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*In the Yiddish version, the text reads, the trees stood empty-handed, “vi melamdim
on bletlakh. " like teachers without their leaves, punning on the final word which had
as well the slang meaning of work permits. The untranslatable simile makes evident

the imphcations of the entire passage, which describes the msecurity and “stormi-
ness” of the early 18qo's

AUTHOR’S PREFACE

MENDELE the bookpeddler says:* Whenever a Jew comes to a
journey’s end, he feels as if his hips are breaking, his back aching,
and his knees shaking from being crushed and squeezed into one
seat with seven other people. From the moment he enters the
carriage the Jew abandons any claim to his own limbs, and his feet
become a doorsill for everyone to tread upon. But even worse than
usual were the aches and pains that racked every bone in my
body—may you never suffer such pains—when 1 arrived at the
distant metropolis of N__, 1 after wanderings and adventures and
many hardships. At that moment, every bone in my body felt the
aptness of the interpretation our ancient sages applied to the words
of Scripture: “I have forgotten comfort (Lam. 3:17)." Our sages
explained that the “comfort” whose loss made the destruction of
Jerusalem so bitter for the prophet as to occasion this outburst was
none other than the bathhouse, by which they meant quite literally

*Mendele the bookpeddler says: a parodistic use of the Talmudic formula for intro-
ducing an argument, e.g., “Rabbi Tarphon says. . . ." The author begins most of
his fiction with this phrase.

N —: generally thought to refer to Odessa where the author was living at the time
he wrote this preface.

an actual bathhouse and all its accessories, with its broad benches,
long beams on which to hang trousers and stockings and miscellane-
ous items of a man’s clothing, with an cxpert doctor sitting in the
corner, a lighted candle before him, shaving and bleeding our fellow
Jews in the approved fashion. T could really have used that
“comfort” just then, but alas!—it’s not to be found in this city any
more than the other advantages of which the little towns of our
region boast. It is this deficiency which makes the cities unlivable,
and for our poor shtetl Jews, unthinkable.

As soon as 1 realized that T wouldn’t be able to remedy my
discomfort in the customary way, I did what every Jew does when
there’s no other way out—I closed my mind to my pains, and turned
my attention to other things: after saying the evening pravers, T left
the hotel to go about my business and meet with some fellow book
dealers and friends.

An unscasonable wind blew in suddenly from the North, bring-
ing black clouds with it and darkening the sky; people panicked and
began rushing about in confusion. These days the climate has
gotten out of order; the wind is unpredictable and erratic, like the
value of shares in the stock market, and like tins whole modern
generation. By the end of summer, the normal pattern of the
weather had changed with the sudden appearance of clonds and
cold and wind. The sun darkened and almost scemed to go black,
the whole world fell desolate, engulfed in an ominous gloom. Goats
hopped about the gardens, trampling and cating whatever was left
there; the pigs came like an apocalyptic plague, rummaging and
gnawing, digging up plants by the roots with their teeth and making
a wreck of man's labors. The trees lost the finery that had been
spring’s gift to them, and stood destitute and empty-handed ., * swav
ing and trembling, ereaking and groaning. heating their bald tops
with their boughs; no one would have believed that once they had
bloomed and grown fruit for people to cat. Animals burrowed into
the earth for shelter, flies hid in chinks in the wall, and people
abandoned their homes and headed for distant seas. The land went
into mourning, and cveryone became melancholy and apprehen-

sive: very soon the great lord winter would come, and lay the land
waste.

Now the High Holidays were over, Sukkot was past and winter
had come, but with no storms and gales; not cruel and ill-tempered
as one had anticipated, but rather kind and conciliatory, gracing the
land and its inhabitants with a warm smile. People breathed more
easily, and life had an unusual taste, sweet as honey, but with a dash
of vinegar too. The flies reappeared, buzzing madly about and doing
drunken Cossack dances on the windowpane; mosquitoes too
swarmed out of their hiding places, carousing and making a regular
carnival in the streets; an acacia tree took it into its head to put forth
a flower—congratulations!—while clsewhere in the garden, a bud
appeared. And man, as usual, deluded himself into thinking that
miracles were happening, and he got his hopes up. Paupers were
happy and beggars rejoiced; there was yet hope of sunshine, and
—with God’s help—a pleasant sun would soon warm them. But just
at that moment winter revealed itself in all its terrible might, storm-
ing, raging, and shaking with fury, making the wind blow and the
rain pour over the world and its inhabitants, with snow and frost like
breadcrumbs, and thick mud.

The wind was raging with no letup and stabbing my body with
needle-sharp bits of ice. I lowered my head and held tight to my
caftan so the skirts wouldn’t blow into my face, and walked alone at
night, all hunched over, toward the home of Shloyme ben
Chayim,* my good friend of many years.
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*Shloyme ben Chayim: The actual name of the author, Sholom Yakov AhramO\"l(ch.
Shloyme, the autobiographical person, is the central Aigure of the n(.)\'clv..ﬁrs( in his
adult role as a renowned author, then in the bulk of the work, asa child. The facts of
the story are largely autobiographical

tGlupsk: From the Slavic term gloopsk, fool. This fools’-town reappears under the
same name in many of the author’s works. A medium-sized, largely Jewish town, the
model for Glupsk is Berdichev, where the author resided from 1858 unp] 1869 wh‘en
he was forced to leave because of pressure from the '}'Srf»'l"ﬂ"'t' citizenry. The
immediate cause of his expulsion was the publication of his bitterly satiric drama, Di
takse (The Meat Tax, or the Band of Town Benefactors), in which he f:xp()scd the
hypocrisy, greed, and cunning of the leading members of the community. (On the
meat tax, see note on page 285.)

This man Shloyme once lived in Glupsk,t and its inhabitants
used to provide him with a good living. Not that they would give
him any money, God forbid! They didn’t take a penny out of their
pockets for his support, for your Glupskite loves his coin as he loves

his life, and you couldn’t get him to give it up by any expedient short
of tearing out his sidelocks. The coin is his first principle. It gives
him respect and stature, makes a man of him; it makes him
arrogant, stubborn, pushy, and a leader of the community. But as
Shloyme was a writer, the Glupskites provided the material for his
stories; in other words, he would observe his neighbors and study
their behavior, in the same way scientists study the nature of living
creatures, and after he had observed the Glupskites and uncovered
their inner life, their goings and comings and all the behavioral
characteristics of their particular species, he would describe them as
they actually were, and tell fabulous stories about them, both enter-
taining and edifying. These stories, which were read throughout the
Jewish world, brought in hard cash, and provided his family with
ample support.

On the face of it, the inhabitants of Glupsk ought to have had
no cause to complain about Reb Shloyme’s activities, since his
profits were made at no cost to them; but even so, they chose to take
offense, and made trouble for him for reasons that have never been
clear to me. By rights, the Jewish court ought to have compelled
them to tolerate his activity, which entailed no loss to them; the
force of Jewish law should have been used to shut their mouths, to
tie them up like animals and set them before the author so that he
might sketch them, with or without their consent, for his own
benefit and for the benefit of others. But he abandoned his legal
rights and dropped the whole issue. Why? First of all, out of pity for
dumb animals, because it’s wrong to torment any creature, even
mosquitos and fleas. Second, because he himself got tired of this
business of constantly dealing with Glupskites; after all, even honey
will make you sick if you eat too much of it. Third, everything, as we
know, is finite; could the Glupsk fountain flow with stories forever?

Reb Shloyme realized that this source had begun to stagnate
and stink, and to swarm with all sorts of inferior creatures. At the
same time, he heard that a new species had just appeared among us,
to all appearances identical with the Glupskites, but chameleon-
like, characterized by a pretentious manner of speaking and queer
habits. The public was avid to find out all about them, but as no pen
had yet attempted to do them justice, and as they were still virgin
territory, awaiting an author, Shloyme abandoned his Glupskites.
Whether this strange new breed and Shloyme got along, and how
long he stayed among them, and what return he got for the work he

- L‘mmong them with his pen and ink, T don’t know. Perhaps he got

# of them too, perhaps he decided that he would rather make his

ing by skinning carcasses than by dealing with creatures of their

" kind. All I know is that now he lives in N
school for Jewish children.*

After a difficult walk through the rain, and a lot of groping
about in the darkness, I found a door, and with God’s help entered
the house, very cautiously. It goes without saying that I entered
politely by the side door, through the kitchen, as Jewish etiquette
requires. Your Jew normally enters a house on tip-toe, hunched
over meekly, not making a sound, only to materialize as if out of
nowhere before the man of the house, like a hungry bear lying in
ambush to seize his prey before he has a chance to run and hide.
This Jewish custom commemorates the poverty and pauperism of
the exile, going back to time immemorial. When the beggars among
us got to be so numerous that more people had their hands out to
take than to give, they had to learn to employ all the stratagems used
by hunters in stalking their prey, especially the indirect, stealthy
approach, which leaves the miserly houscholder no chance to get
away. This way of entering is practised among us down to the
present day as our ancestral legacy.

I stood very quietly in the hall for a while, straightening my
caftan and sidelocks, taking off my hat and putting on my skullcap,
as custom requires, while my eyes took in the room before me.
People were sitting around a long table covered with a white cloth.
An old man sat at the head, with threc men on his left, and a matron
with several young girls at the right. On a little side-table stood a
boiling samovar giving off clouds of ash-gray steam, to which the
light of the chandelier imparted a warm red glow as the stecam rose
toward the ceiling. Light and warmth and a snug, homey atmos-
phere pervaded the house, as people drank tea and chatted together
in an affectionate, friendly way.

where he maintains a

*The author was director of the “Talmud Torah” school in Odessa between 1881 and
the year of his death, 1917,
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When I had collected myself in the hall, I entered and stood in
the doorway, but without speaking.

“Who's there? Who is it?” the old man called, without moving
from his place.

“Nothing special . . . a Jew is here .
answered softly, still standing in my place.

.. good evening!” |

“What's he saying over there?” the old man asked in surprise,
now getting up from his place and coming over to me.

“What's he saying? . . . Nothingatall . . Tsaid ‘Good even-
ing.””

“‘Good evening'—it certainly is a fine evening. But what does
Reb Jew want, what can I do for him?”

“What do T want? T don’t want anything. T just thought that
once I was in town, I might as well pay respects to my old friend.
How are you, Reb Shloyme? It's been years since we've seen cach
other—so long that we've both gotten old in the meantime. You've
gotten gray. but cven so you haven’t changed much. I recognized
you right away by that high forchcad and ncarsighted squint, those
sparkling eyes and those lips whose smile is humorous and angry at
the same time; by that same old fervor, and those gesticulations
when you speak, just as when you were young. You're a child-man,
with all due respect! And me? Don’t you recognize me?” I conclud-
ed with an affectionate smile, drawing mysclf to my full height and
grasping my heard.

“Wait a minute, just give me a minute,” Shloyme said, regard-
ing me closely. “Now I've got it: Reb Mendele . . . my dear old
friend, Reb” Mendele the bookpeddler! Welcome! Why did you
tiptoe through a dark alley to the back of the house and stand like a
beggar at the door?”

“Does a person have to make a fanfare with bells and cymbals,
‘Hear ye! Hear ye! So-and-so is making a public appearance?!” In
fact, pardon me for tracking mud into your house and dirtying the
floor.”

“Forget it. For us Jews, mud is a memorial to the time of the
Exodus,”* Reb Shloyme answered. Then, taking my arm affection-
ately, he presented me to his family, and introdneed the three
guests. “I'hese are Hebrew writers, my dear and faithful fricnds.”

“Hebrew writers and faithful friends!” I marveled to myself. With
a mental picture of cats tied up in a sack, biting, scratching, and
tearing cach other’s fur, I twisted up my nose in disbelief. t

& My host seated me at the table, and a glass of tea was placed in
ront of me. The conversation was no longer as spirited as it had
n, and in a few minutes’ time all fell silent, as pcople often do

when a newcomer enters their circle. Behind this silence you can

hear the muted growling of the evil-tempered dog that lurks in our
hearts, a growl which implies suspicion, hatred, rivalry, and an
unspoken hint: “‘Fly, my beloved’—to the Devil, or to the four
winds, but just leave me alone.”

Only cows greet each other in true generosity and sincerity.
When one cow stands at the trough and another comes along and
sticks in her head, the first doesn't try to stop her; the two cat at the
same time, contentedly filling their bellies together. Tt isn’t at all
surprising that cows bchave in this way: the cow’s an animal, after
all, a crude and lowly creature with no judgment or intelligence.
Humans are different: they encounter each other in the typically
human way, displaying the shrewdness and cunning that was grant-
ed them at Creation. This silence is hard on the newcomer; it
deprives him of control of his limbs, so that his hands and feet move
about unconsciously and to no purpose, and everywhere his cyes
encounter strange, inhospitable faces. The nose is full as a gutter, so
confused it doesn’t know where to turn; the heart is empty and
oppressed; and the soul struggles and twitches, unhappy asa bird in
a cage.

* The reference is to the clay that the Jews used for building during their Egyptian
slavery.

+The author's home in Odessa was a center of literary and intellectual life. Among
the friends who gathered at his table during the carly 18g0’s were the historian
Shimon Dubnow. the writers }. Ravaitski and Yakov Ben-Ami, and the theorist of
Jewish nationalism, Ahad Ha’am (Asher Ginzberg). The author was also involved in
a number of literary controversies (particularly with the writer 1. Linetski) as this
passage implies.
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Reb Shloyme deserves credit for tactfully helping me out of my

" confusion. He reopened the conversation with the guests, and thus
broke the ice, so that in a short time they were all talking at once.
Everyone knows that authors are naturally gossipy and more talka-
tive than women; the minute they open their mouths they overflow
like a river, pouring out nine-tenths of all the words in the world. [
too opened my mouth to show that I could talk endlessly with the
best of them. They liked me for that, and we became friends
instantly, as Jews will.

“Let’s go back to what we were speaking about before,” said Reb
Shloyme, trying to get them back on the track. “We can bare our
souls to Reb Mendele; no one understands this problem better than
he. In fact, let’s put it to him and hear his opinion too.”

“What was the conversation about? What was your argument?”
I asked calmly.

“What are writers always quarrcling about?—books and other
writers,” Reb Shloyme answered. “Instruct us, Reb Mendele, our
teacher: what is writing, and what is its purpose? That's the gist of
what we were arguing about before.”

“What did these sages have to say about it?” [ deferred to the
company.

“It is a divine spirit in man,” was the authoritative opinion of
onc of the group, and another concurred.

“I dissent,” said the third. “Writing is an acquired skill; anvone
with normal human intelligence can write if he learns how.”

“Writing,” T contributed when my turn came aronnd, in the
hope of giving them all a Jangh, “writing is Tuacy, a kind of
weakness and folly of the ego, like the compulsion of some people to
step to the pulpit and treat the congregation to a sample of their
gargling.”

“Reb Mendele is being cynical,” said Reb Shloyme, striking his
nose with his forefinger as if to intimidate me, his cyes twinkling.
“Now I mysclf don’t want to get involved in the first part of the
question that my colleagues are debating, namely, what is writing,
But I would like to say what I think about the second part: what is its
purpose? Man’s intellect is the source of all his thoughts. but these
thoughts do not become intelligible and mature except through the
agency of speech, which fleshes them out and gives them their
proper form. Accordingly, the whole superiority of man lies in his
speech. Now, because speech, like an artist, gives corporcal form to
the thoughts of the mind, it requires special cquipment to assure
that the product will be flawless and of high quality. Writing, which
is nothing more or less than written speech, is this special
equipment. One who writes minds his language well, selecting the
words that suit his intention and arranging them carefully, thread-
ing and combining them mcthodically with the intention of bring-
ing about a harmonious union of form and content, like the union
of body and soul in all substances, with no clement lacking and
none superfluous. It follows that through written speech. oral
speech achieves perfection, thought is clarified, and the cause of
reason is served.”

“That has no bearing on us,” onc of the group criticized. “Have
a look at our contemporary literature and you will find nothing hut
empty words: sententious moralizing, advice and casuistry, opinion
stated as fact, fairy-tales and overstatements, extravagant praise and

exaggerated criticism, exactly like the talk that goes on in the coun-
cil of idlers behind the stove in the study house, showing small-
mindedness and intellectual sterility. Not only is it barren, not only
does it beget no viable thought or original idea, but it isn’t cven
conscious of its own disability; hence even the most miserable
scribbler puts on airs, makes himself out to be one of the seven wise
counselors, and never stops using pretentious phrases in the first
person, like, ‘In my considered opinion,” ‘It is my feeling that,” 1
would counsel. . . ." They are the clite: the people’s conscience,
resource-men, counsclors, strategists, and legislators. Fach one
would like nothing better than a Mount Sinai of his very own, where
he might teach his people laws and ordinances, where he might
hand down ten thousand commandments whose first and last words
are‘1.""”

“Eh, Eh, Eh!" T protested, forcefully rejecting the critic’s
speech. Deep down I knew that he was right, but even so |
stubbornly—and vainly—strove to uphold the honor of our insulted
intellectuals, long may they live.

.
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" “Our writers themselves make no specihic contribution to any
science or to any of the problems of the day,” another criticized.
“They merely comment, from the outside, on this or that subject,
their whole purpose being to lecture and harangue others, to
demonstrate how worthwhile it would be to have this, that, or the
other subject treated. But when it comes to the particular problem
they are dealing with, they never take into consideration what
earlier writers have said, so as to make their own treatment of the
subject cohesive from the ground up. Each writer is the Adam of his
age, inventing the alphabet all over again. Our people have no
memory of past experience, and even events of our own times
disappear into oblivion like a dream. Many things have happened in
our lifetime that have not been recorded in any book only hecause
of the foolish belief held by many people that nobody but the
historians of the next generation can properly ascertain the true
facts and form a correct and balanced picture. But by that time,
many of the events of our age will have been forgotten. When a
historian finally does arisc among us and sets out to rebuild the
house of Isracl out of the shivered stones of memory, he will end up
with more chinks than walls, his building will be no more solid than
a spider’s web—unless we honestly believe that Jewish historians arc
prophets, granted visions of past events in dreams or in their imagi-
nation, able to create whatever they want, ex nihilo: only give them
the eyc of a needle, they will fashion the elephant to pass through
it. . . . The future scholar of mercly ordinary human capacities,
however, who will have to labor long and hard to write the chronicle
of our times, will hold this generation’s writers responsible. He will
blame them for not having drawn the inspiration for their books
from the lives of our people and for neglecting to transmit to the
next generation enough material to work with, filling their essays
and stories instead with banalitics and pure figments of the imagina-
tion. And the writers who will hear the fullest share of the responsi-
bility,” he added, fixing his glance and pointing at Reh Shloyme,
“will be those who know our people well, who are conversant with
their way of life, whether high or low, and are too lazy to set it all
down in detail.”

“Gentlemen, vou're frightening Reb Mendele with your vehe-
mence!” said Reb Shloyme with a smile, when he saw me getting
agitated and grimacing in astonishment. “There’s nothing to worry
about, Reb Mendele, no one mecans anyone any harm. When
authors hold forth, they become enveloped in a blazing fire, not,
God forbid, a consuming, destructive one, but the fire of their blood
and spirit; for every word of a scholar, even his small talk, is like a
glowing coal. I know you well enough, my friends, to be certain that
your hearts are not as severe as your words, and that you didn't
mean what you said to apply to all the writers—God forbid!—but
only to certain ones. I even know why you are more severe than
usual today: at this very moment while we sit here talking, a storm
rages outside, which explains why your spirits have become stormy
too. I feel it as much as you do; the thunder and lighting are making
me jittery. It is not an auspicious time, my friends. T am also aware
that our friend here means to include me among those who hesays
will someday be held accountable for neglecting to make a record of
conditions in our times. The justification for my negligence is
something like what happened, according to the traditional legend,
to the coffin of Muhammad, which is suspended in the air between
two magnets, and which therefore. . . "

Reb Shloyme was interrupted by a cold draft that suddenly blew
into the room from outside, almost extinguishing the candles, and a
commotion of raised voices among the women of the house coming

from the corridor. Immediately after the tea was finished, Reb
Shloyme’s wife and daughters, fecling that they were superfluous in
the company of men who had serious things to discuss, had gotten
up and left the room. There can be no doubt that wives of scholars
have a portion in the world to come, for they certainly get no
pleasure from their husbands in this one. Scholars differ from
uncultured people in a number of ways: the average man spends a
lot of time talking with his wife, cven more with the wives of others;
but a scholar doesn’t talk even with his own wife. When the ordinary
person goes out walking with his wife, he paces slowly at her side
and follows her in and out of doors; a scholar strides ahcad of his
wife and goes in and out of doors ahead of her. The uncultured man
hands his wife her coat and waits on her, while a scholar’s wife
dresses and waits on him. When the average man invites the boys
over for a game of cards, his wifc joins them and they play all night
long; when a scholar’s colleagues pay a call, his wife pours the tea
and waits on them, and as soon as she has finished her work she
leaves. That was what had happened with Reb Shloyme's wife and
daughters. We were so involved in discussing our affairs that we
didn’t know whether they were still therc or had gone, until their
voices, the furious draft, and the sound of slamming doors in the
hall startled us as if from a deep sleep. After a moment, onc of the
daughtcrs came in and whispered to her father, “Father, some boy
ishere . . . he wants to stay overnight in the school.” .
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““What, some boy off the street, and Tic wants fo stav overnight!”
Reb Shloyme shouted in surprisc and anger. “It can’t be as simple as
that, there’s something going on here. So much cheating and theft
in the city because of the rackets. . . . Let him in!”

A poor, downcast-looking boy of about seventeen appeared
shyly at the door. His torn and patched caftan was soaked through
with rain, and he stood trembling and staring at the ground.

“Where are you coming from, boy, and what do you want here
in the middle of the night?” Reb Shloyme asked angrily.

“A place to stay the night,” the boy stuttered. “I'm a stranger
here.”

“Is my school some kind of hotel?” Reb Shloyme asked sarcasti-
cally. “Where did you get such an idea? T know those tricks—on
your way!”

The boy left just as he had entered. silently, submissively, not

saying a word, just looking at us with his eyes—dear God! How
much hurt and suffering, sorrow and pain and supplication were
revealed in that look! . . .

Reb Shloyme sat silent and depressed after the wretched boy
left, with an absent look on his face. His expression was so changed
that I hardly recognized him; before me sat a depressed and broken
old man, his face creased and wrinkled with age. The rest of us too
became dispirited, and began belching, yawning, and sncezing in
turn, and no one spoke a word. Outside, the storm was getting
worse, rattling the windows and blowing in the cracks, using the
chimney for a shofar, and trying to sncak into the house. We got up
cheerlessly, and left for home on our separate ways.

Next cvening we all met again at Reb Shloyme’s house, and were
told that he had a headache and hadn’t been out all day; but his wife
went in to tell him that we had come, and he invited us into his
room right away. The room wasn’t very large, but it was cozy and
neat, and to judge by the walls, furniture, and book cases, clearly
the regular habitat of a scholar. Reb Shloyme was sitting at his desk
deep in thought, with his eyes closed; in front of him was a picce of
paper covered with writing, much of it scratched out, and a pen still
moist with ink. At first he didn’t notice us, but then he came to and
gave us a warm welcome.

A Jew is obliged by his religion to visit the sick, and we did our
duty on that occasion in the customary manner. The Jewish custom
is to make fun of the patient in a gentle way and to belittle his
illness, to hint that it's all in the patient’s mind, and thereby to
lessen his worry and pain. It is usual to scold him, and for this,
cveryone has his own technique. One person may say, “Such a
clever Jew, a grown man with wife and children, how could von go
in for such stupidity, to lic down in bed and be sick—ridiculous!”
Another says, “Talk yourself out of your pain, take vour mind off
your sickness—it doesn’t become you. Think of your teen-age girls,
get well so you can soon dance, God willing, at their weddings.” Yet
another may call upon his own bowels to testify: his constipation
and hemorrhoids gave him excruciating pain, but it turned out to be
nothing, and he's alive and well, thank God!

While the others were going on in this way, showing off their

expertise and worldliness by naming and swearing by all kinds of
‘\‘ven'd remedies, I made my smile do service for speech and sighed,
_Eh, Reb Shloyme,” just to do my duty by Jewish custom. At times
like that, and whenever condolences or good wishes are called for, 1
am altogether inept, as is well-known. :
_Reb Shloyme got up and from a hox took out a little bundle,
which he unwrapped and placed before us: “Look at what's inside
gentlemen.” '

“Just buttons,” we all said. “Buttons made of white bone, What
about them?”

_ “These are the buttons of the one caftan I had to cover myself
with when I wandered from my home in Lithuania as a boy, about
forty years ago,” Reb Shloyme said, shaking his head. l

“But what do the buttons have to do with your indisposition?
What made you think of them now?” we wondered. ‘

“They have everything to do with each other, they're very
closely connected. I wish I hadn't forgotten about them yesterday,”
Reb Shloyme sighed bitterly. He sat down on his chair again, and
closmg his eyes, fell silent, sunk deeply into his thoughts. Then he
fixed his gaze on us and launched into the following speech:
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“T confess to you, gentlemen, that because ot my inordinately
bilious temper I committed a grave sin yesterday. A poor and Jonely -
boy, far from home, came last night and asked if he could spend the
night in my school. He was naked and hungry, and it was dark and
stormy outside, with a cutting rain. I threw him out. No, gentle-
men, he did not come with intention to defraud; he really was a
stranger and a wanderer, and not only that, but a Lithuanian
yeshiva-boy. I realized everything as soon as he left, when | thought
about the scrious way he stood and the way he was dressed and the
very nature of his request. No one from around here would ever
come with such a request. It would only occur to a wanderer from
some corner of Lithuania, where the synagogue and the study-
house and the yeshiva serve as hostels for poor boys. I myself made
use of them more than once for this purpose when I was a boy. Last
night I couldn’t close my eyes because of the torments of hell 1
suffered and because of the terrifying, awful visions I was shown.
This wretched boy’s image and my own image when Twas still a boy,
dressed just like him, hovered before me all night and racked my
spirit with terrible torments. In fear and trembling that poor boy
stood before me. He didn’t say a word, only his eyes told his heart’s

sorrow, and his face pleaded: “Take pity on a suffering and hungry
soul, protect the homeless and the naked. let me stay overnight in
some corer!’ He stood there with a broken heart, waiting for
help—but instead of help he got a scolding: ‘Out of here! Get Qllt!'
He left in silent humiliation, bowed over as if anticipating a beating.
“This apparition vanished, and another appeared in my own
image, reminding me: ‘Recall, Reb Shloyme! Thus you too came,
like a migrant bird, to some little village, n a ragged caftan with
white bone-huttons, begging for a place in the study-honse to rest
your head. And now that you're a somebody, are you so arrogant as
to have forgotten all this? Now that vou have come—thanks to
God's help—into comfortable circumstances, have you become too
proud to remember the feclings of the humble stranger, which were
your own feclings not so very long ago? 1f for some reason you
weren't able to take him in yoursclf, at least you might have openced
your hand, and given him the price of a hotel room. And at ”,‘C very
Jeast, if you couldn't give from your pocket, you shouldn’t have
refused a charitable word of encouragement; but as if it weren't
enough to send him away empty-handed, you even scolded him on
his way out the door.” My brothers, may you never suffer torments
like the ones my sins have brought upon me yesterday and today.
“Nevertheless, you oughtn't take it so seriously,” T consoled
Reb Shloyme, “Things like this happen every day among us, and no
one thinks about them twice. What about those big businessmen,
famous bankers, gentlemen of substance, who exploit their servants
unmercifully—who are they? By and large, they're servants who
have risen from their humble station and who now put on airs. As
boys, they worked in shops and inns and hostels, and heard t'hcn
masters curse them and the mother that bore them a hundred times
a day. That’s been the way of the world since the day of creation:
everyone forgets. Whoever has the whip in !mnd uses it, and never
stops to think that his own back was beaten just yesterday, and with
the same weapon. A fat belly and a fat wallet protect you from
memory, your own and others’; for money, people are ready to
overlook anything.” :
“Your so-called condolences don’t help me very much.” replied
Reb Shloyme. “The fact that cvil is widespread doesn’t make it the
less evil. To whitewash a sin by saying that it's a common human
failing is like saying, for example, that the inability to hear or speak
or see properly is not a defect, becausc there are so many deaf,

dumb. and blind people in the world. It would necessarily follow
Jifrom that reasoning that the instinet for good and the instinet for
evil are chimeras with no basis in reality. No, Reb Mendele, no glib
consolations, please. 1 know my sin, I.can feel in my heart that I've -
done wrong.” :
- “T'his incident is God's punishment for neglecting to write your
autobiography as a permanent record,” said one of the group.
“You've never listened, no matter how many times we've urged
you.”

“I'his boy has come like a messenger from God to prod you into
thinking of the past.” said another, coming to the support of the first
speaker. “Now you have been awakened and, like it or not, you've
brought to mind those old buttons of long ago. You need only recall
the rest of our peoples” customs in past ages, lest they sink into
oblivion.”
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“How did you know what has been on my mind?” Reb Shlovime
said, his face blazing. “As I was tossing and turning last night,
terrificd by nightmares, when the house was quict and the storm
was raging outside, I had a moment of inspiration—and realized in a
flash that the incident with the boy was a sign from on high,
commanding me to write. There are events in a man’s life that can
compel even a diehard rationalist to believe in the existence of a
mysterious force by which all events come to pass at a time and
under circumstances that have been stipulated in advance. The
path preordained for me scems to be a stormy one. My life is a
turbulent ocean, my days and ycars are raging waves, and my soul is
the storm-battered ship; even my first conscious realization of my
self began with a storm.—It was springtime. Suddenly it got dark,
and in the garden path, amid the fresh foliage, a voung boy ran
barcfoot and half-naked, with nothing but a linen shirt on his hody
and a cap on his head. Now he hurried and now he stood still. s
eyes took in everything, and his cars were cocked like a rabbit's.
That boy was myself. That was the day when my cyes were opened
and [ was revealed to mysclf as I really am.

“I was alone there; no living creature was with me, only the sky
above and the earth below, and a fence on either side. All of a
sudden there was thunder, a crashing sound from the sky. a noise
rolling to the ends of the carth and exploding into many mighty
sounds, while fiery serpents and angels of fire flitted about in the
sky. Iimagined this to be the thundering of God's chariot, the Lord
of Hosts who rides the clouds, who cracks the whip and splits the

tongues of firc. Dust and straw and chaft flew up from the ground.
whirling around in the face of the storm like a wheel. Soon the rain
poured down, a warm and pleasant rain, a reviving rain. Big drops
drummed down on the garden plants; the radishes and onions and
garlics bent their heads like little children in their mothers’ laps, and
enjoyed a delightful bath. Outdoors, streams of water poured from a
hundred different dircetions and flowed together, onward and
onward, with a cheerful rushing sound. And then, lo! The wheel of
His chariot appeared. the Chariot of God., a great and terrible wheel
in the celestial heights, only half of it visible: it looked Tike a how in
the midst of the clouds, a beautiful splash of color. There was a
gleam of light in the west as the sun came out from hehind a canopy
of clouds like a bridegroom, looking toward the carth and making it
smile, winking at the clouds to cause them to blush. . .

“T'hat was the moment I first came to know myself, God, and
His world. All these things were revealed to me in thunder and
lightning, and human intelligence came to me in the storm. That
great vision is engraved on my heart and [ean never forget it Inmy
heart—the heart of a naive child—I comprehended the vision
before me, and I understood the language of nature round about. |
knew the speech of the plants and the garden vegetables, the song of
the running waters, and the frog’s croak, as he lay up to his neck in
the fetid marsh, staring upward with great eyes—all this [ under-
stood well and answered in the same voice, croaking with joy. When
I came to the yard of my house the calf came ont of the barn and
stretched his limbs, dropped his head while raising his tail, and
lowed; the hen too came out of the corner with her chicks and
pecked about in the dung, clucking all the while, and with them was
the rooster strutting proudly about, crowing; I also saw the cat
coming down the roof, slinking along the wall and springing with a
meow—I knew what they were saying and what they all wanted and
I answered cach in his own Limguage, lowing and mcowing and
clucking aloud. What I couldn’t understand was the slap my father
gave me on the check; nor could I figure out why my mother should
shout at me when she saw me coming in the door all soaked from
the rain. What they wanted then, and what my teachers and other
grown-ups wanted afterwards, was hard to understand. . "

Reb Shloyme rested his head on the arm of the chair and was
silent for a little while. From the contorted expression on his face

and the twitching of his eyelids it was clear that he was upset, and .
we knew why. The path of his iifc had been full of thorns and
trip-stones, a bitter struggle to the tops of cliffs and a plunge to deep
abysses. Now that the bundle of his old troubles had been opened,
and a finger was poking at wounds that had never quite healed, he
could not help but feel great pain. When he had regained his
control, he continued:

“I want to finish what I was saying yesterday when I was
interrupted. For some time now my pen has been trapped motion-
less between two contradictory opinions, like Muhammad's coffin
which is said to be suspended between two magnets. While the one
strives to attract it toward the past, the other tries to attract it toward
what is happening now in our own time. These two forces are
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bickering within me like two shopkeepers that jump on the same
customer and deprecate cach other's merchandise. One says: ‘God
save us from the new merchandise and the baubles that are now
fashionable among Jews! Nothing that you sce here is genuine. It's
all a fraud: silver-plated clay, an empty shell; mascara, rouge, and
jewels on the outside, filth, dirt, and muck on the inside. Nothing is
authentic, nothing has any character of its own; everything is crude,
like those dolls that seem to open their lips, beat a drum, blow a
horn, sound a cymbal, and squeak, but only thanks to the key that:
wound up their spring. Forget them: here you have fine antiques,
every one the work of our ancestors, and each with its own authen-
tic value. " The other one shouts: ‘Come to me! Look at my
merchandise—what do you want with outmoded thisgs from an age
that is dead and gone? Do you think you're some kind of medium
who can raise the dead? That’s ua(tl\ why we are in so much
trouble now: Jews are oblivious to the present; they attend only to
the past. They can't sce where they're going because they face
backward, so they stumble and fall. Whatever they do, at home, in
their synagogucs, in their writing, they are as though dead, dead
while alive, and expecting to live after death. A living Jew is worth
nothing, but when he dics he gets a fine reputation, and a fine
tombstone. The dead arc all pure and rightecous. munificent and
sage; a mere radish or onion turns into a cedar of Lebanon and a
sardine becomes a whale as soon as he reaches the cemetery. But
after all, imperfect though the presentis, much as it needs improve-
ment, it is still real life, the core of our existence: any man who cats
and drinks and has the same needs as his fellow creatures, is respon-

sible for their improvement and development, and this means work-
ing with and for all the people of his time.’

“Wait a moment,” said Reb Shloyme, seeing that we were
trying to interrupt him. “I know, you want to argue as follows:
‘Neither of these opinions alone is satisfactory, because they are
polar opposites. Fvery contemplated course of action presents logi-
cally opposite possibilitics, but a sensible, well-rounded person tries
to reach a middle ground on which he may realize the bencehits of
both.” But the ability to do this is found only in a man of unusual
wisdom o: in his opposite, in a simpleton who will try his hand at
anything and, like a day-laborer, accept whatever work comes his
way in the marketplace. What does he care whether he works in
bricks and straw or rummages about in the garbage? Moth-caten
clothes and worm-caten books and a hox of dung and a cow's stall
are all the same to him as long as he has work and gets paid for it.
But I am somewhere between the extremes: I'm the type that
doesn’t jump on whatever work is offered, but the work he does
accept becomes a life-long trade. Besides—I admit it—I"'m naturally
lazy. I'm much more inclined to stop and think thaa to get up and
do; and as soon as anything at all comes in the way of my work, I put
it aside gladly. Therefore, whenever my mind is divided between
two opinions that are both grabbing at my pen, each one claiming
exclusive right of ownership, I decide the case according to the legal
principle: ‘Let judgment be reserved until Elijah comes.’

“But now he . . . this boy has come in the storm and returned
me to the past. My mind is now completely in the world of my
youth I have returned to it an old, bitter man, worn by hard
experience, my heart wounded by the arrows of life's battles. lmagl-
nation, like the witch of Endor, has conjured up pictures and
images and faces and many odd and old things from days gone by.
They arisc and glare .mgnly at me, knowing full well my motive for
rcturnmg to them and what they are wanted for: they know that |1
am coming to set them up on display for the public to gawk at. My
world, alas, is very small. The pomegranate doesn’t blossom there,
nor does the rose bloom; you don’t hear great shouts of jov there,
nor do you navigate rivers of milk and honey. The people are simple
Jews with beards and sidelocks and long caftans, cmaciated,
withered, and poor, stooped, sickly, and downtrodden, timorons
and fearful, and altogether unenlightened. T hate to disturh those
dry bones, gentlemen, to trouble those shades now sleeping in the

dust, to ask them to step to the front of the stage when I can’t even
guarantee they will be received with applause. Many of our people
today are self-conscious about their noses, which stand forth and
announce: ‘“These are the sced of Jacob!” If it were in their power,
they would happily exchange them for different ones. Now, out of
the clear blue sky, the literary wind will deliver up some old-fash-
ioned Jews, authentic to the last detail, with 613 antiquated features
that have lost all meaning, as though purposcly to expose them to

public ridicule.
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“No, friends, it's no light-hearted matter; I'm telling vou exactly
what was bothering me carlier, the problems that had me brooding
when you came in. And cven if T wanted to, what conld | possibly
say about our life in those days? None of us cver did anvthing to sct
the world on fire. Dukes, governors, generals, and soldiers we were
not; we had no romantic attachinents with lovely princesses; we
didn't fight duels, nor did we even serve as witnesses, watching other
men spill their blood; we didn’t dance the quadrille at balls; we didn't
hunt wild animals in the ficlds and forests; we didn’t make voyages of
discovery to the ends of the carth; we carried on with no actresses or
prima donnas; we didn't celebrate in a lavish way. In short, we were
completely lacking in all those colorful details that grace a story and
whet the reader’s appetite. In place of these we had the cheder. the
cheder-teacher, and the cheder-teacher’s assistant: marriage
brokers, grooms, and brides: housewives and children; abandoned
women, widows with orphans and widows without orphans;* people
ruined by fire and bankruptey, and paupers of cvery deseription;
beggars who make the rounds on the eve of Sabbath and holidays,
new-moons, Mondays and Thursdays and any day at all; idlers and
officers of the community; poverty, penury, and indigence, and
queer and degrading ways of making a living. This was our life, if
you call it a life—ugly, devoid of pleasure and satisfaction. with not
a single ray of light to picrce the continual darkness: a life like
tasteless food cooked without benefit of salt or pepper.”

“You're wrong,” we objected. “It may be true that Jewish life
lacks spice, as you said, but it has its own unique flavor. There is a
certain kind of cheesc with worms in it, that gourmets arc always

looking for though it costs a fortunc. T'he bitterness i our life that
you speak of is its most important ingredient; it appeals to the
connoissceur far more than mere sweetness, which can sometimes
be nauscating. Only children really have an appetite for honey-
cakes. Even though the life of the Jewish people seems repulsive
from the outside, it is pleasant cnough within. There is a mighty
spirit, a divine spirit, blowing through it constantly, like a storm
wind, purifying it of dirt and rot. The thunder and lightning that
occasionally overtake the Jews purge them and renew their vigor.
Israel is a Diogenes among the nations, its head in the heavens,
absorbed in esoteric contemplation of the almighty God. while its
corporcal self inhabits a barrel only two feet in diameter. Under a
pile of dirt in the cheder and in the veshiva and studv-house the fire
of Torah blazes, radiating light and warmth to our people; all onr
children, of whatever age, study, and know their wav around
books. . . . It is altogether fitting and proper that such a life he st
down in a permanent record.”

“What you say,” Reb Shloyme answered, “may be true of the
life of the people as a whole, but what's so special about my life?
What has cver happened to me, that makes my life deserve the
distinction of being recorded? What has happened to me has
happened to thousands of our people; it's a familiar story. Is there
any other people in the world among whom the life of every individ-
ual, from the moment he comes into the world until his last breath,
goes on and on according to a single pattern as it docs among us?
The way they are reared and educated, the words of their pravers,
the tunes of their hymns and liturgical poems are all identical; even
their food and drink are the same. Who has ever heard of a people
who at a given hour, say, Friday night, all over the globe are all
cating fish, noodle pudding, and vegetable stew: and on Saturday
morning, radishes, jellicd cow's foot, liver with ontons and cggs, and
dried out kasha with a marrow bone init: on a certain day, kreplakh,
on another day hamantashen, on another day twisted vellow khala
with saffron.* At the very moment when someone in Berdichey is

singing “He who sanctifies” on the Sabbath Eve, or shouting “He
lives forever” on Rosh Hashana, the same tunc and the same voice
reverberate in Argentina at the other end of the world. We are an
ant-hill, in which the individual has no existence apart from the
community. In books on natural history, scientists devote a separate
chapter to the genus of ants as a whole, but not to the individual
ant.”

“What you're saying is only superficially correet.” the group
replied. “The life of the Jews seems to have a single pattern like that
of ants, but in fact there is a great variation among tica. Each ant
is required by its nature to do its job like the rest of the members of
its species, and it cannot deviate a hair’s breadth from the group.
This is not true of human beings. A single characteristic shared by
every member of the race turns up in individuals in seventy different
varictics; though every man displays the same quality, cach docs so
in his own peculiar way, which is not identical with that of his
neighbor. Every man has his own individual character which finds
expression in his speech, his smile, his wink, his gait, and his
manner of eating and drinking, though God has granted the entire
human race the ability to do all these things. A man’s writing style is
even more individual: no two prophets speak alike, and no two
writers have the same style. Your defenses and excuses are futile,
Reb Shloyme. It is your duty to write your autobiography.”

*The childless widow somctimes constituted a special problem. She was obliged to
marry her dead husband’s surviving unmarricd brother, unless a special ceremony of
khalitsah, or refusal, was performed. Like abandoned wives, such widows were
unable to marry if the brother, by reason of absence or stubbornness. refused to
refuse.
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said, trying to rescue his position. “I now concede only that I nu]ght
to write my memoirs for myself, and put tl\cl'n in the l.mx together
with these buttons so that hoth can serve, like the fringes nf"thc
prayer shawl, to remind me of the past and so kcl-‘cp me fm'm sin.
“No, Reb Shloyme,” we cried together. “You can't get l;'1‘way
with just writing your memoirs—you have to print t!]cnu) as wcll: 'y
“When you begin a reckoning, you have to finish it,” concedec
Reb Shloyme, with a soft smile on his lips. “Once you mcnhf(m
printing, why don’t you add up the ().thcl-r thirty-nine labors r a
Jewish writer: to write; to collect snhscnphpns and letters of recom-
mendation;* to print and proofread to train and teach the typ;sct-
ter; to compile a huge table of crrata, with as many entries as there
are words in the book; to go peddling from house to house,

humbling oneself to every dolt; to think up arguments against the
stingy and tight-fisted; to beg and bow and scrape in fear and
trembling for a penny, for the sake of God and the Torah and the
union of the Holy Tongue and the People Isracl; to give away
innumerable volumes to ‘friends’ and book dealers on credit; and
after all these tribulations, to sell the leftover copies like old rags at
forty pounds for a penny. No, my friends, I'm no good at that work.”

“Have you forgotten that the world has a Mendcle the bookped-
dler and that God didn't create him to go idle?” T announced.,
speaking as an authority, with pride. “Furthermore, with all due
respect, you haven't finished the list of labors. You've forgotten the
exchange, that is, the transmigration that Jewish books undergo. |
exchange one author’s book for a copy of Devotions of Sarah Bas
Tovim, which gets exchanged for Tisha h'Av Lamentations, which
gets exchanged for a brass candlestick, which gets exchanged for a
shofar, which gets exchanged for a High Holiday prayerbook, which
gets exchanged for a wolf's tooth, which gets exchanged for a Kol
Bo, which gets exchanged for a ritual garment, and so it gocs from
one form to another, getting more and more tattered, mildewed,
and worn, until it turns into rags.* Then there are other works that
lie there like a stone because of the authors’ sins (God save us from
their fate) and the best one could do with them would be to turn
them into cuspidors, except that it's forbidden to spit on Hebrew
writing. Go to it, Reb Shloyme! Write, and I undertake to do
whatever has to be done when the writing’s finished. The whole
thing is clearly ordained by heaven, hecause you notice that 1 too
have come to you in a storm.”

Reb Shloyme said nothing, but gave me his hand as if promis-
ing: “Your wish is my command.”

Reb Shloyme was good enough to fulfill his promise, and the next
year he honored me with a manuscript of his writings. And now |

bring them before the public, in consecutive chapters, in the order
in which he wrote them.

*The letters of recommendation, or haskomes, were generally printed as introduc-
tions to the book.

“The Devotions of Sarah Bas Tovim are a collection of tkhines, or Yiddish rayers,
which were very popular among Jewish women. The Lamentations arc recited on the
ninth day of the rlchrcw month of Av, Tisha b'Av, the mid-summer fast day
commemorating the destruction of the first temple at the hands of the Bahylonians in
the sixth century B.C.E., and of the second temple at the hands of the Romans, in 70
C.E. Kol Bo, literally, “everything is within,” a complete compilation of customs and
laws. The ritual garment here referred to is the talis kotn, the fringed undergarment
worn h'y’ observant Jewish males. Mendele is giving a list of the stu('k-in-ha(ﬁ' of the',
typical bookpeddler. '



