Mani Leyb
(1883-1953)

ALSO: Mani Leib, pseudonym of Mani-Leyb Brahinski

BORN IN NYEZHIN, CHERNIGOV DISTRICT,
northern Ukraine. Grew up in a poor
family, the children (six sons and two
daughters) sleeping on straw on the floor.
His father traveled to fairs, buying hides
of horses and cattle; he also wrote letters to America for abandoned wives and
brides. But the real breadwinner was mother, trading vegetables, chickens,
and eggs in the market. Until age eleven, Mani Leyb studied in heder, then was
an apprentice to a shoe stitcher. Five years later became an independent shoe
stitcher and employed six workers. He joined the revolutionary movement,
often switching parties: first as a Ukrainian Socialist, then an S.R. (Russian
Socialist-Revolutionary), then an Anarchist, then a Social-Democrat. He was
arrested in 1904 but fled to England, where he published his first poems.
Mani Leyb came to America in 1905 and became the most prominent
poet of the Young Generation; published poetry and poetry translations, as
well as articles, in Yiddish newspapers and periodicals. He was a virtuoso of
euphonious verse in nebulous symbolist tones, softened by a folksy humor,
and was a major children’s poet. The poetess Rachel Veprinsky was his life’s
companion. For many years he worked as a shoemaker in New York. He suf-
fered from consumption and stomach ailments but eventually got an office job
in the Jewish Bakers Union. In 1946, he joined the staff of the daily Forverts
(Forwards). He was the darling of the Jewish labor movement in New York;
on his sixtieth birthday they gave him a house as a gift. Several books of his
poetry appeared in New York, and many editions of poems and stories in
verse for children were published around the world. The two posthumous

volumes of his collected poems (1955) are incomplete.

{ Have My Mama's Black Hair

I have my mama’s black hair and green eyes,
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My papa's delicate, thin hands,
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Blood of my grandfathers, Jews on the b
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Iam the Ereepcr, the wild one,
Climbing your garden hedge,
Reaching, a red one, a wild one,
Up to your window ledge;

To inhale your dress' rustling
As on your floor [ lay,

To pale in the light of your eyes,
To sorrow at what you say;

To lurk among your lamps,
Autumnal and green as a moth
To rise transfigured like lamps
Ashen in flames of your hearth;

To lie pale, a dead one, against
Your window-pane in the snow,

Snowy in SNOw, a snowman,
To 'mdan to You from the snow.
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Written in 1914, this poem was read as an aesthetic call for modulation
against the fervid oratory of the earlier Yiddish labor or sweatshop poets.
It invokes, also, the classic posture of the diaspora Jew, eternally poised in
expectation of the Messiah.

Hush

Hush and hush—no sound be heard.
Bow in grief but say no word.

Black as pain and white as death,
Hush and hush and hold your breath.

Heard by none and seen by none
Out of the dark night will he,
Riding on a snow-white steed,
To our house come quietly.

From the radiance of his face,
From his dress of shining white
Joy will shimmer and enfold;
Over us will fall his light.

Quieter—no sound be heard|
Bow in grief but say no word.
Black as pain and white as death,

Hush and hush and hold your breath.

If we have been mocked by them,
If we have been fooled again
And the long and weary night
We have waited all in vain,

We will bend down very low
To the hard floor, and then will
Stand more quiet than before,
Stiller}_sliller and more still.

Marie Syrkin
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COME, SERENE PLAINNESS

Come, serene Plainness, with your bare blade cut
Through my soul’s black entanglements until

My world, from heavy, sullen fetters freed,
Shines like a burst of sun upon my sill;

So all my eyes found blind, hidden and strange,
In murky darkness covered and remote,

Will suddenly grow clear like rainbow light,
Or like the linen whiteness of my coat.

And all of living, all not living things

Now severed and apart from me, bring near;
Make them transparent like pure water’s flow,
Close like my hands’ ten fingers and as dear.

Then from the tight cell of my narrow grief
The voice of all who suffer rising strong

Will cry to me like kin to kindred crying,

Will ring out cleansed, transmuted in my song.

Seven Brothers

We are seven brothers

With gray and blue eyes.

Three brothers like poplars,
Supple, slender and tall,

With haughty, beautiful heads.
Three brothers like maple trees,
Their sweet roots in the carth.
And I -- the singer of the song --

A green willow in the wind.

And our father died --

Woe to us, woe to us! --

Like a thin oak on a parched soil.
And we, his seven sons,

Arose from the grey mist

In the gricf of that rainy day,

And with weeping hands soakf:d with rain
We lay black shards on his eyes.
Spades in hand, we filled his grave
With the red clay of Long Island,
And we placed a little board

At the head of his grave.
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Like a shaken grove
Surrendered to blowing winds,
We seven brothers
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We seven brothers

With gray and blue, sad cycs,
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My Papa

On a sad Shabbos night, aftcer Havdolan
Al the cold sauiovar,
In his hand hjs thin beard,

In his beard his worry hidden,

& He stands up to bear (he yoke:
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Wipes (he windowpanc and measures the stars,

Harnesses horse and wagon in (he yard,
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@/ Shabbos candles and our songs
&

Draw all the neighbors to (he windows.

Wife and children -. hjs treasure,
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Brownsville, a district in Brooklyn, was the location of many small shoe

i i in America. Yehupets
actories during the early years of Jewish settlement in / ;
{s the fictional name of a city adopted by Sholem Aleichem to represent

Like a shaken grove
Surrendered to blowing wrinds,

We seven brothers

"Cried out with one voice:

Yisgadal!

And on that rainy day,

We scven brothers

With gray and blue, sad cycs,
Parted at the gates of New York.
And cach of the scven brothers
Scparately went

His own scparate way

On seven scparale avenucs.
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I Am ...

I am Mani Leyb, whose name is sung—

In Browneville, Yehupets, and farther, they know it:
Among cobblers, a splendid cobbler; among
Poetical circles, a splendid poet.

A boy straining over the cobbler’s last
On moonlit nights . . . like a command,
Some hymn struck at my heart, and fast
The awl fell from my trembling hand.

/

Gracious, the first Muse came to meet
The cobbler with a kiss, and, young,

I tasted the Word that comes in a sweet
Shuddering first to the speechless tongue.

And my tongue flowed like a limpid stream,
My song rose as from some other place;
My world’s doors opened onto dream;

My labor, my bread, were sweet with grace.

And all of the others, the shoemaker boys,
Thought that my singing was simply grand:
For their bitter hearts, my poems were joys.

- Their source? They could never understand.
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For despair in their working day’s vaculty

They mocked me, spat at me a good deal,

And gave me the title,"in perpetuity, i
Of Purple Patchmaker, Poet and Heel.

. Farewell then, brothers, I must depart:
Your cobbler’s bench is not for me.

With songs in my breast, the Muse in my heart,
I went among poets, a poet to be.

When I came, then, among their company,
Newly fledged from out my shell,

They lauded and they laureled me,
Making me one of their number as well.

O Poets, inspired and pale, and free
As all the winged singers of the air,
We sang of beauties wild to see
Like happy beggars at a fair.

We sang, and the echoing world resounded.
From pole to pole chained hearts were hurled,

While we gagged on hunger, our sick chests pounded:
More than one_A.i)E.‘us left this world. -

And God, who feedeth even the worm—
Was not quite lavish with his grace,

So I crept back, threadbare and infirm,
To sweat for bread at my working place.

But blessed be, Muse, for your bounties still,

Though your granaries will yield no bread—

At my bench, with a pure and lasting will,
* I'll serve you solely until I am dead.

In Brownsville, Yehupets, beyond them, even,
,! My name shall ever be known, O Muse.

And I'm not a cobbler who writes, thank heaven,
But a poet who makes shoes,

John Hollander



Mani Leyb (Brahinski; 1883-1905-1953)
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On Fifth Avenue

In a white building on Fifth Avenue,

On the thirteenth floor of a white building,
Girls sew and walt in the whiteness of sorrow
For the evening bells lazy ringing.

S But the bell naps listless in the thick hours
and the day lies i1l in the stone of the walls
and the needles whine and cry the wounds out
and the silk in girls® hands rustles, rustles.

White silk, pink silk, violet and blue};

rcand the needles whine, deaf and thin.
And on the windows in the whiteness of sorrow
The sun crawls from green dust in hot colums.

aAnd the needles whine and cry the wounds oute.

aAnd the silk in glrls‘ hands rustles,; rustles,
@And the day lies i1l in the wounds of the hours,

Over the Gands of girls, in the stone of the vallse
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Yingl Tsingl Khvat

by Mani-Leib

Translated by Jeffrey Shandler

Ilustrated by El (Lazar) Lissitzky
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Translator’s Note

In Yiddish stories for children a character named Yingl Tsingl occa-
sionally appears. Often he is very small, like Tom Thumb in English
children’s tales. The word khvat describes a special kind of person—
plucky and daring. As you will see, the hero of Mani-Leib’s poem, even
though he is a small boy, proves to be a brave and adventuresome
fellow, worthy of his name.

J.S.
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1 have a story here to tell

To all my children—you as well.
Hush, dear friends, be very still —
Hear my story, if you will.

There’s a land that’s quite remote,
Beyond the reach of train or boat;
Even traveling by horse

couldn’t bring you there on course.

In this far-off land we find

A valley, and right through it winds
A river, stretching like a string,
Thin and straight as anything.

Near the river, on each shore

Stand some houses, and, what’s more
There are streets, a market too,

And a mountain in full view.

Jews and Christians live like brothers,
Sharing, helping one another,
Always glad to lend a hand—
All’s well in this far-off land.
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Then, it happened, one fine day,
That the summer went away —
Well, now, what is there to fear?
Summer runs off every year!

Winter comes before you know;
Covers everything with snow—
Houses, mountain, marketplace—
All entwined with frosty lace.

All about the world is bright

In its dress of snowy white;

Just like this the valley stays

"Til Pesach comes—and milder days.

Peasants come from all around,

Driving sleighs right into town.

Every sleigh is piled high

With geese and wood, with hay and rye.

Jews are running everywhere,
Selling here and buying there,
Faces shining as they say,
“What a splendid market day!”
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Children sliding on the ice, Jewish boys, not really older,

Fool around, with squeaks and cries

Roll the snow into a boulder,

And the ice is blue and soft, Shape a snowman till he grows,

Like the heavens there aloft. With a mouth and with a nose,

And the Gentile boys with caps Stands a boy beside a gate,

Run on sleds downhill, perhaps, Rubs his ear: You snowman, wait,

With a whistle, scream and go, Wait till Pesach and keep cool,

Rolling, rolling in the snow! Till we have to go to school.



A peasant with his horse and cart

But this year, as it turned out,

Winter never came about. Tried to cross the mud-filled mart;

It was damp and dark as pitch— Cracked his whip, “I won’t be stopped!”
Poor horse—pulled until it dropped.

Just like living in a ditch!

Then, a coachman passing through
How the rains did fall and fall— Got his wagon stuck there, 'OO"
Winter wasi'L there at all, How he ranted, how he cursed!
There wasn’t any snow to see— But he sank down all the worse.
Snow had simply ceased to be.

All the little boys in school

And the market turned to muck. :

?ake one ste]p, and vou'd get stuck. Is;uutdtlgdcxl_ztszﬁt;s wasdtht: n.xl;.
ry to travel, if 1 — e muc at night
y 11 you please Gave them all an awful fright.

Streets oozed right up to your knees!
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Townsfolk now began to grieve,
For the mud refused to leave,
And there was no snow to see,
As if the snow had ceased to be.

They grew more and more afraid—
Night and day the Jews all prayed,
Filled the synagogue with singing;
Christians set the churchbells ringing.

Things were getting serious now—
Schoolboys took a solemn vow:
“Come, dear snow, and if you do,
I promise I'll be good and true.”

They bought no rolls or other treats;
Now, they hurried through the streets
Buying lanterns—red and bright,

To guide them through the town at night.
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Well—something else this town has got
Is a boy named Tsingl Khvat.

A special fellow, this boy Tsingl,

You see, he didn’t fear a single

Thing at all—He said, “Who cares?
You think we’ll be attacked by bears?
Who needs a lantern? Not for me!

I'd rather go my own way, see?”

The other fellows sat and stared:
“Could our Tsingl not be scared?”
What Tsingl said was always true—
So they asked, “What would he do?”



That night, the clock began to chime.
The rebbe said, “Well, now, it’s time
For boys to set out on their way—

School is finished for the day.”

No sooner had the rebbe spoken
But the evening’s calm was broken.
Boys began to yell, to fight:

“Who can give my lamp a light?”

Then they all went out together
In the wet and gloomy weather.
Though their lamps shone red and bright,
Each was trembling with fright.

All at once, a little tot

Spoke up, “Where is Tsingl Khvat?”
They called, “Tsingl, are you there?”’
But Tsingl wasn’t anywhere.

They looked up, and they looked down
*Til, in the middle of the town
They saw Tsingl fall down, plop!

In the mud, from toe to top.

What an uproar! What to—do!

One boy shouted, “I'll save you!”

But he wasn’t brave enough

To wade through all that muddy stuff.

Tsingl sang out happily,
“I like the mud! Just let me be!”
But though he tossed and squirmed about,

Tsingl couldn’t wriggle out.

All the boys cried, “Tsingl, Tsingl!”
They should help, but every single
Boy knew all too well the rule:

Come straight home right after school!
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I can wait ’til morning comes.
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I’ll just go to sleep here, out

of doors—"" But then, it came about:
A nobleman rode by—what luck!
And saw that Tsingl Khvat was stuck.

He drove his horse straight into town.

Then, from his mount, the man reached down,
Stretched his hand out—one, two, three—
And pulled up Tsingl—he was free!

This nobleman was kind and good;
He held him as a father would.

But Tsingl didn’t want to stay o w
And tried to pull himself away. The noble asked him, “Are you sure?
Can it really be that you’re
. « Not scared at all?” “No, sir, I'm not—
The man asked Tsingl, Tell me, now, That’s why they call me Tsingl Khivar.”
1 see you have no lantern! How
Then do you find your way at night?”
. . g That some boy could be so much
laughed with all h ht. Y
Tsingl laughed with aT fus i At ease before a noble such
N e As he was, made the man so glad
“Lantern?” Tsingl said, “Who cares? That he told this brave young lad,

You think I'll be attacked by bears?
Who needs a lantern? Not for me!
I’d rather go my own way, see?”’
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“I'm old and grey, as you can see,

I've traveled far—It seems to me,
Though, such a boy, so bright and clever
I have never met—not ever!

I want you never to forget

Me, lad, so if you will, do let

Me give you something that I've got
That no one else has, Tsingl Khvat.

I’ve a horse so very rare,
Runs as if he flies on air,

Like an arrow from the bow—
That’s how quickly he can go.

I also have a magic ring

That does the most amazing thing—
Just turn it seven times around,

And snow starts falling to the ground.

So, my boy, I'll let you choose
Which thing would you like to use?
Ring or horse, whichever one—

It’s yours no sooner said than done!”

AT |9pIyTya PR BOZR VT I8 IR

Lo (FPIFT VT TR WIS PR P
DENYX B3 BEA DIYN 2T LEN
© 7 pgna 728 YUY WA PR AT

©MYYL D BORP Y IIYD DYT RO
e 9yTD IR BY?D YLM? PR Y
27D % N Oy LD JYieeD
Fhomp y3TIT YA 8 TR

S marnamwn B aR PR PR
e TR G TR0 AT WIS
/YT 8 7§D 131 O'R BOW

C LMD B IRy IR BINT Oy PR

0w T PbE BOIP 1T X
3179593 VT PR P 93090
LTPD DRT O 2317 DR X

“Horse or ring—which one?” thought Tsingl.
How his mind began to tingle!

“Magic ring or flying horse?”

So he answered, “Both, of course!”

The nobleman dismounted, and

He took the ring from off his hand.
“You’re quite a fellow, I must say,
Dear Tsingl! Now, be on your way.”

He gave the horse a hearty slap,
And Tsingl shouted, “Giddyap!”

To say good-bye he turned around—
The man was nowhere to be found!

Tsingl blinked—where did he go?
Then, like an arrow from the bow
The horse flew from the marketplace
And up the mountainside they raced.

They reached the top; said Tsingl, “Whoa!”
And with the magic ring just so

He turned it seven times around —

Then snow fell gently to the ground.

Next day, folks got out of bed,
Took a look outside and said,
“What is this?” How they did stare!
“Are those snowflakes in the air?”
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They looked and looked—what a surprise!
They couldn’t quite believe their eyes.

And then, they all began to cheer:

“At last, there’s snow! The snow is here!”

Well, do people have to worry?
Wake next morning in a hurry,
And Lhey can’t believe their eyes:

"What a snow came from the skies!"
The townsfolk wanted to rejoice,

But they asked, all in one voice:
“Where is Tsingl? Where’s the boy?

"How can anyone explain?" Without him there’ll be no joy!”
And they wipe their windowpane -- His mother went to find her son.
Jov : o . She called and called his name, 'til one
oy and happiness in town: Schoolboy told her he was lost—

N ) Stuck in mud beneath the frost.
What a snow has fallen down!"

How she wept, did Tsingl’s mother!
People said to one another,
“Well, you see? It isn’t right

Let them thrill throughout the land To walk outside alone at night.”

As they wish and understand
y rstand, But worry not for Tsingl Khvat—

Remember now, that he has got
The noble’s swift and trusty horse
And the magic ring, of course.

But they took it all to heart:

Where is Funny Sonny Smart?

Tsingl and the horse fly fast
Like a whirlwind, rushing past
Mountains, forests, countryside—

Mama searches: "Sonny, Sonny!"
Traveling the whole world wide.

Says a boy with words of honey: . . . s
ar away rom nome ne ew,

And the winter followed, too—
Disappeared without a trace, _
Off to yet another place. I

"Oh, your Sonny’s drowned in mire,

And the snow put out his fire."




Now, when winter comes to town,
And only rain comes pouring down—
And there is no snow to see,

As if the snow had ceased to be —

Then Tsingl and his horse take flight
So swiftly through the starry night
That no one ever really knows

Just when and where our Tsingl goes.

Tsingl and his horse fly fast,

Like a whirlwind, rushing past;
Riding through the marketplace,
Then, up the mountainside they race.

They stop when Tsingl calls out, “Whoa!”
And with the magic ring just so,

He turns it seven times around,

And snow falls gently to the ground.

" ' YN YOO B YN 93
/A J3¥7 BB IR WOPN YT vmp
y/ RSN B2 TR M TP PR
r@ — JyNY2 B3 VIR MIP TP N

JqaMa 0 2o Pary Proorm
$]3M7D¥3D7198 LRI WT 1B

= o
=~ = ATPRYA VI IR JAYIYA 2
ol REVLIR IR AR IR M
.
\j AYT P03 P DIRID Y PR
x AY PR VI WIPN WT N
AT83 19NT 72 PR

ﬂﬁg A3 JOUR PR PIRR JIMT
'”g fa; PR JAyOw BIVYR TIWD WT N8
731°%
933D DYT 0¥l R LW
j nyaT R} YRm 12T O'R ©W
M ¥ DI BB DY TR

o~



