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Moyshe-Leyb Halpern (1886-1908-1932)

> Qur Garden

What a garden, where the tree is

Bare, bur for its seven leaves,

And it seems it is amazed:

“Who has set me in this place?”

What a garden, what a garden—

It rakes a magnifying glass

Just to see a little grass.

Is this garden here our own,

As it 1s, In hight of dawn?

Sure, it’s our garden. What, not our garden?

Whar a watchman, brusque and quick,
Walks the garden with a stick,

Wakes the people on the lawn

And to hell he drives them on.

What a watchman, what a watchman—
Grabs a collar or an arm

Of some guys who've done no harm.

Is this watchman here our own,
Onc like him, in light of dawn?
Sure, 1t’s our wartchman. What, not our watchman?

Whar a bird, which soon forgets

The small fledglings in ics nest,
Doesn’t carry food along,

Doesn't sing their morning song.
Whart a bird, oh, what 2 bicd—.
Doesn’t lift a single wing,

Or try to fly, or anything.

Is this lazy bird our own,

As it s, in light of dawn?

Sure, it's our bird. Whae, not our bird?

-B&RJBMIA 3 Basbara Horghov
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The Street Drummer

The bird sings free and clear, alone, _
There the king trembles on his throne.
Trembling is too absurd: '
1 sing freely as the bird;
S And as fast
As the wind’s blast
1 dance -wildly, blindly past,
Street-out and street-in!
If I'm sick and old and gray,
1o Who could care, ha-ha-hey!
For only a copper coin, or tin,
As if to break
The drum, 1 bang
And then | make
t5 The cymbals clang
And round and round about § spin—
Boom! Boom! Din-din-din!
Boom! Boom! Dinl

A girl comes along, a sorceress,
19 A blaze ignites inside me; yes,
1 dance more wildly round about,
And start to clench my teeth, and shout
As 1 twizl,
‘Hold hands, girl,
25 And grab me round while round we whirl:
Dancing’s hotter done in couples.
A girl like you—a killer, though—
Left me not so long ago.
My sick heart breaks with pain and troubles,
30 So as if to break

The drum, ] bang

And then | make

The cymbals clang

And round and round about I spin—
35 Boom! Boom! Din-din-din!

Boom! Boom! Din!

Children laugh in sport and fun
But I don’t want to be outdone:
Shake a leg, kids! Hop on by,

40 One more punch, then, in the eye.
One more spit!

In spite of it
With one jump everything is quit.
Inured to all with an evil name,

%5 From my pocket [ pinch some bread
And swig from my flask; down from my head
The sweat pours, and my blood's aflame.
So as if to break
The drum, [ bang

So And then I make
The cymbals clang
And round and round about [ spin—=
Boom! Boom! Din-din-din!

Boom! Boom! Dinl

s$ That's the way I've torn on through,
Torn my way, and bitten, too,
With my head as through a wall,
Cross-country, over roads and all.
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Break the stone

42 With tooth and bonel!
Break the stone and stay alone!

* Dog and bum, clod and wind so wild;
Reckless and free, on alien dirt,
I have no coat, I have no shirt,

15 [ have no wife and I have no child.
So as if to break

The drum, 1 bang
And then T make

The cymbals clang
10 And round and round about 1 spin—

Boom! Boom! Din-din-din!
Boom! Boom! Din!

B =3

.
~

Memento Mori
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John Hollander

Memento Mori

And if Moyshe-Leyb, Poet, recounted how

He's glimpsed Death in the breaking waves, the way
You catch that sight of yourself in the mirror

At about 10 AM. on some actual day,

Who would be able to believe Moyshe-Leybl?

And if Moyshe-Leyb greeted Death from afar,

With a wave of his hand, asking, “Things all right?”
At the moment when many a thousand people

Lived there in the water, wild with delight,

Who would be able to believe Moyshe-Leybl?

 And if Moyshe-Leyb were to swear

That he was drawn to Death in the way
An exiled lover is to the casement

_Of his worshipped one, at the end of the day,

Who would be able to believe Moyshe-Leybl?

And if Moyshe-Leyb were to paint them Death

Not gray, dark, but color-drenched, as it shone

At around 10 AM. there, distantly,

Between the sky and the breakers, alone,

Who would be able to believe Moyshe-Leybl?
John Hollander
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THE BIRD IMB W
So this bird comes, and under his wing is a crutch,
And he asks why I keep my door on the latch;

So I tell him that right outside the gate

Many robbers watch and wait

To get at the hidden bit of cheese,

Under my ass, behind my knees.

Then through the keyhole and the crack in the jamb
The bird bawls out he’s my brother Sam,
And tells me I'll never begin to believe
How sorely he was made to grieve

On shipboard, where he had to ride

Out on deck, he says, from the other side.

So I get a whiff of what’s in the air,
And leave the bird just staniding there.
Meanwhile—because one never knows,
I mean—I'm keeping on my toes,

Further pushing my bit of cheese

Under my ass and toward my knees.

The bird bends his wing to shade his eyes
—TJust like my brother Sam—and cries,
Through the keyhole, that his luck should shme
Maybe so bhndmg]y asmine,

Because, he says, he’s seen my bit
Of cheese, and he’ll erack my slmﬂ for it.

It'’s not so nice here a any more.

. SoIwiggle slowly toward the door,

29

fo

VAY

Holding my chair and that bit of cheese
Under my ass, behind my knees,
Quietly. But then, as if I care,

I ask him whether it’s cold out there.

They are frozen totally,

Both his poor ears, he answers me,
Declaring with a frightful moan
That, while he lay asleep alone

He ate up his leg—the one he’s lost.
If Ilet him in, I can hear the rest.

When I hear the words “ate up,” you can bet
That I'm terrified; I almost forget

To guard my bit of hidden cheese

Under my ass there, behind my knees.

But I reach below and, yes, it’s still here,

So I haven't the slightest thing to fear.
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Then I move that we should try a bout
Of waiting, to see which first gives out,
His patience, there, behind the door,
Or mine, in my own house, And more

* And more I feel it’s funny, what

Y

2%

A lot of patience I have got.

And that’s the way it’s stayed, although
That was some seven years ago.

I still call out “Hi, there!” through the door.
He screams back “ Lo, there” as before.
“Let me out” I plead, “don’t be a louse”
And he answers, “Let me in the house.”

But I know what he wants. So I bide
My time and let him wait outside.

He inquires about the bit of cheese
Under my asg, behind my knees;

Scared, I reach down, but, yes, it’s still hc;e.

I haven't the sl ghtest thing to fear.

John Hollander
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MOISHE LEIB HALPERN

MY HOME, ZLOCHEY

[ Zlochev, O my home, my town,
With & steeple, shul and bath,
Wives who sit in the market place
And little Jews who scramble like dogs

S Around the peasant who's coming down
With a basket of eggs from the hill—
How life in the spring wakens in me
My poor little bit of yearning for thee—"
My home, Zlochev. B

10 But when I begin to recall
Rich Rappaport, as he goes
With his fat belly to shul,
And Shyeh Hillel, the pious man,
Who would sell the sun and its shine
15 Ashe would a pigina poke— ) .
It is enough to darken in me
Like a candle, my longing for thee—
(My home, Zlochev.

How does it go, the tale of a fop:

26 Once, in the twilight, he looked 50 long
At the angels around the sun
Till a drunken goy with an ax
Cave him such a blow in the vest
That it almost fnished him ofi—

5 The drunken goy is hate in me

For my grandfather and therefore theo—
My home, Zlochev. -

You are my witness. It really was so.
When grandfather, helped by the police,
30Put my mother out of the houss, )
My grandmother, on widespread feet,
Simpered almost as honey-swoet ~
Ax a peasant girl with two soddiers—
Cursed be that hatred o me

8 Which reminds me of ber and of thee—
My home, Zlochev.

s

Theystoodinaﬁng,likemkod}m

Around a scalded man in thebath,

Shaking their heads, stroking beards,
0 At the thrown-out packs -

The rags and tatters in sacks )

And the broken remains of a bed—

My mother still is crying inme,

As that time, under heaven, in theo—
45 My home, Zochev.

£ Yet the world is & wonderful thing.
with horse and wagon over & field
We dragged ourselves to & train
That flies like a demon over the land

50 Till it reaches a steerage that goes

To downtown New York—
This is the only solace to me:
That I won't be buried in thee—

L My home, Zlochev.

~ Nathan Haffo-




Halpern here offers his own version of the Christian sacrament, as he

elsewhere parodies Jewish ritual
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The Tale of the Fly

On a windmill sail, in the golden sunset,

Sits a devil who whines with vexation,

For a fly has escaped from the starving village
And she buzzes and circles around his nose,
Never letting him sleep.

The miller hears, at his idle wheel,

Whining (but whose?) from outside somesvhere;
He thinks it must be his wife, who comes

To ask why he sits there like a bear,

Not grinding bread for the children.

So he starts the idle millstones turning
And jumps between them—as, if instead
Of wheat; the sun peers in and thinks
That her shining has made the flour red,
So she shows the devil this Wonder.

The devil runs into the village then

With the Miracle of the Reddened Bread,
But Abramka can tell he's a devil who wants
To torture the goyim till they’'re dead

With the tale of a Miracle. . . |

So he pushes his way to the front of the crowd
And says that they're bored with tales so absurd;
But the devil laughs, and pointing upward

As if at some suddenly passing bird,

He cuts Abramka’s throat.

The goyim think this is a riot, and laugh
With their faces turned upward toward the sun,
And the devil proceeds to have with them

The same variety of fun

He had with poor Abramka.

The goyim lie in the golden sunset

Like red loaves of bread along the ground;
The crows say Grace to their Provider—
As they come gathering around—

For such a splendid banquet.

The devil runs back to the windmill then
And dances like a monkey, and springs

From sail to sail in the golden sunset

And crows like a'cock, and whistles and sings
Like the silly wind at its labors. :

John Hollander

> | Shall Never Go On Bragging

There are people who maybe 8o on bragging
That it’s not nice ro crowd around a wagon
With onions, cucumbers, and plums.

Clad in black, and lament with eyes sagging,
It is 2 sin to go on bragging

That i’ not nice to crowd around 2 wagon
With onions, cucumbers, and plums.

19

But if it’s nice 1o schlepp in’streets after a death wage
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Perhaps one should not be so pushy, so antacking.
Onc can, perhaps, crowd quictly around a wagon
Wich onions, cucumbers, and plums.

But if you cannot chasc them even whip wagging,
Because carth’s tyrant, our belly, nagging,

Wishes so—you must be evil o go on bragging
That it’s not nice to crowd around 2 wagon

With onlons, cucumbers, and plums.

Thar 1s why I'll never go on bragging

That i’s not nice 1o crowd around a wagon
With onions, cucumbers, and plums.

May the shoving anguish me and plague me,

I'n stoop my head, and suffer like a beggar.
Perhaps Il cry—but 1 will never go on bragging
That it’s not nice to crowd around a wagon
With onions, cucumbers, and plums.

B. Aarchay

From One of My Letters

Verily, I am far away from you ...

But in your letters, gentle things you do
Recall whole companies of summer birds
Seeking flower-honey in among nettles.

This part of the country? The sky, blue everywhere,
And I love you everywhere, my wife; but care

And weariness in me becloud your beauty

Like the smoke of the train on the blue sky.

A stranger who might read these verses through
Would probably think: What a peculiar Jew—
Likens his wife to sky and summer birds

And himself to smoke and nettles.

I say this loud and clear: to this good stranger
b stick my tongue out, and ] give the finger
So that he won't, O my beloved wife,

Give you the eye from such a distance.

But watch yourself in any case; don't be
The one to let your head get turned by me
With blue sky and summer birds

Among the New York trolley cars.

It won't be long now, and I'll soon be back.
My train whistles on the hilly stretch of track
Near Cincinnati, that lies deep below

Poised like some perilous spittoon.

I laugh myself: I like the simile,

And only hope my little pleasantry

Won't end up, somehow, with egg on its face.
You know precisely the kind of jerk I am.
Meanwhile, wherever I go, there’s not one thing
I lack, except your head, to which I cling
When [ want to tantalize your little mouth
That longs for mine.

Soon, soon, as 1 told you. Now I am more
Than a thousand miles nearer you than before.
Give my best to New York—a lousy town

But not too bad, if you have someone there.

John Hollander
30
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THE TALE OF THE WORLD

T ordain the conquering of the world
—So the great king said,

And all the people were duly informed,
And all the mothers truly mourned
Their living sons as though dead.
But the plow in the field,

And the cobbler’s leather sole,

And the mouse in his hole,

Laughed without sound

When the news was brought round,
The bad, black news.

Now the world has been conquered at last.
What's to be done with the thing?

The Royal Palace is far too small

—They forgot to measure the world at all
When designing the opening.

But the plow in the field,

And the cobbler’s leather sole,

And the mouse in his hole,

Laughed till they cried,

Laughed so hard in their pride

That the king’s crown was shaken.

The courtiers, meanwhile, hold that the world
Should be kept out there under guard.

But the kisg has turned a deathly gray,
Fearing the world will get wet some day
When the rain falls hard.

But the plow in the field,

And the cobbler’s leather sole,

And the mouse in his hole,

Laugh tili they cry,

Laugh till they nearly die.

The world’s still there, outside.

MAN, THAT APE

Man, that ape, the first time in his life

He sees an elepbant at night,

In all that darkness, the elephant’s
Wearing, it seems, a pair of pants.

He broods about this for a while,

Then from some fig leaves, constructs a pair
Of pants, a pull-over, and underwear,

A shirt and shoes and then a hat,

And a skullcap for wearing under that.
Man, that ape.

That’s ncthing—the first time in his life
He sees the risen moon on high,

He locks his wife in an embrace

To singe the hair from off her face;

And after that, to make her gleam,

Ficst he smears on a chalky cream,
Then sticks on all the gold he’s got.

She doesn’t emanate one beam.

He howls and bays and starts to scream.
Man, that ape.

That's nothing—the first time in his life
He sees the sun ascending where )
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The mountaintop and heaven mect,
He raises his right fist to swear

That he will follow it up there;

Since when, too shart of time, hiv's nin
From east to west, just like the sun.
The sun comes up, the sur descends:
He climbs, and falls—it never cnds.
Man, that ape.

PAIN OF THE WORLD

The city begins not far from my house.
On a stone, outside in the night,

An old god sits and weeps

For all the doors have beer closed to him.

Near to my house, between night and smoke,
The watchmen laugh so loud and wild—

As if, by hitting fron on gold,

They would still their own fright.

In a stable, not far from my house,

Sit three ancients with hoary beard
And crowns of light on head and hands,
Holy men from eastern lands,

And, on hard straw, the wife,

Also naked, old and gray,

Moans, a thin tree in the wind,”

And rocks herself as you rock a child.

Over us—the pain of the world.

It cries through the windows and curses
The star which had been awaited

Apd, with light, deceived us once more.

THE LAST

Evening sun.
And, in evening cold, all the flies
In the corners of the panes are numb
If not already dead.
On the rim of 2 water glass, the last
Is alone in the whole house.
Ispeak:
“Dear fly,
Sing something of your far-off land.”
I hear her weep— She answers:
May her right leg wither
If she plucks a harp '
By strange waters,
Or forgets the dcar dung heap
That had once been her homeland.

»

Nathan Halper
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THE WILL

So this {s bow I did myself in:
No sooner did the sun begin
To shine, than I was up and away,
Gathering goat shit for my tune
~The one I wrote just yesterday
About the moonlight and the moon—
And then I put with these also
Some poems from my portfolio
In re the Bible's sanctity
(Just ihinking of them sickens me)
And these I wrapped up in my rag
Of an old coat, packed up like a bag,
After which, I took the whole shebang,
Put up a nail, and let it hang
Outside my window, on a tray.
Adults and children passed my way
And asked what that mess up there could be,
So I answered them, on bended knee:
These are all my years; I think
They went all rotten with infection
By wisdom, and its ancient stink,
From my precious book collecion
But when my son, the little boy,
{In my sea of sorrow and cup of joy
He's just turned four) strained his eyes to seo
Those summits of sublimity,
Well—I put him on my knee
And spake thus: Harken thou to me,
My sca and beir, I swear that, just
As nore disturb the dead in their rest,
So, when you have finally grown,
Il leave you thoroughly alone.
Want to be a loan shark, a bagel-lifter?
Be one, my child. ’
Warnc to murder, set fires, or be a grifter?
Be one, my child. by
Want to change off girls with the speed that those
Same girls keep changing their own clothes?
Change away, my child. ‘
But one thing, child, I have to say:
If once ambition leads you to try
To make some kind of big display
Of yourself with what’s hanging up thers in the sk
1f you dare (but may that time not come soonl)
To write about moonlight and the moon,
Or some poem of the Bible, poisoning the world,
Then, my dear, : .
If I'm worth something then by way of any
Moncey, so much as a single penny,
I'llmake my will, leaving everything
To my landsmax, the future Polish King.
Though we've both stopped calling cach other “tt
I'll chop up, like a miser shredding
Cake for beggars at 2 wedding, -
All the ties that bind us now:
Poppa-chopper  Son-schmon
Andso helpme Godin Heaven
This
Will
Be
Done.

John Hollseder
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SONG: WEEKEND'S OVER

There in the shadowy, dank hall

Right alongside the ground-floor stair—
A weeping girl, attended by

A grimy hand in the mussed-up hair.
——A little love in big Manhattan.

"The hair—a whifl of some cheup rinse
The hand—hard, stiff and leatl.cry
Two equal lovers, for whom this is

As good as it ever be.
——A little Jove in big Manhattan.

It’s strange to listen to two people
Standing there in the dark, unheard;
Why doesn’t Sammmy say 8 word?
Why doesn’t Bessie say a word?
——A little love in big Manhattan.

Thiey may be talking, but it’s all
Blacketed by the howl, instead,
From a million iron fire escapes
And al! the dark ceilings overhead.
——A little love in big Manhattan,

Ceilings on ceilings and beds over beds;
Steamy gir, wrapped in smoking shrouds;
From the top floor down, a chasm falls;
Frcm above, acres open to the clouds.

A little love in big Manhattal?.

O buge night city, such grim strangeness
Wraps you up in the darkoess herel

Man and wife sleep by the million

Like drunks all bloated up with beer.
—- -A little love in big Manhattan.

Like monkeys in the trees, the children
Hang in their fire escapes, asleep;

Soot drifts down from above their heads,
Dropped by the moon, a chimney sweep.
A little love in big Manhattan.

Ard the girl Bessie knows “from nothing”
And Sammy, too, with his open mouth,
And Monday swims up before your eyes,
A desert of dead miles toward the south.
——A little love in big Manhattan.

And even Bessie’s poor old mother

No longer asks, “Where is that lkid®”

It doesn’t matter that black hair

Has all been bleached to blonde and red.
——A little love in big Manhattan.

It isn't that he's ill, the sad one

Who contemplates these things at night;
But sick of his own sadness only,

He lies and broods, his pipe alight.
—A little love in big Manhattan.

3l



The Sun Will Set

Text by Moshe Leib Balpem (1886-1932), music by Ben Yomen (1901-2970).

Di zun vet aruntergeyn untern barg,

Vet kumen di libe 3 shtile tsu geyn . )
Tsum umet vos zitst oyf a goldenem shteyn
Un veynt far zikh eyners aleyn.

Di zun vet aruntergeyn untern barg,

Vet kumean di goldene pave tsu flien;
Un mitnemen vet zi undz ate ahin -

Ahin, vu di benkshaft vet tsien. .

Di zun vet aruntergeyn untem barg; ~

Vet kumen di nakht un vet zingen lyu-lyu
Ariber di oygn vos fain shoyn tsu '

Tsu shlofn in eybiker ru.
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The sun will soon set beneath the hill; silently Love will come upon Loneliness that
sits weeping upon a golden stone. The sun will set beneath the hill; the golden peacock
will come 2nd take us all to the place-for which we yearn. The sun will set beneath the
hill; and night will come and lull us all into eternal slumber.

Lyrically
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