Frem : Yenne Velt , ed. § traag, by Joachim
Nevgroschel  (N.Y., 1976) , IL, 35-39

All for a Pinch of Snuff

HE DEVIL was lounging, his legs crossed, smirking in a well-
Tfed sort of way, and, for lack of anything better to do, was
cafing through a ledger of all living creatures, half-yawning as
se did so. ’

Suddenly, he clapped his hands sharply. He had noticed that
he page given over to the Rabbi of Chelm was completely free of
my entries on the debit side. Not a one. Naturally, the servitors
f Hell, devils every one, gathered on the run in answer to Satan’s
ill; they stood at the portals like dogs with their tongues out
nd waited for orders.

“Send someone up to Heaven to find out if the Rabbi of Chelm
s long to live.”

The devils vanished as quietly as they had appeared, and not
ten a quarter of an hour passed before they were back with the
nswer. ‘They had been to the Chamber of Life: the thread repre-
enting the Rabbi’s life on earth was very short—you could hardly
istinguish it with the naked eye: he would be called to Heaven
Imost any day now.

"My secretary!” ,

A bald little scrivener, waddling on chicken legs and with red-
‘mmed but slyly gay eyes, leapt forward, bowed low, and seated
imself tailor-fashion on the hot, black pitch floor; out of one
“icket he took his writing equipment: a new crow’s quill and an
*kwell filled with the scarlet blood of an arch-adulterer; out of
tother pocket he got a freshly prepared roll of parchment, made
om the skin of a heretic; then he spat on his hands and gave
itan a look of utter submissiveness. He was all set.

The Devil propped his elbow on the arm of his easy chair and
1l to dictating, while the scribe, licking his copious spittle, began
riting in a cursive fashion. The quill scraped quietly along, until
‘nissive was concocted, addressed to the Supreme Court, as fol-
lows: “Inasmuch as it is said in Holy Writ: “There is no man
upon earth who doth good yet sinneth not,” and ir'lasmuch as the
Rabbi living in Chelm is now nearing the end of his days without
having sinned even once, and inasmuch as it is desirable to pre-
serve faith in Holy Writ and not to lead the righteous into error,
it is imperative that the Rabbi of Chelm be given over into the
hands and power of Satan. ...”
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After a brief conference, the Supreme Court handed down its
decision and conveyed it to Hell: “Cf. Book of Job, Chapter the
First.”

The Devil immediately grasped the gist of this decision: Do
with him what thou wilt, but guard his life: thy power does not
extend to life.

But it was not so easy for the Devil to fulfill his desire. -

The Rabbi of Chelm had no wife—it was by now many years
that he had been a widower; his children had been taken care of
—besides, as it is said: “Fathers shall not be put to death for [the
transgressions of] their sons.” No hoof nor horn of cattle had he,
nor any flocks—the old man did not keep as much as a nanny-
goat; his flesh was unclean enough without that—he was forever
itching and scratching. And, besides all that, torments were noth-
ing you could astonish the Rabbi of Chelm with!

“If one could but arouse some petty passion in him!” the Devil
reflected, licking his lips; he reached for a bell on the table—a bell
made from the skull of a Free-Thinker—and tapped it: the cham-
ber filled with devils.

“Whom should I send, and who will go, to turn the Rabbi of
Chelm from the path of righteousness?”

“Me! Me!l Me!” they all shouted.

They all wanted to go, knowing that with a little deal like that
you could make your reputation right off. They argued so intently
that they all but came to blows; they compromised finally by de-
ciding to cast lots. Two imps won out. Everybody else wished
them success and vanished.

One fine clear day the Jews of Chelm were gadding about the
marketplace; they had gathered in knots and were discussing the
squire’s stand of timber, the fields and mecadows belonging to the
gentry, the grain crops of the peasants, the skins of rabbits not yet
hunted down and eggs not yet laid, when the ground suddenh
quaked. They heard the crash and clatter of wheels, and a vehicle
came into view. Nobody knew to whom it belonged; the horses
were maned like lions and all in lather; the carriage flew through
the marketplace, the people barely managing to get out of its way.
The coachman, wearing a broad red sash and small fur hat, was

' standing up on the box, without a whip, his head thrown back,
clutching the reins tightly and holding the horses back with all
his might, so that at moments they had to rear. Standing behind
him was a richly garbed Jew in an embroidered kaftan, comely
and benign of visage; in his right hand was a whip, with which
he kept lashing the horses unmercifully, making them fly head-
long, with his left hand he was pummeling the driver’s back;
every now and then he would let out a-shrill whistle that would
frighten the horses and make them gallop.

The driver, however, never stopped shouting: “Save me, good
people—save mel Save me, fellow-Jews! Stop the horses!”

But stopping the horses was easier said than done—sparks were
flying in showers from under their hoofs. The men were running
after the carriage with frightened faces; the women had scrambled
out of the shops and were screaming for help.

The road ran past the slaughter-houses; the dogs jumped out
and leapt at the muzzles of the horses; the butchers and slaugh-
terers ran up and grabbed the horses by their bridles. The animals
shied, backed up, and stopped. The butchers and slaughterers
surrounded the carriage, wanting to know what was up.

A bad business, it turned out. The passenger, who was dressed
as a merchant, with a leather money-belt on him, was yelling that
the coachman had gone out of his mind: he’d gotten the notion
of stopping to feed the horses, for no good reason at all, and yet
the merchant was pressed for time; he was in a hurry to get to a
fair—he was a trader in diamonds. The people were inspired with
respect for the trader and set upon the coachman. The coachman
explained that he wasn’t a coachman at all, but that he was the
merchant. On the road, while they had been going through a
forest, on their way from a distant region, the coachman had
fallen upon him at night, had put a knife to his throat, compelled
him to change his clothes for those of the coachman, and had
robbed him of all his money, his precious stones and his docu-
ments. And that’s why he had started yelling for help when he
had caught sight of the people in the marketplace.
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The other man denied everything: he maintained that nothing
of all this had happened. The people turned the horses around
(it was all they could do to drive off the dogs), and led both dis-
putants off to be judged by the Rabbi. The latter began the inter-
rogation by examining the witnesses, after which he summoned
the plaintiff, who was dressed as a coachman. The Rabbi heard
him out and said: ‘

“Obviously, this is an altogether simple man. He speaks ex-
actly the way horsemen do. And, besides, his voice is not at all
like that of a merchant—it smacks of the forest, of the open spaces,
and of horses!”

However, the Rabbi went on with the interrogation:

“Tell me, what goods did you have in the carriage?”

“Well, how should I know? I'm a simple man; the Lord helped
me, and I turned to dealing in diamonds!”

“And how much money did you have in your belt?”

“I didn’t count it. God frowns upon the counted copper.”

The Rabbi became still more convinced that the coachman was
lying. However, he merely sighed and fell to questioning the man
dressed as a merchant, the one who had such a comely and benign
appearance. The Rabbi began talking to him about Holy Writ—
and the man turned out to be well-versed in it. But then he sud-
denly turned to the Rabbi and said:

“Rabbi, what’s the use of all this long-winded talk? Look!” And
with that he turned over his money-belt: there was a shower of
gold pieces; diamonds burst into little flames on the table. “I'm
not even averse to sharing the diamonds with you—if you will but
decide in my favor!”

The Rabbi jumped up and began yelling in a high-pitched
voice that was not his own:

“You robber!”

The people ran in—and they had to rub their eyes. There was
no plaintiff there and no defendant, nor were there any gold
pieces. Everything had vanished. There was no vehicle and there
were no horses: the earth had swallowed everything.

The town kept mulling the thing over: had all this happened
in a dream, or were there enchantments of some sort at work herc?
In the meantime the Devil had been informed of the results.

“You blockheads!” said he. “On the sly he might even have
taken the bribe. But not openly! For then this matter might have
bobbed up again at some time. They might have called him to
account, likely as not, and he would have landed in prison. What
a fool you found, to be surel”

The unsuccessful imps were condemned to sit in a barrel of
boiling pitch. When a new conference was called no one begged
to go. The affair was finally taken over by two of the older devils,
one of them a shrewd article known throughout Hell, the other
a devil who had also seen many things in his time.

It was a cold, dismal day in autumn; the rain was coming down
in bucketfuls. Chelm was drowning in mire; the sky over it in-
spired one with melancholy thoughts. Some beggar—a beggar
among beggars—appeared on the scene: a starving old man, all
skin and bones; he walked on crutches, since one of his legs was
shorter than the other. He shambled from house to house, from
door to door, from shop to shop. In one house out of ten he would
get a stale crust of bread, which he had not the teeth to tackle;
in one house out of twenty a quarter-kopeck coin would be given
to him, worn so smooth that it slipped out of his hands. Chelm
had no relish for strange beggars—it had enough of its own,
schnorrers of both recent and remote origin; it had also not a few
of the poor who hid their poverty, widows and orphans of re-
spected, well-known men, who were deserving of help.

The beggar wandered through the town for two whole days;
the rawness and cold penetrating to his very bones. The wads of
cotton quilting sticking out of his clothing dripped; his eyes
popped out of their sockets. At last, this Jew keeled over as he
was crossing the market square. His crutches flew to this side and
that and the old man lay there, foaming at the mouth. The other
Jews came running over; one spattered him with water, another
brought him a small glass of wine, while a third had a spoon ready
to pry his mouth open and pour in a few drops of the liquor.
Some in the crowd waxed indignant over the hardheartedness of
the townspeople, but in the meantime the beggar was dying.
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After all, you can’t allow a man to die in the street! The ques-
tion arose where he was to be carried. Some of the householders
made themselves scarce; others refused to take him in because
they were already crowded themselves. The Rabbi happened to
pass by, and he said: “Carry him over to my place. My place, of
coursel”

Never yet had he been so willingly obeyed.

They put the dying man on the Rabbi’s bed, and he lay there
unconscious. The Rabbi seated himself at the table with a book,
but kept glancing at the sick man. Several Jews were milling
about the house, in case they might be needed. Night came; the
Rabbi was getting ready to stand up for the evening prayer when
he heard the sick man calling him. He walked over to him, looked
at him compassionately, put his ear close to the dying man’s mouth
and listened attentively, awaiting his last request.

“Rabbi,” the other whispered with difficulty, “I am a great
sinner, and I don’t want to die this way—I want to confess—"

The Rabbi was about to call in some people but the sick man
seized him by the arm:

“God save us—God save us! I want to speak to you alone!”

And he started telling the Rabbi how he had begged all his
life, pretending utter poverty. He had worn out doorsteps, begging
for bread for his wife and children—yet he had never married.
He had begged for a dowry for his daughter, although he had
been all alone in the world, through all his years, lonely as a way-
side -boulder. He had been collecting for a yeshivah, although
not a single man of learning had benefited a copper from the
money he had collected. He had gathered money to be sent to the
Holy Land—yet had not sent a grosch there; he had carried on a
trade in earth which he said was from the Holy Land—earth which
he had actually dug from beside the first fence he had come upon.
And so on. And then, after rummaging in the bosom of his shirt,
he drew out a canvas pouch and added:

“There, that’s how much I've hoarded!”

He opened the pouch: it was stuffed with bank-notes, and each,
one hundred roubles!

“I entrust this to you, Rabbi,” said he, “as a reward for your
good deed. Distribute it as you deem best.”

The Rabbi leaped over to a window, flung it open and shouted:

“Come inside, fellow-Jews, and count the sums donated to
charity!”—The Rabbi actually secemed younger by fifty years then.

The people ran in: there was neither money in evidence nor
the man they had carried in; all they saw was the rumpled bed
and two broken panes in the window. .

And again they pondered: had they imagined all this in a
dream, or were there enchantments of some sort at work?

When the Devil duly received a report of these events, he just
stood and gaped:

“I guess you can’t take him with that bait, either.”

The devils were rattled.

But then Lilith spoke up:

“Just let me lay my paws on him. I have a time-tested method.”

One day the Rabbi of Chelm felt unwell; he sent a servant after
a doctor, to let his blood, and then stood up to say the pre-sunset
prayer. As he was standing with his face to the eastern wall, the
door opened and a young woman entered the room, ostensibly
to ask whether the slaughtered chicken she was carrying could be
used for food. The Rabbi prayed on; it was no great matter, the
girl could wait. She walked about the room, but the Rabbi would
not turn around. She, as if in absent mindedness, began to hum,
and her voice was sonorous, like the trilling of tiny bells! But did
the Rabbi bother to listen? Not hel Apparently tired, she perched
on a bench, swaying, and the bench went creak-creak under her.
It was no use—if a serpent were to bite him he still wouldn’t stir!
The girl began working up a temper, flitting about the room with
even greater liveliness. The Rabbi finished his murmured prayer,
whispering its conclusion. Then, scating himself at the table, he
said quietly:

“Let me see the chicken.” She wanted to hand him the chicken
directly; but he told her, in the same calm voice: “Place it on the
table. A Jewish girl,” he added admonishingly, “should know how
to conduct herself with a man.” She placed the slaughtered chicken
on the table. “Let’s have your story!” said he.
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She told him in detail how the chicken had been bought from
a peasant woman, how they had brought it home, how the chicken
had run off and how they had caught it again. During all this time
she laughed and showed her little teeth, and her voice tinkled in
all the corners, and her tiny teeth gleamed like mirrors, that’s
how white they were. Talking and laughing, she walked about
the table. Her sleeves were short, as it happened, and rolled back;
her arms were bare, her blouse was unbuttoned at the throat;
while her body—she had used some perfume or other—gave off a
most pleasing fragrance. And she resorted to all sorts of wiles: she
would touch the table, or the bench, or else the Rabbi’s hand.
While he was inspecting the chicken, she kept scampering over
_ and taking her stand behind him, looking over his shoulder and

touching his head with her own round little face; her breath blew
on his temples, warmed the nape of his ncck—and all in vain! The
Rabbi listened to her story once more, looked at the fowl, then
consulted a book and pronounced the bird ritualistically clean.

“And as for you, girl,” he added, “the sooner you find your-
self a bridegroom the better!”

The girl, clutching the hen, soared out the window.

The Rabbi smiled; he had guessed by now what was going on.

There was a new conference in Hell. All sorts of expedients
were proposed. Suddenly, a young fiend, fresh from school, who
hadn’t as yet earned a single feather in his cap or even one fang
to hang about his neck as a decoration, thrust himself forward and
asked: '

“Is it possible that the Rabbi of Chelm has no desires whatso-
ever?”

“He has withdrawn himself from the world entirely!” they in-
formed him.

“Has he no fondness for anything?”

“Well, for hot baths on Fridays, possibly—"

There was a pause before the young fiend resumed his ques-
tioning:

“Has he some habit, perhaps, some quirk about him—such as
rolling bread pills, for instance?”

“We haven't noticed anything of the sort. And besides, what
does his eating amount to?”

At this point, however, Lilith recalled that the Rabbi, irritated
by her perfumes, had grabbed his snuffbox.

“That will do!” the apprentice fiend shouted. He obtained his
leave of absence and vanished.

It was the wont of the Rabbi of Chelm, each Friday after his
bath, to stroll beyond the town, out into the open fields; he had a
favorite path, lying between a field of rye and a field of wheat, and
as he walked he would read the Song of Songs. Since he was absent
minded by nature, and feared he might exceed the distance of
2400 ells permissible to walk during the Sabbath, he had once
and for all set limits for himself, and had marked a certain familiar
sapling as his turning point. And so he used to read half of the
Song of Songs on his way to the sapling, under which he wou.hl
sit down, take a pinch of snuff from his birch snuffbox, rest a bit,
and then turn back for the eve of the Sabbath prayer, reading the
second half of the Song of Songs on his way back, and would re-
turn home just in time! .

One day, a young fellow in a derby hat and green-striped
trousers bobbed up near the sapling just before the coming of
the Rabbi, tore it up by the roots, carried it a considerable dis-
tance, planted it on the new spot and seated himself behind it.
Once he sat down—he was a skinny little fellow—you just couldn’t
see him.

In the meanwhile the Rabbi had reached the place where the
sapling used to be; he had already gone halfway through the Song
of Songs, but the tree was still a long way off, somehow! He felt
vexed: this meant that he had read the Song of Songs sort of skim-
mingly, without due thought, and he immediately decided to do
penance; he wanted the snuff so much, his heart actually ached
for it, but he wouldn’t take a pinch of it until he reached the treel
And so he plodded on. He had tired to such an extent, and he
was pining for the snuff, so much so that there was a haze before
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