SHEM AND JAPHETH ON THE TRAIN (18go)

MENDELE MOCHER SFORIM

I

THERE, in haste and confusion, our brethren press on, with bundles
of every size and shape in their hands and on their shoulders;
women too, encumbered with pillows and bolsters and wailing
infants; all jostling one another as they perilously hoist themselves
up the ladder to the third-class compartments, where a fresh
battle will be fought for places in the congested train. And I,
Mendele the Bookseller, burdened with my goods and chattels, join
manfully in the fray: I climb, stoop, and jostle my way through as
one of the crowd. Yet, while we Jews hustle and work ourselves into
a state of frenzied irritability, lest, Heaven forbid, someone should
get ahead of us in the crush, and while we gaze beseechingly upon
the railway employees, as if the fact that we are traveling at all indi-
cates an unrequited act of grace on their part—all this while, the
Gentile passengers are strolling up and down the hallway in front
of the station with their luggage and waiting until the bell rings for
a sccond or even a third time, when they will mount the train at
Ieisure, and each proceed to his appointed place. ‘

After the hubbub outside, there is a renewed scramble for seats.
Some lucky ones find places straightaway; others trail up and down
in a fruitless quest. A stout, loquacious female is thrust forward,
pushing baskets and bags ahcad of her. She trips over them and falls
headlong. Lying there, she looks for all the world like a goose
bought in the market before Passover, after it has been taken home
and the strap untied from its legs. It collapses on the floor with its
tail and wings outspread, gazing up in terror, and gasping for air.
Now, another woman appears in the doorway, clutching her bedding
and bits of old clothes, shrilly urging her children to bustle along
behind. This is the woman it has pleased the Lord to designate as
my traveling companion, together with her husband and her
numerous offspring: it is in their compartment that I shall sit,
wedged in with the maximum of discomfort between bundles of
household goods and bedding that mount up on either side.

All this business of a railway journey is new to me. Never in my
life have I cxperienced it, and I am surprised at everything I see.
My place is so cramped that I am unable to stir, but can only sit
cooped up and perspiring. Formerly, when I used to travel by coach
through all the lands of Jewry, I did not mind being hemmed in by
bundles of my own books and—needless to say—it was a special joy
to perspire. (Everyone knows this who has chanced to be on the road
in the month of Tammuz, when the blessed Lord puts forth such in-
sufferable heat at noon that no bird flies, no ox lows to his fellow in
the stall, the forest does not stir, the very leaves on the trees cease
their whispering: then, when the world is hushed and mute, one
slumps back in the carriage seat and enjoys, as I have done, the most
timely sweating of all.) But now it is quite otherwise: perspiration
brings no solace, and the constriction only saps my strength. I begin
to think that for my sins my innate Jewish character has somehow
been transformed, so that I am no longer able to appreciate these
same two privileges of the Seed of Abraham.

But the treatment the railway officials accord to the passengers,
and the passengers to one another, together with the experiences I
have just undergone, combine to persuade me that the change is not
in my own disposition, but in this strange mode of travel. For a
coach journey in former times was quite unlike today’s journeys by
train. Then a man was his own master and free to choose for him-
sclf. Even if the travelers were crowded in, two facing two with one
extra for makeweight, so that their legs were jammed together like
herrings in a barrel—well, they could always get out and take a walk,
there was nothing tc;‘stop them, and they had the world at théir feet.
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Indeed, this very fact that they had a free choice would mitigate their
discomfort, so that their afflictions became, as it were, the trials of
love. But in the train there is no feeling of independence. One is
like a prisoner, without a moment’s respite from durance vile. And
that, of course, is why this perspiring is so unpleasant: for an im-
posed sweat is altogether unlike the majestic sweating of a free man.
Consider, moreover, that the passengers in a coach are set apart from
the common populace; they make up a little colony, a corporate
entity of their own. Time flows on for them, evening and morning,
one day . .. a second day . .. a third. . .. There is world enough
and time to meditate on all things, to satisfy every desire in the
course of their travels. The sky is a tent over their heads, the earth
spreads its bounty before them, they watch the glorious pageant of
God’s creation, they rejoice in its variety—yes, and if sometimes the
coach is upset, this is not so bad either: for the earth like a kindly
mother merely receives her children back into her lap. But in
contrast the railway train is like a whole city in motion, with its
multitude and its uproar, its population split into classes and sects,
who carry with them their hatred and envy, their bickerings and
rivalries and petty deals. Such passengers may traverse the whole
world without regard to the grandeur of nature, the beauty of
mountains and plains, and all the handiwork of God . . . .

The guard blew his whistle and the train started. Our people
were now able to relax. They began to take notice of one another,
and to make their inquiries as to each man’s trade, and his occupa-
tion, and whence he came, and whither he was heading; as is right
and natural for our people. Strangers fraternized and addressed one
another by their first names, as if they had been friends since child-
hood. And so Chaim opened the goodly treasures of his knapsack
and produced a bottle of wine, drank from it and passed it on to
Shmuel while Shmuel broke off a piece of his loaf for Chaim, offering
it with some cucumber and onion from his bag, and so they feasted
together. In the same spirit Shmerl slipped a sum of money to
Anshel with the request that he be so good as to pass it on to an
in-law whose business was in the town where Anshel would be stay-
ing; and Reuven gave documents and bills to Shimon for Levi the
produce-dcaler; and the whole compartment became a hucksters’
mart, We of Israel are preoccupied with the problems of making a
living; no wonder that the winds of petty commerce raged mightily.
My own business instincts awoke too, and I bethought me of trying
to sell some books. But I was obliged to abandon this project. My
belongings were submerged in a great wave of other people’s
possessions, and it would have been impossible to salvage them save
by very strenuous effort; in fact, cooped up as I was, this was alto-
gether beyond my power. So I continued to sit in idleness perched
on the edge of the scat, contemplating without relish the passengers
who shared my compartment.

An unattractive-looking woman with a bleak nose faced me,
- propped up on a large pillow, from which feathers were constantly

escaping and floating out into the world. Her eyes were timid, her
lips dry and compressed, and her whole countenance shriveled like
a baked apple. Since her arrival she had not had a moment’s rest
from her children, who pestered her continually with their questions
and bickerings. The three smaller ones kept exchanging places and
disturbing her as they bobbed up and down. In her lap a baby was
drowsing now, after having wailed for some time; it snored in its
sleep; a tear still stood on its cheek, which seemed utterly bloodless.
And beside me sat her husband: a tall, spare man, his back some-
what bowed, with a lean neck, a long nose, and a stunted beard.
Sorrow lurked in his eyes, and his lips carried the suggestion of a
bitter smile. To the right of him his grown-up daughter sat in a kind
of sad trance, with two small girls leaning against her.

I sinned in my heart, I must confess, for I resented these com-
panions from the start of the journey. Their presence irked me, and
I'silently cursed my ill luck that had placed me in the same compart-
ment with such odd and vexatious folk. But as I considered them
more carefully I began to view them in a new light. Their dress,
their appearance, their wan expression, testified to extreme poverty
and roused my pity. The mother’s intermittent sighs moved me; and
even more, the excessively humble attempts of the father and
children to avoid getting in my way. But what touched me most
deeply was the sight of the infant, who had fallen asleep out of sheer
weakness, after pouring out his woes on his mother’s lap. All this
led me to paint in my fancy a grim enough picture of the life of that

- poor family. My imagination drew me into further speculations as
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to the many families among our people in a similar plight, who bear
in silence their poverty and distress. I was sunk in these reflections
when one of the children began to plead with his mother for some-
thing to eat. To soothe him she answered:

“See, Yankele, it’s still daylight: now isn’t the time for food;
you must wait a bit longer!”

“Hush, Yankele,” added his father, crooking his lips into a
smile, “Bismarck made rules against eating.”

“Is your child ill, then?” I asked the father in a gentle, sympa-
thetic tone for I felt a strong urge now to enter into speech with him.

“IlI? God forbid! He’s perfectly sound in wind and limb. I wish
I had the weight in gold of the food he can put down at any time
of the day!” o

“Then who is this Bismarck of yours, who makes rules to keep a
healthy boy from eating?” I was all ready for a heated polemic
against this man.

“Don’t you know who Bismarck is? I'm astonished!”

“And what if I don’t? He’s some doctor, to be sure; and in
Kisalon, my hometown, let me tell you, there are hundreds of smart
doctors and bloodletters of his type. We have a common saying, that
no man, if he followed the doctor’s orders, would live out his year.”

I laughed across at this man and his daughters, and they smiled
back tolerantly. Taking this as a mark of their approval, and an en-
couragement to further eloquence, I laughed again in my com-
placency, and was about to reveal further depths of wisdom and
discernment in a series of anecdotes about the physicians of my town,
when the ticket inspector, accompanied by other railway employees,
entered our compartment, and the conversation came to a halt.

After these had departed without incident, and such folk as had
made themselves scarce during the visit had popped up again (in the
usual way) from under the benches, the pillows and other para-
phernalia were heaped up once more. Suddenly a strange individual
appeared from beneath the seat opposite me. He was bareheaded and
dressed in outlandish Gentile fashion, with ragged trousers and a
Polish cape that fastened with brass hooks across the chest and fell
short to the knces. His face was chalk-white, his cheeks sunken, and
his moustache formed thin fringes whose ends dropped like lizards’
tails from the sides of his mouth. As he stood up on his feet he
belched, yawned and stretched himself, like a man who has just
come out of his sleep. All my companions, old and young, greeted
him in the most friendly fashion, and he in turn gazed smilingly
upon them. For my part I was quite amazed, and could not explain
to myself the connection between this Pole and the poor family with
whom I was traveling, so Jewish in every detail. Many conjectures
came into my head, of which the most probable seemed to be that
the stranger was that Bismarck of whom my neighbors had already
spoken. But at once I found that I was mistaken, for the woman
now addressed him by name, in a mixture of Polish and Yiddish:

“Why are you standing, Panie Przecszwinczicki? Sit down here
in our Itsik’s place, and Itsikl will go over and sit in with his father.”

“Please don’t put yourselves out for me, Chaya dear,” answered
the man with the seventeen-lettered name. “I can take Itsik on my
knee. Reb Moshe, I see, has already too many children squeezed in
with him on one seat.” He spoke the same queer mixture of Polish
and Yiddish. .

“Did you sleep sweetly under the bench, Panie Japheth?” asked
Reb Moshe with a smile of affection. “You see now, that I gave you
good advice, and you followed my instructions perfectlyl Lucky
fellow! As for me, after the next stop it will be my turn to lie under
the luggage.”

“Take me on your knee too, Reb Japheth!” begged Yankele;
and he went over and seated himself together with Itsikl, while the
stranger affectionately clasped them both.

I gaped at Reb Moshe, quite unable to grasp the situation, but
he seemed to read my thoughts, and turning to me said:

“This man you see before you is of pure Polish stock, and his
birthplace is a little town in Poland.”

“Why do you call him Japheth, then?”

“Because his real name, Przecsczwinczicki, is such a jawbreaker.
And besides, the name Japheth fits him perfectly, and nowadays he
well deserves it.”
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“Your explanation, I'm afraid, only confuses me the more. You
are like those exegetes who twist their texts to make them the more
cryptic to the ordinary man. Tell me your story; please; but let it be
a connected account, and not cut up in bits and snippets.”

“Not cut up! I am a tailor by trade, and the tailor’s way is to
stitch the pieces of his cloth together with a needle. But when he has
to deal with words, he cuts up the seams of the narrative, patches on
digressions, and tcars his story into remnants. All the same, I shall
try, so far as I am able, to do as you ask . . . . But I have forgotten
my manners. Let me say first, in common politeness, Sholom
Aleichem, my dear sir, and may I have the pleasure of knowing your
name?” -

Reb Moshe greeted me, after the fashion of our people, by
rising a little from his seat, and I returned his greeting (doing my
best to budge myself likewise) and informed him of my name and
occupation.

II

Moshe the Tailor was by nature one of those “happy paupers” of
whom we have many in our midst. Poverty, it seems, is unable to
break their spirit; and its train of afflictions does not lead them to
rail, like melancholiacs, at the ways of the world. The notion is fixed
in their minds that they have received their deserts, and that it is
their inexorable lot to pass their years in squalor and privation:
therefore it is not for them to desire, or even to depict in their
fancy, those pleasures of life which were created for their more
fortunate superiors. They bow their heads submissively before
storms, and when they recount their troubles, they spice the story
with a touch of humor, and seem to deride even themselves.

“I take it,” Reb Moshe began, “that you are not contemplating
any marriage negotiations so there is no need for me to trace my
pedigree back to Father Abraham, or to relate the entire history of

my life since the day I was born. It is enough to say that my story’

is a familiar one, and repeats the experience of our race. So I shall
pass over many things which may be taken for granted and avoid
all needless ornamentation. ‘

“I'was born in Lithuania. As a young man I migrated to Prussia,
where for many years I supported myself and my wife, who is also a
Lithuanian, together with our children, by the work of my trade.
All this time I and my family were Jews. I plied my needle and we
ate our bread without fear. True it is that the title ‘Jew’ brought me
no great honors, and did not raise me to the rank of princes and
peers. Yet it was not exactly held to be a crime, and did not prevent
me from earning a living of sorts . "

“What is all this?” I cried in dismay. “Do you mean that now
you are not a jew?”

“I am a Jew no longer, for there are no Jews left anymore,”
answered the tailor with a smile. “It seems you do not know what
age we are living in.”

‘ “How can I fail to know? Look, here is my calendar, which I
have had printed at my own initiative and cost. Today is Wednesday,
this week’s portion of the Law is about Korah, it is the year five
thousand six hundred and forty—by the full reckoning.” I re-

~ counted the number of years and days back to the creation of the

world in a high voice and all in one breath. And taking out one of
the little calendars I carry in my breast pocket, I flourished it in front
of Reb Moshe, implying by this that I could sell him a copy.

“But the Germans think otherwise,” said Reb Moshe quietly.
“The Germans, who perform miracles of science, have turned the
clock back a thousand generations, so that all of us at this day are
living in the time of the Flood. Nowadays they call the Jew “Shem,”
and the Gentile “Japheth.” With the return of Shem and Japheth
the customs of that far-off age have returned too, and the earth is
filled with violence. The non-Semites are hostile toward the Semites;
they discover imaginary wrongs, and in particular—do you know
what?—in the matter of eating and drinking! For in this the Semites
behave like other human beings, and such conduct is regarded as
tantamount to treason and theft. Others find fault with the sons of
Shem because they reproduce their kind—if you will pardon the
phrase—like other men. At first these reactionaries were derided by
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their neighbors, and held to be madmen, but the madder they be-
came, the more followers they found, until this lunacy struck root
in the minds of people and rulers alike, and seemed to be a right
and proper attitude. As the animosity spread, many hardships befell
us daily, until their great Count Bismarck arose and decreed the
expulsion of all the sons of Shem who were not of German
nationality. And so thousands of unfortunate people were deprived
of their living.and turned into a helpless rabble. As for my dear
Yankele,” he ended with a bitter smile, “this stubborn child refuses
to obey the decrees of his rulers. He is hungry, so he will cry for
bread. He has a stomach and wants to fill it—the wicked rebell”
“So now you have come from Prussia?”’ I asked.

. “It is nine months since we left Prussia, just as it is nine months
since this child of our old age was born,” he replied, pointing to the
baby asleep in his mother’s lap. “When the police came to expel us,
my wife Chaya was brought to bed of our Leiserke here. They in-
formed me that I was required to leave the state at once. I told them
that my wife was in childbirth, and I begged them to grant us three
months’ stay until she had recovered and the summer season had
come round. But the police gave me visible proofs—using the strong
arm of the law, not to mention its fists—that the exigency of driving
Jews across the frontier is so great that it takes precedence over care
for human life, and that even to be naked and barefoot in the rain,
to be dangerously ill or on the point of death, does not exempt one
from this decree. When I saw that my plea was rejected and they had
the law on their side, I took my staff in my hand, slung my knapsack
over my shoulder, and we all went forth, on a cold day of falling
snow. Thus we left the town I had lived in from the time of my
youth until now when I am in the years of decline. The police
escorted us with a guard of honor for we Israelites are, after all, the
sons of kings!

“And so,” he went on, “Reb Moshe the Tailor and his family

went on their travels, from town to town, through all the lands of the
Exile. Our clothes wore out, we were left without money or posses-
sions, there was not a coin in our pockets save what came to us in
the way of charity from our own people. But unfortunately our
Jewish poor, who wander in search of bread, are all too numerous.
They come from all points of the compass, from Prussia and
Yemen, from Persia and Morocco, and throng the gates of the
charitable, so that there are not enough alms to go round, and the
local poor must have priority over strangers. Thus we wandered
long, I and my dependents, exhausting ourselves in the search for
a resting place but finding none. And at this time I have come
from Galicia.”

Profoundly affected by this story, I sat staring at the floor and
could think of no word to reply. But as I sighed to myself at the fate
of our homeless people, the infant Leiserke awoke from sleep, and
raised his voice in loud lament. For me, his weeping made up a dirge
on the misfortunes he had brought forth with him from the womb,
on the poverty that preceded his birth, and on the world from which
he had been exiled even before his eyes had beheld it. His wails
mounted into a crescendo of accusation, directed against this world
that had embittered his life from the hour when he first saw daylight,
and had deprived him even of the allotted period of rest in his
mother’s body that is the natural right of all creatures. His mother
rocked and caressed him, beguiling him with false promises of sweets
and all manner of good things in time to come, but he complained
the more loudly, as if to prevail over her blandishments, crying, so it
scemed to me: Woe is my lot that you have borne me, O my mother,
lo see toil and sorrow, and to waste away my days in the vain hope
of promises and pledges! His father, too, in his ironic way, sought to
console the child. “Put your finger in your mouth and suck it,” he
said. “It is not for Jews to complain, my dear Leiserke, nor to make
their voices heard, even if their bellies are empty and their flesh
grieves them. If they do, a great bear will come and gather them into
his sack.” But the little Jew, Leiserke, only grew more indignant; he
kicked out angrily, waved his fists and glared wrathfully at his father,
as if to reply: Wretched beggar and sycophant that you are, father
of mine! Why did you beget a luckless soul like me, with as many
sorrows as the hours of my life—with as many doors for you and me
to knock on in our exile as there are hairs to my head! Thus Reb
Moshe and the infant Leiserke answered one another, while the
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~mother sighed, the daughters grieved, and I pondered bitterly until

the Pole stood up and took the child in his arms. He caressed him,
dandled him, and Leiserke at last grew quiet.

With mounting curiosity, I turned to Reb Moshe:

“Tell me pleasc, who is this Pole, and what have you to do with
one anotp=r?”

“He is an old disciple of mine—not in the tailor’s art, for he is
a cobbler by trade—but in the art of being a Jew. Have a little
patience,” he added, noting my surprise, “for I will explain every-
thing. ;

“This Polish cobbler and I lived for many years in the same
town in Prussia. Each of us practiced his trade, and we were at peace
with one another. On holidays we used to drink together in the
tavern, and ask each other’s advice about our problems and those of
our fellow workers. In times of need we would help each other, in a
brotherly way. True, we used to have our disagreements now and
then, as people do, and especially would we dispute about matters
of religion. He would take sides for his own faith, I for mine, and
each of us would quote chapter and verse for his opinions. He would
never allow me to say a word against pigs—naturally, I find them
abominable—but he would act as devil’s advocate, praising these
animals and telling me how good they were to eat. I, for my part,
would spit in disgust and retort that they were such ugly, nauseating
brutes, that nothing could make them any better, not even the
butcher’s knife. That is how we used to carry on with each other,
but always the argument would end with a ‘Well, let’s leave it at
that,” and we would part as friends. ,

“He told me once that he thought the Jewish way of cooking fish
and making puddings was better than theirs. He also thought that
our Jewish girls were prettier and more attractive than those of his
own people. And he said quite emphatically, that as far as he was

concerned, he saw nothing wrong with the Jews being given a small

share of the next world for themselves to which I answered, just as
generously, that I would not put any obstacle in the way of Gentiles
cating pork, if they wanted to, and was ready on my side to rail off
a corner of the lower paradise for good goyim. In fact, since we were
both in a mood for concessions, I went so far as to say that I would
let them have all this world as well—on condition only that they set
apart a small share of it for us. So we stayed on good terms, ai..l
drank a toast to our friendship, he filling his glass and crossing him-
self over his heart, and I filling mine and saying the blessing for ale
—while we both put the drink down in one draught.

“So it was in those days. But when they brought back the times
of the Flood, and chaos returned to the world, human nature
changed also. Friends became estranged, and my old comrade’s bear-
ing toward me was not as it had been. If he chanced to see me in
the marketplace, he would behave like a stranger, neither greeting
me nor returning my greeting to him. He no longer drank with me
in the tavern, but each of us would choose his own corner. The time
came when I saw him there with a set of men who were abusing the
Jews in loud voices with the object of baiting me. I let them rage
on as if I had heard nothing and when they realized that I was
ignoring them and treating them like the stupid cattle that they
were, their anger blazed up. They began aiming personal remarks
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laid hands on me and shouted at me to clear out. At this point the
innkeeper came up and with cunning excuses to save his face, ex- = WY™TI2N? KM AT AR01 AT MmN San
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have I and Thy people Israel come to this degradation and shame? :
If such is the portion of those whom Thou lovest, would then that
Thou hadst not loved us, and hadst not desired us above all other
nations, It is said, indeed, that the Creator, blessed be He, will
reward all mankind according to their deserts. But I find no comfort
in this. For what profit is it to me, Moshe the Tailor—the son of
Thy people—whose days are brief and full of sorrow—whose soul
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is trodden down like dust under the feet of the impious—if, at sorhe
date in the far-off future, Thou wilt keep faith with my sons’ sons
and work their salvation? And what if, at the end of days, the
descendants of the impious receive the punishment that their fore-
fathers deserved? Then neither the oppressors nor the oppressed will
have received their due. The former will not have been punished,
nor the latter rewarded, and what purpose is served by settling
accounts, when neither debtor nor creditor remain alive?’ Yes, indeed
I sinned greatly in these thoughts, and even at the time I feared
them, for they were nothing but the promptings of evil, and
blasphemy and defiance against the heavens. But all my efforts to
suppress them were useless, for they rose up of their own accord,
against my conscious will.

“Once I was walking in one of the streets of our town, very low
in spirits, for hardships were accumulating, and for lack of customers
my livelihood was dwindling away—when suddenly I saw my old
companion coming toward me. His head was in the air, his
moustache was waxed proudly, and there was a look of scorn on his
face. By some impulse, as if the devil had prompted me, I stood in his
way, and humbly greeted him, as if nothing had happened.

“ ‘Nowadays there is no getting away from these nuisances!” he
replied provocatively, meaning to insult both me and my people at
the same time.

“‘Panie Przecsczwinczickil’ I said imploringly. ‘What harm do
you find in me, that you have become a stranger?’

“‘What creature is this?’ he cried angrily, and averted his
glance. I realized from this curt reply what hatred he nursed in his
heart, to the point where he could turn his eyes away from his fellow-
man and refuse to acknowledge a friend. Nevertheless I made yet
another attempt.

“‘Don’t you recognize me, your true old friend and comrade?
Again I ask you, what harm have I done? How have I sinned?’

““You are tainted with the sin of your nation for they are
always robbing and plundering people!’

“‘Whom have I robbed? And whom have I oppressed? Don’t
you know full well that I have no property, and no money, and if
you were to search my house from floor to ceiling, what would you
find, but a few threadbare bits of bedding, a table, and two or three
rickety chairs that still, by some miracle, stand on their legs? You
should know better than anyone how poorly I live; how the potatoes
cooked by my wife Chaya, God bless her, are the only dish to be

seen on my table, and that is as much as I have got from all my
labor. Do I have to tell you that I am a workingman, and toil away
at my trade by day and night?’

“‘I know that well enough!’ he answered scornfully. ‘That’s
exactly the point—that you toil at your trade by day and night! It's
your work that takes work away from us. So all your labor is to cause

- other people loss.’

“‘My trade and yours are completely different,” I said in self-
justification. ‘I work with a needle and you with an awl, and nobody
else has lost anything on my account, either, for I am, thank God, a
first-class tailor—you yourself have paid me all sorts of compliments
about the trousers I made you. The chief thing is that I don’t put
up my charges like others in the trade. Now look here,’ I said with a
friendly smile, ‘stop being foolish. Come to my place and we’ll have
potatoes and fried onions again, as my wife Chaya knows how to
cook them . . . . Isee that your trousers are torn. They’'ve done you
good service for something like three years . . . . And the shoes I'm
wearing are down at heel and fairly ask to be mended. Can’t you see
that we need one another? But if we helped each other, then I would
patch your trousers, and you would repair my shoes, so each would
be the gainer.’

“Like a man whose objections have all been met, my companion
stood silent and bewildered. I could see from his face that he was
inwardly considering what to do next, and judging that this was the
right moment to win him over, I went on:

“‘Yes indeed, Panie . . . you are not as simple as you look, and
in your heart, I'm sure, you think other than what you say aloud.
You have been playing the fool too long, brother. Now tomorrow
happens to be Friday, so what about your coming over for the
Sabbath evening, and enjoying some good fish with us?’

" “You wouldn’t touch my pork, would you? So you can keep
your rotten fish!’ he retorted, flushing in anger.
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“*So it’s the pork you want to pick a quarrel about!’ I cried,
perceiving what was at the root of his fanatical hatred. ‘Just because
[ won'’t defile myself with what is forbidden me by my faith, you are
rcady to persecute me and destroy me! Well, well, I shall only say

“that I can’t understand you, for you are acting like a lunatic. Tell
me the truth, Panie: Are you quite sound in body and mind?’

“My companion’s only response to this question was to thrust
out his hard fist—and in a flash he had slipped away out of sight.

“From that time on I did not see him again. But from what I

heard, he was one of the rioters in the city of Stettin, when they
burned the synagogue there, and he took part in that exploit.”

I

While Reb Moshe was telling his story, his grown-up daughter would
sigh from time to time and tremble convulsively. Suddenly her face
turned white. She got up from her seat and went to the door of the
compartment for air. Her mother followed her, with tears in her
eyes, while thc father’s face clouded over and he became silent.
Sensing after a while that some explanation was called for, he leaned
forward and whispered to me. It appeared that his eldest daughter,
named Breindl, was betrothed to an admirable young man who was
a carpenter’s apprentice in the Prussian town where they used to
live. This young man loved her dearly, and she returned his love
with all her heart. Accordingly Reb Moshe in his capacity as father
had promised a dowry of two hundred silver marks, to be paid in
cash before the nuptials to his future son-in-law, Zelig. The young
man would thus have the means to fit up a workshop with the tools
of his trade. The date of the wedding was provisionally fixed for
such time as his apprenticeship would come to an end and he would
qualify for a diploma from his master. Anxiously these lovers waited
for the arrival of their wedding day, and only three months lay
between them and their happiness, when the decree of banishment
was promulgated. According to its provisions, Reb Moshe and the
members of his household went into exile, and the lovers were
parted.

“This is the worst burden I have to bear,” the father concluded
sadly. “My feelings for my daughter are such that I would give my
life for her happiness. What a calamity it is, Reb Mendele, that I
must watch her grieving day and night for her lover! The whole
world has grown dark for her.”

So now I understood why this girl had sighed and trembled
while Reb Moshe was recounting their experiences; and I could
have wept, mysclf, in sheer compassion.

The train stopped at a small station on the way. The Pole took
up the jugs that were under the seat, and raced off to draw water
from the pump. He quickly returned, and passed the jug round,
first to Breindl, then to Leiserke, and then to the rest of the children,
so that they all were able to refresh themselves. I felt a strong im-

pulse to thank him for this, and was all the more desirous of an
explanation to the whole enigma. How came this man to attach
himself to Reb Moshe and his family, after all that had passed
between them?

Almost as soon as the train began to move again, the tailor made
a gesture dismissing, as it were, the sorrows of his mind, and went on
again with his story, telling it in his usual ironic fashion.

“It was once upon a time, in Galicia. I was wandering by night
in the street of a small town there when I came upon a tavern, a dim
tumble-down place whose lamp did not serve to light up the ends of
the room. As I entered I glimpsed the shapes of men scuffling in a
dark corner, and heard the voices of a man and a woman yelling
curses and abuse. The person they were insulting lay on the floor,
begging for mercy and crying: ‘Have pity on me! You are human
beings too! Hunger and thirst drove me to it, and that’s why I ate
your bread and drank your wine, though I haven’t a penny in my
pocket.” But his enemies kept up their abuse, and threatened to tear
the clothes from his back and the cap off his head by way of
compensation. I perceived that this cruel pair were the innkeeper
and his wife, and that all their rage was because a man had not the
money to pay for his meal. Familiar, as a Jew, with every aspect of
poverty and hunger, I sympathized with this poor wretch and came
forward to rescue him. I entreated the keepers of the tavern to
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show mercy, speaking fair words and quoting the Bible, which de-
clares that he who commits a crime for the sake of bread has acted
under duress and should be dealt with leniently. When this pro-
duced no result, I paid them the price of the meal out of my own
pocket. They were then silent and slunk away.

“The poor man I had saved was just beginning to thank me
feverently, when, coming from the dark corner into the full light
of the lamp, we caught sight of one another’s face, and each of us
started back in dismay. I recognized this humble wretch as—who do
you think—Przecsczwinczickil

“As tailors do, I looked first at his clothes, and found them torn
and ragged. His shoes were worn through; the cap on his head was
creased like a rag, and scarcely improved his appearance. As for his
body, it was shrunken to mere skin and bones, while his face had the
livid, unnaturally bloated look of starvation. For some moments we
stood speechless. At last, moved by pity for my old companion in his
misery, I found words.

“‘What has become of you, Panie Prze esczwinczicki?’ 1 asked.
‘How do you come to be in such a state?’

“He hung his head, and slowly the answer came, in a still,
small voice:

““They've issued the same decrees for us Poles as they did for
you Jews. So now I have to wander about like you, and beg for
my bread.’

“‘I really am sorry for you,’ I said, shaking my head at his
plight.

“‘How can you possibly be sorry for me?’ he answered bitterly.
‘Why don’t you show how much you hate me? You, especially, after
I've treated you like dirt, and plagued you all for nothing!’

‘“ ‘Exile atones for sin,” I quoted. ‘God will not remember our
past iniquities.’

“‘But I cannot forget my own for it’s my fate to stand now in
your shoes, 1 have learned what lies the well-fed tell about the
hungry, and the citizens of a country about aliens, and the strong
about the weak . . . . It has been a lesson to me, what happened
here in this tavern. Oh, if only those pampered fools could have the
same experience, they might learn some sense, and then there’d be
less trouble in the world. Well, you may forgive me if you wish, but
I only feel the more ashamed of myself.’

“‘Be that as it may, you are forgiven,’ I said to him. ‘Say no
more about it, for you are not the only one to have done wrong,
brother. Many have sinned like you—in every generation. And now,
let us sit down together and drink to our old friendship.’

“We made a good evening of it there, and talked our hearts out. .

It was like the old times we used to have together back in Prussia.
We called to mind those days, when we lived in peace and followed
our own trades, and then we told one another of all the hardships
we had been through since we were driven out of that land. I let him
know the troubles that were on my mind, and he told me of his. He
had been wandering about for a long time and could not make a
living among strangers. There was no work, and no one to give him
a helping hand—for such was the competition in every trade now-
adays that each man had only time to think of himself. And so this
ex-cobbler had spent all his small savings on the road, and sold his
few belongings to buy food, and now had nothing left but the clothes
he sat in. It was three days since he had spent the last coin he had,
and his position was desperate.

“I cheered him up with glass after glass for it is written, ‘the
laborer is worthy of his hire,” or, as I read the text, ‘a man in trouble
deserves a drink.” And the drink lit him up so that he flung his arm
around me lovingly, and we forgot all about the old quarrel and
were very happy together, till in the end the innkeeper came round
to tell us that it was long past bedtime.

“It was a fine, clear night, and the full moon shone in all its
beauty. The marketplace was deserted, the whole town slept, and we
walked on in silence, each man thinking his own thoughts. Not a
sound could be heard except the tramp of our own footsteps and the
occasional barking of dogs in the distance. When we reached the
crossroads, and it was time to part from my friend, I took his hand—
to find it was trembling and cold as ice.
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“ ‘My lodgings are up this lane,” I said to him. ‘Which way do
you go?’

“ ‘Wherever my feet take me,’ he answered with a sigh.

‘“ ‘But have you no place to stay the night?’

It appeared not. “Birds, it is written, have their nest, and foxes
their holes—but I, the Son of Man, have nowhere to lay my head.”

“‘Are there no wealthy folk among you?’ I asked him. ‘Does
nobody help the poor?’

“‘Our idea of charity is different, and our wealthy folk are
different too. A man may be poor and a stranger, but if he is able-
bodied, then no one is sorry for him. The houses of the rich are not
open to all comers, and there are porters to keep the poor away from
the courtyards.’

“‘Listen,” I said to my friend. ‘Life in exile—this precious gift
from God’s store—belongs only to the Jews, His chosen people. It is
ours alone, for no other nation or race in the world has the strength
to take it and to bear its weight. And since you, my friend, seem to
have won a share in this gift, there is no remedy for you but Judaism.’

“‘What!” he cried in terror. ‘Are you telling me that I must
become a Jew?’

“‘No, you fooll The God of the Hebrews is in no hurry
to acquire more souls: He is content with the Jews he already has.
In fact, he is sufficiently burdened with His own Jewish paupers,
whom He has to care for and sustain by miracles each day and hour.
No, I am not trying to convert you. Stay a Christian as you have
always been, and keep your religion in your own way, but there is
one thing you must do. You must come to master the Jewish art of
living, and cleave to that, if you are to preserve yourself and carry
the yoke of exile. At first this will be hard for you, but in the course
of time you will learn through suffering—for pain begets endurance.
Do you believe that the Jews from the beginning of their history
were such as I am today? You are wrong, friend! For long ages they
went through every kind of affliction and retribution. They tried
out many ways of life until they became as they are now. It is exile
that has given them special characteristics that mark them off from
all other peoples, has taught them special contrivances to gain a
living, and has set a special stamp upon their charity, too, from the
point of view of both giver and receiver. Who is like Thy people
Israel, a unique nation in the world! which is skilled in ways of
procuring its needs; which must, by the very nature of its being,
maintain itself in the teeth of all oppressive laws and decrees that
seek to prevent this. What nation in the world has such strange
customs as we? Our paupers constantly return to the same doors;
they demand alms, as if they are collecting a debt that is due to them.
And our wealthy benefactors do not scrutinize each case. They give,
again and again, freely to all comers, even if these are healthy and
able-bodied. Not only this, but of their own accord they invite these
paupers as guests to their table, on weekdays, not to mention
Sabbaths and festivals, so that the poor are as members of the house-
hold. Such is the law of the Exile, with all its six hundred and
thirteen prohibitions and exactions. Yes, we know how to keep this
law; and we have the strength of rocks to bear the burden of it,
and to endure it, and to live by it.” "

“You have spoken the truth, Reb Moshe,” I said in reply. “How
many qualities of body and soul are peculiar to us Jews, solely as the
result of our dispersion among the nations and our precarious
position in the world! Indeed, these very qualities have given us the
strength to bear up, to satisfy our needs, and to survive in the Exile.
The story goes back to ancient times. Our economic history is one
long” record of mirdcles—from the harsh farc of our forty years’
wandering in the wilderness to the bread of affliction in our present
exile—whereforc every son of Israel reads in his morning prayers
the portion of the law relating to the manna, which is appropriate to
all occasions and has its permancnt spiritual significance. But let us
come back to your own story. Proceed, Reb Moshe, for I am eager to
hear more.”

“There is very little left to tell. After I had spoken, my friend,
the Pole, stared hard at me, and said:

" ‘See now, you say to me: learn to master the Jewish way of
living. But you have not told me what I must do. You have talked
such a lot, Panie Moshe, but I can’t understand a single word of
it all.’
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“‘Don’t let that trouble you. I shall teach you the rules—the
things a man must do if he is to live in the Exile, and which if he
neglects, he will certainly perish. From now on you are adopted into
my family, and will come with us along the way until we find some
resting place. Be brave, my son, to take upon you the afflictions of
the Jews, and be faithful to my teaching!’

“From the hour my friend joined us and came under my wing,
I have educated him in the ways of poverty, and given him good
counsel to ward off evil and to share our kind of life. I have taught
him to be content with but little food and drink; to withstand the
clamor of the belly, and to punish it at times by fasting. I have
revealed to him the mysteries of the art of begging, and have taught
him how to bow his head before calamities, as well as how to prevail
over obstacles and hindrance in obtaining, by all manner of devices,
his essential needs. All these things I have taught him, and, I thank
God for it, my labor has not been in vain. At the beginning it was
hard for this disciple of mine to face up to such trials, and it seemed
preferable to die a speedy death than to draw out his life amid the
sufferings and misfortunes of our strange people. But little by little
he grew accustomed to them, and made great strides in his studies,
until he attained the proficiency standard in penury and endurance,
in humility and submission, in mortification of the body and the
soul. He became like a real Jew, and is now fully adapted to exile,
and trained to welcome its strokes and afflictions.

“Happy man!” concluded Reb Moshe with a contented smile.
“And happy too am I, his teacher, that I am privileged to see this!”

I looked across at the Pole, and observed him playing cheerfully
with the infant Leiserke. He was entertaining him with a series of
imitations of animal and bird calls: now he crowed like a cock, now
moocd like a cow, ncighed like a horse, croaked like a frog, or
growled like a bear—and all this as quietly and unobtrusively as
possible, lest he disturb the other passengers. The children romped
round him merrily, Yankele on one side, Itsikl on the other. Even

the unfortunate maiden Breindl forgot her beloved Zeclig sufficiently
to smile, and her mother, perceiving it, for the moment seemed
transformed into a happy matron. As for Moshe, he delighted: in
the whole spectacle, and beaming with pleasure, cried:

“Rejoice, children of mine, for I have lived to see Japheth
in the tents of Shem! May you prosper, Panie Japheth, and acquit
yourself well in your studies, for your own good as well as for the
good of your master, who has taught you to be of such service. So
may you flourish and go from strength to strength!”

I had many more questions to put to Reb Moshe, but there was
no time left to ask them for now the train had stopped at a main
junction, where I had to take leave of him and cross to another line.

As I left the compartment carrying my luggage, I saw the Pole
standing outside and whispering to one of the train employees in
a most humble and ingratiating manner, while he pressed a coin
into his hand. I understood at once what this mystery signified, and
what the disciple of Reb Moshe was requesting. . . . And raising
my eyes aloft, with a sigh that came from the depths of my heart,
I said:

“Lord of the universe! Grant us but a few more such disciples—
and Shem and Japheth will be brothers—and peace will come to
Israel!”

Translated by Walter Lever
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