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Y. Rolnik
(1879-1955)

Yoysef (Joseph) Rolnick

BORN IN ZHUKOVICH, A VILLAGE IN
Minsk  province, Byelorussia (Jewish
Lithuania), where his father rented a large
water mill. Rolnik studied with a private
tutor and in the Mir yeshiva. From 1895
to 1898, he lived in Minsk. Wrote poetry
in Russian, Hebrew, and Yiddish. He
immigrated to America in 1899, left in

r9or for England and Russia, and returned to the United States for good in

1906. For many years, the poet worked as a proofreader on the dail
(“The Day™). Often ill, he was in sanatoriums on seve

y Der Tog
ral occasions. Published

Yiddish poetry with poets of the Young Generation.
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Poets

We have such plain faces

and talk quite ordinary talk;

the glow from our eyes is sober,
our joy altogether commonplace.

When we go in to eat, we sit down
in work clothes at the table set for us,
and when we bury someone close

it's on a day like any other.

Half asleep in the cold dawns, we hurry

to get under the whip on time,

and we drive away the young little poems

like the house dog who tries to come running along.

Irving Feldman
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MEN

praise to the Creator singing:

“For cold and for heat, for sun and for rain,’
for day and for night, be You praised.

For all that You send toward each man
praised be You, praised be You, praised,

and blessed am I that I am now burning,

in Your fires burning.

And if I am favored, and You have fated
that I fall to Your earth, my thirst unsated,
how blesséd am I and how blesséd and blessed
and blesséd and blessed and blessed.”

11308, Sanh chij Bcl-shg
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Joseph Rolnick (1879-1899/1906-1955)
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Neighbors

I and the poet Isaac Raboy
are next-door neighbors.
Maybe I drop in at his place,
or he comes over to me.

Between us—me and him—
only plaster over some lath.
Each one hears the other walking—
[ on the right, Isaac the left.

We go back twenty-five years
together—to Henry Street.

Like one family then. And now
they call us ““the old-timers.”’

I work in a word stable,
and he at marten and mink.
I lean a little to the right,
and he is thoroughly left.

We talk like good old friends,
we talk plainly and honestly,
though he’s left through and through
and I—just a bit to the right.

And when we remember Levine’s Cafe
those five steps down,

’

a soft warm dew starts
to melt through our limbs.

And when we remember home,
Mir is mine, his Rishkan,

I'm no longer a little bit right
and he’s not left anymore.

My father owned a flour mill,
his father, horses and wagons.
Our wheel turned in the water
and his ran over the earth.

We talk of Sabbath and weekdays,
about all kinds of foods,

what we prepared for the holidays,
what they were cooking in Rishkan,

We talk like old, good friends,

we speak from the heart and honestly—
though he is left through and through
and [ just a bit on the right.

Irving Feldman



Joseph Rolnik
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Joseph Rolnik

but we sang our prayer book out

and leapt from stump to stump like boys.
Going back, we took the longer way,
over mountains and valleys, valleys and mountains.
And when we got home

with dusty feet and dry tongues,

at first sight

we didn’t recognize the barn and bridge,
the mill and house,

coming as we did from a different side
and at such an odd hour.

Irving Feldman

The Net

Bathed and fresh, the innkeeper’s son
came over and said,

Let's go fishing in the Ravok.

The net was drying in the sun,

the paddle stood beside it—

a mother and her grown-up kid.

My pal was bigger than me

and older by a couple of years,

but when there are only three or four houses,
an unmatched pair is still—a pair.
Over his shoulder went the net and pole,
[ carried the pail.

He was tall and strong

and I had to hustle

not to get left behind.

We got there pretty quick.

The Ravok was not

as wide as the sea

or as deep as the pit,

but its slender stream

ran over its soft bed

cheerfully

like beer flowing from

the open spout of a keg.

The grass along its banks

was matted and wet.

He laid the net i by its nose

to keep it from being carried off.
And I ran back upstream

Ravok: a river near the poet’s birthplace.
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a little way with the paddle

and slapped and beat the water.

[ slapped and I ran fast,

yelling out loud,

and poked at the slimy banks,
wherever a fish was drowsing,

until water turned to ink

and foamed—Ilike fallen snow.

And when he hauled it in,

the net was filled with water-eyes,
and through the loops, stuck halfway out,
fish peered as if through windows
and wriggled their tails coquettishly
before dry death.

Irving Feldman

The First Cigarette

My first Sabbath cigarette between my lips
one frosty Friday night

didn’t taste awfully good.

[ snorted and I coughed

but had to give it a drag.

This I took to be my first transgression.

So too Shloime Raskoser’s son
got up from his mother’s Sabbath table
to eat pig at the Gentile’s place.

But that sensitive young kid
couldn’t stomach stale pork—
he gagged and felt sick.

And all our young generation,

we were loud with foul talk

behind girls’ backs and women’s dresses

We troubled the sleep of the pious, .
knocking store signs over,

and did lots of things we didn’t like

all because we wanted to rouse God’/s wrath—
being pricked on by our sixteen years

the way ripe oats will prick a horse.

And God who watched over us all,

God against whom we talked with such impudence
sat there on his throne in heaven I
and laughed into his deep white beard.

Irving Feldmar;
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