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Eve and the Apple Tree

She stands before the apple tree
While the red sun sets.

Mother Eve, what do you know,
What do you know of death?

Death, ah, death’s the apple tree
Whose weary limbs bend down,
It is the bird upon the branch
Singing an evensong.

Adam’s to the wild wood gone
At dawn into the wood.

Adam says, “The wood is wild
And all that's wild is good.”

But Eve is frightened of the wood,
Prefers the apple tree,

And when she does not go to it,
It comes to her in dreams.

It rustles, it leans over her,

It says, “Beloved Eve,

Not every warning Word He speaks
Has to be believed.”

In love, she plucks an apple—

She feels strangely light.

Round and round the tree she goes
Like a butterfly in flight.

And He Himself who warned her
Says, “The tree is fair.”

And keeps the sunset lingering
Another moment more.

Each night, whether true or not,
She dreams this dream: A tear

Drops from the weeping apple tree
And falls into her hair.

"“Lovely apple tree, don’t weep,

[ am your melody

And know your word is stronger far
Than the Word that’s warning me.”

Then Eve enfolds the apple tree,
She clasps it in her arms

While far above, the pious stars
Tremble with alarm.
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ABRAHAM SCOLDS LOT

Lot—it’s disgusting—it’s got to be said—
You and your nightly carouse—
Yesterday, in the “Golden Hart”—

What a terrible scandal that was.

Manger, the tailor, can do such things,
But it simply won’t do for you.

You've a couple of daughters to raise, knock wood,
And besides, you're a wealthy Jew.

You've cattle and sheep and flocks of goat—
Take my advice—fear God.

Already, a swilling gentile is said

To be “As drunk as Lot.”

I know how it is, on a Friday night,
To drink a cup or so
Of wine with fish, while the Sabbath light

Sheds a holy glow.

But how can one go on drinking

Day in, day out—like you.

It's all right for Havrillah, the Sabbath goy
But certainly not for a Jew.

Consider what will be said one day—

That the Patriarch Abraham’s kin

Was worse than a convert—steeped in wine
And other kinds of sin.

They’re saying already— Listen to mel
My God, don’t you care what they think?
And you're a father . . . the matchmaker
Avoids your threshold like a stink.

Even the humblest tailor’slad
Considers himself too fine

To marry a daughter of yours—their braids
Turn gray—all for the sake of wine.

Lot—it’s disgusting—it’s got to be said—
You and your nightly carouse—
Yesterday, in the “Golden Hart” —

What a terrible scandal that was.

Manger, the tailor, can do such things,

But it simply won’t do for you.

You've a couple of daughters to raise, you're rich,
Knock wood—and besides, you're a Jew.
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ABRAHAM TAKES ISAAC

TO THE SACRIFICE

The gray light of the dawning
Touches the earth with dawn.
Eliezer, the loyal servant, puts
The black team’s harness on.

Taking the child in his arms,

Old Abraham shuts the door.

Over his ancient roof, there gleams
A blue and pious star.

“Up, Eliezer”—the whip rings out,
The road has a silvery look.

“Sad and lovely,” the poet says
“Are the roads of the Holy Book.”

The graying willows on the way
Run to the house again

To see if his mother weeps beside
The cradle of her son.

“Daddy, where are we going now?”
“To Lashkev—to the Fair.”
“Daddy, what are you going to buy
At Lashkev—at the Fair?”

“A soldier made of porcelain,

A trumpet and a drum;

A piece of satin to make a dress
For mother who waits at home.”

Abraham feels his eyes grow moist
And the steel knife pressing, where
It scalds the flesh beneath his shirt . . .
“It’s going to be some Fair.”

“Eliezer, stop at the water mill.
Stop for a while and wait.

Isaac, my son, and I will go
Alone from there on foot.” -
Eliezer sits on the driver’s seat
And casts an anxious look.

“Sad and lovely,” the poet says
“Are the roads of the Holy Book.”
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Hagar Leaves Abraham’s House

The dawn is blue at the window,
Three times the rooster crowed.
Outside the horse is neighing,
Impatient for the road.

Hagar is worn with weeping;
Her child lies in her arms:

Once more she casts her eyes around
The gray, familiar room.

»
o

Outdoors, the teamster haggles
For his fare with Abraham:
“All right, six dollars, even,

After all, there are two of them.”’

The pony scrapes the gravel

As if it were saying, “Come on!
Give me a chance to show you
How to make the- h;ghway tame.’

“This is our potj%n‘,‘i‘shmael;
Darling, dry your tears.

This is the way of the Fathers

With their long and reverend beards.”

She foresees herself abandoned

In a railroad waiting hall

In a foreign country and she sobs
Into her Turkish shawl.

""Hagar, stop that sniveling—
Woman, do you hear me or no?”
Hagar takes her bundle,

Hagar turns to go.

He stands with his silken cap on,
The pious Abraham—

“Dear mother, tell me, does he feel
My heart’s defeated pain?”’

The whip sings out; they’ve started.
She sees, through tear-rimmed eyes,
The village houses slowly

Scrape backward in a haze.

She takes the earth and heaven

To be her witnesses:

This is the way of the Fathers

With their long and reverend beards.

Leonard Wolf




568 Itsik Manger

Based on Genesis 29:9 ff., Manger’s Jacob displays the airs of a Western-
educated Jew who lords it over his small-town relatives back home. He
converses with Rachel in affected Germanized Yiddish, with touches of
French thrown in for good measure.
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The Patriarch Jacob Meets Rachel

It's late in the evening. Bedraggled,

The patriarch plods his way.

“There is the well—the one to the left . . .
That’s it . . . certainly.”

He checks his pocket Bible . . .
It's clearly written, “There.”
In that case, what's the matter?
Why isn’t the girl here?

She comes. The pitcher in her hand,
She runs. “Ah, what a girl.”

More lovely than the Bible says—
Indeed, a perfect jewel.

“Bon soir, my pretty mademoiselle.

I am an étranger,

That is . . . perhaps . . . vous comprenez,
I mean . .. I'm not from here.

However, Miss, I'm said to have

An uncle hereabouts.

It may be he’s well known to you . . .
Vous comprenez, no doubt.

His name is Lavun . . . cest d dire,
He’s not just anyone.
He’s - *d to be a millionaire

By all the folks back home.”

“Laban Harami happens to be
No one but my papa . . .”

“Then Mademoiselle, unless I'm wrong,
You are my cousin Ra—"'

"“And you are Jacob, mon cousin.”
She blushes by the well,

While Jacob, in his secret heart
Thinks, God, she’s beautiful.

Each takes the other by the hand.
A cooling evening wind

Swirls them in a firm embrace
One moment and is gone.

Leonard Wolf
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CAIN AND ABEL

Dost thou sleep, my brother Abel,
That thou art so wonderfully fair?
Never have I seen thee

As beautiful before.

Does the beauty lie in my ax,
Oris it, perhaps, in thee?
Before the day is done,
Speak—answer me.

Thou art still, my brother Abel,
As the heavens and the earth.
Such pensive silence, until now,
In thee I never heard.

Does the stillness lie in my ax,
Oris it, perhaps, in thee?
Before the day is done,
Speak—answer me.

I stand beside thee, here,
And thou art so alone.
Never before hast thou been
So strangely alien.

Does the strangeness lie in my ax,
Or is it, perhaps, in thee?

Before the day is done,
Speak—answer me.

Come, mother Eve, see how
My brother Abel lies still.

He never slept, so bemused,

In his cradle, for all of thy skill.

Does the stillness lie in my ax,
Or is it, perhaps, in thee?
Before the day is done,
Speak—answer me.

Come, father Adam, and look
At the scarlet ribbon of blood
That wriggles along the earth
And smells 5o sad and good.

Does the grief lie in my ax,
Or is it, perhaps, in thee?
Before the day is done,
Speak—answer me.

AT THE CROSSROAD:

At the crossroad the summer wind sings:
— The roads are old, '

one road to the village, one road to God,
the third road to the wood.

The road that leads to the wild wood

is the road of the dead.

The road that leads to the quiet village,
that is the road of bread.
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The third road leads to God,
is the way of felicity,

for God is joy and above joy,
God is eternity.

Naomi listens. Her heart knows
what the summer wind sings.
She had heard his babble

in her crib, as a nursling.

The field smells of fresh-mown hay.
She breathes deep.

Why does the parting hurt her so
that she must weep?

“Hear daughters, hear, what must be,
must be,” Naomi said.

“We celebrate our last supper here
with wine and corn bread.”

They sit down at the roadside
and eat the supper tranquilly.
From afar the old deserted mill
blinks at the three.

The old kind deserted mill

stretches out its hands to the three:
— Why do you hurt me so? For years
I served you loyally.

The roadside linden trees
are aging and depressed.
As always, today they rustle
their longing for the forest.

The women sit at the roadside
and mutely celebrate the meal.
And over the three widow-heads
pious swallows wheel.

Belzhets was used by the Nazis during the Second World War as the site

of a forced labor camp and, from March 1942, as an extermination center
where some 600,000 Jews, many of them from the immediate area, were
gassed. The poem evokes an imagined trial conducted by three famous
Hasidic rabbis of the region whose kindness and reputation for charitable

deeds had won them the title "'Lovers of Israel.”

The “Lovers of Israel”
at the Belzhets Death Camp

Reb Moyshe Leyb of Sossov points to the heaps of ash
(The storm is but recently weathered).

His beard trembles; his body and life are embittered:
“See, Lord. Ah, take a good look,” he says.

“Listen, gentlemen, listen,” Reb Volf of Zborosh murmurs;
His voice, like an evening fiddle, is tired—

“The Lord above has not looked well to his vineyard. . . .
Proof: These heaps abandoned on earth.”

Trembling and feverish, Reb Meirl of Przemyslan
Waits, leaning on his old stick. “Gentlemen,”
He says, “Let us in unison call

To God, ‘Creator of worlds, Thou art mighty and great,
But we Galician Jews forever erase '

Your name from the list of true Lovers of Israel.””

Leonard Wolf
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RACHEL GOES TO THE WELL FOR WATER

Rachel stands by the mirror and plaits
her long black braids,

she hears her father cough
and wheeze on the stairs.

She runs up to the windowseat:
“Leah! It’s father! Quick!”

And Leah comes to the door,
hiding her trashy book.

Her face is drawn and ashen,
her eyes red and weepy.
“Leah, you'll ruin your eyes,
you've read enough today.”

And Rachel takes the pitcher
and starts off towards the well—
the twilight is blue and mild,

it makes you want to cry.

As she crosses the dark fiela
a rabbit flashes by.
Chirik!—a little cricket
chirps in the deep grass.

And in the sky there shimmers
an earring made of gold:

“If only there were two,

I'd like to have them both.”

A piper whistles near her:
tri-li, tri-li, tri-li—

The air is full of dusk and hay
from all the cows and sheep.

She runs. It’s late. The Good Book says:

a guest waits near the well,
today the cat has washed her face,
today she fasted too.

She runs. And high up sparkles
the earring made of gold:

If only there were two,
she’d like to have them both.
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SAINT BALSHEMTOV

In the middle of the night the Balshem rests
in his lonely room and reflects:

“The night is so holy, lovely, and deep,

that even the man who walks alone,
barefoot, over an alien land,

feels overhead God’s blue hand.”

He arises and remains stock-still.

A thin wail quakes at his windowsill.
Who weeps at night? Who now weeps,
when the bird sleeps and the wind sleeps?
When the hut sleeps and the wood sleeps?
Who drives the gold away from his dream?
“Listen,” the strange wail he commands.
“Come and fall asleep upon my hands.”

But the wail trembles like a fiddle so thin,
thin as the spiderweb spiders spin,

as the death-bed sob of a child is thin
that tosses its little head in the wind.

The Balshem opens the door and goes
to discover who troubles the joy,

the joy and the dream of a world.
Here dreams the town. Here dreams the stream.
Here dreams the field.

Who then now weeps,

when the bird sleeps and the wind sleeps?
When the hut sleeps and the wood sleeps?
Who drives the gold away from his dream?
“Listen!” the strange wail he commands.
“Come and fall asleep upon my hands.”

But the wail trembles like a ﬁdQIe so thin,
thin as the spiderweb spiders spin,

as the death-bed sob of a child is th}n

that tosses its little head in the wind.

The Balshem lifts up his eyes —

lifts them glowing to the skies.

He sees a grey cloud lying brushed

over a star being crushed.

The Balshem stands for a moment there,
listens to the silvered despair.

Then he raises his glowing hand —

raises to the sky his glowing hand,

and wipes the grey cloud away.

The star flutters freed from fear,

flutters and shimmers, sparkles and rings
through the air, as fine gold rings.

The Balshem smiles: “You rascal, you.

A world from its rest you have shaken askew.”
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Then with soft steps he returns home,
home to his hut of brick and of loam,
and sits down upon his doorsill

and waits for the first bird trill

and waits for the first drop of sun,

for the first golden drop of sun.

And before the day rose overhead,

softly to himself he said: '

“The wail of a worm and of a grass,

the wail of a star and of a hare '
can shake and shake out a world from 1ts rest —

guard and protect them, Father up there.”

Over his hands a gleaming ('irop flows
and rolls downward upon his clothes.
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