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BOOKS

Ben G. Frank 
embarks on an 
enviable itinerary; 
sadly, he fails to 
take us along for 
the ride

Tibor Krausz
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The guided Jewish tour

A curious mishmash of 
vignettes about various 

ports of call, many of 
them only tangentially 

related to local Jews
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their jackets bedecked with their wartime 
medals. If they have tales to tell about their 
exploits, we never learn what they are.

Here and there, we do alight on telling 

in Odessa, a city that Russian Jewish greats 
from Isaac Babel to Haim Nachman Bialik 
once called home, still bears the lines of a 

In Papeete, the 200 or so Jewish residents 
– who have organized themselves into the 
Cultural Association of Israelites and Poly
nesian Friends – can boast of living in “the 
farthest place on Earth from Jerusalem, the 
exact antipode,” Frank writes, quoting a 
magazine article. The congregation is also 
the last on Earth to begin and end every 

dox Jewish members do without a resident 

the visiting writer wistfully.
Frank is a proud Jew with a restless curi

His love of things Jewish suffuses The 

mash of vignettes about his various ports 
of call – some informative, some bland, 
many of them only tangentially related to 
local Jews – the book often reads like a col
lection of a casual traveler’s diary entries. 
It may not have helped matters that almost 
everywhere Frank went, he apparently did 
so on guided tours. 

BOOKS

Ais bound to be lively when the per
son conducting it is “a ferocious, 

gifted, principled, and implacable hater.” 
Take a bow, Joseph Roth: the prodigiously 
talented Jewish author of The Radetsky 

early decades of the 20th century. He fell 
out with pretty much every newspaper and 
publisher, which published his sharply ob
served feuilletons and novels.

But other passions make themselves felt. 
His turbulent spirit ached for the tolerant 
times of the Habsburg Empire, and sought 
pockets of relief elsewhere in Europe. His 

ters are screams, not cries, for help, as de
spair and alcohol tighten their grip. “I am 

do not make easy reading.
If Roth was Austria’s “poor lieutenant,” 

mann, who has translated almost every

jagged, mercurial and febrile energy that 

captures the inner man in all his rawness. 
The “implacable hater” quotation comes 
from him.

And it is Hofmann who describes these 
letters as “the protocol of a man going over 
the edge of the world in a barrel.” Roth 
completed the process by drinking himself 

ler by a year. Those with a strong interest 

sort of correspondence too painful to read 
(and it is painful), my suggestion is to con
centrate on Roth’s other works instead. 

Roth’s wrath

Joseph Roth: A Life in Letters

Translated and edited 

by Michael Hofmann
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PRODIGIOUS TALENT: Joseph Roth in 1926 
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The Scattered Tribe: Traveling 

the Diaspora from Cuba to 

India to Tahiti & Beyond 

By Ben G. Frank
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