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The Altmans of Capel Street (1854–1875)

Moritz Altman (born Shraga Moshe ben Aharon Altman), his wife, Deborah 
(born Devorah bat Chaim Liebes), and their firstborn children, Albert Liebes 
and Sara (quite possibly twins) would have landed at Queenstown (Cobh) 
Cork in the early 1850s, perhaps 1854, and soon thereafter made their way to 
Dublin. Forty-seven years later, in the 1901 Irish census, Albert represented 
himself as being born in 1853 in “Prussian Poland.” The generalizing designa-
tion most readily suggests the Grand Duchy of Posen as a place of the family’s 
origin, which was the largest area the Prussian Crown had annexed by 1795 
and was around 25 percent Jewish until the midcentury.1 Over the course of 
nineteenth-century Jewish immigration to Ireland, several families prior to 
and after the Altmans originated in Posen, and following a traditional pattern 
of entire shtetls moving to the same new-world locations, those first families 
encouraged emigration to Dublin as a safe and prosperous move.2 Although 
a marriage certificate is unavailable, Moritz Altman married Devorah Liebes 
in what was undoubtedly a traditional Jewish ceremony, in the 1840s, per-
haps in Posen itself. In the region in general, Jews were often employed as 
artisan masters and craftspeople, predominantly in clothing trades; in Posen 
and Bromberg (Bydoszcz), “the province’s two administrative centers, [Jews 
often] throve modestly on the patronage of the bureaucracy and military” 
(96). Given this, Moritz may well have been involved in military tailoring, 
his first livelihood in Ireland, prior to emigrating. Devorah’s maternal grand-
mother, Sorel Liebes, was a resident of Kenpo (Prussian Kempen) and died 
there in 1825. By the midcentury, Kempen had a large religiously observant 
Jewish population, making more of a true shtetl than just another Polish vil-
lage with a Jewish area. Both surnames Altman (old man) and Liebes (lover) 
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are reminiscent of name changes offered by Prussian officials at the expense 
of Polish-, Russian-, or Hungarian-Jews seeking enfranchisement within the 
dominant Germanism of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. The names thus may 
suggest that, prior to emigration, both families rather lived in an urban center, 
such as Posen City itself. Kenpo suffered from poor living conditions by the 
midcentury, including a cholera epidemic, and after the 1848 Polish uprising, 
many Jews of the town left for surrounding cities like Breslau, Berlin, and 
even for the Americas. The Altmans too appear to have followed this wave of 
emigration and ended their journey when they arrived in Ireland.
 In 1855, Moritz Altman’s name appears in the records of Dublin’s Mary’s 
Abbey Synagogue as residing at 57 Mary’s Street, where he was a tailor and 
hat manufacturer; in 1878, both he and Albert were elected free members, or 
vestrymen, of the congregation.3 Prior to this address, the family resided at 
48 Capel Street, on one of the oldest thoroughfares in one of the oldest areas 
of the city that, as early as the 1820s, saw the growth of a Dublin Jewish com-
munity there comprising predominantly immigrants from Germany, Poland, 
and England. Although the mostly Sephardic Jews in Ireland prior to this in 
the eighteenth century numbered enough to found a first synagogue in Crane 
Street (1705), and later a second in Marlborough Green (1760), by 1822, the 
blocks of Capel Street just off Ormand Quay north of the Liffey witnessed 
enough of a concentration of families and businesses to establish the Stafford 
Street (now Wolfe Tone Street) synagogue.4 A decade later, in 1836, the com-
munity obtained the deed to the building at 12 Mary’s Abbey Street, on the west 
side of Capel, as the first Dublin synagogue purchased by collective money; 
by its closure in 1892, it had become the longest-running house of worship in 
Irish-Jewish history.5 Capel Street shopkeepers, pawnbrokers, credit drapers, 
and lenders were in fact familiar enough in the city to have the area immortal-
ized in the popular nineteenth-century folk song “The Waxies’ Dargle”:

Says my aul’ wan to your aul’ wan
“Will ye go to the Galway races?”
Says your aul’ wan to my aul’ wan,
“I’ll hawk me aul’ man’s braces.
I went up to Capel Street
To the Jewish moneylenders
But he wouldn’t give me a couple of bob
For the aul’ man’s red suspenders.”
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Like most middle-class and working Dubliners, Joyce knew the ballad well 
and makes reference to it in the Aeolus episode, in which Myles Crawford’s 
caricature of Stephen’s “Pisgah Sight of Palestine or Parable of the Plums” 
includes the title of the song (U7.1008).
 Jewish immigration to Ireland predictably stalled during the Famine years, 
and the Altmans’ arrival in the area just after the country was recovering 
from those catastrophic events is curious, even more so considering that the 
Capel Street community in the late 1840s consisted of no more than around 
twenty-five families.6 Though Dublin did not suffer the kinds of illness, star-
vations, evictions, and emigration that decimated the middle and western 
parts of the Island, the very first soup kitchens established by the Crown were 
indeed set up in the city to feed the starving tenants of the surrounding areas. 
By the 1850s, the city was also in the throes of the revolutionary plans of the 
Young Irelanders and eventually the Fenians. As a result of the Famine as 
well, Dublin also witnessed a new influx of casual and unskilled labor, a force 
that would grow into the syndicalist/unionist agitation of the late century.7 
Moreover, there were municipal efforts backed by both Anglo-Irish private 
wealth and the Crown to reinvigorate the capital as a place looking toward 
the future, not the least of which was the Great Industrial Exhibition held in 
Dublin in 1853.8 Whatever circumstances or motivations caused the senior 
Altman to bring his family to Dublin a year after this well-publicized event, 
they entered a Jewish community that had gained a reputation for mon-
etary aide during the worst years of the Famine. For example, any Dubliner 
involved with the Dublin Castle (seat of the imperial government) or any 
public relief efforts knew well that an Irish Famine relief loan of £8,000,000 
was negotiated by Baron Lionel de Rothschild, who also waived all personal 
commissions; less well known, perhaps, was Rothschild’s continued mon-
etary support throughout the worst years, during which his enterprise also 
diverted unknown quantities of corn (wheat) shipments to Ireland. There 
were lesser known, modest amounts of support from prominent English-
Jewish entertainers, as well as wealthier families and religious communities 
of Jews in New York; Hyman notes both “the Irish Relief fund and the Fenian 
Famine Fund were liberally supported by American Jews.”9 Thus perhaps at 
first seemingly counterintuitive, the Altmans’ arrival during such a difficult 
era in Irish history may have been an early harbinger of the growth of the 
Dublin Jewish community toward its peak during Joyce’s era; two decades 
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on from the Altmans, Litvak Jews first began to arrive, and the years after 
the infamous 1882’s May Laws persecutions of the Russian Pale of Settlement 
saw that contingent increase in unprecedented numbers. By the middle of 
that decade, Altman & Sons salt and coal depot and distribution house was 
already experiencing commercial success.
 Moritz set up his first business as a milliner who specialized in headwear 
for the British military around 1854 in Capel Street. Until 1873, Thom’s Dublin 
Directory lists the business as a “cap manufacturer,” but a few years onward, 
the Freeman’s Journal ran Moritz’s advertisement noting “Caps, Chacos, 
Sashes, Feathers, Tunics, and Ornaments to order . . . Samples and particu-
lars to be had from M. Altman and Sons, Army Cap and [unreadable] Maker, 
Contractors to Her Majesty’s Government and Board of Work, 5 Pembroke-
quay, Dublin.”10 While another son, Henry, was born in 1855 and two daugh-
ters, Ida and Esther, in 1856 and 1857, respectively, Moritz’s initial success in 
the trades was unfortunately soured by Dublin’s notoriously high childhood 
mortality rates; in 1859, Sara and Henry, ages six and four, respectively, both 
died of scarlet fever just months apart.11 Deborah indeed had to bury her 
children while pregnant again; a third son, Mendal, was born in 1860, and, 
Eleazer, in 1864, the latter of whom appears not to have lived beyond child-
hood either. Thus it was Mendal, Albert’s only living brother, who in adult-
hood became his business partner and, later, successor on the Council. By the 
early years of their partnership in 1877, a contentious civil dispute between 
the salt company and the city (related in detail below) drew both Albert and 
Mendal away from the unionist tendencies of the larger Jewish community 
to throw themselves into new Home Rule nationalist politics; Mendal, who 
remained a moderate (Liberal) nationalist throughout his political life even 
while his brother became progressively prolabor, was elected Usher’s Quay 
Ward representative to the Council in 1907 and occupied the seat until 1912, 
just three years before his death. 
 During his initial prosperity as a hatmaker and tailor, Moritz Altman 
was said by relatives to have been generous with Catholic neighbors and 
may have dabbled in unlicensed moneylending. But, obviously, no records 
of such would exist, and, conversely, Jewish tradesmen in Dublin such as 
silver/goldsmiths, furriers, tailors, leather-goods makers, and so on were 
less likely to be lenders than peddlers and dry-goods shopkeepers. Cormac 
Ó Gráda does note that unlicensed moneylending was a common practice 



Figure 1. Altman Capel Street residence, 1859–1862, today. Photo by Neil R. Davison.
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among these types of Jewish merchants, who were called by locals “shilling-
a-week men,” or just “Jewmen,” and whose average loans were ₤5 or less.12 
Selling needed items on credit or lending amounts on reasonable terms that 
might cover a month’s rent appears to have been in high regard by the ben-
eficiaries of such, and there is anecdotal evidence to suggest that poorer 
Catholics preferred to be in debt to Jews than to other lenders, in part be-
cause “Jewmen” gave better rates and in part because they would not resort 
to physical violence in exacting late payments, and thus could be put off 
indefinitely.13 If the son following the business practices of the father has 
relevance, however, Lil Kierans, a cousin by marriage to Mendal’s family, 
claimed in and interview that, as a grown man, Albert too never lent money 
at interest rates but rather simply gave to worthy causes or needy individu-
als.14 Nevertheless, by the 1870s, Moritz had interests in real estate, bank-
ruptcy courts, and property management; he acquired his third and most 
distinguished Dublin residence at 5 Pembroke Quay from an insolvency-
based bank auction and is reported in the press in 1861 as being appointed 
assignee over the bankruptcy case of a Belfast clothier.15 But there remains 
no record or family memories of Moritz ever being involved in any sort of 
licensed moneylending.
 Family lore does suggest, though, that Moritz had a reputation for refus-
ing to sign documents, a idiosyncrasy that was apparently true of unlicensed 
lenders of the era. Although, legally, only the debtor’s signature was para-
mount in the transaction, the precaution was moot, since being unlicensed 
disallowed lenders to seek recourse from legal authorities. This is the case 
behind the desperation of the fictional Moses Herzog in the opening of the 
Cyclops episode; Herzog has employed the unnamed narrator as a private 
collector and, by way of the former’s demonstrative “Jewish” histrionics, has 
become an object of ridicule in the narrator’s story to Joe Hynes (U12.13–51). 
Interestingly enough, the address given in the episode’s debtor note, “Mi-
chael E. Geraghty, esquire, of 29 Arbor hill in the city of Dublin, Arran Quay 
ward . . .” was just one house number from Mendal Altman’s residence in 
1904 at 28 Arbour Hill, Arran Quay Ward (U12.35–36).16 Earlier in the novel 
in Lestrygonians, Nosey Flynn’s opinion that Bloom “is not too bad” [be-
cause] “he’s been known to put his hand down too to help a fellow . . . [g]ive 
the devil his due,” concludes with the seemingly mysterious observation 
that “there’s one thing he’ll never do. / His hand scrawled a dry pen signa-


