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THE RED HEIFER
Micha Josef Berdyczewski

TRANSLATED BY WILLIAM CUTTER

THIS IS A STORY about a red heifer and something that happened not

. long ago in a little town near Horan, where a certain rabbj lived. I, the
st.oryteller, Was not present and did not witness these things myself, l;ut I
did hear about them from reliable people: The story is definitely unst;ttlihg
and at times I thought it best o cover it up. But when all was said and,
done, T decided to write it up for others to read.

‘ Our generation, after all, is destined. to die out, and the next generation
will not know its ancestors and how they lived in the diasi:om. Now, if one
v.va.nts to find out about how that fife really was, let him know abou’t it, its
lights as well as its shadows. Let us know that although we were Jews, we
were also just “flesh and blood,” with all that the term suggests. ’

There was a ritual slaughterer in the town of Dashia who was qualified and
was abqut to become apprentice to the rifual slaughterer in another city;
but he was eventually found to be ineligible, so that he could not become,
a fitual slaughterer, after all. Instead of becoming a teacher or Torah reader
or prayer leader or just a laborer without a particular craft, or a Iufimentsch
or a storekeeper, he chose a vocation that was close to slaughtering, even
though it was, in terms of social class or religious standing in ]'ewis;1 life

a long way from it. Put another way, this man had really wanted to atta.ii

~ the pious office of ritual slaughterer, but he had to become a simple butcher

in ﬂ?e Jewish street and open up a simple butcher shop. He abandoned his
studies and his uniform and the holy laws and prohibitions of ritual slaugh-
ter and .became a butcher like any other butcher, a profane man standing
all day in his shop, dressing the carcasses and the slaughtered lambs on

~ pegs, stripping them of their skin, extracting thie proper veins and selling

‘the meat by the pound.
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And not only that. He took religious matters lightly and wasn’t fastidious
when it came to Jewish law, in the way of most butchers who were not
exactly the most observant. Not to wash our dirty laundry in public, it
must be said that they sometimes inadvertently sold nonkosher meat as
kosher for the simple reason that unqualified meat in towns like this, where
there are more Jews than there are villagers who eat pork, was about half
the price; while the kosher meat, because of tax and duty and other such
things, was certainly not free and its price might be twice that of nonkoshe}-
meat. While these butchers may be punished for this in hell, any Jew with ‘
a family needs to find a way to make some profit here on earth. It is well
known, moreover, that butchers love to eat and drink and provide three
meals a day for their families and not restrict themselves to modest or
purely spiritual sustenance, as do Torah scholars and pious people.

All butchering has an element of cruelty in the blow to an animal’s throat
or when its limbs are cut off, even if the animal is slaughtered properly.
Just yesterday a goat may have been grazing in the pasture, the lamb hur-
rying along to its fold, and today their blood is drained, their breath extin-
guished, and they are hanging upside. down on a pole. Blood, which is life,
is now on the hands and fingers of the butcher. It is the butchers who
assist the ritual slaughterers, preparing the cow.or the bull while the slaugh-
terer’s knife is being sharpened. The ritual slaughterer remains pious, for
religion and its sacred commandments protect him and his life, and the
crueler aspects of this business are left to the butcher and his destiny. Butch-
ers are plenty strong, and when, for example, a disturbance breaks out in
town, they are called upon to be the roughnecks. All the spiritual folks fear
these physical butchers because they are bullies, and it is best not to anger
them, for they can be fnerciless. )

But there is something good about all this. The Jewish people is a weak
and timid people, fearful of the slightest provocation; and Whenever there
have been pogroms against Jews, a hundred might flee from one drunken
peasant and passively submit to broken windows and vandalized house-
holds. But the butchers learned to fight back and to arm themselves with
clubs and axes when the times called for it. Something like this happened
once at Baster during a brief interregnum, a full generation before the Jews
had learned how to stand up for themselves. Is it any wonder that they
called themselves the vanguard of Israel’s heroes?

The Torah treats the thief, or ganav, more stringently than the robber,
or gazlan, because the gazlan treats all people equally, whereas the ganay
does not. And to be precise about it, when you are dealing with butchers,
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you are dealing with two opposites. When these heroes, who are afraid of
nothing, do steal a bull or a cow, they do it secretly and without the owners
knowing, or they have others do it for them. One can see this as a way of
making a living rather than as an act of theft. In the butcher business, when
you slaughter a cow or a bull and actually pay for the animal directly, it

costs five times as much as an animal for which you haven’t paid. Perhaps
a bull wandered off and was abducted and turned over to the butchers, or
perhaps there had once been fifty cows in a pen and now only forty-nine

remain, amumber that is still plenty from the owner’s point of view. Recken

how many things can go wrong with the slaughter of a cow: sometimes the
ritual slaughterer will do damage at the moment of killing, sometimes a
lung can be punctured, or damage may occur regarding any one of the

eighteen prohibitions. Dashia was a poor crty, and often Jews couldn’t pay

for their meat. Meat that isn’t soaked within three days becomes unfit, and
in the summer it spoils. How could a butcher survive without some little
benefits on the side?

You may say that this is forbidden, that a Jew ought not to do this. Yet
do not all ‘social dealings and commercial transactions involve 2 bit of
deception and cheating? There is no essential difference, except that when
it comes to business, this is not just a manner of speaking. And it surely

won’t stop those who do it from wéaring thé. garb of the pious folks who

pray in the choice seats in the synagogue. The other ones, that is to say;
the butchers and their Ik, don’t get reckoned among the pious and have
to pray at their own house of worship, the synagogue of the morning watch

nstead of at the main synagogue in towns The houscholders have holy

excuses and pious terms for the drink that they have in the morning after
prayers, as they do for all the gross physical things they do. The butchers
down their brew without apology and don’t need a death in the family or
a holiday to justify having a glass. While I know that the butchers are not
saints and I don’t want to make too many claims on their behalf, I would
not have called them scoundrels were it not for this one thing that hap-
pened. It was plain evil! Who among us can pronounce that word in all its
bitter meanings? People want to live and they do have uncontrollable urges

in their bellies, which do not have silken linings and which can be very

insistent.

And here is how it happened: in Dashia there lived a man named Reuven,
an average fellow who didn’t stand out; and who knows if he would even
have been known in Dashia were it not for his cows? 7 Q
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Most of the citizens of Dashia, if they had means at all, kept cows that
gave enough milk so that they didn’t have to buy it. Reuven always had
the best cow in the city. In this he was successful, and this he understood.
He knew how to take care of his cows, to fatten them up and to make
them look like the healthy cows in Pharaoh’s dream. Reuven was not above
feeding his cow from his own food and drawing her water himself. The
shed was always kept clean, and he watched out so that no accidents would

\\happen. His entire life was devoted to taking care of his cow, and that is

what he was known for.

Mpeople of Dashia are dity types without much knowledge of nature;
but when a cow or a goat gives milk to its owner, some contact with nature
occurs. In every corner of the city, people know the local cows and goats;
and when the larger or the more delicate animals return from grazing, all
the residents look at each cow and goat and express their opinions about
what they're worth and the price of their milk. Each household loves its
animals, and men walk with their cow or their goat as if they were walking
with a friend. And why not? Animals, after all, are living things who get
hungry and need that hunger satisfied; they have sad feelings and affections
and mothers wlio love and long for them. If you don’t know this already,
just take a cow or a sheep or a goat home with you, and you will be looking
at a living soul.

In those days, Reuven had a ruddy Dutch heifer, the likes of which—
for its beauty and soundness and fullness of body—the inhabitants of
Dashia had never seen. When she came back from feeding with the flock,
her head was held high like a queen’s; and the other cows paid her proper
respect. She was indeed of a nobler race, as one could see from her strong
body, her healthy udders, and her beautiful coat. Reuven was once offered
150 rubles for her, whereas the most any other cow had cost, even the one
belonging to a nobleman, was seventy or eighty rubles. How in the world,

you might ask, did Reuven even come to possess a cow like that, given that
he was not rich? But the citizens weren’t so amazed, since people had come
to expect good fortune from Reuven when it came to.cows. This fellow’s
cow simply had to be the most wonderful in and around Dashia, for that
is -what was written in the book of destiny and that is the way it always
was.

And Reuven in those days was as happy as 2 man whose daughter was
going to marry a brilliant Torah scholr; he would gain great delight when-
ever he heard people praising, glorifying, and exalting his cow. They told
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wonder stories and spoke in hyperbole a§ if they were speaking, excuse the
comparison, about their rabbi. They even said that the cow yielded faur

. measures of milk at a time. They also said that from the butter alone, left
over after they had all the milk they needed, Reuven cleared three rubles
per week, and he had thirteen children and fifteen mouths to feed. In short;
Reuven’s red heifer, who gave birth each spring and whose offspring cost
ifteen pieces of silver, gave folks a lot to talk about when they were sitting
in the synagogue. . “

Dashia enjoyed its good fortune over the excellent heifer who could
crown even one of the great cities on God’s earth. And ineffective were all
the incantations of the jealous women who practiced witchcraft and
schemed to stop up her milk. Neither Satan nor his minions could do
anything against such a grand creature, for God had created her.

But amazingly, all that meant nothing on the day of reckoning. The time

came when the heifer’s destiny was sealed even though she was the source
of life for an entire family and the noblest: part of the city’s fabric. Were
she to die in the fullness of her years, or be felled by a plague or even die
a simple death, we would _certa.i'nly be sad, but we would be resigned. Ex-
tinction comes to human beings as well, after all. The house that a person
labors to build may burn down; and who can stop.a city from being de-
stroyed when enemies attack? When tragedy happens in the course of life,
.who can complain? Or, if it was said that Reuven had gone crazy, or that
the heifer had ceased giving birth for a period and thus had been sold for
ritual slaughter, and was found koshezy and had her skin removed and her
Veins extracted, and was sold for rich flesh for someone’s Sabbath table,
sweet to the palate when fried or boiled, we might nod our heads in assent
at the destiny of the milk-giving heifer. That. would be in accordance with
the order of things and the way of the world? things like that happen in
life. But in the case of Reuven’s heifer, a murdér was committed, an awful
murder as bad as the ambush of a human being. This happened in a way
that was not in the natural order of things, or at least in a way that we
expect to happen among Jews.

There was a drought, and the price of meat rose. It was very hard to

= make a living in Dashia, and even butchers who most always could make

- a go of it were struggling. Disputes broke out, and there were hostilities,

as one might expect. Reuven, a peaceful man by nature, took part in those

e ‘disputes, and the butchers opposed him. One can’t explain all the reasons
for-what happened afterward, but I will tell the reader anyway, one by one.

{0
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' ' And I am not judging here, just telling the story, but others will comé and
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judge, and they will expound and clarify the course of events.

It was the heifer’s fate to be taken from her owner by a group of butch-
ers. Many had their eyes on her when she returned from grazing, and she
had no idea what was going to befall her. The group gathered to conspire
in the house of the slaughterer.

It happened on a Saturday night at the end of summer. Reuven and his
household were sitting at twilight and enjoying their heifer. His youngest
were patting her, the older were praising her. The eldest daughter got up

~and took some fodder and gave her a nice ladle of water. Suddenly, the
heifer let out a piercing moan, and everyone trembled because they didn’t .
know what had: happened. Winter would come and darken the hearts of
Jews when they realized that there was no firewood or warm clothing for
their nakedness. Their deeds must have been wanting, and that is why they
had no sustenance,

It was midnight. Bveryone was resting, and no light shone in any win-
dow. They were dreaming deeply in the gloomy night, because.on the mor-
row the breadless day would begin again . .". Yet one butcher pierced that
darkness and sneaked into Reuven’s pen, where the heifer was standing.
There was nodock on the door, and only a thick rope attached the heifer’s
leg to a tree, The prowler cut that rope with a sharp knife and took the
heifer by her horns, leading her out a narrow pathway, while the heifer
followed in astonishment. '

And, hush! The man and the animal stood at the door of the large cellar
of Shoel the Butcher, where everyone had gathered. Two of them faced the
heifer and pulled her while she involuntarily wagged her tail. They abruptly
pulled her into the cellar, leading the reluctant animal as she held back and
forcing her to do what she feared to do.

Now the heifer stood below, agitated. Seven of the men got up to receive
her, dressed: in aprons and furs like peasants, with faces aflame. Each man
had drunk a little glass to get his strength up, and the little candles shining
in the dark made the scene seem like hell. They surrounded the calf and

" fondled her. '

Suddenly, one of the butchers got up like a lion and tried to cast the
heifer to the ground, but her legs were like iron. Some others came as
reinforcements and struggled mightily with her, but she dug her hooves
into the ground while her eyes raged. The heifer got up as if to gore and
banged her head against the wall until the cellar shook. One of the butchers

—
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crawled under her belly and secured her hind legs with a thick rope. He
did it also to her forelegs. All of them got up and girded themselves and
climbed upon her back and pushed her. She fell and let out 2 mighty groan
as she tried to sever the ropes. But her attackers grabbed her with a ven-
geance that no one had-seen before. Outside, rain began to fall on the roof
and the wind howled. Sweat the size of beans fell from the butchers’ fore-
heads from their efforts; and they looked af one another like strangers and
took off their clothes and rolled up their sleevu as if ready for a fight. What
pent-up feelings sought release!

One of the butchers, himself a ritual slanghterer, stood up calmly and
sharpened the old blade; he took it out and rubbed its point with his
fingernails. Once again, the butchers leaned on the back of the heifer. Some
took hold of her thick legs below and abeve, and two especially strong men
twisted her head with incredible might. It was as if doom filled the air, an
awful decree of the end of days, and suddenly the butcher who was a
slaughterer took up his blade and ran it back and forth across her delicate
neck. The heifer let out an awesome earth-shattering groan and blood
poured out like a fountain, spreading in a great arc and shining in the
midst of the light from the lamp that hung from the ceiling. The blood
kept flowing, splattering on the roof and walls, on the ground and on the
trousers of the men and on their hands and faces. The heifer struggled with
her remaining strength, shuddering while the ground became a river of
blood. The murderers put her off to the side, and after an hour her ruddy
soul departed and she died. Man conquers beast!

Then another of the butchers took a shdrp knife and plunged it into the
belly of the heifer so that the innards came out, and then others tore off
her skin. They did this with a pent-up power and compressed emotion they
bad never known. i ’ .

The animal was stripped. The men began to divide her into pieces, cut-
ting off her head and her legs. One butcher couldn’t restrain himself. He
took the fat liver and put it on the hot coals that had been placed in the

-, corner. When the blood reached the flames, everyone ate it without proper

saltimg'and with ravenous hunger, licking their fingers eagerly. A large bottle
of brew was ready, so they ate and drank until they satisfied their lust. They
were like priests of Ba’al when the sacrifice was on the altar. But this did
not happen at Beth El or at Dan; it happened in the Jewish city of Dashia,
not at the ‘time-when the ten tribes were exiled from the Northern King-

dom, but in the yw 1884.
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The second watch passed, and the rains poured while the wind raged.
They divided the heifer ten ways, each man putting his portion in a sack.
Fach carried his share on his shoulders and then repaired to his shop in

the dark of night in order to hide the spoil. The city slept, and the people ’

dreamed while dogs barked and the skies were gloomy with rain. No one

. -knew what had transpired!

In their haste, the butchers forgot to close the cellar door, and so the
dogs came and licked up the blood. In the morning, folks saw that Reuven’s
heifer had been stolen and they searched for her. Within an hour, they
found her ruddy coat still wet. The matter frightened them, and everyone
who heard about it was shocked. In Reuven’s house, there was moaning

and deep grief.
o Fiom the time of Dashia’s founding, there had never been such a terrible

"-day. Men wandered around aimlessly outside, women came together whis-

pering and talking. It was as if there had been an eclipse of the moon in
the midst of an eclipse of the sun, and everyone looked at one another as
if the world had been turned into Job’s Valley of the Ghosts. To slay an
animal in the middle of her lif¢ is an awful thing.

And as for what happened to the butchers who took part in the murder
of the animal, the various quarrels and court trials and their punishment—
both by mar and God—if I would tell all these in detail, they would take
up much space. In brief, however, everyone who had a hand in doing in
that red heifer experienced bad things in his family life, as if a curse had
been cast on him and his house, without leaving any remnant. But all these
things are written in the history of Dashia and its chronicles.

The reader can find out more there.




