to write invitations to the synagogues and benefit societies to arrange a reception committee for SA.

To my surprise Mr Nathan Laski JP, President of the English Shul- The Great synagogue accepted an invitation and invited us all to hold the meetings of the reception committee at his synagogue chambers. The question as to where Shalom Aleichem was to stay and eat Kosher was discussed. Oh said Mr Laski he will stay with me.  My wife keeps a kosher house

The reading took place at the then Derby Hall Manchester – £40 was gathered and handed over to Mr SA  which in those days was a very handsome sum. Mr Laski did not understand   Yiddish but did everything to make the reception a success.

My first acquaintance with Israel Zangwill was when I saw a big newspaper placard in Yiddish in Manchester outside a stationery shop which read in big type Yisroel Zangwill hot chasene tsu a shikse( Israel Zangwill is married to a Christian girl). That was about 1903/4.  Although it caused a storm in the Jewish community the matter was quickly forgotten for his books picturing Jewish life , tragedy and comedy and excellent fiction based on history.  His books Children of the Ghetto, Dreamers of the Ghetto, King of Schnorrers, Ghetto Comedies, They that walk in the Darkness can be re4ad even nowadays with a profit

I was lucky to have seen him in person at one of his lectures    my opinion of him is he is the greatest of those who write Jewish books in English. His biting humour and criticism of the “Jewish Grand Dukes” the French Jewish committee who managed the Baron Hirsh Millions.
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