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SHOLEM YANKEV ABRAMOVITSH

" The story I am about to tell you, gentlemen, took place in the first year after the

Great Fire of the Holy Community of Beggarsburgh.°
That conflagration is inscribed in the chronicles of the community, and the

Beggarsburghers date every event in their lives from it. They say, for example: ““So
and so was born, or such a one was married and buried in this or that year of the
Great Fire; the yarmulka decree, the decree on ordination and elementary edu-
cation, the death of children because of the sins of the city, the stinking mildew,
the scraping of the ritual bath and of the polluted river—all took place in this or
that year of the Great Fire.”” There are still old men and women in these precincts
from the time of the Great Fire, and sometimes, when they sit by the stove in the
House of Study at twilight, the young people thirstily drink in their words, and
their eyes are flooded with tears.

I myself was not in town during the Great Fire. I was far afield, wending my
way from place to place® in my wagon laden with books. In those days there were
no newspapers among the Jews as there are today, no writers, no glib stylists, no
composers of articles, and the like. They didn’t publicize the plight of abandoned
wives, they didn’t eulogize the dead, and.they didn't write up fires in high tones.
Husbands deserted their wives, the dead died and were buried in secrecy, and
homes and bathhouses burned to the ground with no one to proclaim it to the
world. Therefore Beggarsburgh burned down, and I knew nothing of it.°

One day it chanced I was slowly proceeding alongside my horse, who was
taking small steps at the side of the road, tearing off clumps of grass and munching
complacently. It was Lag b’Omer, the one summer day when a Jew mustn‘t mourn,
and all of lovely creation, in its splendor, crowned with great glory, is permitted
for his enjoyment. Behold, I was raising my feet, walking, and regarding the
gracious trees and plowed fields,” meadows, vegetables gardens, and grain. The
mandrakes gave forth their fragrance,® and winged creatures sang sweetly 10 me
in exultation. 1 listened and imagined violins and timbrels, flutes and trumpets,
the shepherd’s pipe and the cymbal—musical instruments giving voice for grooms
and brides today in all our settlements, wherever Jews live. There I was, sharing
their joy and sending them greetings and blessings from afar, wishing that their
matches be good ones, that they flourish and multiply, just like the grass of the
field. While I was contemplating the Lord’s bounty in the world of the living and
enjoying it within my heart, bands of people appeared before me, walking along
the road, staffs in their hands, bundles on their shoulders,® having the appearance
of absolute beggars. True, it is common enough to encounter beggars on the road,
and it is a law for Israel® for all eternity that beggars must constantly wander
through the towns within their confines, but such a huge abundance of beggars,
in such long processions—that was a great astonishment, even greater when I got
a close look and saw they were Beggarsburghers, my fellow townsmen!

“Alas! Beggarsburgh is on the march!” I called out, frightened and confused at
what I saw: that great horde of men and women, children and suckling babes,®
all of them with their clothes torn, barefoot, hungry and thirsty, their faces as sooty
as the bottom of a pot. “What is this, my brothers, and what is the cause of it?"

“Alas, our city has been destroyed,” they all answered at once. “We are Beg-
garsburghers, but Beggarsburgh is no more!”

“Devastation hath come from the Lord,* a decree of heaven!” The sound of
weeping came from among the women.

" “The Lord hath waxed sorely wrathful® against Beggarsburgh!” the people la-
merted.

“In the multitude of our sins,” the city notables began recounting, “For our
$ins the soot in a chimney caught on fire. .. .”

“In Naftali the Redhead’s chimney,” others interrupted them, “it wasn’t swept,
and it wasn’t trimmed, and the fire was borne on the wings of the wind,® it spread

‘to the thatched roofs and piles of straw, and to the low walls of the wooden houses,

jammed close together, and they all burned at once. A great outcry rose in the
city,” turmoil and great confusion®*—and no one extinguished thie blaze. Alas, what
has happened to us® The Lord hath not had mercy on the dwéllings"" of Beg-
garsburgh, from on high He sent fire and burned our city!”

“Brothers,” I waxed furious and began arguing vehemently against them, “you
began by talking about a fire in Naftali the Redhead’s chimney and ended with
fire from on high! What do flames from heaven have to do with it?"*

““Fire from heaven descended upon us by means of the Redhead’s chimney,”
my brethren replied ingenuously. ““They are one and the same. Here's proof: how
many years has his chimney stood unswept and untrimmed? Nevertheless, by the
Grace of the blessed Lord, nothing ever happened. . . . Certain simpletons explain
the fire, saying it came because of the sin of building houses close together, cheek
by jowl till there was no room left, and for the sin of thatched roofs and faulty
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stoves, and for the sin of the firemen, of whom there is neither hide nor hair in
our township, but those fools have neither understood nor set it in the tablets of
their hearts that Beggarsburgh passed many years as it was, and from the time it
was first built it knew no evil. . .. The truth is, as it is written, ‘If the Lord pres-
erveth not a city, in vain shall the guardian labor,” ‘If the Lord sendeth fire from
on high,® even many waters shall not extinguish it.” *

No wisdom, no understanding, and no argument can stand before the written
Word,® hence I bent my head and kept my peace.

The Beggarsburghers were tired and weary, trudging and stumbling as they
went, and my knees too failed me with the travails of the road, so we stopped to
rest a bit by a grove of trees near a small pond. The Beggarsburghers hung their
bundles and rags from the willows by the water,® and they prostrated themselves
upon the earth.° The men moaned and groaned,” provoking one another, and
arguing about the situation. The women lamented, cursing their day® and making
their voices ring. Suckling babes groped for their mothers’ breasts, seeking milk to
restore their souls, and there was none°—the breasts were withered. Young chil-
dren asked for bread and wept. There was Leyzril, the perennial village idiot of
Beggarsburgh, for he too was among the exiles® of his congregation. His clothes
were tattered and his hair unkempt,® his hat was all awry, slipping down over his
neck. He wandered about, going up to one person after another like a cow seeking
her calf, with his mouth wide open, staring, occasionally making strange noises
through his nostrils, not saying a word. I sat silently among the downtrodden
Beggarsburghers, distraught and mournful about their great disaster, and the lovely
world of the Holy One, blessed be He, was darkened for me. Alas, what good does
that creation do for me now, with all its beauty? It gives its glory to the others,
not to us Jews. The sun’s warmth no longer restores my soul, for it is a blazing
fire. The fresh air has become a pestilence for me, and the fragrant incense of the
harvest and the mountain plants is acrid smoke in my nose. Flames blaze in my

thoughts.® I see a vision of fire, wind, and pillars of,smoke. The birds’ song becomes
mourning, and their melody the sound of weeping!®

““Where will you go, my brothers?”I opened my mouth after a lohg silence and
spoke with great pity. ’

“Where can burned out Jews go?" replied the members of the band with a nod
of their head and a sigh. “Where all our paupers go, to the settlements of our
merciful Jewish brethren. We have certificates signed by the Chief Rabbi of our
holy congregation, granting us the right and privilege of begging for alms from
door to door. The community leaders worked diligently in behalf of the burned
out people and divided the cities of Israel among them by lot.° Many groups
wandered off in the other direction, and we’ve taken this one. Now we must make
a further division among ourselves, as to who will go where, but there is dissension
in our ranks. Some of us wish to go one place, but all the rest do too. So we're
clinging to each other in one big bunch, arguing, irritated, and angry on our way.®
Everyone vexes his companion and annoys him. Perhaps, Reb Mendele, you might
act as judge and decide for us!”

“Scatter, beggars!" I told the Beggarsburghers gently. ““Split up for your own
benefit and pleasure. Why are you bunched together, crowded up, fighting, squab-
bling, and annoying each other? You're only harming yourselves. Everyone is
interfering with everybody else, and too many poor souls are picking at the same
crust of bread. You'll manage yet to stir up an outcry. People will complain that
you're descending like locusts,® and you’ll be a burden on the community. Spare
yourselves and split up, Jews!”’

When I saw my werds were going unheeded, I ceased addressing them. I shook
my head and said to myself: ““Not even fire will separate you, Jews!”

““They’re fobbing off the ldletown District on us,® and they’re skimming off the
cream, Foolsville and its surroundings. We 100 have a share and a holding® in
Foolsville!” they cried out. ’

“We won't forfeit our right. We too have Jewish souls, and our lineage is as
good as yours!” the others shouted.

“Drop dead!”

‘A curse on your ancestors!”’

“Sweet Jews,” 1 said to the Beggarsburghers who were shouting loudest, “Are
you too among the burned out?® You were never householders.”

““What difference does it make whether we were householders or tenants? Now
we're all destitute,” they responded sensibly. “We owned no homes, but we had
dwellings. We used to live in Yankev-Shimshon’s basement, a man and his chil-
dren in his own corner, and when his house burned down, we were deprived of
our dwelling. Now where shall we go?"*°
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I used to live in the House of Study,” shouted Azriel the idler, “and since it
was burned down, I have nowhere to sleep, and 1 am like everyone who was
bumed out.” .

If fleas could talk, they would lodge the same complaint, 1 thought to myself,
for they too live in people’s houses and beds. .

“The fire murdered me and throttled me at the same time,” complained
Dovid-Yehuda the storekeeper. “In normal times, when the Beggarsburghers
lived in their houses, 1 would rent a store, and customers would come my way.

With the destruction of Beggarsburgh, my luck turned bad, and my livelihood
was lost.”

“I'm a miserable, poor man, as you can plainly see,” explained Nochum the
teacher, speaking tastefully and intelligently.® “When there were householders, I
used to teach their sons in my schoolroom, and I barely scraped by. Now that
there are no householders, where will pupils come from? Without pupils, there
can be no schoolroom, without a school and Torah, there’s no flour.”

“Just what I say: if there are no houses, there are no mezuzas.”° Yoysef-Shimshon
the scribe spoke downheartedly. ‘“When Beggarsburgh stood, I used to write parch-
ment scrolls for mezuzas, and now, since there are no houses, who needs scrolls?”*

“And we,” put in several Beggarsburghers, known among us as clerics: beadles
and cantors, public functionaries, their helpers, and their relatives and the relatives
of their relatives, various sorts of office-holders, marriage brokers, grave-diggers,
students of Mishnah and professional reciters of psalms® in honor of the dead,
orators and the like from the burial society. “Now we are like shepherds with no
flock,° like moss with no wall, like fish with no fry. Woe is us, and alas for our
children and babes, there is neither food nor clothing, no householders and no
governors.® We are for the Lord, and now our eyes are turned to our relatives and
redeemers, our acquaintances and generous donors. Let them take care of our
children, let them support us until the Almighty takes pity on Beggarsburgh and
rebuilds our city so we can return to our livelihood.”

“There is no sorrow like ours,”” lamented Shloyme the windbag, pouring his
heart out to me. "My sorrow is that of a daughter! Look ye and see my shame,®
my devastated daughter Hinda-Rochel over there.® She was engaged to a man,
and the wedding was set, according to the prenuptial agreement, for this Lag
b’Omer. Everything was in order between the parents-in-law. What did the Holy
One blessed be He do? The Holy One blessed be He made a great fire in the city,
and quite a few people suffered damage, including me. One mustn’t question the
Holy One blessed be He and ask why He did that, and He certainly knows what
He’s doing. Since I suffered damage, it goes without saying that I became a pauper,
and I couldn’t carry out my part of the agreement. Not that I didn’t wish to do
my part, perish the thought, but simply because my hands are absolutely empty.
And what did the groom say, that splendid lad? The groom said, ‘I want out. If
the main thing is lacking, what do I want your daughter for?’ He stood there and
ripped up the prenuptial agreement. As a result my daughter wasn’t married, and
she’s gone back to being a maiden as before. There she is, sitting in shame and
disgrace, shedding tears and weeping, and my wife, may she live long, is shedding
tears too, wailing and reproaching me, ‘Thief, why did you let the groom go! Thief,
why don’t you take pity on your daughter? All her friends are married already
and giving suck to children, and she, you thief, is still a maid! Whither shall I take
my disgrace?’® Today is Lag b’Omer, the wedding day according to the agreement,
and her weeping is loudest of all, as on Tish‘a b’Av. The one cries, the other cries,
they both cry, and as for me, my heart is perishing.® Alas, if only a dog licked my

heart and I went mad on the spot! What shall I do? What can I do? I'm prepared
to go this far: let my wife and children go on their own to ask for help with all
the others who were burned out, and I'll set forth by myself to beg for dowry
money in Jewish towns. What do you think, Reb Mendele?”

“What can I tell you?”” said I to Shloyme the windbag. “Dowries are certainly

good merchandise, a fine business, of even higher importance to the Jews than
burned-out people.”

While the men of Beggarsburgh were talking to me, the womenfolk added their
own spice, seasoning their husbands’ talk with lamentations and groans, with
oaths and curses, as is their way. Even the frogs raised their voices and croaked
in the pond, and the cicadas and crickets chirped from among the stalks of grain.
There was great noise and shouting, hubbub and wailing in the camp. !
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Nothing softens my heart and arouses a multitude of elevated sentiments, feel- )
ings of love and pity, yearnings, and many more which cannot be defined or
named, than the face of an innocent child asleep, especially when he drowses in
weakness or scourged by the rod that smiteth him.® One wretched child, a weak,
frail boy, came up to me while I was engaged in conversation, lay his head upon
my knees, and dozed off—and I did not know. After I stopped talking, I noticed
him, and my mercy was aroused,® and a powerful flood of emotions stirred within
me. I looked at his sweet, thin face, which was without a drop of blood, and his
parched lips, which were slightly open, and his thin, weak arms. One arm lay on
his chest, which was swelling and rising, and the other hung loosely. His features
were all imbued with a spirit of grace and pleading, and a note of sadness could
be heard in them: lamentations and woe for suffering and pain, forgiveness, par-
don, and pleas for mercy, relief, and rescue.” I looked, and my soul flowed out of
me.° I was filled with mercy and exalted feelings of sanctity. I wished to weep, to
embrace that poor waif, all my suffering townsmen, and all my oppressed brethren,
my fellow Jews, and to kiss them all with my lips.° I looked from that innocent
child to the Beggarsburghers, bitter in soul and full of anger, oppressed, down-
trodden, and crushed, and I was crazed by what my eyes saw.’

Oh you heavens,” my heart cried out to the Lord, “how afflicted are the Jews
and how different the way they live, their food, and the satisfaction of their needs,
from all the other nations of the earth! Who is like thee, O Israel, one nation in
the world?° Its people are like the limbs of a body, attached and dependent upon
each other, influencing each other, supporting each other, maintaining each other,
perishing and lost with one another. Misfortune comes to some of them, and many
are in distress. Flames attack Beggarsburgh, houses are burned down, and all the
children of Israel weep for the fire!° All the people of Beggarsburgh cry out, even
those who never had houses in their lives. The town’s idlers and teachers, judges
and clerics, cantors and slaughterers, marriage brokers, grooms, and brides, store-
keepers and hucksters, traders, and all its many beggars.

“My heart, my heart goes out to you, poor child!”

“Hannah, Hannah!” I heard the sleeping boy’s father call to his wife, “Go and
pick up Chaim-Yankele. He's sleeping on Reb Mendele’s knees, and he will be a
burden to him.”°

*Alas for the mother, and alas for her soul!” cried out Hannah, full of love and
great pity, as she stretched out her arms to take her son. ““See how he’s lying
there, my precious one, the delight of my eyes. He is wrapped in the weariness of
his soul,® his left hand beneath his head,* sleeping like a bird. He’s hardly tasted
life, yet how many troubles has he seen in this world!”

“Let him sleep! No matter, no matter, let him lie down and rest a little,” I told
his parents, engaging the boy’s father in conversation. He was a good, honest man,

and learned in Torah. “Tell me please, Reb Yehiel-Mordecai, how you found
nourishment and sustenance in the bad times that rose up and beset you?”

“Blessed be our God, who has done miracles for us and sustained us, for in His
yoodness do we live,” answered Reb Yehiel-Mordecai, raising his eyes to the
heavens in praise and thanksgiving. “What does a Jew need for nourishment and
10 keep his soul alive? A bushel of potatoes from one sabbath eve to the next. We
made do with little and trusted in His great name, may He be praised, and in the
mercy of our Jewish brethren.”

~and did our Jewish brethren come to your assistance from their homes and
dwellings?”’

“From one city and from the nearby villages they sent a few wagons full of
bread right after the fire, and from the rest of the cities came nothing except some
personal contributions, and they were few.”

“Why were you not diligent in informing them of your troubles in writing,
telling them you were in great distress?”

“We wrote, Reb Mendele, we wrote. We also sent special delegations to Jews
all over, to gather contributions for us, and neither voice nor answer has come
from them all® When we saw that no help came from our brethren, and we could
no longer sustain ourselves, we followed the maxim of our Rabbis, ‘Judge not thy
friend till thou art in his place,” and now we are walking to our friends’ place,
with our children and our old people,® our sons and our daughters, and perhaps
they will take pity on us. Perhaps they will have mercy. And what is your opinion,
Reb Mendele? Will our journey succeed?"*

“Did you ever have a pain, Reb Yehiel-Mordecai, somewhere in your body at
any time?”’

“What kind of question is that, Reb Mendele? I have pains. My hips ache. May
you be spared. Can’t you'see by looking at my face and body that I am a man in
pain, oppressed by agonies?”’

“And how did you cure it, Reb Yehiel-Mordecai?” A

“When my hips first began hurting me, when I could still do something for my
own relief, [ made an effort to distract myself from them. I did nothing else, hoping
silently that God would deliver me.° Now that the pains are very severe, I have
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nothing, even if I wished, and I am even doubtful whether remedies would be
effective. For now I have pains not only in my hips but in every one of the 248
members of my body. I am like a broken vessel, may such a thing never happen
to you. But Reb Mendele, what does that have to do with what we were talking
about?”

“What does it have to do with it?”” I asked bitterly. ““It's just like the burned-
-out Beggarsburghers and all sorts of other wretched and destitute folk. They are
all mortally ill, infected members of the body of the Jews! If only our fellow Jews
were wise and intelligent,” they would make every effort to find a remedy and
cure their weakened limbs, to strengthen and restore them in counsels and knowl-
edge, to keep the illness from becoming worse, so that the pain shall not be eternal
and the blow not mortal, refusing to be cured,® spreading and harming the entire

" body. If only our brethren took part in the troubles of the Beggarsburghers, in
- their time of woe,” and the men of their city each gave a penny to help, the pennies

would add up to a great sum, so that in a short time they could rebuild their ruins

and return to their work as before. Then they would not be driven from their
homes into exile, wandering and lost in the world.

“Now listen, Reb Yehiel-Mordecai, and I shall tell you what will befall you and
those like you, the lost and rejected, and our brethren from here too in the end
of days.® The Beggarsburghers, abandoned and neglected,” will be like other un-
fortunate and poverty-stricken folk, shoved out of their homes. Once they have
started to fall, they will fall lower and lower,” never to rise up and return to their
former state. Along the way they’ll eat whatever comes to hand, and in the end
they’ll be wandering beggars, penniless and a sore affliction on the house of Israel.
That ulcer will spread through the whole body of our people, bringing rot to its
bones® and causing pains and grave suffering. Since our brethren did not support
all those among them who fell, willingly and voluntarily giving a little right away
when their feet stumbled,’ in the end they shall be forced to give a great deal
more, but to no avail. The poor and destitute will beg forever from door to door,
collecting from them no matter what. They will give and give again as to a bag
with holes in it,° whatever they can afford and more than they can afford. Against
their will they will establish alms-houses for poor and wayfaring guests; they will
be obliged to scatter their money to miserable idlers, to the weak and downtrodden,
both to the lazy and to the disabled. Against their will they will support widows
and feed orphans; against their will, poor kinsmen and kinswomen will live with
them, and they shall not turn away from their own flesh.® Against their will they'
shall give charity and much else, without limit, until they can do no more. Then
they’ll consume less and spend less, they’ll do less business, and their livelihood
will suffer greatly. They too will become poor, and new indigents will be added
to the first. The poor of that place will then go elsewhere and do what was done
to them, and so the scab shall spread through Israel,” and poverty, penury, and
destitution will increase.

“Do you see, Reb Yehiel-Mordecai, what that frog does by hopping into the
pond? When he leaped he made a circle of waves in the water, and those waves
made more waves around them, and they produce more and more waves, spread-
ing everywhere without cease. That tiny little cause had many effects, going on
and on. A fire broke out in Beggarsburgh, bringing many evil consequences. In
the end of days all of the House of Israel will weep for the fire!'”"

“QOur Sages have said that before you,” said Reb Yehiel-Mordecai, shrugging
his shoulder and waving his arm. His lip had that twist typical of those who
frequent the House of Study when they disparage what someone else says. *“Since
we find them in our rabbis, what’s your new point? In the Midrash to the Song
of Songs® our Sages said: ‘Consider the walnut. If you take one away from the
rest, they all fall down and roll away one after the other. So it is with the Jews.
If you take one of them, they all feel it.” "

“So what’s to be done, Reb Yehiel-Mordecai?”’ I asked bitterly. ““In heaven's
name, will the Jews always be behindhand in self-improvement and slow to better
their lot, so that they won't fall down and roll away one after the other like so
many walnuts?!”’

Reb Yehiel-Mordecai put his hands on his face, sighed and moaned, and made
no answer. We sat wordless, keeping silence, each sunk in his own thoughts.

Presently the Beggarsburghers moved on in noise and confusion, setting forth
on their way with their women and children, and Leyzril the madman trailed

along behind them. I went with them on my horse and wagon to see them off.
When we reached the crossroads I parted company with them tearfully and went
my own way.

I never saw those miserable Beggarsburghers again in my life, and I don’t know
what happened to them in the end. Doubtless they rolled about like walnuts with
the rest of the destitute Jews until they vanished from the face of the earth. I did
run into Leyzril one day in Foolsville. He was walking through the street like the
village idiot, and little boys ran after him, mocking him: ““Up the madman! Up
the madman!”

1897

oty
af




