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widowed mother was never reduced to peddling in the town’s
marketplace (as he depicts her in one of his poems). He himself
denied this last point. However, many of the incidents he de-
" scribed, particularly those reflecting the inner world of the
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Random Harvest
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%ndom Harvest is an incomplete work of fiction. Seven
chapters (2-8) appcared in 1908 in Ha-Shiloal, the literary
journal on which Bialik once served as literary cditor. Seven ad-
ditional chapters (9-15) were published in 1919, and the open-
ing chapter appeared in 1923.

Some scattered prose fragments found among, Bialik’s literary
remains deal with a young man called Shmulik, the very name
of the hero of Random Harvest. It would scem that Bialik had
intended to write “the novel of his generation™ but never fin-
ished it. ;

Although Random Harvest contains some autobiographical
elements, it is a fictionalized autobiography. Bialik had occa-
sion to criticize those readers who naively took cverything he
wrote in the first person to be autobiographical. Zeva Shamir, a
noted Bialik scholar, goes as far as to claim that Bialik “in-
vented” a mythological autobiography that actually was a por-
trayal of the life of a typical product of the sheetl rather than a
real account of his own life. This mythologizing, she claims, ex-
tended to Bialik’s so-called autobiographical notes, such as his
letter to Joseph Klausner. Even these alleged memoirs deal with
stercotypical experiences that any one of his contemporarics

| imaginative child who was destined to become an important |

-+ poet, have the ring of truth.

The Hebrew title Bialik gave to this work is Safiah, a biblical
term designating the aftergrowth of random fruits and vegeta-
bles following the Sabbatical year (when the fields in ancient
Israel were left fallow [Leviticus 23:5])—hence our title
Random Harvest. Bialik gave this term an additional connota-
tion. He may have borrowed it from the Hebrew poet Judah
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Leib Gordon, who described the Hebrew writers and readers
“the orphans of humankind,

of his generation as sefibim,
abandoned by their fathers and mothers ... men incapable of
any (productive) trade or who occupy themselves with out-
landish matters.” Bialik, too, extended this term not only to re-
fer to the random chapters of this work but also to label his
protagonist: “And before begin to recount a little bit from
here and there, a few chapters from the meanderings of the in-
ner life, and the true dreams of a random son of Israel, may 1
be permitted to relate, without apparently any obvious connec-
tion to what has gone before or what will come later ...”

Actually, most of the first segment (Chapters 1-6) forms a
well-structured, lyrical, and fictionalized account of the narra-
tor’s earlier ycars in the village of his birth. OFf these the first
chapter is artistically the most moving, depicting the discovery
of the future poet’s “self”:

How true the saying is that a man sees and perceives only once: in
childhood! The first visions, in that same innocence as on the day
when they left the Creator’s hand, they are the real essence and
the very stuff of life; and those impressions that follow arc scc-
ondary and deficient, scemingly like the first, but weak reflections
of them, and not genuine. And from my flesh 1 saw this.

These primary visions are lost once the narrator leaves the vil-
lage (his childhood Eden) and moves to the pitch-makers’ quar-

ter of the city (Exile). “|[MJy world darkened a little and its radi- -

ance faded. In our new place of residence on the outskirts of the

may have had. She makes much of Bialik’s description of his
cruel schoolmaster and particularly of his stern father and of

the putative poverty his family had suffered afte

r his father’s

early death. Bialik actually came from a middle-class family; his

i .

town, gray and noisy days confronted me, the lite of a Jewish
townlet with its vexation, anger, and unpleasantness.” . . .

He recalls the rural landscape he was forced to leave: the
green hillock with its two tiny white houses, the splendor of its
sunset, the glory of its forests, the village pond that “sparkles
at the side of the hill like a bright mirror,™ and above all his
wondrous dream of walking in a tumultuous band of people,
wagons, and beasts of burden trudging along a sandy road.
Everyone is returning from an unsuccessful fair, and limy are
disgruntled, bickering with and shouting at one another, He is
dragged along with the throng. Suddenly he finds himsclf
alongside a strecam, separated from the mob by a curtain of
reeds. Through a break, he sees the image of a “mysterious
creature” sitting alone beyond the barrier on the gr:!‘ssy bank
of a stream, undisturbed by the passing caravan. He ponders
the mystery as he finds himself scparated from both the crowd
and the enigmatic stranger. Suddenly it dawns upon him:
“Surely I know him, surcly I have been with him. Surely he is
very, very close to me and to my soul. Surely he and I are one.”
The dream is about the self-image of the artist in society, and
the conflict between his yearning to express his unique “self”
while bound to the social milieu in which he dwells and to its
demands upon his heart and his mind.

The remaining chapters of Random Harvest do not quite
reach the lyrical quality of the first. With ironic humor they de-
scribe the awakening curiosity of the gifted child, his wonder
at the riddlg, of the mirror, his inability to read the symbols of
the alpl_mhct. He is taught them in a conventional way but
gives each letter his private and richly imaginative reading. He
struggles against the obtuseness and conventionalism of his
Hebrew teachers and the incessant taunting of his classmates.
His teachers and his father are epitomic representations of the
severe discipline and the rigorous proscriptions of the religious
law. He tells of his fascination with sunscts, his fear of fire, his
dream of encountering a band of dwarfs. ‘

In the sccond group, the sketches lose their temporal and
logical order. They continue with descriptions of an inspiring
and imaginative schooltcacher; they depict fascination with the
biblical narratives, which, in the mind of the child, become
part of his immediate cxperience. He describes his life as a




schoolboy, his encounter with peasant boys, the awakening of
his libido—involving both his attraction to the lusty peasant
girls and his memories of an idealized puppy love affair.

Bialik refers briefly to the village pond that became a recur-
rent motif in his poetry and to which he devoted his long poem
“The Pond.” Scholars have disagreed as to the symbolic mean-
ing of the pond. For some, relying on Bialik’s autobiographical
letter to Klausner, it represents the mind or soul of the artist,
which converts the illusory reality of the world into a truly
metaphysical or aesthetic reality. Others argue that Bialik’s re-
alism precludes such a reading and suggest that the pond serves
as the repository of the visions and images that are absorbed
by the artist. They base their interpretation on a passage that
appears in our text (Chapter 1):

Hardly had I bared to the heavens the little windows of my soul, my
two eyes, when the visions of God came streaming unsummoned from
the four winds. Sometimes they would well up to me from the depths
of silence, in shapes such as appear in drcams or in the waters of a
clear pool. There was no speech and no words—only a vision.

Random Harvest is a brilliant unfinished poem in prose writ-
ten at the height of Bialik’s career. The translators have tried to

convey something of the magic of the original Hebrew.
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My NarTivei VILLAGE AND My DriEAM

[ cannot remember how many summers and winters passed from the

carliest moments I can recall in my native village until the time when

my family took me to live in a suburb of the nearby town. As a little

child, apparently not yet five years old, I was left to play on the

garbage heap. But what sense of time does an infant have? In my na-
tive village the laws of nature never changed. The scasons came
round at their proper time, and everything went on as usual. But
that first early world I brought with me from the village, which is
still concealed in its own special place in the recesses of my heart—
that strange world, wonderful and unique—scems to contain no
trace of autumn or winter. The whole village of those days, as far as
my eye could reach, composed one single tract—and all of it pure
summer. The sky was a summer sky, the carth a summer carth.
Plants and animals were all summer; and Feigele, too, Feigele, a girl
of my own age, my one companion in the whole village—she too
was all summer. I can recall only onc iron, wintry day of ice and
frost, standing apart, crucl and angry, like a robber armed with an
ax; and near it, cast aside in the mud like a trampled corpse, another
solitary rain-swept day, melting with distress and dripping sorrow.
But these are mere exceptions, blemishes. ‘The world in all its purity,
the one that stretches from the grass in the wall of our little house to
the green grove that screens the eye at the end of the village—that
world is all summer.

Here before me on this backdrop of blue skics and green grass are
embroidered the pictures of my world in those first days, wonderful
pictures, light and serene as pure mists, half sccrets and half dreams—
and nevertheless no scencs as bright and clear as they are, nor any real-
ity as real. They are my soul’s basic, clemental scenes, bestowed upon

me freely from the skies, a gift of God and His goodness, because of
my tender years and helplessness, my dumbness, and my heart's pin-
ing. I was little and tender and left to myself. I knew not how to ask or
even call things by their names; nor was there anyone at hand to open
my mouth and rouse my spirit, to take me by the hand or come to my
corner. Like a forsaken fledgling I wandered alone about my nest; my
father and mother left me to myself and there was no one clse to look
after me. Then God in His mercy took me under the shelter of His
wings and allowed me to sit quietly at His footstool and play gently
with the fringes of His garment and the edges of His mantle. By day
He sent His hidden angels to amuse me with fancies and bring a smile
to my lips, which no one saw; and by night He sent His little dwarfs to
play before me by the light of the moon and banish fear from me, but
no one heard. He set them all about me, seeing but unseen, placing
them in every dark corner and in every lowly hollow, to fill my soul
with the sweet dread and awe of God.
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His hidden hand sowed all my paths with wonders and placed
riddles in everything upon which my eye alighted. Every stone and
pebble, every splinter of wood, was an inexplicable text, and in
every ditch and hollow eternal secrets lurked. How can a spark be
contained in a mute stone, and who puts the dumb shadows on the
house walls? Who heaps up the ficry mountains in the skirts of
heaven, and who holds the moon in the thickets of the forest?
Whither stream the caravans of clouds, and whom does the wind in
the field pursue? Why does my flesh sing in the morning, and what
is the yearning in my heart at evening time? What is wrong with the
waters of the spring that they weep quictly, and why does my heare
leap at the sound? These wonders were all about me, caught me up,
passed over my poor little head—and refuge or escape there was
none. They widened my eyes and deepened my heart, until | could
sense mysteries even in commonplace things and secrets everywhere.

Hardly had I bared to the heavens the little windows of my soul,
my two eyes, when the visions of God came streaming unsummoned
from the four winds. Sometimes they would well up to me from the
depths of silence, in shapes such as appear in dreams or in the wa-
ters of a clear pool. There was no speech and no words—only a vi-
sion. Such utterance as there was came without words or even
sounds. It was a mystic utterance, especially created, from which all
sound had evaporated, yet which still remained. Nor did I hear it
with my ears, but it entered my soul through another medium. In

the same way a mother’s tenderness and loving gaze penetrate the
soul of her baby, aslcep in the cradle, when she stands over him anx-
ious and excited—and he knows nothing. And sometimes the vi-
sions came interwoven with fragments and combinations of sounds.
The noises of the cosmos are legion, differing one from another in
countless aspects. Who can fathom their meaning or understand
their nature? The sounds of day and the sounds of night, whether
impudent or modest, whether bold or faint, long drawn out, and
suddenly cut short. The cry of a drowning man at the end of the
earth, or the groan of murder hovering in the forest. To me they
seem like disembodied spirits, the messengers of God, bearing His
word, wandering to and fro on the wings of the wind, speeding ar-
rowlike from one hiding place to the next, pecking out for a mo-
ment and disappearing suddenly; onc cannot perceive them come
and go, and the eyc cannot discern them. And there were times
when [ heard the silence and saw the voices, for as yet my senses had
neither bounds nor limits, but cach encroached upon the other.
Sound drew sight after it and sight, sound and scent—both of them.
As yet I knew neither rhythm nor measure. The little mound in the
field was a mountain; the pond, an ocean; the end of the village, the
horizon of the earth.

How true the saying is that a man sees and perceives only once: in
childhood! The first visions, in that same innocence as on the day
when they left the Creator’s hand, they are the real essence and the
very stuff of life; and those impressions that follow are secondary
and deficient, seemingly like the first, but weak reflections of them,
and not genuine. And from my flesh T saw this. All the sights of
heaven and earth, which T have blessed throughout my life, have re-
ceived no nourishment except from the power ol that first vision. In
later life I have scen the skics of Italy in all their azure sweetness.
My feet have trod the heights of the Swiss mountains. The sight of
them enchanted me. But when have T known a swecter blue than
this? Where have I seen mountains loftier and more magnificent
than these? Whenever I sec the sun risc or set in all its brilliance, |
stand amazed. But surcly I have scen the sun rise and set even more
splendidly, with even greater wonder! And when | pass across a
green field, I know not why the sight of grass flashes for a moment
before my eyes, the sight of that same grass, which first | saw in the
village, when I was still attached to my old nurse—Gaod grant she

rest in peace! It was fresh and lush, alive and new, half-submerged

in the limpid water, sown with little flowers delightful to the cyes,
pushing their yellow, dew-flecked heads out of the grass, with a sin-
gle pearl-like tear quivering in the eye of every one of them.
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After we left the village to live clsewhere—I was about five years
old at the time—my world darkened a little and its radiance faded. In
our new place of residence on the outskirts of the town, gray and
noisy days confronted me, the life of a Jewish townlet with its vexa-
tion, anger, and unpleasantness; and the greater the human tumult
about me, the more I shrank into myself and the more the festive cx-
altation of my heart ebbed away. The ignorant melamdin into whose
hands I fell, with their scowling faces and their straps, drove away my
childhood visions. Those first heavenly reflections no longer appeared
to me except when they encountered me alone, away from the daily
tumult and the teachers’ realm. They hid behind some curtain, and
from time to time they would dart glances at me to revive my fancics
and renew their power. Pecking out for a moment and disappearing,
peeking out—and disappearing. Drop by drop, like some precious
elixir of life, the splendor of those wonderful days dripped into my
heart, and from my childhood world there appeared to me only bits
and pieces as time passed by. Suddenly out, of the air, fragments of
pictures would blossom forth, severed picces from the past: a distant
patch of sky in pristine purity, a strip of carth at the beginning of
spring, a rich, black fragrant strip—primeval carth, suddenly protrud-
ing from beneath a blanket of cold snow with its body still trembling.
A lonely, deserted hut in an abandoned cucumber field. A glowing
sunset at the edge of the firmament. The sound of howling from the
forest. The eerie shriek of a bird at night. The moon suspended over a
chimney on some roof. A festival minyan in my father's house, and a
band of frightened youngsters bursting into the house and crying,
“Wolves in the village!™ And ncarby—Jews dressed in their prayer
shawls standing on the topmost roofs looking toward the forest in
search of wolves, stretching their hands into the air and making
threatening bearlike sounds, “Ahoo-00! Ahoo-0o!" Suddenly Feigele,
too, is here. She herself! Hiding behind the old oak tree, thrusting out
her head at me for a moment and crying, “Cuckoo!™

Indeed in the sweet moments of divine inspiration, when the heart
is as full and juicy as a ripe grape and the channels of mercy suddenly
open of their own accord, it is enough for me to close my eyes for a
moment, and there appear before me, like lightning flashes, all the
paths of my life from its beginning, shimmering in the pure white

glow that illumines them from end to end. At such a moment the vi-
sion of my native village will suddenly appear and stand before me
just as it was, in all its kindly grace and all its pristine splendor. Like a
fiery palm, a swift hidden hand, it suddenly appears and presents me
with the essence of my childhood, the sum of days and years, all
folded and enclosed in a little sheath of one split second. | sce again
precisely the houses from the morning of my life, the site of my first
childhood, in all their fullness and with the universe surrounding
them, all at once both great and small, with nothing missing—and
once again I savor the taste of that first vision. Wherever it is, in some
forgotten corner of Volhynia, from a haunt of reeds and swamps,
from a place of endless forests, my native village suddenly appears,
together with its days and nights, its festivals and Sabbaths, and all
the fixed ceremonies of its ycar, looking just as God created it: small,
peaceful, and humble. It stands there still, just as it has stood in its
confined space from the six days of creation, half on the plain and
half on the slope, hidden in the shade of bushes and trees and sur-
rounded by its gardens and cucumber fields, bearing with quict gricf
the burden of its chaste existence, quictly—as it always has done.
Nothing in it has changed, not a pebble is missing, the very same clay
houses and low wooden shacks strewn about the valley and the hill
like startled flocks of sheep; the same silent grove plotting against me
in the distance behind the village, with its cold darkness; and that
very same green hill lies in front of me right opposite my father's
house like some ravening, terrifying beast or some wild o< on the
path, swallowing everyday at twilight a whole golden orb—--the set-
ting sun—a whole golden orb cvery single evening; the very pond that
sparkles at the side of the hill like a bright mirror, where ducks purify
and sanctify themsclves, upending every few moments, ducking their
hcads in the water with tails toward the sky; those very paths, wrig-
gling like serpents through ficlds and pastures, losing themselves with
endless yearning in the hidden distance.

All the festivals of the year stand quictly before me as in a dream.
Sabbath and weekday, summer and winter, days of contentment and
times of anger, daytime joys and terrors of the night, they and their
fragments and the fragments of their fragments, all things and their
opposites beside them, join together—without canceling cach other
out. Every season has its own particular light, every day its own ap-
pearance. And all of them mingled together for all that—again as in
a dream—into one complete entity whose name is: my native village.

4
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| Young days of spring, white with blossom and swathed in soft and ~
tender greenery, sprout joyful and trembling alongside burning sum-
mer days weary with heat and laden with gold; and in their midst the.
sad evenings of the vintage season and the angry purple winter skies
die away with quiet sadness over hissing, glowing coals. For a mo-
ment the first snow, too, flickers at me from their midst, the soft,

| sweet snow falling quietly and gently as though from a light sleep in

% the void of the world, touching my eyelids and bringing its fresh

| white coldness into my heart. It is a fugitive heritage in the treasure.

| trove of my memories and a tiny remnant of a complete winter that
has been stolen from my heart; I have no knowledge where it has
gone. That winter has passed and no longer exists, just as there are
blotted out from my mind the beginning and end of a great whirl-

' wind that overtook me suddenly on a scorching day when I was re-

| turning home on a hillside path between the tall grasses. The storm |

| rushed in from the ends of the earth and fell upon the village—and

| for 2 moment the ground trembled mightily. The heavens grew dark,

'blackness descended. The forest roared in the distance, trees were
uprooted, and the grasses on the hill clung to the earth in terror.
Columns of dust soared on high and straw roofs flew into the air; s
and before I could pull myself together—there I was flying! I tell you
I was flying! A mighty gust of air suddenly engulfed me, lifted me up
like a feather, and carried me to the bottom of the hill and to the top
of the hedge surrounding our house. How I arrived or how I was af- .
terwards carried into our house—I do not recall. But the experience
of that flight—what fool would attempt to explain it to others? Only
in dreams at night are there times when a person might savor a tiny
fragment of it. . .. ’

Sometimes, in saner moments, 1 say to myself, it never happened
at all! The village, that village which I sec in my imagination, never
really existed. Not it, nor the forest, nor the dwarfs, nor Feigele,
nothing. They are only folktales and dreams that arise of their own
accord like wild plants, based on a few true facts to make them ap-
peal to children. In any event—I rationalize still further—the se-
quence of times must be confused and the incidents in disorder..
Earlier episodes may have come later and vice versa. Imagination is
fickle, and one cannot rely upon it.

Would it were so! My complete faith in the absolute reality of these
legends is not affected one whit by all that. What difference if they ac-
tually occurred or not? They exist in my very . soul, and their reality is
in my flesh and bones. The finger of God engraved them on the

tablets of my life, and who can erase them? If they are of the stuff of &
dreams—no truth and no reality is their equal. Like wine preserved in
the grape, so they remain in a man’s heart as long as there is breath in -
his nostrils. Their scent will never fade nor will their taste diminish. =
On the contrary, as the years pass, their sharpness and splendor in-
crease, and the older they become, so their power grows and their
sweetness abounds. No wine is as strong and as sweet as the story of
our childhood! A single drop of it is sufficient at times to intoxicate
the heart to the point of madness, to sate the soul! May the name of
our good angel be blessed, for not allowing us to taste from the cup of
its delights more than one drop at a time, and at long intervals. A sin-
gle drop too much or larger than a measure—and a man’s heart could
perish at that moment from sheer cestasy.

I am quite sure that when my own time comes, and the gates of
this world open for my exit—at that last hour all the scenes of my
childhood will peck forth once again from behind the curtain and
raise themselves before me in one array. Every single one of them .
will come in all its sweetness and grace and in all its pristine splen- |
dor, just as I was shown them in the morning of my life. They will
stand before me bright and clear and watch me silently. Suddenly
the light of the seven days of creation will shine upon them—and
fade forever with the light of my soul. ...

Dreams tell liess—but not all of them. And before 1 begin to.re-
count a little bit from here and there, a few chapters from thz mean-
derings of the inner life and the true dreams of a random son of
Israel, may I be permitted to relate, without apparently any obvious
connection to what has gone before or what will come later, but
only by way of a small interlude between them, one of my own
dreams, a dream that was engraved in my heart in the past and has
remained in all its clarity and all its detail to this day. I do not know.
whether 1 will be able to convey to anyone the feeling of a dream as.
it was, and in particular to taste the flavor of its special light and at-
mosphere—how difficult it is to do that with a dream!—neverthe-
less, come what may | will tell it. The dream is a true one, almost
real. Therefore it contains no strangeness, confusion, or surprise.
And it seems to me, this is the proper place for it. X

[ dream—Dbefore me lies a long road, heavy with sand and loaded
with long, long convoys of wagons returning from the fair—and |
among them. I do not know how or whence I was carried into their

midst, but I walk on, swallowed up in a dense, noisy throng, and drag
‘along with it almost unconsciously. All about there is noise, tumult,
and shouting, carts and wagons, some empty, some loaded with
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goods, together with their passengers, drivers, and hands, men on
horseback and on foot, man and beast in onc great mixture, dragging
on, and plodding forward heavily and fatigued, amid clouds of dust
and deep sand. Walking is well nigh impossible. Wagons and men half
sink into the deep sand. Dust, heat, and exhaustion. Everyone is
weary and broken; everyone is dirty and soaked with sweat. Everyone
looks irritable and sullen, and everyone shouts and beats the animals
cruelly and in anger. The fair—it would appear—was unsuccessful.
Not one realized even half his expectations. And so they vent their
anger on the miserable beasts. And the worse the road becomes, the
shorter their tempers, and the greater the noise and the confusion. No
one listens to his fellow. They urge each other on and get in cach
other’s way. “Hey there! Move along, man! Stop, stop, stay where
you are, you son of a bitch!” But no one has the power to move or
stop. One moves because the crowd moves, and stops when it stops,
just like a flock of sheep. I, too, am one of the flock. [ struggle among
them, but do not know what I am doing there. I am tired; oh, my
head, my head! I am on the verge of fainting, but I carry on.
Involuntarily I carry on, as though dazed. And I am still walking
when suddenly there seem to be green rushes in front of me. I open
my eyes—upon my word, they really are green rushes, alive and fresh,
tall and thick, stretching along the road on the right and forming a
sort of green wall at its edge, separating the road and the wanderers
from some other world, a mysterious world, behind it. As I behold
the rushes, my spirits revive. How strange that 1 had not perceived
them before. Here they are and here they have been all the time. But
even now it appcars that [ am the only one that senses them. My heart
goes out to the green rushes, and without taking my thoughts off
them I continue to be dragged along with the strecam. Over there, on
the other side of the green partition, lies another world, a bright,
serene world. I know it, but apart from me no one clse knows. But |
am still dragged along with the stream, on and on. Yet my eyes never
leave the rushes. And—most wonderful of all—whenever I pass sec-
tions of the green partition that are less dense, or where there are little
openings, there appears what seems the image of a mysterious crea-
ture sitting on the other side, alonc in the grass on the bank of a
limpid brook, his back to the rushes, and facing the clear, tranquil

‘waters. The clamor of the convoys passing by on our side apparently
does not penetrate to him, as though he is engrossed in another far-
away world. He sits as though transtixed, facing the mirrorlike wa-
ters, quite motionless. Nevertheless, no matter how far I move on—he
is still there. Again and again his dark image flickers at me from afar
between the rushes, through every fresh lattice and opening that |
pass, as though he himsclf, together with the limpid brook and all cre-
ation round about, accompany me silently, without my knowledge,
moving along with me of their own accord, step by step, and imper-
ceptibly—like the reflection of the moon in a stream. Who is that
mysterious creature? Surely I know him, surely I have been with him.
Surely he is very, very close to me and to my soul. Surely he and I are
one. Surely I ought, come what may, to steal away and escape for a
moment to that pure, tranquil world behind the green curtain, The
bank of the clear, limpid brook is surcly my place, and 1 am the one
who sat there of old. But I am still dragged along with the current and
walk and walk, on and on. Clouds of dust cover me, and a great tu-
mult settles over me, and 1 walk on and on, farther and farther away.
Where are the green rushes? Come and gone! I have left them all be-
hind me, they and their pure world and the brook with its limpid wa-
ters, and the mysterious creature sitting forever on the brook’s bank.
Suddenly 1 remember and my heart leaps. This lone mysterious crea-
ture that I have left behind on the bank of the brook—it is me, me
myself, me, and no one else!

That is the story of the dream—and the meaning may be left to
God! Let us leave the mysterious creature for a while. Let him sit
alone where he is, just as before. Let us not disturb his peace. Who
knows, perhaps someday his image may appear again for a brief
moment through the latticework. From now on, | will wend my
weary way in the deep sand at the rear of the convoys.

2

My THUMB AND THE SECRETS
OF THE WORLD

There was never any real harmony between my father and myself. It
would appear that he was sct against me from the moment of my
birth, like someone who has made a bad purchase and doesn’t know
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No one in the household paid me any attention. Father was a stern
man, ground down, and worried. I do not know what worried him.
My mother would remember me, but always after the event. “Oh my
goodness, the infant hasn’t eaten yet . . . the baby hasn’t been washed
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"To ward off the evil cye.
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and the pool of light in the middle is about to spill . ... and the other
objects are also slanting or hanging there miraculously . .. oh, sup-
posing, God forbid, the mortar, for example, might fall from the top
of the cupboard—bang! It could break my skull. ... My heart
stands still with hidden fear, but at once I regain my courage and
peek again. I have to get to the bottom of the matter—come what
may! Behind the mirror, some hidden imp or sprite must surely be
sitting, and it must be he who is performing the magic with his
spells. To peek or not to peck? ... Who knows whether some hid-
den hand might smack my face. Would that be too much for an
imp? . .. I screw up my courage and grasp the frame of the mirror,
peeking to see what is behind it—and back away at once ... an-
other peek—and once again a retreat ... suddenly the mirror
swung, and with it the floor, the room, the objects, | myself—bang!
My heart jumped, my eyes grew dark, and | stumbled and fell under
the debris. . ..

When 1 came to myself, I saw that the room, thank heaven, had
not collapsed, but the mirror had slipped off its two lower supports
and remained dangling by the upper hook. Between the side of the
couch and the wall, Father’s notebook stuck out a little. Clearly, it
had fallen from behind the mirror and was caught between the two.
The damage was slight; in alarm the hen had jumped on the table
and knocked over a mug. A single splinter of glass had fallen into
the pool of light, where it sparkled brightly, as though a miracle had
suddenly happened to it. . ..

The end of the affair was the same as the end of all my activities in
Father’s house—smacks across the face.

And that very day 1 was sentenced to the heder.

About this time my father moved his houschold from the village
and set up house in a suburb of the nearby town, and I found myself
in the domain of a first-grade melamed, a resident of that suburb.

THE ALPHABET AND
WHAT L1ES BETWEEN THE LINES

In the heder my luck did not improve. 1 remained aloof from my
companions and they from me. I shrank inside myself, creating my

own world, without anyone being aware of it. Even the melamed
and his aide knew nothing of it. They knew only how to hit, each in
his own particular manner: the teacher laid in with strap, fist, clbow,
and rolling pin and whatever clse that could cause pain, and as for
the aide—he had an ugly habit of his own. If I didn’t answer prop-
erly, he would at once spread and twist in front of my face five mur-
derous fingers and begin jiggling my Adam’s apple. At such a time
he seemed to me a sort of panther or some other noxious beast—
and the fear of death descended upon me. 1 was frightenced he might
scratch out my eyes with his filthy fingernails, and because of fright,
my mind became so dazed that I would forget everything 1 had
learned the previous day. He would show me with his finger the
form of a letter and ask, “What's this?” and I would blink my eyes,
quiver all over, and remain silent. The power of speech deserted me.

Really and truly their teaching entered my mind only through
half an car, by way of my left side-lock. My right car was absorbing
another teaching of its own accord, which came up cut of the
prayer book from between the lines and mingled with what was al-
ready in my mind. The lines themselves and the actual letters were
only faint echoes of it. On the very first day that the aide showed
me the alphabet chart set out in rows—there immediately sprang
up before me rank after rank of soldiers, of the kind that sometimes
passed in front of our house, with their drummer in the front:
trram—trram! The rows of alephs and gimmels with the slanting
dots below were very like them. They were real soldiers, armed
from head to foot: the former, the alephs with knapsacks folded on
their backs walked along, stooping slightly under their packs, as
though sctting out on “mancuvers™; the gimmels standing, upright
with one foot stretched out in front of them were ready to “quick
march.” My eyes began searching at the sides and cdges of the
chart. “Who are you looking for2™ the aide asked me. “The drum-
mer,” I say with searching cyes.

The aide dropped the pointer from his hand, took hold of my
chin, raiscd my head a little, and fixed his bovine cyes upon me ...
suddenly he aroused himsclf and said, “Go!™

One syllable and that was all. And another child at once ascended
the bench in my place, while I got down in disappointment and
withdrew to a corner, not knowing what the aide wanted. All that

"day I pondered on soldiers and the army. Next morning, when T was

called again, the aide showed me the form of an aleph and said, “Do
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you see that yoke and a pair of buckets?™ oL Indeed, upon my lite,
a yoke and a pair of buckets. ...
firms. “That’s an aleph,” I repeat after him. “What's that?” the aide
asks again. “A yoke and a pair of buckets,” I say, delighted that the
Holy One, Blessed be He, has furnished me with such lovely toys.
“No, say ‘Aleph’!” the aide says again, “Remember: aleph, aleph.”
“Aleph, aleph ... ”

As soon as I left him, the aleph flew straight out of my mind, and
in its place there was Marusya, the gentile water girl. All day she
never left my sight. I saw her just as she was: with her bare calves,
her thick plaits, and the yoke and buckets on her shoulder. And
there was the well with the trough beside it and the ducklings in the
nearby pool and the garden of Mr. Alter Cuckoo. ...

“What’s this?” the aide asked me the next day, pointing to the
aleph. “Oh, Marusya!” ... 1 was delighted with the discovery. The
aide flung the pointer from his hand and spread his fingers; but
thinking better of it, he took my chin and said: “Goy, aleph, aleph!
...” “Aleph, aleph, aleph! ...”

The shape of other letters also appeared to me in various guises:
in the form of beasts, wild animals, birds, fish, and crockery, or sim-
ply strange creatures whose like I had not yet discovered in this
world for the time being. The letter shin—a kind of adder with three
heads; the letter lamed—a stork stretching its neck and standing on
one leg like the one that lived in a trectop behind our house; the
gimmel—a riding boot, like the one pictured on the jars of shoe pol-
ish being vigorously rubbed by a little devil with a tail. ... The
dalet—looking like an ax, and so with them all ... and sometimes
one of the letters would appcar to me in one shape today and in
some other shape tomorrow. This happened of its own accord,
without any intention or effort on my part. A form that I had grown
tired of withdrew, and another one took its place.

When I came to combining the letters, I found a mixed multitude
of the strangest creatures. They came striding along in great bands,
side by side or following each other, neck in front of face and face
opposite neck, with the simple nun and the squashed-nosed pay al-
ways striding on one foot at the head. The lamed walked erect with
neck outstretched and head upright, as if to say, “Look at me; I am
head and shoulders taller than them all.” Mcanwhile the yods
pressed forward, such little creatures that scemed to me to have no

shape or support, and nevertheless I liked them more than the others.
They always seemed to be floating in the air or drawn along by
chance—and I was very sorry for them. I was always afraid that with
their diminutive size they might get lost among their companions and
be crushed or trodden underfoot, God forbid, among them all. . ..

Such confusion prevented my car from hearing the aide’s teaching,
and my windpipe scemed fixed between his fingers. With my mouth
I repeated after him apparently every syllable, but my heart was
minding its own business: forming onc shape after another, combin-
ing forms, and daydreaming. Sometimes the sound of the syllables
was woven into the fabric of my dreams and endowed them with
fresh coloring or new features, whether pertinent or not. During my
reading, if I chanced upon a grotesque combination of forms, |
would suddenly start laughing; and my mirth would send the aide
into a towering rage, drawing his whole fury upon me. I had no idea
why my laughter affected him so.

My classmates paid no attention to me at all, and I took no heed
of them. When they were playing inside the heder—I would sit to
one side and watch them or withdraw to a corner, suck my thumb,
and fall into a reveric. 1 was drawn after the shapes in the prayer
book, in all their combinations and patterns, as far as my power of
imagination could stretch. My mind extracted from them whatever
it could, cating the kernel and throwing away the husk; and when
the children came out to play in the yard—I would scek out some
hiding place, sitting alone and playing by myself. Whenever my turn
to read came round, they searched for me until I was finally found
sitting and sucking my thumb behind some fence or lying in a dark
corner of the corridor.

4

| AM WEANED!

When [ had spent two years in the heder without much success with
the Hebrew of the praycr book, my teacher introduced me to Bible—
with considerable improvement: the prayer book was already “old
hat,” and its letters 1 considered lifeless. To what might it be com-
pared? To someone gnawing and chewing empty husks. But Bible

“That’s an aleph,” the aide af- *~
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was different; it opencd new windows to the world of imagination.
First of all the petite aleph.2 I found the little fellow at once, sitting
opposite the tent of meeting at the beginning of Leviticus, awaiting
my arrival. I was long acquainted with his companions, dwarfs like
himself, from the “Prayer for Rain™ in the prayer book, and | was
able to convey greetings in their name. Second, the sheep and cattle
and birds: ox, ram, goat, dove, and turtle dove . . . they were all well
known:to me and 1 was familiar with them. You might almost say
that I had a share in them. The goat and the calf pasture in the

,meadow behind our house at the end of the suburb—I spend my free

time with them; and the doves—they come from the dovecote of our

neighbor Truchim, and they also have right of entry into our yard.

... In the morning, when I leave for school, they come toward me
strutting importantly, puffing out their crops and cooing, “Tur, tur,
tur.” ... For some time I have had my cye on a pair of them and at
Hanukah, may it come in peace, when I am in the money, God will-
ing, I will buy, without commitment, that pair for ready cash. . . .
And when [ reached the passages® in which are mentioned head
and fat, innards, and shanks washed in water, “And he shall set
them on the wood that is on the fire,” nipping off the head and
breaking the bird’s wings, “its crop with its feathers,” wringing out
the blood, the offering in a pan, a frying pan, ct cetera, et cetera—
there arose at once in my imagination my mother’s entire kitchen on
the eve of a festival. My mother and the maid—aprons on their
waists and sleeves rolled up to their elbows—stand armed with
rolling pins, rolling the dough on the board, beating eggs in a dish,
and pouring glistening oil into hollows in the mounds of white flour
... the cat too is here: he lies in wait round the salting board casting,
glances at the “caul which is above the liver,” the loins and kidneys,
and the crops and shanks lying about in their salt and oozing a red-
dish juice . .. and the maid from time to time throws him a picce of
intestine or white gut of fish roc or “the crop with the feathers™ and
the like, to keep him busy for the time being, and to distract his at-
tention from the meat. The pestle and mortar sing out, “Pound it
well, pound it well!” and my nostrils caught the sweet, refreshing

savor of oven baking, and an offering of flour mixed with oil and

egg yolks, and my cars picked up the sound of crackling and sizzling
pancakes floating in fat in the skillet and the frying pan and the
crackling sound of “the gift offering” and other pastries with the
dough cut into strips like noodles or molded into pics and puddings
coated with raisins, saffron, and cinnamon . .. the word “crack-
ling” stimulated my appetite most, until my temples hurt and my
cheek twitched: Cr-a-ck-li-ng! . .. I was overcome with hunger. My
mouth filled with spittle and my thumb found its way unconsciously
between my teeth. . .. /

“Where are you reading?™ ... . my teacher suddenly asked, strap
in hand. All the pupils fall silent and fix their gaze upon me. My lit-
tle finger wanders between the lines, a blind terrified wandering.
- - - Brimming with tears, my eyes glance alternately at the Bible and
my teacher’s strap. The blurred letters dance in front of me. The
teacher raises his hand and my right shoulder hunches in fear. In my
fright I forget to take my thumb out of my mouth.

“Berele!” my teacher suddenly addresses a lively child. “Run
along to Nahum the cobbler and bring me back a little pitch. Right
away. Tell him, “The teacher wants it.”” Berele hurried away. The
children round the table whisper to one another, stealing glances at
me and laughing, stealing more glances and laughing again. Why
are they looking at me? Why are they laughing? Berele brings a little
pitch on a splinter of wood and puts it on the teacher’s table.
“Come down!” the teacher orders me. I come down. “Come
here ...” I take one small step forward. “More . .." Again a little
step. “And again ...” and I am standing held between the teacher’s
knees. God in heaven, what is he planning to do to me? . . .

The teacher bends his thumb backwards until a kind of little hol-
low appears next to the bottom joint. He fills the hollow with snuff
and after inhaling a noscful, he stands up and suddenly sneezes right
in my face: “Attishoo!" . . .

That done, his mind is cleared, and he addresses himself to the
matter in hand: He pulls my thumb from my mouth and waves it in
front of all the children, at the same time asking in schoolmasterly
fashion according to the direct method, “Children, what is this?”
“A thumb, a thumb ... ™ “And what is this>" he inquires again re-
garding the pitch. “Pitch, pitch ... " “And what is this?” “Snuff,
snuff ... ” “And what should be done to a child who sucks his
thumb?” This stumps the children and they fall silent. The teacher
demands an answer with his cyes. Suddenly a child jumps up, a

2The first word of Leviticus ends with a miniature aleph. It was customary to he-

gin the study of the Bible with Leviticus. o o
3See Leviticus 1ff describing the sacrifices and offerings in ancient times.
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stammerer, with sparkling cycs, like one possessed by the holy spirit,
his mouth stammering with excessive inspiration: “I-I-I know ... "
“Speak, speak,” the teacher encourages him. “C-C-C-T-T ...~
“Cut off his thumb!” another child interrupts him. The cleverer
children burst out laughing and the teacher too smiles. The stam-
merer is ashamed. Silence again.

“Nu?” the teacher asks with his eyelids. ... “Bind a rag round
it,” someone suggests cautiously. “Canc him,” another onc pro-
poses. “No!” the teacher shakes his head, “You don’t know. A child
who sucks his thumb . . . has this done to him.” And the teacher be-
gins showing the children, calmly and without haste, adding deed to
word, how the matter is done: “You take pitch . .." And the teacher
takes some pitch. “And smear it on the thumb ... And the teacher
smears it. “Afterwards you take snuff...” And the teacher takes
that too. “And you sprinkle it on the pitch...” And the teacher
sprinkles it. “And now”—the teacher concludes in a voice of thun-
der—*“let him go and suck.” On that day I was weaned from thumb
sucking; but when the spirit moved me, I used to bite my fingernails.

A Goobp IDEA AND ITs REWARD

“Would you belicve it, Pessi, he’s talking to the wallt” ... Such was
my father’s remark one winter’s night, when he suddenly lifted his
eyes from his account book and saw me standing in front of the wall
grimacing and making strange movements with my head and
tongue, with my hands and my ten fingers. His words were followed
as usual with a smack. Truth to tell, I wasn't talking to the wall, but
I was playing and talking with my shadow on the wall. And what
should a child do in the long winter nights, sitting alone, shut up in
the house? But Father was a martinet and could not abide either me
or my game, and whatever I did was anathema to him and brought
him to boiling point, resulting in smacking and kicking and shout-
ing: “Pessi!” he shouted and kicked, “get him out of my sight—or
Il kill him!” And at that moment it recally scemed as though I,
Shmulik, had in fact committed some terrible wrong against Father
at some time, a wrong too great to bear, for which 1 could not atone,
as though, God forbid, I had made his life a misery or endangered

his soul, Lord save us. God in heaven, when had I done him wrong?
And what wrong had I done him?

So I began to keep out of Father’s way and to stay out of view;
when he was in the dining room, I was in the bedroom; when he
was in the bedroom, I was in the kirchyn, finding a place for myself
in a corner, sitting alone and doing whatever caught my fancy. . . .

At that time a small matter had taken my fancy. | wanted to milk
the wall. . .. T had heard from my classmates in lﬁ-dcr that there are
wonder-workers in the world who attempt such things—and they
are successful. I immediately fixed my eye on a certain wall in
Father’s house. From its midpoint downward, that wall was wet and
mildewed, exuding a kind of green sweat, and it had already at-
tracted my attention. During rainy days | used to sit facing it for
hours on end, examining the strange shapes that the damp had im-
posed on it. I could see in the green spots whatever my eye desired:
mountains and hills, fields and forests, castles and palaces. ..
“This wall,” I said to mysclf, “was definitely made for milking,”
and all my free time I hung around it, examining it from cvery an-
gle, and seeking the most suitable place for it. 1 found what 1 was
looking for, at the bottom of the wall, close to the corner, where |
noticed a swollen place, a kind of nipple—that must be the exact
spot. All I needed to do was to make a little incision and stick a tube
in it—and the milk would flow and pour out like a fountain. And in
order to contain the full flow, without losing a single drop, 1 has-
tened to prepare in advance, before the milking, all kinds of recepta-
cles: a neckless flask, the bottom of a broken bottle, a cracked pot
for melting clay, part of a collection box for Rabbi Mecir the

Wonder-Worker, a tin can, perforated and rusting, a squashed fun-
nel, closed at the bottom, a dirty skullcap, a dricd-up sandal, a
“widower™ without a mate, and all manner of vessels and fragments
of vessels of similar kinds, lying-on the rubbish heap, in the attic, or
under the bed. Nor did I forget to bring a cork! And why a cork? In
order to cork the mouth of the nipple, namely, the hole in the wall,
between one milking and the next. Surrounded by these vessels and
armed with a nail and the pestle from the mortar, I sat on the
ground and began to make a hole. The pestle went, “Bang!™ and the
nail sank in. My heart leaped, a little more, onc more moment—and
out of the aperture a white warm jet would flow—"Tizz ... "—and
here, just at the critical moment, my cheek was suddenly slapped
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| over Father’s heart by these mea

| The simple furnishings—whic

«The child is mad. Stop damaging the walls!™ . ;

The slap—was Father’s slap. | could recognize it even in th.c dark
and with my eyes closed. It was a sharp, polished slap, which ap-
peared suddenly like lightning and departed rounded, sharp, and
smooth, burning and ringing almost offhandedly. You hear the
sound afterwards, after contact. . .. Father was wnndcr.fu.l crafts-
man in this art, a master slapper. He understood the artistic ccon-
omy of the process. Onc might even say that he used to ’slap with
“divine inspiration,” so to speak ... and surcly that isn’t hard to

" understand. For forty years in succession, ever since he became
“Father,” he was wont to slap. ... Somehow or other, the plan was

ruined, sinner that I am, and the wall rcm.nincd um'nilkcd to this
day. A pity! God is my witness that 1 had intended it on!y for the
good. I saw my father’s poverty, and 1 wanted to help him to the
best of my ability. ... The truth is that | mu_ldn‘r bear to Inplf upon
his sorrow, when he came home in the evening and sat straining, his
eyelids over the account book, chewing his hcard., and reckoning,
and reckoning, and reckoning. . .. What connection can there be
between an account book and anger? And yet ncvcrthclc.ss—h.ewarc
of Father when he is concentrating of his accounts! It is a time of
danger, and your life hangs by a thread. ... Indcec'l my plan was cer-
tainly well meant. | thought, moreover, that 1 might, perhaps, win
ns and that he would look upon me
with favor and not slap me anymore. But what coulq I do? Satan in-
tervened, and Father destroyed his livelihood with his own hand.

6

MYSELF AND THE MOUTIL OF TIHE STOVE
Consequently, | abandoned milking the wall and teamed up with the
mouth of the stove. In winter Father's house was d:\fk and desolate,
and at twilight when 1 returned from the heder, it seemed to me
seven times dark and desolate. Dampness, dirt, mold. A damp cold-
ness exuded from the walls and the floor, penetrating to the bone.
The air was heavy with the smell of pitch, cheap cigarette smoke,

" and some other foul smell—the odor of peasants during the day (my

father had dealings with peasants and they had entry to our house).
l h always scemed lost and orphaned in

the large void—were now merging into the twilight darkness and
were swallowed up entirely. For that reason the void became partic-
ularly empty and sad. My mother sighed quictly in a corner, and the
cat came toward me from some dark place, looking up at me and
howling piteously. Cruclty-to animals! . ..
Only in once corner in the wall of the recess, near the floor, there is
a kind of little window—thc square and sooty mouth of the stove
two handbreadths square, which is stuffed up all day, but with the
darkness, between the afternoon and evening prayer, when the win-
dows grow blind and the house is filled with drecad—the hump of
the wall opposite would take on a reddish, yellowish hue and begin
quivering and dancing. It is a sign that the mouth of the stove is
alight and well . .. and at once—I am in the recess, near the mouth
of the stove. With bent knees I sit in front of it on the remains of the
heap of wood lying there, holding my knees in my hands, bowing,
my head, and looking. ... The logs inside are hard, damp, cold.
Most of them have thorns covered with dry snow and wrapped in
trembling barklike wisps of beard. ... The little flame of the dry
splinters under the logs is still weak and feeble, and whenever it
quivers and flickers, my heart throbs, afraid that it might dic away,
God forbid, before it takes hold of the logs. My eyes keep track of
every lick and flicker of the golden flame, and I urge it on with
everything in my power. “Climb up, climb up, onto that splinter”—
I whisper to myself. “From the side, get it from the side, climb up
higher, higher, onto its back. That’s right, that's the way, take hold
of its beard, its beard.” . .. And the little lame listens to me, spreads
out, twists about, doubles over, and wraps itself round about the
logs, feeling and secking a suitable place to get a hold. .. . Above in
the sooty window—a howling of wind and a rattling of chains, ter-
rify body and soul. I shake all over with cold, which penctrates my
bones from below, from where ©sit on the remains of the pile; a gust
of wind, torn from the window of the stove falls downward, into
the mouth of the stove, scattering a handful of yesterday’s cold soot
on my face—but I do not move from my place. My eyes and my
heart are on the flame. [ sit and watch how the fire flares up. And at
the moment when the fire flarcs—I devote myself heart and soul to
the conflagration. ... 1 look at it and I listen to it in a way that no
words can express. | hear a kind of tune, a mysterious tune, very
light, moaning from the depths, rising from the glowing coals,
stretching from within like the extrusion of thousands of fine, hid-
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den threads, beautifully strung out . .. and I scc a kind of dance, a
wild unruly dance of little tongues of flame, alive and dancing
rapidly. A great host of reddish, bluish, purplish, golden flames . .
riot of incandescent lights, rising in countless threads and straps,
wrestling and writhing, licking and flickering, cmbracing and cling-
ing . . . the hissing of heaps of glowing coals and the winking of liv-
ing eyes of carbuncles and rubies. “Ts-ss "—the tip of a brand hisscs
on a turbid boiling drop bubbling upon it. “Pok!” answers a glow-
ing coal that has suddenly split and splattered into fragments. And
once again a quiet, drawn-out groaning is dragged out, a fine, sharp,
thread of sound—*“Hm-m!" ... And suddenly—"“Prrr!™ A pile of
burnt brands bursts into fragments and is scattered like flecks of
gold. . .. The mouth of the stove is filled with heaps and heaps of
burning coals, its empty space—white-hot iron. It seems as though
at any moment a salamander will burst forth, a creature that, ac-
cording to the lore of some of my companions in the heder, is born
of fire and is all horrible and red like a boiled crab . .. and it seems,
too, that at the moment it emerges from the fire it will rear upright
on its two hind legs—with its eight legs leaping at your eyes.
. Quaking and terror take hold of me. I close my eyes and feel the
heat of the fire on my face and on my knecs and listen in terror to
the rattling of chains in the chimney stack—*"Drrr.” T am afraid to
turn my head round. Some devil is standing at my back; actually
bent over my neck. “Mama, Mama!”—my heart cries out inside me,
but no sound comes out. It is stifled in my throat. A terrible fear of
death grips me. My teeth chatter and my knces knock and my heart
languishes from hidden dread. The howling of the stove comes to
me from a very distant place . .. and here, at this moment of peril,
there pops up in my brain the “charm,” which the teacher entrusted
to me to keep me safe from the fiend pursuing me whenever 1 go
home from the heder. In haste I thrust my two thumbs in my trouser
belt and at the same time cry out with tremendous devotion, “Hear
O Israel.” The charm works, my fright evaporates, and 1 sit down
once again and peer into the mouth of the stove. The brands fall
apart into separate pieces. The glowing coals grow dark. The hot
ash increases. One brand, all velvet glows in its blackness and full of
checkered fissures and rifts, lies toward the side and sends blue puffs
spiraling up from between the cracks, like small, thin columns of
smoke. The howling in the stove increases. It is muffled and inter-
mlttent, but repetmve and cyclical, without strength and without

- e

rest . Yavdoha, our old servant, comes to rake the stove clean. My
eyellds close of their own accord. ... “Hoy-ye, hay-ye!"—*“Drrr,
Drrr, Drrr!”—I still hear howling in the distance and rattling near
by, in my sleep. . . .

The whole night, I see in my dreams all kinds of black creatures,
sooty faces, like chimney sweeps standing at night in the darkness of
the world, scattered about a sandy, desolate plain, cach bent over a
heap of glowing coals and scraping away and scraping away with
their shovels, each by himself. The heaps of coals cast no light ex-
cept on the spot and on the angry faces of the people shoveling
them. And the void of the world round about, above and below, in
front and behind, remains just as dark as it was. And there, on top
of the heaps, there stand dancing upright all kinds of many-legged
salamanders, pushing their fat bellies and their putrid faces upward
and waving their hideous wet abominable legs in the void of the
world.

Loksnh

Meanwhile, in heder I had progressed to the class of “rcaders’ expla-
nations.”* From now on I was obliged, together with the other chil-
dren in the class, to chant in unison, loudly and in tune, all sorts of
words by heart, which were joined at the teacher’s command to the
end of cach biblical verse. Where the teacher brought these words
from, who invented them for him, and what connection they had to
the biblical verses themscelves—I neither knew nor had any intention
of knowing. For truth to tell, I saw no difficulty in it. It was just the
same as the letter bet with a u-vowel being bu, or like the word rak
translated as niyart and like the word abu translated as gemusicht. In
sum, it was all an edict, and one doesn’t question an edict. And so |
accepted the edict, swaying back and forth with all my might, joining
my voice to the throng, and shouting. ... The important thing was
not to be left alone. For as long as I sing and shout in unison—no

4The class of children reaching the level of being able to combine words into sen-
tences and interpreting them. The Hebrew text was translated into an archaic
Yiddish that was frequently incomprehensible.
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great harm can come of it. On the contrary! . .. But if the class sud-
denly stops and my voice trills out alone even by a hairbreadth—I
might just as well be dead .. . and I suspect the rest of my classmates
to be in similar straits. What did my classmates and | resemble at
that time? A group of blind people walking along together, holding
and supporting each other, tripping along on floes of ice bobbing
about on the river. Each one half-trusting his classmates, all moving
and being moved at the edge of an abyss. . .. Nevertheless, on
Thursday, the day of judgment in the heder, some of the children
could apparently chant the “cxercise™ properly in unison—some-
thing miraculous. I, Shmulik, scarcely ever understood the “oral ex-
planation” of the “cxercise.” My mind was riveted on the gemusicht
and the niyart and the bayshtidl and other strange classroom words,
which my ear had never previously heard. I didn’t know what they
meant, and the teacher made no attempt to explain them to me. They
must be the stuff of learning—I said to myscelf—and they must con-
tain the very essence of “oral Yiddish explanation,” and the rest less
so. These meaningless words remained hidden in my heart, and in
my free time, when I sat alone in the corridor behind the water bar-
rel, there would burst forth from them, like summer butterflies burst-
ing from the chrysalis, lovely figments of imagination, which enter-
tained my spirit in its loncliness. ... 1 would talk with them, laugh
over them, and take comfort in them. . .. Somc of them lasted only a
moment. They came, pecked out, and by the time | noticed them—
were gone! Here no longer. But some of them were regular guests or
constant classmates. I had only to close my cyes and they were with
me. With some of them I had considerable dealings and we shared a
number of remarkable interests, which I could not reveal to a single
creature in the world, nobody, not even my classmates in school. |
couldn’t, even though I wanted to. They, the children, were not wor-
thy. They would laugh and mock me and call me “thumb sucker™
and other nicknames and epithets. In addition, who knows whether
they would believe me. I am sure they wouldn’t believe me. They
would only find a new disparaging nickname for me.

I already had names and nicknames, thank God, enough and to
spare. Each nickname related to an episode and cach name—had its
own rgason. Apart from “thumb sucker™ and “pipe man™ men-
tioned above, I had also acquired for a time such names as the fol-
lowing: Dolt, Dreamer, Useless, Nonperson, Animal, et cetera, et

cetera; and last but not least: Loksh! In another version: Lekshele—

by way of an affectionate diminutive.

And why Loksh? Because of an episode. One Friday at noon I was
sitting in class before the teacher reciting alone the weekly portion
from a worn-out, tattered Bible. And the teacher at that moment
was sitting, as was his habit every Friday, with a large, chipped
earthenware vessel in front of him from which he was attempting to
swallow, with the aid of a wooden ladle, warm food in the shape of
tasty strands of lokshen made of flour (the teacher loved this dish
beyond the love of women and he was willing, to kill and be killed
for it). As he swallowed, I repeated a passage, and as i repeated, he
swallowed. Suddenly—"“Tfrr!™ The word vayitmabmeah (the por-
tion was Vayera) stood before me like a Satan barring the way.
What was this long, strange word? Not only had 1 suddenly forgot-
ten its translation, but its very essence now appeared to me as a
strange new creaturc. It had only just leaped out of the Bible and |
didn’t know what it was. The cause was partly the little squiggle
suspended over it. | had never paid any attention to it until now. As
true as I am standing here, this squiggle appcared just like a grass
snake, like the one that Mitka, our neighbor Trochim's son, had dis-
turbed on the roof of his house only yesterday. And meantime there
flashed across my vision a kind of white thread in the teacher’s
sparse beard, flashed and disappeared. My wandering eyes became
riveted, so to speak, on the Bible, but my attention was divided.
Suddenly, without realizing it, I raised a thin finger toward the
teacher’s beard, and with a kind of strange joy I announced my find,
“Oy, of course, a loksh!™ On my honor, the word escaped from my
mouth of its own accord, quite innocently, and without any cvil in-
tent, God forbid. In the act of swallowing, a loksh had actually
fallen from the spoon and got caught in my teacher’s beard, a white
twisted loksh like a chain; that was the thread that flashed before
me when I was reciting | don’t know what, and when in my inno-
cence | saw it caught in the thicket, my eyes lit up from sheer de-
light. ... But the teacher and his pupils saw it differently. They, the
pupils, suddenly burst out laughing at me, “Ha, ha, ha—Loksh.”
While he, the teacher, leaped from his seat as though stung by a
scorpion and fell upon me with the ladle like a robber. He rained
murderous blows on me, exclaiming as he did so, “There’s a loksh
for you, there’s a loksh for you!” All credit to the teacher’s wife, for

had she not leaped from the stove to my aid, shovel in hand, they
would have carricd mc out from the heder in a shroud.

.




As a result of this cpisode 1 fell ill for about two weeks and in
delirium I would mutter, “Loksh, snuff, vayitmahmeah, sala-
- mander...” and when I rose from my sickbed and regarded myself
] as something of a “privileged person,” under no circumstances
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IR Sp vmba bw 99) P A bw md Ty wh would I agree to return to the heder of Reb Gershon (that was the
a1 PR M S b — b aE IR 19w L(Mor. name of my teacher during that “term”). So where did I want to
PR — TRPYT BRY A% M270b yInn AP AYpaIw go?—To the heder of Reb Meir, the onc in the little valley, beyond
san ab3 AYPNI AP MK bY NIV DMK DD ST the suburb. And why just there?—I don't know. | had once passed

by that valley, and it had caught my fancy. 1 had seen sandhills
there, a sparkling water channel, and many, many plants—a sea of
- plants. Amid the plants an old ruin stood out, from which grew
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©™PODY W AYPAI 1297 DPOD PR 272N LI DY 13 bushes and grass. My companions used to talk a lot about this val-
— ™R v — aYba mxbel vnaw fann by by ley and relate tall stories about it and the ruin in its midst. At
nYYLY PR DONB 23DD YPAN 105 T T 7150 night—they used to say—.i( was very dangerous to go into the valley
wpab namny 1 m9na NAR BYD DINIW IWIDION b because of ghosts and evil spirits. And it was said that Ychiel, the

ragman, once entered the ruin with his sack in search of rags and
found there old Reb Kohat, the one who killed his wife and died a
year ago, sitting in a corner on an upturned barrel and examining
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175K 2vEn 1 Yo 1nY P tam e :axeannb ’bw snobnn dow of opporttunity had opened for me—I determined not to miss it.
by nYDR oY XY R AK — KIKY 023D Y IR WK Come what may! I would go only to the heder of Reb Meir!

110 b PMOB DK 1T DK sby pYTE DIBK 2103 ANV My mother was agreeable, and Father—he, too, was not adamant

on this occasion. In front of me, admittedly, he justified the sentence
and beating by Reb Gershon. “He deserved it"—he would say,
namely, that I, Shmulik, deserved to be killed . . . but when I was not
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DNIAR NSt *5 ATEY — MIPI NV MNNRD wED NYDY The devil take his grandfather!” ... And so I heard explicitly from
B M 5D PBRbND MK M behind the door. In short—the merits of my forefathers ensured that

I became a pupil of Reb Meir.
The relief afforded me by my father on this occasion I regarded as
an omen that my luck would improve from then on. In the quarter
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AT AR KA AR DIV PRA N PR 1w abvab amn will have you know, was the pinnacle of Icarning. It had no supe-
ZDIPAR YAR2 MO0 012, — avnban Yow 1o TRob rior! Reb Meir himself was quite unlike the other melamding as for
aK3 DR 1K PRD M — TRD M YA KAX NI all the other melamdim—*The devil take their grandfathers,” in

Father’s parlance. But Reb Meir—Reb Meir was different! He was a
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speech was measured and his gait dignified; cven his black topcoat
proclaimed: dignity. Women accepted his blessing and children hur-
ried willingly to his heder. s pupils were few, and they regarded

"p10D, D) S"DN DY W TavD DIV R L themselves as especially privileged. Among them was an “ad-

L0V AR IR AR 1D BRY RO N3P vanced” group who, apart from Pentatcuch with Rashi’s commen-
by nbpnwd MWD DY MK by mwnwatP taries, learned other lumbs of the Bible and a little Talmud; if so, 1
qwab yInb SR N3 ,pERNAS MY nh X% shnnw too could be “advanced.” . ..

At twilight on that happy day, when my joy overwhelimed me and
y BUD ONKED .D°AN3 KA DR 8 hat 5 ;
il s I could not restrain it, I ran outside to noise my greatness abroad. |

TN NaR3 opnud SN @YD BAPY MWD found a band of children, my former classmates, sitting sunk in
MTEY LD b 7DwA. YYD BYD IDY3 DDV sand, playing with pebbles, and throwing dust up into the air: they
SMARS NYDIPR ST XYRP bR PR DITINRD were bringing down “rain.” I stood behind them, at a little distance,
yR YaR AR. DONTBKY DT MW nnby T ™3 and folding my arms behind me in the manner of a grown-up, |
v £ 5IR BV SPRD M bR b stuck out my tongue at them and said: “Eh, I am in Reb Meir's
heder, lam.” . ..
“Loksh "!—the whole band shouted at me, and a cloud of dust
rose between us—"Loksh, I.ckshele!™ . . .
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J he morning nose-clean, 1 would take my provi-
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DAN PEY3 Man ATT M PP N N AR TNa sided, with a shed at its end, and at its side a tree with a vegetable
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N bY 57 Nayp NwYIv Gm3 oPIA hwn U7 owa.  €nee passersby above. It scemed as though the chimney had

originally climbed on top of the roof to catch a glimpse from there
Y
MDY ATRD PNID DY AP .LDbY D02 through the network of branches of what was happening beyond,

PY> 20 MV TR B Ao Adwd b A on the crossroads. . .. The exterior part of the house shone hap-
DADIPD B AK EPIPKA VDT DI Y N3 T Di:ll( pily; all of it white as snow, but below the windows a blue strip
PPIIE YD NS DATEY DY N YY N30D 2130 flecked with orange surrounded it like a girdle. The windows, too,
D A% ApYY N3N MO AROT RNNA LMD ' were adorned with a painted framework of blue buds and flowers
97 2 noYyh 13 obwe oo el P N30 N3 Jike swallows in flight. ... The arch below, in the foundations of
AT PRI N (o nbyat R AR Pbo) M N ! the house, was all green as if new. At the cdge of the house on the

right stood a propped-up ladder by which one could climb to the

attic through a dark and somewhat frightening hole. Above the
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hole, at the very top of the roof, a little wheel like a windmill ro-
tated ceaselessly on its axle, humming as it spun, and reducing the
fear of the holc a little. ... Reb Meir had made and fashioned the
wheel with his own hands. He was a finc craftsman and made
everything himself. Little bone cups, ear cleaners, toothpicks, and
other similar tiny objects for ornament or use. He had two snuff-
boxes, one of oak for weckday use and one of ram's horn for the
Sabbath—both his own handiwork. The symbolic painting of
Jerusalem on the east wall and the pictures of Mordechai and
Haman on another wall of his house—they too were his own
work. When he reached the description of the Tabernacle, he
would show his pupils a scale model of the Tabernacle and its fur-
nishings; the priestly vestments, the menorah, and the table, the
cleaning tools and the goblets, and the other implements. Reb
Meir had labored on them with a knife for a number of “terms,”
and they were kept from year to year in a triangular cupboard
fixed in a corner. It was said that he was also a mehokek, but I did
not know what that was. Or rather I knew that mebokek was
translated into old Yiddish as kritzler, but 1 did not know what
was the function of a kritzler. Nor did any of my companions
know, and I was too ashamed to ask Reb Meir himself because it
was a personal matter. Reb Meir’s shed, the one at the end of the
house, was the best and finest of all the sheds in the world. It
stood from year to year just as it was, and Rebh Meir employed it
for many purposes. It served him consccutively in a number of
ways, each according to its season: a wood store, a goat pen, a
coop for fattening geese, a space for potatoes and cucumbers, and
in the hot season—even as a schoolroom for the pupils. A slight
chill and a welcome shade were always present, and through the
branches on the roof, the sun shed drops of golden light on the
pages of the Bibles. When Reb Meir was in a good mood and
wanted to please us, he would, toward cvening, bring the table
and chair and two long benches outside the shed and we would

take our places and study Bible under the tree between house and
garden. Believe me, that was my favorite time. The tree covered us
with its green canopy, full of the chirping of birds and the flutter
of unseen wings. To the right, the valley sloped downward, to-
gether with its sea of plants. Down at the bottom, a silver water
channel twisted and sparkled; gurgling and bubbling, it ran on and
on until it disappeared under a covering of grass. Opposite—a
lofty yellow hill of sand with a green grove on top. A great red sun
was fixed between the trees, setting them aflame. “A Burning
Bush"—flashed through my mind. Sparks of fire and 10ds of gold
radiated between the network of branches, setting our cyes on fire
and making Reb Meir’s pale forehead and black beard glow. Each
single hair sparkled by itsclf. To me he seemed like one of the an-
cient sages, Rabbi Shimon Bar-Yochai, for example, sitting at the
head of his pupils in some desert beneath a carob tree, while stu-
dents from all over the world engaged in “the mysteries of the
Torah.” A moment of delight, of yearning and outpouring of the
spirit. The sun was close to setting. The air was heavy with scent.
And we were reading and intoning psalms before the teacher:
“Happy is the man that has not walked in the counsel of the
wicked . .. but his delight is in the law of the Lord and in His law
does he meditate day and night. And he shall be like a tree planted
by streams of water.” . . . or: “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not
want. He makes me lic down in green pastures, FHe leads me beside
the still waters, He restores my soul. Yea, though I welk through
the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.” ... The
translation of the words became superfluous, almost detrimental.
The words flowed and flowed from the heart with the meaning
bound up inside them. The gate of understanding was opened of
its own accord, “like a tree planted "—quite literally, that was the
tree under whose shade we were sitting. “By streams of water™—
plainly, this was the water channel below. “The valley of the
shadow of death”—that was the ruin, where cvil spirits lurked,
and the teacher had forbidden us to enter it. “You prepare a table
before me”—this was surcly the table that we were sitting at now,
engaged in “God's Torah.™ “In the presence of my enemies"—who
arc these enemies if not the “hooligans,” the young shepherds, a
curse upon them, who sometimes appear with their staffs and
packs on top of the hill, showing us from the distance “pigs’ ears”
and mocking us with their “geer, geer, geer™? . . . Surely they are
those very same “wicked” in the psalm, who are destined, God
willing, to be “like chaff which the wind drives away,” one puff—
and they are gone. . . .

Sometimes a cluster of light clouds, white angels, would appear
above the little valley. It would hover for a little while on its path—
and suddenly it would float away, just as it came. Only one of the
clouds, the purest and loveliest of all, sometimes attached itself to
the top of the hills opposite and remained there alone. It looked
down upon us from on high, on the little community sitting in the
valley and studying Torah. “Who shall ascend the mountain of the
Lord and who shall stand in His holy place?™ . . .

And at sunset, as | climbed out of the valley, I lingered at its edge
above, my heart full and my eyes fixed on the ends of the earth.
Mountain, grove, the skirts of heaven, torches, a river of firc,
Gehenna . . .
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REB MEIR’S HEDER

The heder of Reb Meir (as his Hebrew name implies) really lit up
my eyes. It helped me see to the ends of the carth, and I could not get
my fill of it. I, little Shmulik, a day-old chick, of no account to any-
one, would sit bent and huddled on a hard bench in a narrow little
room of a small clay house, all dark and rickety, sunk in a valley at
the end of the earth, and my spirit would soar high over thousands
of years and tens of thousands of leagucs to the ends of faraway dis-
tant worlds. From the crabbed letters of worn-out books—
Pentateuch, Rashi, Bible—all of which I lcarned in a fragmentary,
disconnected manner, with great disorderly Icaps, emerged for me in
confused and inverted form: generations and jubilees, peoples and
lands, deeds and adventures, which had long disappeared without
trace from the book of life. I conversed with men of old and took
part in their lives and actions. Nor did I even need complete chap-
ters. I could build their long-gone world cven from fragments of
verses and allusions of word segments: a strange name, a word with

a different spelling, and a little letter kaf, a suspended letter ayin, an
inverted letter nun, the musical notation known as cow horn, or
chain, jots and tittles—were all excellent building materials. In the
' hour of need, Rashi would come along and add a comment—and all
would become happily clear. Capital. I learned how to der ve the hid-
den from the explicit meaning, and my power of imagination filled in
whatever was unclear in the stated text. The things that were made
known to me in Reb Meir's heder—were really very wonderful. Just
imagine: from India to Ethiopia alonc there were 127 countries.
Exactly the same as the years of Sarah’s life, neither mo e nor less.
And Ninevch was a great city of the Lord, with a circuaference of
three days’ walk precisely. And the Gibeonites® bitztayru (meaning
“disguised themselves”) and hitztaydu (meaning “provided them-
selves”)—two strange words, which I suspected were not quite
Hebrew in form—and went to the trouble of sceming to come with
worn-out garments and patched shoces, loads of moldy bread in their
packs, and split wineskins on their shoulders. And the spics came to
great cities, fortified to the skies, and when they saw in the streets the
sons of giants, a people tall and mighty, including three brothers, vi-
olent men of great renown, Ahiman, Sheshai, and Talmai? (these
three brothers, stout as cedars, with flowing locks and caps askew,
the middle one playing a harmonica, always apparently walking to-
gether and spreading fear all around them), the spies at once re-
garded themselves as grasshoppers—like the grasshoppers that
jumped and chirped in the fields around the suburb—and rapidly
fled for their lives, each to his own hiding place: Nahbi son of
Vophsi—behind the gate; Gaddi son of Susi—in a hut in the cucum-
ber field; Gamaliel son of Pedahzur—among the vineyards or among
the cabbage stalks. ... There all of them lay hidden, peeking outside
fearfully. ... And in Ham, that is to say, in the famous city Ham, the
Zuzim* dwell, as is well known—what, you don't know who they
are? They are the people that the Ammonites call Zamzumim,? who
are different from the Emim: the latter, you should know, inhabited
Shave Kiryatayim. And in the land of Elam reigned a terrible man of
great and fearsome name: Chedarlaomer! A veritable savage. For all

his searchings he could not find for himself a better name than
Chedarlaomer! Different from them all were the Kaphtorites, who
came from Kaphtor, together with the people of Pathros with the
men of Naphtah and Kasluh!? at their side. As for them, I have no
clear idea of what to make of them, but my heart told me that they
were only little people and their men were tiny, round creatures, like
dwarfs, who always dwelt together in one bunch like ants in their
holes, doing all their work in common. And how did I know that?
Perhaps because their names always came in the plural.

Apart from this, I also had some acquaintance among the
“Princes of Edom”—petty monarchs, not unlike our local

SMeir and the word for “light™ and “one who makes light” have the same
Hebrew root.

6Joshua 9:3-4 and 13.
7Numbers 13:28.
8Genesis 14:5.
YDeuteronomy 2:20.

10Genesis 10:13.
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“squires”—*“The Prince of Kenaz, the Prince of Gatam, the Prince
of Shobal, Prince Jeush.!! Of similar kind was a certain remarkable -
personage, a very successful man by the name of Anah—the same
Anah who found the yemim in the wilderness.!2 Lucky man!
Sometimes 1 wander for hours on end around the outskirts of the
suburb and poke about among the bushes, ditches, and rubbish
heaps to extract a broken pot or a horn from a dead cow, whereas
he, fortunate man, went out to grazc the asses of his father
Zibeon—and at once found the yemim. What kind of creatures are
these yemim?—I am blessed if I know! My teacher explained it to
me: “mules,” that is to say, a strange kind of creature that is neither
horse nor ass, but a mixture of them both together. From which I in-
fer that the yem is made up of two parts; from its head to its navel, a
horse; and from its navel to its tail, an ass. There is also room for
another combination: the whole length of its right side is a horse,
and its left side an ass. It was a fine point and hard for me to decide.
It would appear that the yem was closely related to the family of
Ahashtaranites, sons of the Ramachites, who were, as is well
known, endowed with cight legs, four for running and four for rest-
ing. ... At any ratc Anah made a worthy find, since Scripture re-
ports it and not everyone merits that.
Og, King of Bashan,'? was one of the last remaining sons of the
Rephaim. At the time of the flood, Noah the Righteous took pity on
__l_\_il_nhand found him a place on top of the ark, and Noah handed him

| out his food through the window everyday. Qg used to sit on top,
~ with his forehcad continually brushing the clouds and his feet dan-
' gling several miles down in the water. There he sat, stuffing whole
loaves into his throat and gulping down from a large, dirty pot all
the leavings and remains of the table of Noah and his sons. And
how did that villain reward Isracl? Finally, when Isracl left Egypt, he
uprooted a mountain and wanted to throw it down on them. They
would have been completely flattened had not Moses entered the
breach by leaping with his battle ax more than ten cubits into the air

; DR MK ,N3N7 MBK YIIKY 727K DRk ywn S vw | and smiting him on his ankle so that he died. So may they all perish!

Lbs puwa ppo DY MY PANR M ARV XPp3 P Now all that remains of him is his iron bed, ' nine cubits long and
nbynd R 0PI LIP3 BN baba pravnw DI b | four cubits wide, “by the cubit of a man”: a wonderful precision,
NRDYM DIBR R DIYA YO WD AW AT — AR owbwn | \ which leaves not a shadow of doubt in the world. Admittedly, for a
| man whose height reached the orb of the sun and whose anxle was
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more than thirty cubits—such a small measure for a bed is a little
restrictive and serves to lessen the terrifying form of the giant in my
eyes to a considerable degree, but the holy Rashi, may his incmory
be blessed, hastened to add a little comment to rescue the honor of
Og, which was not diminished in the slightest. “By the cubit of a
man”—that means by the cubit of Og himself—and the cubit of Og,
as is well known, was several miles long. In which case the bed was
in keeping with Og's dignity and henceforth there is no reason for
regret. Indeed, the bed, with its pillow and cushions, remains at
Rabbat Amon until this day, and if you are not too lazy, why not
go and sce it for yourself? It's big enough for a whole regiment to
sleep on.

10

My Way HHome AND MY JOURNEY
THrRoOUGH WILDERNESS AND SEA

Overflowing with clear and precisc information of such kind, I used
to leave for home each day at sunset. My companions scattered hap-
pily and noisily to their homes or to their pleasures while I remained
alone along the way. My father’s house stood apart at some distance
from the suburb, near a grove, and to get there I had to walk alone

along a path heavy with sand, which wound its way between rows
of trees, across a desolate stretch of land without a house, and cross
en route another place of danger: a little bridge arching over a canal
where, as rumor had it, a little devil from a company of imps had
taken up residence. This little devil, however, was well disposed to
children, so tradition maintained, and meant them no harm.
Nevertheless, when 1 saw the golden halo of the setting sun disap-
pearing beyond the treetops—my heart skipped a beat. Across the
river, from behind the grove, a hidden “cuckoo” reached me and
frightened me a little, as | slowly made my way, alone and forsaken,
between the rows of trees at the sides of the path. Reddish drops of
light flickered above me, my feet sank into the sand, and my mourn-
ful spirit carried me away into the distance. . .. 5

[T 1Al in Genesis 36.
12Genesis Chapter 14.
'3Dcutcr9nomy 3:2. The legends referring to the yen, yemim, and Og are taker
from Rabbinic literature.

f HDeuteronomy 3:11.
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1 was not walking to my home, but 1 was a traveler, a waytarer,
with staff and pack, crossing land and sca. Countless days had
passed since—I had forgotten when—I had set out to wander about *
the earth, and thus far, alack-a-day, | had found no rest. I had
climbed mountains, I had descended valleys, I had wandered from
city to city and from village to village, and nobody knew who I was,
from whence I came, or whither I was going.

On the way I had joined a caravan of Ishmaclites or a convoy of
Dodanites.!S I would not move from their side. Wherever they went,
I went, and wherever they camped, I camped. . ..

By day we passed through deserts, a dry and thirsty land, a place
of serpents, snakes, and scorpions. The young men walked beside
their camels laden with roll upon roll of silk, satin, embroidery, pur-
ple and scarlet, and piled high with aromatic gums and resins, bal-
sam, and all kinds of spices; while the old men, white bearded and
wrapped in turbans, rode at the head in splendid raiment, on bright
she-asses, with their slippered and sandaled feet almost dragging on
the ground and tracing grooves in the sand.

At night we would turn aside to camp in the woods, and there we
would light bonfires and sleep around them on the ground, com-
pletely encircled with a curved wall of stones to protect us from wild

beasts, in the manner, according to Rashi, of our ancestor Jacob. ...

At one place we were joined by Gibeonites, those cunning peasants
with their ragged garments and patched-up shoes, and their cracked,
‘worn-out wineskins. Throughout the journey they walked to one

' side, a self-contained company, with sad countenance and frightened
eyes, as though nursing some secret. No one in the caravan knows
who they are and what they intend, except for me, Shmulik, because |
know all their subterfuges in advance from the Book of Joshua. ...

If God had led me that way—I would have turned aside to spend
a night in the study housc of Shem and Eber, a place where our an-
cestor Jacob hid for no less than fourteen years when he fled from

"his brother Esau. 1 am convinced that I would still have found the

'lectern at which Jacob studied and the bench on which he slept,
standing behind the stove until this day. . ..

And thus passed days, weeks, months. ... We traversed the
wilderness of Zin, we covered the desert of Paran—and still no end.
Our feet were swollen, our shoes and garments worn out, our bread
had become dry and moldy, and our water skins, without a drop of
moisture left, had all split. We were almost at the end of our tether,
when suddenly—hurray!—our cyes beheld Hazazon-Tamar!'¢ The
men of the caravan revived! The legs of the asses and camels perked
up like those of royal steeds, and before the sun set and the Sabbath
arrived we all reached the place of rest. There, in Hazazon-Tamar
the caravan found twelve springs'” of cool, sweet water and scventy
‘date palms, and they spent the Sabbath there at the water. From
'Hazazon-Tamar onward the way became much easier, a positive
| pleasure; from Rimmon-Perez to Mithkah,'® from Mithkah to Hor-
'hagidgad,'? and from Hor-hagidgad to Jotbathah.20 Towns and vil-
lages passed like flocks of sheep. All the journeys of the forty years
in the wilderness passed by in no time.

And suddenly—I am in a ship. It is bound for Ophir. The sca—the
Sea of Tarshish.2! Sea and sky. At the side of the ship an old man lies
dozing on his bundle. Is that not the prophet Jonah? ... If we reach
our destination safely—we shall not lack booty! Gold is as common
as stones! We will fill the ship’s hold with gold. If we stir ourselves,
we will turn aside to visit the land of Havilah, which is surrounded
by the river Pishon.22 The gold of that land is of the highest quality,

of the very best, 96 percent pure. And there is also crystal and onyx.
And in my estimation, the river Sambation2! too must surely be not
far from there, from those places.

When I awoke from my reveries—the sun had already gone down
behind the grove across the river. Golden threads from the bright
setting sun played among the trees, constantly slipping and falling
from one leaf to the next. ... A moment later—and the sun was ~
swallowed into its sheath. Amid the trees in the distant grove, just as
on previous days at this time, a tall and upright shape appeared
again, head and shoulders above all the rest, peering angrily over
the whole plain. Who was this? A tree? A giant? An armed robber?
“An evil man watching a rightcous man and secking to kill him

”

And here too is the little bridge and the canal beneath. The water
has lost its sparkle and flows weeping silently with hidden longing
and the grief of twilight. . .. Even blind Ochrim, who sits herc on a
stone all day with his pack and his bowl begging for alms in a
hoarse, quavering voice, he too has disappeared. Desolation and
sorrow. The imp . .. 4

And I close my eyes in an orgy of fear, and with choking throat ]
run and run for home.

15]saiah 21:13.

16Exodus 15:27 and Numbers 33:9.
"Numbers 33:9.

"“Numbers 33:20-28.

"Numbers 33:29-32.

2Numbers 33:33.
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THE PiTcH-MAKERS' QUARTER
AND ITS SURROUNDINGS

In Ham, the great city Ham, dwelt the Zuzim. Nincveh was a
mighty city of God, containing many men and beasts. Bethar,24
which the enemy destroyed, had four hundred marketplaces, and in
each marketplace there were four hundred stalls, and on one side
there was slaughter and mayhem, and on the other, weddings and
celebrations, without either knowing what was happening clse-
where. And across the river Sambation are the huge, red-headed
Jews, and if any one of our people happens to find his way there, -
they put him in a coat pocket like a nut, for example, or a handker-

chief, because of his small stature, and pay no more attention to
him.

In the pitch-makers’ quarter there were none of these wonders. Not
even in the slightest. The pitch-makers’ quarter was only a small resi-
dential area, quiet and poverty-stricken. If anyone sneezes at one
end—somcebody at the other end would say, “Bless you.™ If a cock
crows at noon in onc of the courtyards in its center—the sound
echoes right across the river. . . . Lonly had to climb on the roof of our
Sukkah or the fork of the hollow sumac tree in front of our house—
and the whole quarter and its surroundings lay stretched out before
me like a garment. I sce in front of me about thirty clay houses and
low wooden huts, all of them with low crooked walls, small win-
dows, and patched roofs. The lower ones were crowded into the val-
ley, peeking humbly out of the ground alongside the grass and hug-
ging the shade of lonely trees, chestnuts and hazelnuts, planted beside
them; the upper ones stood comfortably on both sides of the road,
looking as though they had got there by deliberately escaping from
the valley in order to relieve their crookedness a little and to case their
twisted limbs. Two or three of these laggard houses, including that of
my teacher, had delayed their ascent and remained standing precari-
ously and hesitantly in the middlc of the slope—unwilling to descend
and not daring to reach the top. On summer days the valley was full
of tall, wild plants: thorns and thistles; and in winter—a layer of deep
snow, so that the houses were reduced to half their height. And there
were times when the chimneys were all that could be seen. . . .

Throughout the year the quarter scemed half-asleep. An air of
slumber engulfed it on cevery side: from the wide, sandy track, which
reached out to it from the forest, cutting it in half; from the solitary
oxcart that sometimes crawled along that track, its wheels half-
buried in the sand; from the peasant in broad linen breeches, gum

' boots, and cap, driving the cart with a pipe between his teeth, and

from the lazy “gee-up” unconsciously escaping the peasant’s lips to-
ward the slow-moving horned oxen; from the silent groves and
fields; from the tall golden corn waving in the nearby meadows in
the quiet daytime wind, and from the chirping and humming emerg-
ing uninterruptedly from the grass, dulling all the senses, and mak-
ing the eyelids droop; from the low, worn-out wooden crosses
planted on the mounds in the gentile cemetery and peeking with
quiet grief beyond the rickety fence; from the sandy plain stretching
like an endless desert from behind that cemetery. . ..

The inhabitants of the quarter arc cqually unlike the Zuzim or the
Zamzumim. They belong to the humble of the carth, poor, quiet
men, lowly of spirit, and feckless. They scck no greatness nor aspire
to wonders beyond them. They deal in pennices, and their merchan-
dise are leftovers and remnants. In summer, an important part of
their livelihood derives from tar and pitch, a dumb fluid, which
drips silently from one vessel to another, making no noise and un-
complaining. A man will place in the little open space in front of the
door of his house or the door of his shop a tub and a pot from
which he sells measures of pitch and tar to peasants passing along
the road with their wagons. Between one customer and the next, the
sun hangs idly in the heavens—and the pitch lies quietly for hours
on end, motionless in the tubs and pots, gleaming in perfect tran-
quillity and rich blackness and idly serving as a free mirror, a black,
round mirror for the sun, the sky, light clouds, a passing girl, or a
wandering bird.

The river that flows round the pitch-makers’ quarter is called
Titirov, and not Pishon; nor does it really “flow round™ it, but for
most of the year it proceeds innocently in a straight line without ex-
cessive twists or turns. Quietly and almost casually, it accepts as ad-
ditional income all kinds of gifts offcred both openly and in secret,
effluents and rainwater and water from the depths, carried to it un-
ceasingly from streams and rivulets, fountains and drains, but its
surface is always facing upward innocently, as if to say, “Do with
me what you will, O Father in heaven, behold, I am in your hand.”
In the hot season therc were times when it gradually contracted in
all humility and modesty—until it almost dried up altogether. Then
sandbanks and protuberances were revealed in its midst, like little
islands, covered with reeds and sedge, and in the heat of the day

~ Children of Isracl from the suburb would come and camp in groups, -

DA legendary river. Sce next section.,
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naked as on the day they were born, stretched out on the sand, hid-
den by the reeds and bushes, cating lentils together or cracking
hazelnuts in company. Sometimes they would light a fire there and
boil a kettle. At such a time, they secmed to me like the men of the
caravan of Rabba bar bar Hanna,?s who thoughtlessly landed on
the back of a great fish, baking and cooking on it, and who were al-
most drowned in the depths.

Some of the lads were stouthearted, bold, and brave and risked
their lives by crossing to the far bank of the river, where they wal-
lowed in the sand and, without fear or shame, danced naked like
wild goats, between the trees and thickets of the forest, filling it with
'noise and shouting. I wondered whether they would return from
there in safety. They could be in peril from a bear bereft or a wolf
from the steppes, which might suddenly pounce upon them and
carry one of them off to its lair. . . .

But once a year, when the snows began to melt, even the river
Titirov would overflow its channels and become somewhat turbulent.
Then, from afar, it would carry to the suburb on its waves and ice
floes pieces of board, an overturned bowl, barrels, logs of wood, a
dismantled door, a watchman’s hut, and somctimes cven live geese
and hens in their coops, cackling bitterly, or a pile of fodder with a
dog on top barking bewilderedly. But no'matter how mischievous, the
river remained in good spirits and kindly. Its waves clapped hands,
laughing and winking as though beckoning and calling to everyonc:
“Help yoursclves! First come, first served!™ And the Children of Isracl
would suddenly take heart and risk their lives hurrying to the river
with pitchforks to loot and pillage. Fathers and sons would roll up
their coattails and trouser cuffs and wade in up to their waists,
snatching what booty they could with their rakes. The story goes that
Mordechai-Aaron caught with his rake a perfect one-year-old calf
tied to its crib. He put it in a pen and raised it until it becarie a cow,
and now it supports him and his family comfortably and honorably.
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Tne Grove Tuar Lies Bevonn
Tie River ‘Trrirov

The grove on both sides of the river contained neither the lofty
cedars of Lebanon nor the tall oaks of Bashan. So what was there?
Humble bushes, low thickets of reeds, willow branchcs for the
Hosanna cclebrations,2¢ pinc thickets for roofing the booths on

Sukkot, and thin, pliable twigs from which to make birches for the
bathhouse. The elders of the quarter would point at sawn-off tree
stumps of astonishing dimensions but now broken and rotting,
which protrude from the ground to this day and bear silent witness
to a generation of mighty giants that had been removed from the
world to make way for a corrupt and worthless generation, Among
these sawn-off stumps were those that remained moist and fresh for
many days, and from year to ycar with the coming of spring their
severed veins would ooze a reddish juice like tears mixed with
blood. They weep and mourn away their very essence and refuse to
be comforted for the glory of their strength that had been cut off
from the world in its prime and before its time. The voice of their
blood calls out from the ground: “Why was a hand stretched out
against us?” According to the experts, this juice could not be used,
because it was like the tears of the dead. Of that generation of patri-
archs, nothing remained but individual trees, wretched cripples af-
flicted by God and stricken with sickness, twisted and hump-
backed, with torn bellies and cleft skulls, with triple trunks and
dried-up boughs; outcast trees without proper shape or form, re-
sembling strange creatures of the animal kingdom such as monkeys,
apes, camels, leopards, and sirens, or like demons, devils, and cen-
taurs of impish kind who had been transmogrificd into trees planted
in place like nails forever to astonish folk and cast dread on night
wayfarers through the forest.

These wretches, whom the ax had spared and left for a life of
scorn and shame after their time, were the particular favorites of my
friends and myself, and many of them were known to us by nick-
names according to their strange shape; on holidays they served us
as meeting places for games and capers.

One of them I knew, a bent old willow, with a split trunk and two
empty holes facing cach other at the top—hollows that had once
held boughs, now fallen off the tree from dryness and old age like
decaying teeth—looked like a big, dry fish, with a torn back and
both eyes gouged out, standing upright on its tail, its belly like an
open grave with a gaping mouth—ready to swallow alive anything
approaching it. . . . Another one, a crooked, twisted pine, was like a
flying serpent with a rider on its back raising a whip above it. Yet
another was remarkably like a menorah with five branches, which
everyone called: Menorah.

.
A Talmudic sage noted for his exaggerated tales,

2 3
On the seventh day of Sukkor itis customar

; ‘ y to walk in procession 'na-
Bogue bearing willow branches. ' ey
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One hump-backed elm, mindlessly shaming its old age, had
turned turtle, like a mischicvous imp, and stood on its head with its
legs shamclessly stretched out toward heaven. A fat old poplar bent
itself to the ground like a bow, and from its back a young, thin
poplar, white as pure silver, rose upright like a suckling with green
foliage, treading on its father’s back and reaching for the sky. ...

One might imagine that many of these strange trees are the sole
idolatrous remnants of sacred groves, the abominations of ancient
peoples, whose forms the Holy One, blessed be He, had altered and
left as a memorial for a later generation to sce. . . .

From among the bushes their bare dry trunks sometimes thrust
themselves aloft, their branches stretching into the air like arms.
These were the skelctons of dead mummified trees, which had never
been buried but remain attached to their pile of roots fixed in the
“world of chaos,” with hard, shrunken bodices, their bones dry and
blackened by drought and rain, all full of holes on the outside and
hollow within.

The young hooligans of the quarter, pasturing the pigs and calves
of their father Ivan in the grove, or the heder children coming on
Lag be-Omer to shoot bows and arrows, even if they were to search
with candles, would find there—I can guarantee—ncither the yemim
nor the badger nor the buffalo nor the rocbuck. So what would they
find? Toadstools and fungi and the jawbone of a dead horse, pigs’
feet, and miraculously even cloud-fall mushrooms, which look like
egg-white from the Book of Job, or a kind of congealed and quiver-
ing fish jelly for the last meal of the Sabbath. ... The women call
this kind of concoction: “Mother Rachel’s Tears,™ and according to
them, it is helpful for women who have difficulty in bearing chil-
dren. Any boy who was lucky cnough to alight on this delicacy—
once in a blue moon—would dash home joyfully to his mother, who
would present drops of it to her pregnant neighbors to hang in little
bags round their necks as a charm.

I have also heard tell that hazelnuts grow in the grove and Kol
Nidre pears. And some people testify that they have found apples
from the land of Isracl there. Believe it if you wish. I have not been
fortunate enough to sec them with my own eyes. At some suitable
time it might be worth entering the forest and scouring its thickets.
It ought to be investigated. Who knows what might await me there?
I often ponder about the forest.

13

THE PrrcH-MAKERS' QUARTER
AND TALES OF OLDEN TIMES

For all that the pitch-makers’ quarter was small, screne, and poor, in
my eyes it was the very hub of the world. The essential tales of cre-
ation were told about it. Here, above the roofs were hung the lumi-
naries of the six days of creation; here, in the gardens and allotments
and in the grove, the earth brought forth grass and plants and pro-
duced fruit trees and shade trees; in the river Titirov and in the ponds
of the quarter the water swarmed with living creatures, fish, whales,
frogs, crabs, and leeches and various kinds of winged creatures.

The Holy One, Blessed be He, surely fills the whole world with His
glory—but He chose his fixed abode in the sky at a place directly
above the suburb, and He concentrated the power of His Divine
Presence in the Holy Ark of our synagogue, between the wings of the
cherubim hovering above the curtain.

The great events related in the Pentateuch and in Rashi and in the
other holy books, which I studied in Reb Meir’s heder, could all be
properly confirmed in the suburb and its surroundings. And there are
many matters that I find hard to determine where they were first re-
vealed to me and from whence they first came into my mind,
whether from the written page or from somewhere outside it. I could
point my finger to the place in the field where the sale of Joseph took
place. The pit into which he was cast could still be found in its exact
form, just as it was in ancient days, right down to the present. It was
the very same pit as in the Pentatcuch, with all the obvious signs, not
one of which was missing. Just as the pit in the Pentateuch was
empty, without water, so was mine. Morcover, it contained, in my
opinion, both snakes and scorpions, just as did Joseph’s pit.

If I had wanted to take the risk of crossing that field alone, I am
certain that I would at once have met a caravan of Ishmaelites. And
the cows that Pharaoh saw in a dream were the very same as those
grazing in the meadow on the banks of the river Titirov, or the de-
scendants of their descendants; and that humble river, crawling
slowly and quietly as always alongside our suburb, would never
guess that these cows walking innocently along its banks, chewing
their cud, were of such fine pedigree.
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Nor was | unaware of the path on which Bathyah, Pharaoh’s
daughter, and her handmaids descended to bathe in the river.
Throughout the summer days it stretched out from the suburb to
the river like an extended tongue and reached down to the water.
The day was burning like an oven. The path wound its way brightly
between little grassy mounds and hollows, at times disappearing
and swallowed up among bushes and standing corn. The princess
walked with mincing gait in front, with her handmaidens behind,
her head covered with blue silk edged with silver; she was clad in a
fine white robe, with light badger-skin shocs embroidered in gold on
her feet; her handmaidens walked after her barcfoot, the soles of
their feet pleasantly scorched in the glowing sand of the path. While
walking, they stretch out their hands to the corn and the bushes to
pluck ripe ears of wheat and red currants, their robes rustling
against the stalks and cars of corn with a faint and pleasant sound.
Colorful butterflies dart about in the air in front of them, while
golden bees and blue flies buzz in their cars. And among, the reeds
and rushes on the banks of the river Titirov, in a tracery of sweet,
light shadows, at that very hour, the infant Moscs lies fastened in his
little ark mewling and crying, “Ahoo, ahoo!™ Nor does the little fel-
low know that his sister, Miriam, namely, Zlata, daughter of the
widow Deborah, stands at some distance hidden behind a Kol Nidre
pear tree, wrapped in a kerchief and shading her cyes with her palm,
looking anxiously and fearfully toward the river, with beating heart.
... Our forefathers of old, Terah, father of Abraham and father of
Nahor, always dwelt beyond the river, on the other side of the
Titirov. There they sat within the grove, carving wood and making
idols. And on market days, when old man ‘Terah had to bring his
wares for sale, he would put the idols in sacks and baskets, ferry
them across the river in a boat, bring them to the market, and set up
a stall there among the other merchants near the gentile cemetery,
close to Baal Peor, that is, the great idol fixed on a high wooden
cross, planted in the middle of a square, a place that serves as a mar-
ket for the peasants and their wagons from the nearby villages. |
imagined that on the great sandy plain that stretches out behind the
cemetery, far, far away from the suburb, the Children of Isracl who
left Egypt settled in their tribes. There, in that great and terrible
wilderness, “their tents were spread out like the brooks,™ and cach
man stayed in his camp, by his flag, according to their hosts and

their insignia, exactly like the camps of our army, which pitches its
tents on this plain every summer. '

I was sure too that the episode of Balaam also took place on the
broad road that passes before our house and runs on between the
corn and the plowed land until it finally disappears in the forest.
Here Balaam passcd, riding on his she-ass, his two lads with him on
his way to curse Israel, and here on the crown of the road by
Trochim’s barley field, the Angel of the Lord stood in front of him
like a Satan with a drawn sword in hand flashing in the sun. It all
happened very suddenly, as though the angel had sprung from the
ground or jumped from one of the pits among the barley. Balaam, of
course, was not aware of him, and continucd riding on his way, but
the she-ass suddenly turned off the road and continued through the
field between the stalks of barley. Later she turned aside again and
came to a narrow place, the little alley between Yanka's garden and
the cucumber patch of deaf Matthew, with a fence of canes and
poles on one side and a hedge of interwoven branches on the other.
There is no choice, Reb Balaam. You are caught in a trap. Get
down, if you will be so kind, from the she-ass and take hold of her
tail and pull her backwards; you can turn neither right nor left. . ..

Everyone knows how it ended. For all the wicked man’s efforts,

his evil design was not fulfilled—so he went and proclaimed a fair!
A great fair, like the one that took place last year at one of the gen-
tile festivals in the cemetery square around the cross. All the
Midianites and the katsaps of the villages and settlements both near
and far converged on this fair and brought with them in their wag-
ons the daughters of Midian: plump, red-checked wenches, veiled
and wrapped in fringed kerchiefs, in bright, embroidered dresses,
weighed down with coral necklaces and glass beads, ornaments on
their throats, bracelets of bronze and glass nose rings and cars
adorned with earrings. Resplendent in all this finery, a delight to be-
hold, the daughters of Midian wandered about the market by the
booths and the stalls of the Jewish peddlers and merchants of those
desert days, drinking kvass and cracking sunflower seeds, and, in
general, behaving wantonly. At first these sons of Israel paid no heed
to them. What concern was it of theirs? Let the daughters of the un-
circumcized rejoice! They might be defiled, but their money was
good. But toward evening, when the youths of the neighboring
quarter each caught hold of his girl and the dancing commenced all
round the cross to the sound of flute and hurdy-gurdy and to the
noise of cymbal and drum—at that very hour, alas, Satan’s wiles
succeeded, and the sons of Isracl, woe to their shame, went whoring
after the daughters of Midian and were joined to Baal Peor. . . . And
the image of abomination was stuck in the middle of the square to
this day, and cvery passerby spits three times and whispers a well-
known verse.
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There are many lofty mountains in the world: Mount Ararat,
Mount Sinai, Mount Hor, Mount Nebo: but the loftiest of them all

. was none other than this mountain that rises beyond the valley, with

its cleft summit high in the sky. That is the top of Pisgah, which
looks over the face of the wilderness. Light clouds meet it as they
pass by, leaving strands of themselves attached to its boulders and
hillocks; and if any man should climb it and live, he would find frag-
ments lying abandoned all over the mountain for anyone to claim,
but no one does so. On its exposed flank, some sections had been
detached by a rockfall or by digging, and the exposed places looked
in their reddish color like living flesh of the mountain, with holes
and caves in which the Moabites certainly lay hidden, lyirg in am-
bush for Israel in the desert at the waterfall of Arnon. The
Moabites—it stands to reason—certainly took their share! They
were sitting in their hideouts waiting for the Israclites to pass
through the valley, in order to fall upon them from behind—when
suddenly the two mountains from both sides of the valley pressed
together and the projections on one side entered the hollows on the
other, like genies in their bottles, and all the Moabites were crushed
like bugs! And the Holy One, Blessed be He, was not satisfied until
he had brought up the well of Miriam—that beloved well!—which
meanders here murmuring at the bottom of the valley belew; and it
washed skulls and torn-off limbs out of the valley, floating them
away before the eyes of all 1sracl into the river ‘Titirov, namely the
Brook of Arnon. ...

The quarter was indeed a remarkable place, a kind of miniature
hub of the world. All the works of creation and history since the
first generations were enfolded within it like the legendary garment
in a nutshell. And there was nothing in the Torah that did not have
a corresponding explicit example or near-parallel in the quarter.,

'Which borrowed from which? An unsolved question. Perhaps the
Holy One, Blessed be He, looked into the Pentateuch and Rashi and
created the quarter on that basis; but the opposite is also possible:

He may have looked at the quarter and its surroundings and then
written the Pentateuch and Rashi from them. Or perhaps they have
been intertwined from the very beginning of time, with neither of
them preceding the other.
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NATURAL HISTORY AND ART

Quite apart from all this, Reb Meir’s valley provided us with suit-
able material for the study of natural history, the various species of
plant and animal life, as well as all kinds of art. On summer days
when Reb Meir took his midday nap, my classmates and 1 would go
out to sit behind the house on the valley slope, a handy place for
games and idle chatter. There we were at liberty to do whatever our
hearts desired, each one according to God’s wish. Micah and Gadi,
the liveliest of all, ran ahead into the thickets and bushes that grew
" on the hill slopes, climbing assiduously from one thicket to the next
‘ in search of red currants. According to the tradition that the pupils
' handed down to one another, those bushes were supposed to bear
red currants every year, except that not onc of these lively lads had
ever come back with currants in his hand. Apparently there were
others more lively still who got there first. They said the goats werc
to blame.

Velvele, a young imp, at once climbed up to the top of the tree,
where he sat hidden and threw stones at cvery peasant passing with
his cart along the track at the top of the valley. A kind of David and
Goliath.

Nahum and Todi, both brave and active hunters—cexperts on flics
and grasshoppers and locusts and every kind of wasp as well as
gnats and butterflies—produced the tools of their trade, various
kinds of needles, tubes, stings, piercing hooks, and pincers and all
kinds of thin and delicate instruments of destruction, and immedi-
ately set about their work performing various “cxperiments” on the
tiny, wretched creatures that fell into their hands. A few moments
later—a small but very beautiful coach, made of folded paper,
started out, harnessed to a pair of shining locusts, with a merry
band of flies, wasps, and butterflics of various shapes and hues:
golden, blue, red, spotted, sitting enthroned inside in pairs an'fi
" dancing in groups roundabout outside. They were fixed to their

seats or to one another by means of thin, sharp thorns thrust
through their insides and backs, all of them with quivering bodies
and tiny legs, praying in terror as they hovered between life and
death, and piercing the sky with their buzzing. But our two natural-
ists, Nahum and Todi, were not at all concerned and concentrated
on their work with philosophic calm. o
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Hershele, a pot-bellied child as round as a barrel, sat among thc
tall grass secretly ﬁxmg a butterfly known as “dead man’s skull” o
a small copper coin, in the hope and perfect faith that on the next
day he would wake up and find beneath it two coins. . . . This secret
was revealed to him in a whisper and at the cost of two buttons and
a slice of apple by Netka the thief, who, immediately after rcu:lvmg
his reward, took to his heels and disappeared behind the ruin to -
hunt for Spanish flics.

One group of pupils was gathering in the grass and stringing to-
gether “pearls,” namely, fine, rounded, flattish grains, like small
dried figs; and another group was busy planting and weeding or
making bridges and sailing ships across “Miriam’s Well,” the canal
at the bottom of the valley.

At first [ was attracted to the activities of one of these groups, but
soon enough and without my knowing quite how, 1 found myself
outside. .. . Unwittingly like a weak link in a chain, I slipped out of
the playing group and nobody noticed my absence. Like a discarded
and forgotten object, I lay among the grass, hidden by stalks and
leaves, with no one to sec me or know about me. That was how |
wanted it. I had no need of them or their commotion. Seeing but un-
seen, I would lie by myself to one side, concealed in the bosom of
the world, left to myself and my dreams, watching, listening, and
keeping silent.

Here comes a crawling ant, climbing up a grass stalk, falling, and
climbing again. This tiny little creature was wandering in a thicket
of shade with no way out. And herc is a ladybug, the horse of our
master Moses.2’ It is stuck to the back of my hand like half a lentil:
round, reddish with black spots, hard, smooth and gleaming, as
though clad in polished armor. It looks as though it should be fixed
like a ruby in a signet ring. Suddenly the armor is parted ir the mid-

dle. Slender flanks gleam, and the little creature is gone! The red in-
sect has flown away! May God be with it and may it fly in peace. |
shall do it no harm. It is a creature like me, fashioned by the Holy
One, Blessed be He. And who knows, perhaps it is just now going
on a mission for the Omnipresent. The Holy One, Blessed be He,
makes use of everything for His missions, even a frog or a gnat—
apart from the spider, which is anathema to heaven and the crea-
tures of the earth because it brought firc into the Temple.

The same applies to the blades of grass. Each one of them has an
angel appointed in heaven who slaps it and orders it: “Grow!” Arid
that is why blades of grass sometimes waken from their sleep in
great haste, as fear and trembling takes hold of them, and they en-

-courage each other in a whisper: “Grow, grow, the angel is slapping

and saying, ‘Grow.”” It would have been nice to know what he slaps
them with: his middle finger or a little strap.

Hush! Right at my ear—and perhaps inside it—the sound of a hid-
den melody, drawn out in a still, small voice, smaller than small, a
mere hairbreadth. ... A gnat is playing! The ncarby voices of my
happy classmates suddenly seem absolutcly remote, reaching me as
though from the other side of a thick wall or through pillows and
cushions, and swallowed up and negated by the sound of the sun
cutting through the heavens and ruling the world with its might. And
the faint melody still reverberates in my car, in my innermost soul.
Why do you vibrate above me, melody, and why do you come down
to me? Stretch your strings, my mosquitoes, extend them well, strike
a deeper note. That’s what I like, that is, nice and sweet. ... Now I
am floating and melting into the tiny, pure cloud in the brightness of
the sky. Peace upon you, my comrades! Peace upon you, my mother
and my sisters! Peace, peace to far and ncar! ... | am leaving you
now on a long, long road. ... Tam going to Feigele. . ..
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IN My Na1ive ViLLAaGe

" The melody continues, my eyes close of their own accord—and I am

in my native village:
. A bright morning. Sun and a glowing sky. Clay houses with
thatched roofs gleam between the green grass and the dew-flecked

trees. Each house has its garden, its courtyard, and its paddock. Pots
and earthenware jars hang like hats on pegs and on fence palings
and on the branches of trees. Cherry trees and sunflowers peck
through the fences and railings. Every fence and every railing has its
own cool shade alongside it. The pump handles of the wells creak
haughtily up and down, and the buckets drip pure, live drops of sil-
ver and crystal. The voice of a housewife and the voice of a servant
girl. The neighing of horses, grunting of pigs, lowing of cattle, and
bleating of sheep—the pleasing sounds of animal husbandry. The
wafting smell of manure and the warm scent of milk. The roofs
spread incense to the skies from their chimneys and send up pillars
of smoke. On a lofty ficld in the distance a windmill spreads its sails.
And there beyond the windmill, at the end of the world—are undu-
lating stretches of field, tracks, paths, forest, pure white mists. . . .

The “cow of Moshe Rabbeinu™ is a FHebrew translation of the Yiddish for “la-
dybug™: “Moshe Rabheinus Kitile
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At the end of the village on both sides, a httle green hill shants up-_
ward. It has a house and courtyard at the top and a house and
courtyard at the bottom, gate facing gatc. A yellow path divides the
foliage of the hill stretching from one gate to the mhf:r. Hgns.nnd
their tender chicks go out in families for their morning pickings.
Swallows dart through the air like arrows. Twittering, chirping, gur-

'gling, and tweet-tweeting—the delightful sounds (.)f morning.

Suddenly at the open window of the bottom house a thin, p;\!c chnl'd

appears, apparently about five years old, wearing a white shirt. Itis

1. 1 stand at the windowsill clad only in my shirt, my eyes ha|f—close.d

against the flood of light, and the joy of morning in my face and in

my bones. My head is lifted up to the top of the hill, and my eyes
are fixed thirstily on the open window. My cyes seck only for her,
my onc companion and my “bride,” for Feigele. A moment later she
appears in the window above. Warm, swect, and radiant, slyc stands
there in her white shift and her golden curls, her face bright and
shining, and all of her as fresh as the morning, all radiance and
charm.

“Feigele!”—1 shout toward her with outstretched arms as though
ready to fly, and a wave too sweet to bear floods my heart. :

«“Shmulik!™ She chirrups from on high, stretching out her little
hands toward me. . ..

The vision disappears. The melody continues still. Another scene

appears. .

... The village after rain. The clouds have dispersed and the sun
| _is.shining. A great blessing has descended on the earth and a fresh,

i polished light shines upon it. The world is pure, pure. Everything
looks renewed—from the blue of the sky to the green of garden and
field. The mighty oak, with its wide top and heavy branches, stands
on its mound in the middle of the village, fresh and more splendid
than ever. The earth has drunk its fill and to spare, and it proclaims
abundant joy to all both near and far in the song of running
streams of water and in the trembling and sparkling rills. Roofs
and trees drip gold, while buds and blossoms don necklaces of
pearls and weep with happiness. There on the wet sand of the hill
path lies a fragment of glass sparkling and sparkling as though it
had suddenly achieved greatness. God in Heaven! How many suns!
How many skies! Every pond has its own sun within it, every pud-
dle reflects its own heaven. Fragments of worlds upside down and
shreds of new heavens beneath the water beyond counting—3 10
worlds!28 Birds among the branches and tender chicks within the
grass are wild with delight, opening their throats, spreading their
wings, stretching wide their little mouths, and singing for all they
are worth. . . . Song and praise above, melody and jubilation below.
Suddenly two children, Feigele and I, barefoot and shirts blowing,
emerge hand in hand from the house. They walk together, upright,
keeping in step, with throats outstretched, heads high, mouths
open—and they, too, sing for all they are worth. Without tunc or
words—only sound and exaltation. Like the song of the crane on a
treetop in the forest, at the top of its voice. “La-la™ and “la-la-la™
and again “la-la” and “la-la-la™! One great joy, divine joy, has
seized them all, the streams of water, birds, trecs, grasses, the frag-
ment of glass, and the two children, sweeping them away in the
multitude of its waves. One happiness, the happiness of all the
world, is above them, and one sound in all their throats—song and
praise to the Lord of all worlds. ...

And the mclody continues and again | have a vision:

... Toward evening. She and I are alone in the village square. The
sun is about to set behind a hill, and the whole square with its blos-
soms and flowers is all bathed in a reddish glow, the gold of the set-
ting sun. The leaves and grass are transparent and drenched with
light and the white geese feeding there are faintly tinged with gold—
gilded silver! The sides of the solitary trees drip blood, and their
shadows keep lengthening, lengthening. All about there is great si-

lence. A sweet dread and wondrous gricf. The butterflies spread
their wings and flutter slowly over the plants. One can hear the
grinding teeth of calves and colts scattered across the common,
chewing in silent contemplation. . .. Feigele in her white dress flut-
ters like a bird from bush to bush, gathering flowers, and [ follow
her. How much she has managed to gather today! She is holding a
complete bunch! Suddenly she draws back: she has scen a dead
house snake in the grass. “Don’t be afraid!™—I calm her confi-
dently—“It’s dead, look!"—and I pick up the snake in my hand. I
am quite familiar with snakes. They are to be found in our garden,
and I am not afraid of them. “Drop it, drop it!™ she cries in terror
and draws back—*“Throw it away!™ A spirit of bravado takes hold
of me and I shake the snake toward her, as though it were a whip.
She flees, frightened and screaming, and 1, cruel fellow, pursuc her. .

28A Talmudic figure of speech meaning many worlds.
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As she runs, the Howers tall from her hand one by one and lie scat-
tered behind her—Dblue, yellow, white; the strong radiance of sunsct
filters through her thin dress and carlobes, and I chase after her,
- snake in hand. Suddenly, [ don’t know how it occurred, Feigele has
. disappeared. She has slipped aside and gone. But the spirit of
| bravado has not deserted me and I continue to run on regardless,
! not after Feigele, but toward the sctting sun. How near it is. Just be-
yond that hill. I shall pursuc and reach it. I shall get there and see. A
hand takes hold of me and carrics me forward—and I am ar the top
of the hill. I lift my eyes—and turn to stone: fire, fire! All the corners
of heaven and earth are consumed with firc. Streams of fire and
mountains of fire. Palaces of fire and forests of fire. Fire burns
within the fire, and fire consumes fire. Red fire, white fire, and green
fire. A chariot of firc and horses of fire stampede, and burmng lions
pursue them hotfoot. And behold, the dread and glorions God de-
scending in fire. ...

My heart has grown faint with the fear of God, and I hide my face
and flee. . ..

The melody continues in wondrous fashion, and once again I scc a
vision:

... It is noon, at the height of summer. The light is too strong to
bear, and the day cannot contain its brightness. I am sitting alone in
the middle of a path covered with burning sand, with my eyes fixed
on the forest. I can scc only one flank, a corner’s edge adjoining the
village, but I cannot see it all. I sit facing it in wonder. As always in
the past, it confronts me with its dark secret from afar, but I am

~small and ignorant and I cannot understand it. There is no one

round about, only heat and silence. The wafting scent of dry dust.
The stones in the field are scorched by the sun, and the fences burn

~ like an oven. Trees and bushes are too weary to weave the threads

of their shadows beneath them. All strength is dissipated, all spirit
drained. Dried-up fields and gardens pant with their last moisture
and appear to smoke and quiver, stray dogs with confused cyes and
drooping tails drag along like shadows, with swollen bellies and

l‘ lolling tongues. Shade, shade! My kingdom for a shade. They reach
~ a path and stop for a moment, lifting their bleary cyes to the hills, to

the forest—and turn back hopeless. Heat and silence. Suddenly the
edge of the forest facing me trembles, trembles and moves. From its
thick darkness three fine young head of cattle suddenly emerpe: a
lovely red hcifer and two young bulls, black as ravens. One of them
has a star shining on his forehead. As the heifer comes out of the
forest, she stops, but the bulls without relaxing their pace start run-
ning round her in a circle. Their movement is light and graceful. At
first nothing is seen of them except a patch of black, shining, quiver-
ing skin, legs galloping swiftly and rhythmically, scarcely touching
the ground, the graceful curve of their necks held downward as
though about to make a bow, while light flecks of dust rise from be-

" neath their hooves, turning yellow for a moment and melting away.

Meanwhile the heifer stands quietly as though considering which is
better. But the competitors grow less patient by the minute, and
their excitement grows. Their muscles swell, their nostrils widen
and quiver, and their breath becomes more rapid and scized with de-
sire. Their bloodshot eyes gleam madly. The dust beneath their
hooves increascs, and their necks descend steeply toward the
ground. “Something dreadful is going to happen,™ my heart warns
me. At that moment the onc with the star suddenly turns and stands
with forehead and horns inclined toward the other, who is still rush-
ing round, charges him with murderous fury—and strikes! A savage
bellow, a terrible bitter roar arises from a cloud of dust, and the
ground round about trembles mightily. My heart leaps and my cyes
grow dark at the sight. And as the dust clears, I sec one of the bulls
running, running across the plain, with blood streaming glittering to
the ground, and his bellowing splitting the heavens; while the sec-
ond, with the star, together with the heifer, disappears again at a
light and easy pace into the forest. The scene ends. Nothing remains
except the crazy traces of hooves on the dust of the “arena” at the

edge of the forest and a great amazement in the heart of a little
child, sitting alonc and wondering in the sand opposite. . . .

And the melody goes on to the end humming very quicetly ... and
I dream and once again, | sce:

... A full moon on a summer’s night, completely blue, and stars.
The whole village is asleep, bathed in mysterious light, and no one is
out of doors but me. I am standing alone outside the yard by the
gate, not at all surprised that I, a little child, should bhe standing here
alone at this hour. My cyes are fixed on the green hill, Feigele's hill,
sloping up in front of me. The moon stands high above the roof of
Feigele’s house, and the slope of the hill is sown with clear silver
light and drops of dew. The single house at the top, Feigele's house,
now seems in its whiteness as though it, too, were cast in silver. The
other houses in the village dream down below, cach in its own place,
in the shadows of the trees, sometimes glistening as the moonlight
catches the pane of an attic window or the blade of a sickle hanging
outside on a wall or on a fence. At the end of the village on my
right, the high wall of the forest edge is silhouctted to its full wideh
and height, black without and flecked inside with silver. Not a
sound, not a whisper round about. No crowing of cocks, no barking
of dogs, no croaking of frogs; the world dreams silently and I within
it like a dream within a dream. Suddenly 1 see—I do not know

B e
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whether with eyes of flesh or spirit—two short lines, like two black
pccklacgs, of tiny little dwarfs, no higher than a finger, passing hand
in hand in front of me on the hill slope, all of them dressed in black
and wearing black hats. And all are walking slowly and solemnly, as
though on a holiday stroll, and while walking, shaking glittering,
dr.()ps of dew from the grass and singing very quictly. They sing not
w!rh their mouths, but from within, inside their very souls, and
without sound, like the music of the stars; 1 did not hear the song
with my ears, but in my heart and in my flesh and in all my bones.
Nevertheless the song surcly came to me in its full innocence, clear
and explicit, not even a semiquaver failing to reach me. My heart
melted with sweetness, and my spirit trembled with secret dread.
“Mama!” I wanted to cry out, but my throat was blocked and my
voice choked. I do not remember the end of the vision. But for many
days afterwards I remained quite silent and walked in a daze with
wonderment. The magic melody, embroidered with moonlight sweet
enough for the soul to languish, reverberated in my very depths and
no one knew. . ..

... And the melody grows more distant, dying away, and its
echo—ever fainter, until it can no longer be caught. Sweet as death”
with a kiss . . . finished! The melody has ccase¢d, the sound has gone.
My physical sight has returned to me, and I am still lying alonc in
the grass behind Reb Meir’s house—prone'with open cyes. From the
bottom of the vallcy the voices of my playmates rcach me again. . ..

And I turn this way and that, quietly and fearfully like a thicf, and
when I see that there is no child near me, I furtively bring out from
my pocket all my magical treasurcs, my colored glass marbles, four
in number—green, yellow, blue, and red—and one by one 1 hold
them in front of my eyes and look at the world. These fragments of
glass have a wonderful power to cast their light over everything my
eyes see and lead me at will into four marvelous worlds, which no
man has imagined nor any eye beheld but mine. Each world has its
special light, a strange and wondrous light, emanating from some
hidden source and penctrating everything. How great is your good-
ness, Lord, which you have stored away for those who revere You
... but let not the charm be known to anyone clse. God forbid!
Those worlds are mine alone, mine alone.

An Additional Chapter

When angry, my father calls me “the lad,” stressing the definite arti-
cle, and when he speaks to me, a wave of hatred seethes and fer-
ments in his bowels.2 It is quite clear to me that is a mortal hatred.

' Why? I do not know. There must be something in my face, in my

walk, and in my very being that brings him to boiling point. He re-
gards me as a tarnished instrument, utterly tarnished: from the little
forelock peeking out from under my hat to the slit in the back of my
overcoat, and from the faint pockmarks on my face to the thin ciga-
rette between my teeth. Even my hidden thoughts, which his eye has
never seen, he supposes to be impure. In his cyes they are as suspi-

‘cious as a brothel, the shutters of whose windows are closed to the
world.

When Father passes behind me, my back immediately contracts,
... 1 can feel his gaze upon me even from behind. A kind of faint
shudder passes through my spinal cord and spreads all over my skin
like cold, sharp needles. My blood congeals, my body becomes par-
alyzed, and I cannot turn my head or move from my place.

And when Father and I sometimes happen to meet face to face—,
we immediately draw weapons from their scabbards: namely, our
eyes. And this mecting of the eyes is dangerous!

For the moment Father is silent—and that is a bad sign. Father's
silence is all cruelty and snake venom: it is an cighth division of
hell,3 which he has designed particularly for me. A hundred deaths
are preferable to Father’s silence. He began to apply this exquisite
quality of silence to me when I became “the lad™ with the definite
article. Previously, when I was just an ordinary lad, he used to favor
me with the quality of “speech™; and when he came across me in the
house, he would present me with half a shoulder, turn his face to my
mother, and say something like this in a strange and disparaging
tone:

—Pessi! (That was my mother’s name.) Might it be proper, per-
haps, to ask, for example, how long a lad will remain idle?

At this point I too would turn half a shoulder toward my mother
and mouth in exactly the same tonc:

—Might Father, perhaps, advise what, for example, a lad might
do? “He-he-he,” Father would cackle in a queer voice, turning
burning eyes upon me. He could go and become a “teacherling.”

9Discovered among Bialik’s posthumous papers, this chapter belongs to
Random Harvest, but was written before the published section. Having decided to
begin his autobiographical story with the carliest childhood days, he put this chap-
ter aside until he might reach it in the course of the story.

WRabbinic tradition speaks of seven divisions of hell,
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He deliberately stressed the diminutive “teacherling.™ Into this
one word he injected all the poison of his lips and all the scorn and -
delight at somconc’s misfortune, which appeared in his eyes, chrust-
ing them like a needle into my very heart.

Sometimes my father would add a sharp spice to his words in the
form of a “slap across the face,” and that was a third and different
kind of penalty, a reminder of what he had used when was still a
heder boy. Now Father condemned and executed me by silence—
and that, as said, was a very bad sign.

I was then about seventeen, with the first signs of mustache and
beard, and ncvertheless let me reveal a sccret to you—there were
times when I was as full of sins as a pomegranate has sceds and re-
morse would gnaw at my flesh like worms. | would yearn for a slap
across the face, indeed, the sharp, polished slap, which appears sud-
denly like lightning and departs rounded, sharp, and smooth, burn-
ing and ringing. Such a slap across the face delivered at the right
time is like a hot bath to a dirty body. Father was a wonderful
craftsman in this art, a master slapper.

He understood the artistic economy of the process; one might
even say that he used to slap with “divine inspiration,” so to speak.
That had been his custom in my childhood: when he felt that | de-
served a slap and wanted it (there are such moments in a child’s
life)—he would immediately fall silent. . .. 1 would try to put mysclf
in his hands when he was angry, acknowledging my sin, with my
whole face declaring: “Slap me!”—and he would remain silent.
“Since you are a wicked rodent, and want it—I won't give it to you.
... When shall I give it to you? Unexpectedly, and when you think
yourself to be perfectly innocent.” ... And when he did slap, far
from closing the account or detailing the sin, he slapped and left
something over on account, using any excuse that would serve his
purpose; meanwhile you were again left in doubt whether innocent
or guilty, so that your mind would never be at rest. ...

Now he had changed his habit, and he fought me with other
weapons—his eyes. When our cyes sometimes met—it scemed to me
as though our fangs were being thrust into each other’s heart, and
each of us was biting and being bitten at the same time. The biting
was silent, but passionate, prolonged, venomous, like a tidal wave
of bitter enmity and suppressed loathing, likc a vampire, which pro-
longs its bite until it has sucked out the last drop of blood. ... Tcan
feel his gaze even from behind. ... A kind of faint shudder passing
through my spinal cord and spreading throughout my back like
cold, sharp needles. My blood congeals. I am afraid to turn my head
or move from my place. ... And so I remain congealed within my-
self until Father goes away.

I forgot the essential thing. The matchmakers give me no rest.

Father, it secms, has already despaired of me or is trying to show
that he has. For some days now he has not, apparently, paid any at-
tention to me. He looks at me as though 1 don’t exist—and that is
all. This morning when he finished his prayers, my mother began to

speak to him about me for some reason. He waved his hand in a
gesture of complete dismissal and said, “The lad—No!™ meaning,
let him feed until he bursts—and immediately after the Ainal prayer
he spat quickly and deliberately, hurriedly rolled up his tefillin,
pulled down his sleeve, fled to the shop—and vanished. Mother
started wiping her nose on her apron, a sign that she was about to
cry, while I sat down as was my habit at such a time on the thread-
bare sofa, my cyes fixed firmly on the ceiling as though 1 could see
an angel there or was contemplating the heavens. ... Afterwards |
fixed my gaze on the tip of my shoes, rotating the sole of my foot
and allowing a sort of prolonged s-s-s- sound to escape from be-
tween my tecth. ... My thoughts at the time were something of this
sort: “So what do they think? That I would become a great teacher
in Isracl? What a thought! Or perhaps they would like me to go and
serve in the shop and preside over empty boxes—I wouldn’t be sur-
prised.” ...

And once again the word purpose floated in the air befor: me in :
italics. For two years now | have been trying to avoid that cruel
word, and, alas, I return to it every single day. Disturbing and trou-
bling, it stands before me, chilling my blood and dimming the light
of my life. ... It was flung from Father’s mouth in anger---ind an .
evil angel was created from it to afflict me. On one occasion, Father :
and I were seated at the table for a hasty, noonday meal. Beth of us
were sitting as usual and cating in angry silence. 1 was chcwing?‘
away and meanwhile glancing through a novel, and Father was also :
chewing away, sharpening his cyes on me in silence, and cutting out !
my bowels without a knife. ... Suddenly his hand stretched out—
and the book flew into the stove opposite.

—“Father”—I shouted as though bitten by a snake—*what do |
you want?” &

—*“Lwant you to choke on the crust of bread that you are stealing,
from me, bastard, apostate, sponger, | want you to be a proper Jew,
a person like everyone clse, go and find a purpose, a purpose!” o
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He pronounced the word “pu!'rpnsc" with his whole hody shaking
and through gnashing teeth: p-u-r-p-o-s-c!!! At that moment he
seemed to me like an armed bandit with a flishing knife ointed
straight at my heart. ... Indeced, | realized that he was right, but 1
simply had no idea how this “pyrposc™ could b achieved or where |
could even begin. Everyday | m%dc a vow: “Tomorrow, God vwilling,

. a man mu: t be as
strong as a lion ... a man must be as firm as 1 cedar” ... Jiut the
next day when 1 wake up from my sleep and op=n my eyes, th: clock
points to a quarter to ten—and my vow has been broken . .. [ wrap

at sunrise 1 will begin. ... 1 will certainly begin

myself comfortably in my sheet and willingly cield my whol: body |

into the power of morning daydreams. Gently gently they ¢ me to
me one after the other, gentle and light, soft and clear, and 11y soul
floats, swaying on them like a bodt carried alor g on its own without
sailors, on tiny, warm waves. .. _The cat lies curled up at ny feet
warming itself, and the sun pats my face with i s fringes. The sounds
of morning arise from the street, and from the next room comes the
song of our young servant girl as she beats the pillows. .. . The body
becomes soft and pliable, the mind clear, an:l the heart yearning.
... ight a thin cigarette and my eyes wander through the sraoke as
1 scan the lines of some novel. ... Upon my so i, 1 know of 10 more
pleasant time than this. Everything is swallovred in the sun’s glory
and caught in the rings of fine, blue smoke; ar d everything i+ joined

to a world that is small and light as a feather, world that is all for-

getfulness and rest, brightness and passing drcam ... a passige to a
world in which there is no “purpose” ... but where all ¢ eatures
grow like plants in a field and pass by like morning clouds without
any beginning and without “purpose.” .. ;

But at such a time my father’s mere entrenee is enough to de-
stroy all my beautiful world. . .. One morning I was lying, on my
couch, wrapped up in my sheet and half :sleep, listening with
closed eyes to the singing of our young, servant girl; and the song
seemed to me to be very sad and very sweet. sweet to the point of
swooning. Suddenly the voice stopped: “he” had entered the
house. | peeked through a little hole in the sheet, and therc he was
coming straight toward me with his hands stretched out to the
mirror hanging over my bed. My heart died 1 lay like a stone be-
neath the outstretched arm covering me like a kind.of sword, and
on my own back, across my loins, | could feel the strap of its
shadow. . .. Just as the neck must feel the sharpness of a sword
hanging in the air for a moment before slanghter. ... 1 had only
one desire—to disappear. . .. 1 wanted to hide inside myself, like a
chameleon in its sheath, so long as he did 't notice me . .. and
“he” took the shop’s account book frotr behind the mirror,
slammed the door and hurried away. ... Biessed be He who has
set me frez. Our young servant girl returned to her song, and 1 to
my thoughts: about a servant girl and so on

Why am 1 so afraid of Father? | do not know. It is a kind of pain
left over from my childhood. It is not physical fear but something
else, for which I have no name. Perhaps it is shame or anxiety lest 1
be hurt by his gaze. It is as though there is in my soul some small,
hidden spot, and when Father fixes his eye on me—the spot burns
up and vanishes. . .. :

However that may be, it is difficult for Father and me to breathe

the air of one house, difficult to the point ¢f choking ... and on

every occasion when he rushes out of the house—I feel arcund me

and within me a greater space, like a person suddenly emerging
from an alley into a broad avenue. . ..
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