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-' BARANOVICH STATION
-

This time ther¢ were no more than a few dozen of us Jews, and we
sat in the third-class car in comparative comfort. That is, whoever
had found a seat had one; the other passengers stood leaning
against the wall§ of the compartments and joined in the conversa-
tion from there. And what lively conversation it was! As usual,
everyone was talking at once. It was early in the day. We had all had
agood night's sleep, said our morning prayers, grabbed a bite more
or less to eat, and even managed to light up a few cigarettes, and we
were all in the mood to talk—very much so, in fact. About what?
About anythinér:md everything. Everyone tried to think of some
fresh, juicy item that would make all the others sit up and listen, but
no one was able to hold the stage for long. The subject changed
every minute. No sooner did it light on the recent harvest—that is,
the wheat and oats crop—than it shifted, don’t ask me why, to the
war with Japan, while after barely five minutes of fighting the Japa-
nese, we moved,on to the Revolution of 1905. From the Revolution
we passed to the Constitution, and from the Constitution it was but
a short step to the pogroms, the massacres of Jews, the new anti-
Semitic legislation, the expulsion from the villages, the mass flight
to America, anci:l all the other trials and tribulations that you hear
about these fine days: bankruptcies, expropriations, military emer-
gencies, executions, starvation, cholera, Purishkevich, Azef . . .

“A-z-ef!”

The name of that secret police spy who had informed on so
many revolutionaries only needed to be mentioned for the whole
car to be thrown into a turmoil: Azef, and more Azef, and still
more Azef, and Azef once again.

“Mind you, you'll excuse me for saying so, but you're all a lot of

cattle, you are! What's so special about Ashev? What bunkum!
The whole world’s up in arms about him, but who the Devil is he?
A young punk, a no-good bum, a nobody, a $tool pigeon, a noth-
ing, a big fat zero! If you'd like, I can tell you a story about a stool
pigeon, and a hometown boy from Kaminka at that, who makes
Ashev look pale by comparison!”

These words were uttered by one of the standees who loomed
over us from his place against a wall. I glanced up to have a look at
h.lm and saw a generously proportioned individual with a good
silk cap on his head, twinkling eyes, a rosy, freckled face, and no
front teeth. That is, his two front incisors were missing, which was
apparently why he whistled when he spoke, so that “Azef” came
out sounding like “Ashev.”

T'took a liking to the fellow right away. I liked the broad girth of
him, the way he talked, even the names he called us. In fact, I like
such Jews so much that I'm actually jealous of them.

Hal'vmg been unexpectedly branded as cattle by the Jew from
Kaminka, the whole car was as dumbfounded for a moment as if a

- bucket of cold water had been poured over everyone’s head. It

didn’t take long, however, for the passengers to recover, ex-
ch'ange a few glances, and say to the Kaminka Jew:
You want to be asked to tell us a story? All right, we’re asking!

- Tell us what happened in Kaminka, we’re curious. Only, what are

you standing for? Why don’t you have a seat? There aren’t any,

you say? Jews! Shove over a bit! Make room, please.”

-,

&

Whereupon all of us, though we were already squeezed tightly

toget.her, squeezed together even more to make room for the
» Kaminka Jew. He sat himself broadly down, spreading out his

lgflees like a godfather at a circumcision when the baby is placed in
. his lap, pushf:d back the cap on his head, rolled up his sleeves, and
; commenced in his broad manner of speaking:
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“Listen well, my dear friends, because what I'm about to tell

i you, I want you to know, is not some opera or fairy tale. It's a true
¢ story, mind you, that took place right in Kaminka. My own father,
. God rest him, told it to me himself, and he heard it more than
; once from his father. I've heard it said that the whole thing was
even written down in an old chronicle that was burned long ago.
' You can laugh all you like, but I tell you it’s a crime it was, because
- it had some fine stories in it—a sight better than what's printed in
| your magazines and storybooks these days.

“In a nutshell, it happened in the reign of Nikolai the First, back
in the days of the gauntlet. But what are you smiling at? Do you
know what the gauntlet meant? The gauntlet meant getting
flogged while you ran it. You still don’t know what it was? In that
case, I'd better spell it out for you. Just imagine, then: two rows of
soldiers with iron maces stand facing each other, and you go for a
little stroll between them some twenty times or more, and in your
birthday suit, mind you, while they do what the rabbi did in the
schoolroom when you weren’t paying attention to your lessons . . .
Do you know what running the gauntlet is now? Then we're ready
to begin.

“Once upon a time it so happened that the governor—Vassilchi-
kov it was, I believe—ordered a Jew named Kivke to run the gaunt-
let. Exactly who this Kivke was, or what he had done, are details I
can’t tell you. Some say he was no great shakes, just a tavern keeper,
and an old sourpuss of a bachelor at that. One Sunday, though,
when he was chatting with some Russians in his tavern, God put it
into his head to argue religion with them: your God, our God . . .
until one thing led to another and the village elder and the consta-
ble were brought and charges of blasphemy drawn up. All he had
to do, that barman, was give them a barrel of vodka and the whole
thing would have been forgotten. But on top of everything else, he
was stubborn: no, he says, Kivke takes nothing back! What must he
have thought? He must have thought he’d be slapped with a three-
ruble fine and business would go on as usual. Who could have
guessed that he’d be made to run the gauntlet because of a few
foolish words? In short, they took the old boy and threw him into
the cooler until an honor guard could give him twenty-five good
whacks of the mace, as God in His wisdom had decreed.

“Well, I hardly need to tell you what went on in Kaminka once
the story got out. And when did the bad news break? At night—and
not only at night, but on a Friday night too. The next morning,
when everyone came to the synagogue for Sabbath services, the
place was in an uproar. ‘Kivke's in the clink!’ . . . ‘He’s been given
the gauntlet!’ . .. ‘The gauntlet? How come? What for?' . .. ‘For
nothing. For:a few words’ . . . ‘He’s been framed!’ . . . ‘What kind
of framed? He’s a Jew with a mouth that’s too big for him!” . . . ‘It
can be eighteen sizes too big, but the gauntlet? How can they do
that to him?'. . . ‘Since when do Jews run the gauntlet? And a local
Kaminka Jew yet!’. ..

“All day long the Jews of Kaminka stewed as if in a pot. On
Saturday night, as soon as the Sabbath was over, they ran crying to
my grandfather—Reb Nissl Shapiro was his name. ‘Why don’t you
say something, Reb Nissl? How can you allow a Jew, and a Kamin-
kan no less, to be flogged?’

“You must be wondering why they all ran to my grandfather. I
don’t mean to boast, mind you, but I have to tell you that my
grandfather, may his soul dwell in Paradise, was the richest, most
important, most cultured, most highly thought-of Jew in town,
and a very brainy man with high connections. When he heard
what the trouble was, he paced up and down the floor a few times
(when he was thinking, my father told me, he always liked to pace
back and forth), then stood still and announced: ‘Children, go
home! No one will be hurt. God willing, it will turn out all right;
here in Kaminka, the Lord be praised, we've never had a Jew
flogged yet, and with His help we never will.’

@
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“Those were my grandfather’s very words, God bless him, and it
was common knowledge in town that whatever Reb Nissl Shapiro
said was as good as done. He just didn’t like being badgered about
how he intended to do it. When a Jew is rich and has connections,
you understand, and he’s as brainy as my grandfather, you learn to
tread lightly with him. And you know what? It turned out exactly as
he said it would. What did? Listen and I'll tell you.”

Seeing that the whole car was waiting with baited breath to hear
what happened next, the Jew from Kaminka paused, took out a
large tobacco pouch from his pocket, and slowly rolled himself a
cigarette. So important had he become that several passengers
jumped up to offer him a light. Having taken a few puffs, he
resumed his story with fresh vigor:

“Now see how a clever Jew operates—I mean my grandfather,
God bless his memory. He thought the matter over and cooked up
a little plan, which is to say, he persuaded the authorities that the
sentenced man, Kivke, should take time out to die while still in

~ prison . . . but why are you all staring at me? Don't you get it? Do

you mean to tell me you think he was poisoned? Relax. That’s not
how it's done in Kaminka. What did happen, then? Something
much more elegant: it was simply arranged for the sentenced man
to go to bed fit as a fiddle one night and wake up a corpse in the
morning . . . do you follow me now? Or do I have to feed it to you
from a bottle?

“In a word, early one morning a messenger arrived from the
prison with a message for my grandfather: Whereas notification is :
hereby given that a Jew named Kivke died in prison last night,
and whereas Reb Nissl Shapiro is the president of the Burial
Society, he, Reb Nissl, is requested to dispose of the deceased, that
is, to see to his interment in the Jewish cemetery . .. How’s that
for a neat piece of work? Not bad, eh? But don’t rush out to
celebrate yet; it wasn’t as easy as it sounds. Keep in mind that the
departed wasn't just another dead Jew. There was military brass
involved . .. and a governor... and a gauntlet waiting to be
run... do you suppose all that's a laughing matter? The first
order of business was preventing an autopsy, which meant going
to the doctor and getting him to sign in black and white that he
had examined the dead man and determined that the cause of
death was conniptions of the heart, that is to say, general apop-
lexy, it shouldn’t happen to you—after which there were various
other authorities to be taken in hand too, because they all had to
sign the same document. Only then was the dead man really dead.
Bye-bye Kivke!

“Needless to say, everyone in this car would be glad to make ina
month what it all cost the Jews of Kaminka—and if you have any
doubts about the wager, I'll be happy to come in as your partner. -
And on whose say was the money laid out? On my grandfather’s,
may he rest in peace. That was a man you could trust. I tell you,
the way he had it worked out down to the tiniest little detail was a
masterpiece! That evening the sextons of the Burial Society came
with a bier to receive the distinguished corpse in grand style and
transport it with the highest honors from the prison to the grave-
yard—that is, with a detail of two soldiers followed by the entire
town. You can well imagine that Kivke never dreamed of such a
state funeral in his life. And when they reached the gates of the
cemetery, the two soldiers were given some vodka to drink and
the late:departed was brought inside, where Shimon the coach-
man (I'm passing on his name to you as my father did to me) was
waiting for him with a team of four swift horses. Before the cock
crowed, mind you, our dead hero was well across the town line on
his merry way to Radivil, and from there lickety-split across the
Austrian border to Brody.

“It goes without saying that no one in Kaminka slept a wink that
night until Shimon the coachman returned from Radivil. The
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whole town was beside itself with worry, and my grandfather most
of all. What if our dear dead Kivke was apprehended at the
border and brought back to Kaminka as alive and well as you and

- me? Why, an entire community might be banished to Siberia . . .

With God’s help, however, Shimon the coachman and his team of
swift horses returned safe and sound from Radivil with a letter
from Kivke that said, ‘I wish to inform you all that I have arrived
in Brody,” and there was great joy in Kaminka. A banquet was
given at my grandfather’s house, to which the jailkeeper and the
constable and the doctor and all the authorities were invited, and

. a gay time was had by all: a band played music and everyone,

mind you, got so drunk that the jailkeeper kissed my grandfather
and his whole family as hard and as often as he could and the
constable greeted the dawn by taking off his unmentionables and
‘dancing on my grandfather’s roof. After all, ransoming a Jew is
nothing to sneeze at—and one saved from a flogging yet! Not bad
at all, eh? Well, take a deep breath, my good friends, because the
real fun has yet to begin. If you want to hear the rest of it, though,
you'll kindly wait a few minutes, because I have to ask the station-
master here how much time we have left to Baranovich. That’s
not where I'm going, mind you, but I have to change trains
there . . ." ‘

There was nothing to do but wait. The man from Kaminka
went to talk to the stationmaster while we passengers in the car
discussed him and his story.

“What do you think of him?”

“A swell fellow!”

“No nonsense about him!”

“He sure can talk.”

“And no need to be coaxed!”

“What about the story?”

“It’s adamn good one.”

“Let’s hope it’s a long one, too.”

Incidentally, there were even a few passengers who claimed that
the same thing had happened in their towns. That is, not the exact
same thing, but something more or less like it. And since every
one of them was keen on telling it, the car soon turned into a
free-for-all—but only until the Jew from Kaminka reappeared.
As soon as he did, we all quieted down, crowded together to form
a human wall, and gave him our undivided attention.

“Now where was I? We had just, thank God, said goodbye to a
Jew named Kivke, hadn't we? You agree? Well then, you're
wrong, my dear friends. A half year or a whole one went by, 1
can’t tell you exactly, and our Mr. Kivke, mind you, sat down and
wrote a letter and addressed it to my grandfather. ‘In the first
place,’ he wrote, ‘I wish to inform you that I am in good health
and hope to hear the same from you. And in the second place,
I've been left high and dry here without a cent to my name and no
way of earning one, surrounded by Germans in a foreign land.
They don’t understand my talk and I don’t understand theirs. If 1
can’t make a living, I'll have to lie down and die. And so,” wrote
Kivke, ‘please be so kind as to send .. ." A subtle fellow, no? What
he wanted to be sent, of course, was money! Everyone, mind you,
had a good laugh, and then that letter was torn up into little pieces
and forgotten. Well, before three weeks were up, another letter
arrived, again from the late Kivke and again addressed to my
grandfather, with an ‘I wish to inform you’ at the beginning and a
‘Please be so kind’ at the end, but this time the end had a post-
script. Could it be, Kivke wanted to know, that the Kaminkans
had something against him? Better to have been flogged and
gotten it over with, because his wounds would have healed long
ago and he wouldn’t have been left penniless among Germans
with nothing to do but watch his own belly swell from hunger . . .
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“When my grandfather, may he rest in peace, recetved this
letter, he called a meeting in his home. ‘What should we do? We
can't let a Jew die from hunger.” Well, when you were asked to
fork up by Reb Nissl Shapiro, you couldn’t be a pig about it. A fine
collection was taken up (the biggest contributor to which, needless
to say, was my grandfather himself), the sum was sent to Brody,
and once more Kaminka forgot that there was such a person as a
Jew named Kivke.

“Kivke, however, didn't forget that there was such a place as a
town called Kaminka. Another half a year passed, or maybe it was
a whole one, 1 can’t tell you exactly, and guess what? Another
letter arrived! Gnce more it was addressed to my grandfather and
once more it had an ‘I wish to inform you’ with a ‘Please be so
kind’ at the end, this time accompanied by some good news. Inso-
far and inasmuch, wrote Kivke, as he had recently become be-
trothed to a fine young lady from the very best of families, would
the town kindly send him the two hundred rubles he had pledged

as a dowry, because otherwise the match was off. What a tragedy,
just imagine: Kivke would be left without a bride! I hardly need to
tell you that the letter made the rounds of Kaminka as though it
were a pearl of great price, and people laughed at it until their
ribs ached. It became a running gag around town. ‘Mazel tov,

Kivke is engaged!'. .. ‘Have you heard? She’s a steal at two hun-
dred rubles!’. .. ‘'And from the very best of families too, ha ha
ha...

“The ha-ha-ing, mind you, didn’t last very long, though, be-
cause a few weeks later came another letter from Kivke to my
grandfather—and this time without the ‘I wish to inform you,’
just with the ‘Please be so kind." He failed to understand, Kivke
wrote, why the two hundred rubles for the dowry had not yet
arrived. If he didn’t receive them at once, the wedding would
have to be called off—in which case his disgrace would be so great
that only one choice would be left: either to drown himself on the
spot or to come hell-bent back to Kaminka . . .

“Those last words of his, mind you, wiped the laugh off every-
one’s face. That same evening the town’s leading Jews got to-
gether at my grandfather’s house and decided that the most re-
spected of them, my grandfather too, should go from door to
door to raise a dowry for Kivke. What else could they do? And so
as not to keep you in suspense, et me tell you that they not only
sent him the money, they sent it with a mazel tov and wished the
lucky bridegroom, as is the custom, many long years of happiness
in which to raise children and grandchildren with his wife-to-be.
What were they counting on? They were counting on his being so
busy with his new marriage that he'd forget all about Kaminka.
But do you think he did? A fat chance of that! Half a year didn’t
go by, or maybe it was a whole one, I can't tell you exactly, and
what do you think came along? Another letter from Kivke! What
did he want this time? Insofar and inasmuch as he was now mar-
ried, he had a God-given wife who would be the envy of any Jew.
Nothing was perfect, though—in this case the bride’s father, who
was such a liar, such a chiseler, such a gangster, such an out-and-
out crook beside whom the biggest sinner could be mistaken for a
saint, that he had defrauded our Kivke of his two hundred rubles
and thrown him into the street with his wife. And so, he wrote,
‘Please be so kind as to send'—would his fellow townsmen have
thg goodness to forward another two hundred rubles to make up

for what he had lost. If not, he could either throw himself in the
river or come hell-bent back to Kaminka . . .

“This time everyone was good and mad. Two dowries? Why,
that was already a swindle! And so it was decided to let the letter
go unanswered. Well, Kivke waited a week or two, mind you, or
maybe even three, and then sent another letter, addressed once
again to my grandfather. What, he wanted to know, did they take
him for? Why hadn’t they sent him the two hundred rubles? He
would give them, he wrote, another week and a half—and if he
still hadn’t received the money by then, they could look forward
to having him, God willing, as their guest in Kaminka, Yours
Etcetera, amen and amen. He sure was some sheygetz!
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“Don’t think that didn’t kick up a storm! What could anyone d?,
though? Once more there was a meeting at my grandfather’s
house, and once more it was decided to send the most respected
Jews from door to door. This time, mind you, people made a face,
because who wanted to dish out still more money to sx{ch a scoun-
drel—but the fact of the matter was that when .Reb Nissl Shapiro
said ‘Give,’ being a pig was out of the question. Nevertheless,
everyone swore that this was the last time. And my grandfa¥her
himself, mind you, didn’t think otherwise, bec.ause he wrote Kivke
back in no uncertain terms that he wasn't getting another cent and

n’t dream of it.
Sh‘c‘)ll\lll(;idoubt i'ou think that put the fear of G.od into the rasgal,
eh? Well, suppose 1 told you that one morning, and a Jewish
holiday it was too, another letter arrived from the fine g.emleman,
addressed, naturally, to my grandfather! Insofar and l'nasmuch,
he wrote, as he had struck up a friendship in Brody V\"l[h a Ger-
man, a most excellent and honorable fellow, and decided to go
partners with' him in the china business, which was a very good,
very solid line that could support a person nicely, ‘Please be 50
kind as to send’ four hundred and fifty rubles—and for heaven’s
sake, be quick and don’t dawdle, because the partner rt?fused to
wait, he had ten other candidates lined up, and if he, K}ka:, was
left without a business, he could either go for a long swim in the
river or come hell-bent back to Kaminka . .. In short, the usual.
And he signed off with the gentle hint that if he did not have the
money in two weeks’ time, there would be the Devil to pay—or
more precisely, his round-trip ticket from Brody to Kaminka and

back. He sure was some shyster!

“I don’t have to tell you what kind of upside-down holiday it
was—and most of all, mind you, for my grandfather, may he rest
in peace, because he bore the brunt of it. At the meeting that was
held that night, the whole town was griping and grumbling.
‘Enough! How long do we have to go on shelling out? There’s a
limit to everything; even chicken soup with kreplach can get to be
too much. This Kivke of yours will make paupers of us alll’ ‘Why
is he my Kivke?' asked my grandfather. ‘Whose Kivke do you
think he is?’ was the answer. ‘Whose idea was it in the first place to
have the little bastard go die of a stroke while in prison?’

“Well, my grandfather (he was one smart Jew, he was) saw right
away that it was a waste of time to hope for more money from the
town, so he went to the local authorities—after all, they were in the
same boat as he was—and asked them for a donation to the cause.
Do you think they gave him a kopeck? Not a chance! Your goy is not
your Jew; such things don’t faze him in the least. And so my poor
grandfather, mind you, had to swallow his medicine and stake that
damned cutthroat to some more cash from his own pocket. You
should have seen the letter he sent with it, though! (My grand-
father, God rest his soul, could give as good as he got.) Mind you, he
gave that sheygetz hell in it. He called him a scoundrel, a degener-
ate, a know-nothing, a leech, a bloodsucker, a fiend, a traitor, a
disgrace to the Jewish people, and whatever-else-have-you. He also
told him once and for all not to dare write any more letters or ask
for another cent, reminded him that God above sees everything
and pays back tit for tat, and ended by begging him (a Jewish heart
is still a Jewish heart, after all!) to have pity on an old man like
himself and not ruin a town full of Jews, in return for which the
Almighty would surely assist him in all his endeavors. That was the
letter my grandfather sent, and he signed it with his full name,
‘Nissl Shapiro’—which was, mind you, the biggest mistake he ever
made in his life, as you'll shortly see for yourselves.”

The Jew from Kaminka paused again; reached for his tobacco
pouch, slowly rolled himself another cigarette, lit it, and took a
few deep puffs without even noticing that the whole car was dying
of curiosity. When he had breathed in and coughed out enough
smoke, he blew his nose, rolled up his sleeves again, and contin-
ued in the same tone as before:

“You must be thinking, my friends, that my grandfather’s letter
gave that son-of-a-bitch a good scare. Don’t kid yourselves! Half a

©
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year didn’t go by, or maybe it was a whole one, mind you, when
along came another letter from that turncoat. ‘In the first place,’ it
said, ‘I wish to inform you that my German partner, may his life
be one bad dream, has cheated me out of house and home and
out of my share of the business. I would have sued him if it hadn’t
been clear that I didn’t stand a Chinaman’s chance. Taking a
German to court around here means taking your life in your
hands. Why, I wouldn't touch one of those bastards with a ten-
foot pole! So I went and opened a store near his, right next door
to him, in fact, and went into business for myself. With God's help
I'll bury that Kraut yet, I'll see to it he ends up eating dirt! The
problem is that I need an advance of at least a thousand rubles, so
please be so kind as tosend . . .’

“That’s what Kivke wrote in his letter, which concluded: ‘If you
don’t come up with the money in eight days, I'm taking your last
letter signed “Nissl Shapiro” and forwarding it straight to the
provincial governor with an unabridged account of all that hap-
pened: how I died of a stroke in prison, and how 1 was resur-
rected in the cemetery, and how Shimon the coachman brought
me to Brody, and how you've kept sending me hush money. I'll
write him everything, I'll let him know that we Jews have a great
God above who rescued Kivke from the grave . . .’

“How's that for a greeting card? Mind you, as soon as my grand-
father, God rest his soul, read those sweet sentiments, he had such
a fright that he fainted dead away. It shouldn’t happen to anyone,
but he lost all control of . . . Jews, where are we? What station is
this?”

“Baranovich station!” cried the conductors, running one after
another past the windows of our car. “All out for Baranovich!”

Hearing the name Baranovich, the Kaminka Jew jumped from
his seat, reached for his belongings, which were in a kind of sack
stuffed with God only knew what, and, barely able to carry it,
headed for the door. In another minute he was standing on the
platform with the sweat pouring off him, struggling through the
crowd and asking whomever he stumbled into:

“Baranovich?”

“Baranovich!”

He made me think of a Jew blessing the New Moon in the
synagogue courtyard, bumping into his fellow Jews in the dark-
ness and inquiring of each:

“Is that you?”

“Yes, it's me!”

Several passengers from our car, myself included, ran after him
and seized him by the coattails. “Hey, there! You can't do this to
us! We won’t let you go. You have to tell us the end of the story!”

“What end? It's barely begun. Let go of me! Do you want me to
miss my train? A strange bunch of Jews you are! Didn’t you hear
them say Baranovich?”

And before we knew it, the Jew from Kaminka had vanished
into thin air.

I wouldn’t mind if Baranovich station burned to the ground!
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