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Impressions of a Journey through the Tomaszow Region in the
Year 1890 (the full title of the work in Yiddich) was published the next
year in Peretz’s miscellany Yidishe bibliotek (Jewish Library). He
had been hired by the wealthy industrialist Jan Bloch, a Jewish convert
to Christianity, to form part of a research team investigating the condition
of Jews in the small towns of Poland. Bloch wanted to gather evidence
to disprove anti-Semitic allegations of Jewish parasitism and draft eva-
sion. Peretz was assigned to the area he knew best, around his native
city, Zamos¢, where he had also practiced law for a decade. When he
composed these sketches, he was able to draw not only on the materials
he had collected for the Warsaw bureau administering the project, but
also on childhood memories, on his experiences as a district lawyer, and
on local gossip and lore.

When the twenty-two travel impressions appeared, they bore a footnote
indicating the author’s intention of continuing the series at a later dale.
No further sketches appeared, however. The series was published in
Hebrew with two additional episodes, one of which, “The Pond” (1904 ),
is included here. Since the records of the statistical expedition appear to

have been lost, Peretz’s reporta

have of the project.
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ge remains the most complete account we

T L% Peretz

IMPRESSIONS OF A JOURNEY THROUGH
THE TOMASZOW REGION
v

PROLOGUE

It was towdrd the end of the good times and the beginning of the

- bad times. The sky was blackening with clouds. The wind, or spirit—

the Zeitgeist—did not, as might be expected, dispel the clouds with
ease, to pour out their hearts over some distant wilderness. In
Europe’s carefully tended vineyard the gardeners paid no heed while
a poisonous growth took root, cracked the earth, and sent forth its
thorns. The nineteenth century in its old age appeared to have
caught cold and to be running a slight fever. Nobody could imagine
that this marked the onset of a grave illness, a madness.

For us, then, how far away America was! Hardly a Jew even
bathered to wonder how a bowl of porridge could stand right side
up there, or whether the people there wore their skullcaps on their
feet. European Jews were all but unaware of the two barons who
dreamt of establishing Jewish colonies, de Rothschild in Palestine
and de Hirsch in the New World.!

Psychology predicts less exactly than astronomy. Nobody foresaw
that the world’s soul would grow dark and its body convulsed. Even
afterward few could believe what had happened. None could un-
derstand it.

In fact, people had long been uneasy, as sinister rumors multiplied
on every side.

Neure of this detracted from the need to get to know ordinary,
every 'ty Jewish life—to see what was going on in the shtetls. What
did j» ple hope for? How did they make a living? What did they
do, how did they behave? What were the folk saying?
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2. FAITH AND TRUST

In Tishevitz, the first stop in my travels, I boarded with my
acquaintance Reb Baruch. He invited the synagogue beadle and a
few of the more solid citizens to come and meet me. Waiting, 1 stood
at the window and contemplated the marketplace.

It was a large square, hemmed in by grimy, rickety houses, some
roofed with thatch but most with shingles, none more than one story
high, and each with a wide porch over rotting, discolcred oiles.
Jewish market women stood next to each other, their backs to the
porches, and hovered over trays of bagels, bread, peas, beans, and
fruit.

“Bad luck to you!” one cries out.

“Don’t point your finger at him,” another says. “He’s looking.”

“Shut up!” she is told.

They do not lower their voices as they tell each other that I have
come to record things. I can hear them quite well.

A woman says, “That’s the one!”

Another says, “Isn't it nice that we poor sheep have shepherds to
care about us! But if the Shepherd above doesn’t want to help,
nothing will help.”

A third woman is puzzled: “Can the Shepherd above really need
helpers like him?” She is hinting at my trimmed beard and untra-
ditional dress.

More broad-minded, a fourth cites doctors. “Doctors aren’t proper
Jews,” she says, “but still and all . . ."

“That’s a different case entirely. A doctor is a private individual.
For something communal like this, couldn’t they have found a Good
Jew?™

Still another opinion is voiced: “Who needs records about us?
They should have sent us a couple of hundred rubles instead. Just
don't register my son, and see if I care when he doesn’t become a
commander in chief.”

“At the table where I sit 1 can see through the window without
being seen.

My host has finished his morning prayers, removed his prayer
shawl and phylacteries, and drunk my health in a bit of liquor.

“Peace and good health.” I answer him.

“May God send better times, so people can make a living."”

How I envy him! His only need is to make a living.

He adds, very sure of himself: “It will have to come, people will

have to be able to make a living! There's a God in the world. If
necessary, those of our devout who excel in prayer will know how
to remind Him.”

I interrupt. With Reb Baruch'’s faith and trust, he knows that He
who gives life also sustains life. Why then, I ask, is he in his own
affairs so sleeplessly busy and anxious, always worrying about to-
morrow, next month, next year? No sooner is a Jew finished with
his wedding than he starts worrying about the clothes his grand-
children will wear at their weddings. Yet when it comes to the
concerns of the People of Israel as a whole, the average Jew has
such faith and trust that he thinks he need not bestir himself
personally in the slightest.

“It’'s simple,” Reb Baruch explains. “The People of Israel as a
whole—that's the Sovereign of the Universe's concern; He bears His
own in mind. If such a thing were imaginable, if forgetfulness were
possible at the Throne of Glory, there are those who know how to
remind Him. Besides, how long can Jewish suffering last> The
Messiah must come, when we are all either guilty or innocent.* But
that’s not how it is with the affairs of individuals. Making a living is
a different proposition.”

3, JUST GO!

I forgot to tell you that the local rabbi wished neither to visit nor
to be visited. He sent a message that my business was none of his,
pitiable weakling that he was; that for some time he had been fully
occupicel with a knotty problem of meat suspected of contact with
milk, ©n, most important, that he was feuding with the official
community over its refusal to raise his salary by two gulden a week.

My visitors, therefore, consisted of three householders and two
beadles. 1 start with my host.
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He has no wife, he tells me, adding, without being asked and as
if to apologize, “1 wouldn't want you to think that it's been very long
since she passed away.” :

In short: widower; two married sons, one married daughter, two
boys and a girl at home. Without a pause he asks me to record that
except for his youngest, barely four years old—the Messiah will
probabiy 1make his appearance before the boy is old enough to be
conscripted—all his sons are in one way or another unfit for military
service.

Apart from the married sons, 1 have been able to meet the whole
family. The married daughter has a little shop in her own house
where she sells tobacco, tea, and sugar—food too—as well as grease
and fuel oil, 1 think. Early that morning 1 had bought some sugar
from her. She's about twenty-five, with a face like this: a long,
hooked nose that seems to be counting the decayed, black teeth in

_ her half-open mouth; a pair of bluish-grayish, cracked lips—the very

image of her father. Her litte sister would look like her if not for
the greater attractiveness of youth: fresher, rosier face; whiter teeth—
altogether, less drawn and worn. I see the two boys too, good-looking
boys; they must have taken after their mother: red cheeks, appealing,
bashful eyes, curly black locks. But their bearing is unattractive, with
their constant shrugging and grimacing.

Obviously, their mother has been dead just long enough for their
little coats to get dirty but not torn. Now that she is gone, who has
time for the boys? Their older sister has four children of her own
and a husband who passes his time in sacred study, besides her little
shop. Her younger sister is in charge of their father’s tavern, and
he has no time to spare.

“What business are you in?" I ask him.

“Percentage.”

“‘Percentage’? You mean moneylending.”

“If that's what you want to call it.”

“You know what the Gentiles call it—Jewish usury.”

“You want to know something?” he says. “Here! You can have all
my trash—notes, deeds, the lot. You can have it all for 25 percent
of face value. Just pay cash! I'll throw in the tavern too! | would
much rather go off to the Land of Israel, if only 1 had the money.
If you want one, I'll even let you have an assurance that you will be
absolved from excommunication. You think we live on moneylend-
ing? It lives on us. Debtors don't pay, so their debt grows. The more
it grows, the less it's worth, and the more of a pauper | become. It’s
the truth!”

Before leaving to do some more writing, I witnessed a little scene.
While 1 was gathering my things together—paper, pencil, cigarettes—
Reb Baruch was buttering two slices of bread for the boys to take to
school, with a scallion in the bargain.

“Now go!" says he, not wanting them in the tavern. The smaller
orphan, dissatisfied, hunches his shoulders and screws up his face,
preparing to cry. A bit ashamed in my presence, he tries, unsuc-
cessfully, to hold back his tears. “Another scallion!” he sobs. “Mother
used to give me two."”

H.IS sister hurries to the bin, seizes another scallion, and gives it
to stim.

Now go!” she says too, only much more softly. The voice uttering
the words was her mother's.

WHAT DOES A JEWISH WOMAN NEED?

We proceed from house to house, starting from Number 1. I do
not need to be told where Jews and where non-Jews live. All I have
to do is to look at the windows. Unwashed windows are a sign of
the Chosen People, especially where gaps left by missing panes have
been .ﬁlled by pillows or sacking. On the other hand, flowerpots and
curtains suggest strongly that the inhabitants don’t have the same
inherited right to poverty.

Ther.e are exceptions. Here lives not a Jew but a drunk. There
contrariwise, flowers and litlle curtains, but people who read thé
Hebrew journal of the Enlighteners, Hatsefira.
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The worst impression is made by a peculiar wooden house. 1t is
not ondy larger than the others but also darker and dirtier. The
front of it, strongly tilted forward, looks down on a correspondingly
darkened old ruin—namely, a wizened, stooped, unsteady old Jewish
woman busy haggling with a customer. Her customer is a sallow,
unkempt maidservant, and the subject of their dispute is whether
she is entitled to a little extra on her purchased pound of salt.

The beadle points the old woman out to me and says, “The house
belongs to her.” That surprises me, 1 tell him, because she seems
too poor to own such a house. «

“In actual fact,” the beadle explains, “the house isn't really hers.
She owns only a sixth of it. She’s a widow. Her children are the
heirs, but they don't live here, so they think of her as the owner.”

“How much income does the house produce?”

“No income.”

“How much is it worth?”

“About fifteen hundred rubles.”

“And it produces no income?”

“It's unoccupied.” '

I let him know I suspect the house is used for monkey business.

“No, not that house,” the beadle says, smiling. “There are two
other houses of that sort and they'll have to close them down

eventually, but this is something different. You see, a doctor once
lived in this house. Then he died, so it's unoccupied.”

“Why? Did he die of a contagious disease?”

“God forbid!”

“So why doesn't anyone live there?”

“It's simply that no one would want to live there.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that hereabouts practically everybody has his own prop-
erty. Anybody who does need to rent a place to live in doesn’t want
the expense of having to heat an entire house. The way we do things
here is that a tenant pays a few rubles a year for heat in his corner
of the house. Who needs such large houses?”

“Then why did they build one like this?"

“Ah! That was in the old days. Nowadays it isn't needed.”

“Poor woman!”

“Why ‘poor woman'? She has her salt stand. She makes a few
rubles a week, her real-estate tax is twenty-eight rubles a year, and
she lives on what's left. What does a Jewish woman need? What does
this one lack? Her shroud? She has hers ready.”

I looked again at the little old woman, and to me too it had begun
to seem that in fact there was nothing she lacked. Her wrinkled skin
even smiled at me: what does a Jewish woman need?

NUMBER 42

Notebook in hand, I proceed from house to house in the order
of their numbers. From Number 41, though, the beadle leads me 1o
43.

“How about 42?” | ask.

“There!” he says, pointing to something ruinous in a narrow lane
between 41 and 43.

“Did it fall down?"

“It was pulled down,” answers the beadle.

“Why?"

“On account of a fire wall.”

Walking had tired us, so we sat down on a nearby bench. The
beadle resg_m_g_d,Q]is Yiddish teeming as ever with Hebraisms: YAc-
cording to the Gentiles’ law, you see, if a house hasn't been built far
enough away from the one next to it, the two roofs have to be
separated by fire walls. How great the distance must be, 1 don't

know—as the psalm says, ‘Of such ordinances they know nothing"—
but I think it has to be more than the Talmud’s proverbial four
cubits. For Gentiles a fire wall is a sovereign remedy for incendiary
peril. But that hovel was built by Jeroham Ivankhovker, a mere
children’s teacher and a man eminent for poverty, and of course he
couldn’t put up a fire wall.

“To tell the truth, there was no basis in the first place for his
decision to build. You'll hear how afterward the whole thing devel-
oped into a suit according to Jewish law. During the trial his wife,
Malke, may she rest in peace, recounted everything that had hap-
pened—starting, as is the way of the world, with the Six Days of
Creation. And this is what it was all about:
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~For about fifteen years Malke hadn't talked to her husband. She
was 2 woman with a stubborn, cunning nature, though I shouldn't
say so; tall, skinny, dark, with a nose as pointy as a pickax. She
hardly ever talked about anything but Making a Living—there was
a market woman for you! Not that she needed to talk! Her look was
enough to chill your heart and to make the other market women
shiver with mortal fear—that was the kind of eye she had. It isn't
hard to understand why her silence gave so much pleasure to
Jeroham. And neither did he ever speak a word to her. Still, thfn‘
not speaking to each other didn't keep them from being blessed with
two male sons and three girls.

“But the lustful passion to become householders made both of
them talkative. The conversation went like this:

*“ ‘Malke!’ She doesn’t answer.

« ‘Malke?' She remains silent. He ‘Malkes,’ and she doesn't budge.

“Then Jeroham stands up and lets out a yell: ‘Malke! 1 want to
build a house!’

“Malke couldn’t stand it anymore. She raised an eye and opened
her mouth. ‘1 thought,’ she said afterward, ‘that he had gone mad!

“And indeed it was madness. From a great-grandfather he had
inherited that narrow little plot of ground you saw, and in money
not even a cent. Later, when his wife's so-called jewelry—junk,
really—had to be sold, it didn't realize any more than three times
eighteen gulden. Anyway, it used to be with the pawnbroker all year
long, except that for Sabbaths and holy days Jeroham wmfl_d retrieve
it by signing a note making him liable to excommunication for
failure to return the pawn. :

“But as the psalmn says, ‘O Lord, who could stand’ when lust enlists
the aid of fantasy?® He was convinced that all he had to do was put
up the house and he would have everything he needed. His credit

would be good, so he would be able to borrow enough to buy a goat
and have food in the house. He would rent out one room for a store
or, God willing, his wife would be the storekeeper. Above all, the
children would be provided for! The boys would in any event be
sent to a yeshiva, he would give each of the girls half of a male’s
share in the estate, and that would be the end of it!

“And the wherewithal for building the house? He had that figured
out:

“‘1,’ says he to her, ‘am a teacher and you are a peddler, so we
have two incomes. We'll live on one income and build with the other.’

“ ‘What are you saying, you crazy man?' Malke says to him. ‘Even
with two incomes we don't have enough to live on.’

“‘God helps those who help themselves,’ he tells her. ‘Just look at
our neighbor Noah the Teacher. His wife is sick, so she doesn’t earn
anything; and they have six little children, may they live and be well.
Yet the whole family is able to live on the income from his tuition
fees alone.’

“‘What are you talking about? He's a very good teacher, so his
pupils are rich as rich can be’

“‘And why do you suppose that is?’ says he. ‘Do you think he’s a
better scholar than 1 am? Of course not. But when God sees that
Noah has only the one income, He gives him that in abundance. Do
you want another proof? Look at Black Berakhah—a widow, with
five children, like us, and she is only a peddler.’

“ ‘What are you talking at >ut? Are you insane? If only my business
were as good as hers! It must be worth thirty rubles.’

“ ‘That isn't what's important,” he explains to her. ‘What's impor-
tant is that Berakhah means “blessing” and for her the blessing can
come only by way of her apples. The Sovereign of the Universe
governs the world by the laws of nature!

“He also persuades her that they will be able to save money. There
are lots of things they can do without.

“And that's how it was decided. Jeroham went without his snufl
and the whole family without such luxuries as sour milk in particular
and the evening meal in general. They began to build!

“It took them years. Only by the time they came to the fire wall,
Malke had no merchandise left, Jeroham was exhausted, the oldest
son h:«l gone off to beg, the youngest child had died, and there was
a forne still to pay out—forty rubles for a fire walll

“What to do? What they did was to put something into the palm
of thc town clerk and move in without putting up the fire wall.

“Sir- » he was a member of the Burial Society, the society sprang
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for a Dedication of the House. I'm not exaggerating when 1 tell you
that they put away a whole barrel of beer, not to mention the liquor
and raisin wine. 1 tell you, it was one joyous celebration!

“But the joy didn't last. A certain householder got into a fight
with Jeroham’s neighbor Noah the Teacher. Now this Noah had
himself once been one of our more prosperous householders, a very
rich man, in fact. Besides what he had inherited, he owned a nice
few hundreds of his own, and he bought and sold honey. Then
came that dissension in our community about the Lithuanian rabbi.
Somebody turned informer against Noah's son—he's still in the
army, with a bad lung—and Noah was put on trial for arson against
the rabbi.

“It was murder! Talebearing we’re used to, but spreading twigs
around a house and then setting fire to them—that’s truly murderous.
Whether or not he did it, together his son and the costs of the trial
made Noah as poor as poor can be, so he set up as a teacher. He
was too new at the game to have learnt.deference to his employers.
One of them got insulted, took his scion away from Noah, and
entrusted him to Jeroham.

“Noah resented it. He knew sneaky tricks, was at home in the seat
of government, and was skilled with tongue and pen. So he made
sure that the story about the wall got around, and down came a
senior inspector.

“By the time this happened, though, Noah had come to regret
what he had done. He bestirred himself, and the weight of a coin
or two sank the legal proceedings into oblivion.

“Everything would have stayed fine if not for the controversy
about the thread of blue that we are commanded to put in the fringe
of the four corners of our garments.® 1 don't need to remind you
that the rabbis of the Talmud were themselves no longer sure of
the proper dye for that blue and ruled in favor of all the threads
being white. Neither do you need me to tell you that the followers
of the Rodzin rebbe believe that their master rediscovered the secret
of the genuine blue, and make their fringes accordingly.

“Well, Jeroham was a Rodzin Hasid. Noah wasn’t. He was a fervent
Belz Hasid, and therefore abominated Jeroham's Rodzin blue. One
word led to another, the fire wall surfaced again, and the proceedings
were reinstituted. In a judgment by default Jeroham was given a
month to build the wall, failing which the house would be torn

or anything. Jeroham summoned him before the rabbi, but Noah
kicked out the beadle bearing the summons.

“When Malke saw that all was lost, she grabbed Noah right in the
middle of the street and dragged her prey to the rabbis. The
marketplace was full of Belz Hasidim, but who would want to start
up with such a woman? As the Talmud says, ‘There is no justice for
a man killed by women.” Noah's wife went along with them, hurling
deadly curses at Malke. She too was afraid to come near.

“In the rabbi's house Malke told the whole story from beginning
to end and insisted that Noah should either have the wall built
himself or have the court proceedings sink from sight again.

“Our fine little rabbi knew that no matter how he ruled, one or
the other group of Hasidim would have it in for him. Like the
learned Jew he was, he knew how to squirm out of his fix by matching
‘on the one hand’ with ‘on the other hand'—proximate cause of
damage versus remote cause, and so on, blah-blah-blah. Neither
side would agree to compromise, so he commended them to their
respective rebbes.

“ “The defendant’s court has jurisdiction'—that is the legal prin-
ciple. Noah stood firm, Jeroham had no choice, and off they went
to Belz.

“Before leaving, Jeroham gave his power of attorney to his brother-
in-law, together with the few rubles he had been able to borrow
from compassionate lenders, and asked him to use the money to
appeal the court’s ruling.

“Everything afterward was a disaster. Maybe the brother-in-law
used the money for himself or maybe, as he claimed, he lost it.
Malke was first heartsick and then fatally sick. Noah's own rebbe in
Belz found for his opponent, Jeroham, and awarded him the cost
of constructing the fire wall plus the expense of litigation, but even
that diddu’t help. On the way back from the Austrian kaiser's Belz to
the Ruian tsar’s Tishevitz the two of them, Noah and Jeroham—
both without passports, of course—were nabbed at the border and
brought home in the prisoners’ van. By the time Jeroham returned,
Malke had passed on to the World of Truth and the house had been
torn down.”
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6. THE MASKIL

You mustn't think that Tishevitz is at the end of the world. It too
has a maskil—the genuine, old-fashioned article, a middle-aged man,
unschooled, unread, bookless, without even a subscription to a
newspaper: in short, a not very enlightened enlightener.

Not that he shaves; to be a maskil in Tishevitz it's enough that he
trims his beard. So the townsfolk say that he’s the sort to curl his
ocks even during the Ten Days of Repentance! Nor does he dress
European-style. For that matter, the local barber-surgeon doesn’t
dress European-style either. He wears a long coat and honors the
injunction in Leviticus against cutting the hair at the side of the
head.

Our maskil discharged his obligation by polishing his boots and
wearing some black ribbon around his neck. He retains a trace of
his side hair, for which he compensates by wearing a cap. 1t's simple,
people say. That’s what Moses meant by “Jeshurun waxed fat, and
he kicked.”® He's got it made, they say—a thriving shop, a grand
total of three children. What more does he need? So he's a maskil.

What exactly his being a maskil consisted of was unclear, but it
sufficed that people knew that he was a maskil. Everybody said he
was a maskil, and he himself admitted as much. And what served to
clinch the whole thing was the authority he arrogated to himself of
passing judgment—"against the Lord and against His Messiah,” as
the psalm says.”

I was to discover that the maskil, taking me for a fellow maskil,
had expected that if I did not actually stay with him 1 would at any
rate begin my work as a scrivener with him.

“For something like this,” he said to his neighbors, “brains are
needed. What could donkeys like you do for him?”

Unaware of Mohammed’s existence, the mountain did not come
to him, so Mohammed went to the mountain. The maskil tracked
me down at the house of a certain widow and challenged me with
his version of the Wicked Son’s question in the Passover Haggadah.
The Wicked son asks, “What is the point of this fuss that you're
making?” The maskil asked, “Moj panie”—and continuing in Yid-
dish—"and what may you be doing here?"'

“What do you mean, ‘here’?” 1 ask.

“You must think I'm some kind of ignorant yokel, without a clue
as to what's going on in the world, just because I live in Tishevitz.
Our patriarch Jacob said, ‘I have sojourned with Laban'—only

sojourned, not settled.'' 1 may live here, but I have a nose for what's
going on.”

“All right, you have a nose and know what’s happening in the
world. What are you asking me about?”

The beadle pricked up his ears, and so did the handful of idlers
who had been dogging my footsteps. A look of intense pleasure
spread over their faces, and on their brows I could almost read the
verse in which Abner says to Joab, “Let the young warriors duel {or
our entertainment”—in this case, “Let’s watch two maskilim gore
each other!”'?

Now the maskil is really annoyed. “I don’t need any more of this
poking fun at me,” he says. “You're not the only one who can use
his tongue, you know. I can too. Do you think I like the companion-
ship I can find here, with these Tishevitz jackasses? just look at those
nobodies!”

I am in a bit of a quandary. After all, I can hardly come to
Tishevitz's defense when its own householders, at the windows and
in the doorway, are smiling complacently at his insults. He continues:
“Just tell me, what exactly is going on here, what notes are you
taking?”

“Statistics.”

“Statistics shmatistics! We've heard such stories before! What's the
use of it?”

I explained it to him—or not so much to him as to the others. 1
wanted them to have some idea of statistics.

He laughed loud and long. “You may get these Tishevitz jackasses
to believe you, but not me! Why do you record whether people are
living in a house with or without a wooden floor? What difference
does that make to you, ha?”

The object, 1 tell him, is to show that jews are poor, and there-
by ..«
“Thereby, nothing,” he interrupts. “All right, let it go. But why
do you have to know precisely how many boys and how many girls
in a family? And how old each one is? And so on and so on, with
all that other stufl in the notes you're taking?"
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“T'hey suspect us Jews of evading military service. You must know ~
that the birth registers aren't accurate, so what we want to do is
show . .."

“All right, I suppose that’s logical. I'll grant you that. But how
about business licenses? What's your reason for recording who has
one, and for what amount of business?”

“To prove that jJews . .."

The maskil doesn’t let me finish. “Don’t tell me those fair - tales.
What will happen is that the authorities will find out that this one
or that one hasn't paid a big enough license fee for the amount of
business he does, and they'll make things hot for him!”

Instantly, as soon as his words had left his lips, all my hangers-on
at the windows disappeared. The beadle took his leave of me, and

- the maskil, who actually had meant no great harm, was left as though

turned to stone. :

Everyone who had heard this was frightened, and in the space of
two hours all Tishevitz resounded with my name. | was suspected
of being a tax agent. It made sense. Who could be a more useful
agent for the'iax office than a Jew? Who would be better placed to
sniff out Jewish secrets?

This time 1 was alone as I made the circuit of the marketplace,
the shtetl holding itself aloof. The lone maskil tagged along at my
heels, wishing to talk with me. I, however, didn't wish to talk with
him. I was heartily sick of him and couldn’t bring myself even to
look at him.

The faces of the people in the street have grown grave and
ominous, and 1 begin to think of escape. I don't like the way they
are looking at me out of the sides of their eyes and whispering.

I decide to take a last stab. I remember that the current rabbi of
Tishevitz used to be a member of the rabbinical tribunal in my
hometown. He will know me and at least testify that I am not what
people think I am.

“Where does the rabbi live?” I ask the maskil.

Gratified, he answers, “Come. I'll take you.”

THE RABBI OF TISHEVITZ

Only if you have seen the rabbi of Tishevitz's dressing gown will
you know the reason why Mrs. Rabbi, his third wife and barely
middle-aged, has to wear such large eyeglasses on her nose. The
dressing gown is a wondrous thing of threads and shreds, and she
has ruined her eyes patching and repatching it.

“If the town gave me two gulden more a week,” he bemoans
himself, “I could get by. As it is, things are bitter. But I'll win out!
IU's true that they can do without me for judging their disputes,
because they have their wonder workers—or they can actually resort
to the Gentiles’ tribunals. Likewise, when it comes to deciding whether

a pot or pan has become unkosher, any infants’ teacher claims he's
an authority. Feminine matters, now—it would be foolish to think
that they could be postponed. But I'm going to win. All I have to do
is wait for the communal elections. No rabbi, no valid elections! Can
you imagine a city—'a mother city in Israel'—without, Keyn eyn hore,
elected communal officers?'® And if even that doesn’t work, I won't
certify the slaughterers’ knives as fit for kosher slaughter. Oh, I've
got them!”

It was hard to distract the rabbi from his own troubles, but the
maskil succeeded by promising to do his best to influence the
community council to grant a rise in salary. Thereupon, the rabbi
invited us to be seated, and listened to our account.

“What foolishness!” he said. “I know you! Tell those idiots I know
you.”

“But they avoid me.”

“Avoid you? What do you mean, ‘they avoid you'?> Who avoids
you, and why? Well, since you say so—‘avoid you!'—I'll go down
with you myself.”

“And what will you wear?” It was a woman's voice, from behind
the stove.

“Give me my coat,” answers the rabbi.

“How can I give it to you when I've taken it apart?”

“No great tragedy,” says the rabbi. “We'll go tomorrow.”

I let him know that it's only noon and that | wouldn't want to
waste the rest of the day.
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"Well, what else can | do?” asks the rabbi as he clasps his hands.
“My wife had to pick just this time to work on my caftan.”

“Tell them to come up here.”

“Telling them is easy enough, but will it do any good? They won't
listen to me. Maybe it would be better to go down in my dressing
gown?”

“That wouldn't look right, Rabbi,” interjects the maskil. “The
policeman is making his rounds.”

“If it were up to me,” says the rabbi, “1 would go; but since you
say no, I won’t.”

The decision is that the three of us will call through the window
to invite the people in the street to come in, but opening the window
is more easily said than done. The last time it was opened was about
fifteen years ago. The putty is dried out and the panes, cracked by
the sun, rattle at every footfall. Woodworms have bored holes in the
shutters, kept fastened to the wall only by rust. Whether the shutters
still have hinges is doubtful.

We finally. managed to do the deed without inflicting damage,
tugging first at one side and then at the other. The rabbi stations
himself between the maskil and me, and we call to the throng in the

" marketplace. In a few minutes the house is full.

“Gentlemen,” the rabbi tells them, “I know this man. . ..”

“No notes. We don’t want any report,” a few voices cry out
together.

The rabbi loses his courage. “If you say no,” he says softly, “then
it's no.”

Meanwhile, the maskil has mounted the table. He calls out:

“Jackasses! Notes have to be taken! Pro bono publico!”

Pro bono publico, he is prepared to lie. He tells them that he and 1
have analyzed my work in all its particulars, that what he said earlier
about me was said in jest, and that 1 have even shown him missives
from rabbis.

The question is shouted from every side: “What rabbis?”

He continues to trumpet his fabrications: “From the rabbi of Paris
. . . the rabbi of London.” Nothing less would be good enough for
him.

“Jews, let's go home,” someone breaks in. “Those aren't our kind
of people.”

The crowd scattered as quickly as it had assembled. Only we three
were left—and the beadle, who sidled up to me and said, “Give me
something for the day.”

I gave him a few ten-gulden notes. He stuck them uncounted in
his pocket and left without saying good-bye.

“Well, what do you think, Rabbi?" I ask.

“I hardly know what to think. I'm very, very much afraid that it's
going to hurt me.”

“Hurt you?”

“Who else? You? If you don’t do your statistics, people will manage
without them. As the psalm has it, ‘Behold, the Guardian of Israel
neither slumbers not sleeps.’* I'm thinking of those two gulden a
week."”

In the meantime, the rabbi’s wife, she of the large eyeglasses, has
emerged from behind the stove. “I keep telling you,” says she, “not
to meddle in communal affairs, but do you listen to me? Is the
community a rabbi’s business? How can that concern you?”

“All right, wife,” he answers her quietly, “that’s enough for now.
You know what kind of man I am. I'm softhearted, 1 feel for others.
But it's a pity about those two gulden a week!”

TWICE-TOLD TALES

“With head covered in mourning"—1 say it of myself, though in
Scripture it is said of the wicked Haman—I went down from the
rabbi’s house, together with the maskil, and into the street_'s There "
we meet the beadle, who assures us that in his opinion note-taking
i resume tomorrow. Two impoverished householders—now, poor
souls, in dire need—created the hullabaloo: one a shady tavern
kecper and the other a horse trader.

qu his part, the maskil promises me that between afternoon and
crvening prayers he will discuss my enterprise with the people. “And
my name isn'(Shmerl 2-for that can be a maskil's name in Tishevitz—
“it I don’t turn the shtetl around! They may stand on their heads,

!)ul notes will be taken! As the Talmud says, “The mouth that forbade
is the mouth that permitted.’ ™
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Say this for our maskil, at least he has had a basic Jewish education. .
That is more than can be said for some maskilim in the wider world.

I return to my lodgings, accompanied by the beadle. My host the
widower is still in mourning, so men assemble there for prayer twice
a day to allow him to say the Kaddish. Between afternoon and
evening prayers they talked politics. After evening prayer their talk
descended to the Jews. :

Most are terribly optimistic. First of all, the anti-Jewish measures
in the ol":ng aren’t directed at them. Second, our enemies won't be
able to outfox the foxy scions of our patriarch Jacob. Third, things
change: as with the turning of a wheel, what is down wiii be up.
Fourth, God will help. Fifth, the “Good Jews"—the prayer virtuosi,
the wonder workers—will prevent it.

The same old song!

A man with small, darting eyes under a low forehead knows what
needs to be done. “Believe me,” he exclaims, “believe me, what's
needed is unity among all Good Jews. The reason for our weekday
penitential supplications is that the Temple has been destroyed and
we are in exile, unredeemed, still waiting for the Messiah to come.
If all Good Jews stood together and agreed to stop saying the
penitential supplications, Messiah would have to come.”

“The rebbe of Kozinitz, may his memory be for a blessing, stopped
saying them,” someone objects.'”

“One swallow,” retorts the first man, “doesn’t make a summer. It
would be especially useful if they imposed the prohibition on all ol

Jewry. There comes a time when you have to be resolute and fight
back!”

“If they issued the prohibition,” someone jokes, glancing at me,
“the unbelievers would start praying just to say the supplications and
make sure Messiah doesn’t come.”

“But what can you expect,” someone else asks, “when the leading
rebbes themselves are so disunited?” '

Everyone groans.

I had no doubt that each of them was recalling the sufferings
inflicted on him by the community’s failure to stand together. The
most convincing evidence that the dissension had caused Tishevitz
grievous damage was that in ail the discussion in the interval between
afternoon and evening prayers, one question was not discussed: who
was responsible for the hostility between the leading rebbes? People
were afraid that even to ask the question would cause new dissension.

* Lsuggested that poverty was mostly to blame. When people can’t
buy in order to sell, when they are unemployed and idle, they go
looking for spiteful bickering to occupy themselves with. Contrast
the big cities. Everyone is busy with his own affairs there, so calm
prevails. I add: “If someone injected a couple of thousand rubles
into Tishevitz, these things would be forgotten.”

“Being rich isn't such a big deal,” one of them calls out. “If I had
only had a pinch of sense, I could have had all of Tishevitz in my
pocket by now. It was touch and go, only my resolve wasn't firm
enough.” :

“It’s the truth, it's the truth!” they testified.

No doubt. As the maxim has it, what is known to all needs no
proof.

The man who would have been rich if only he had had a pinch
of sense or a somewhat firmer resolve was the very embodiment of
poverty—skinny, sallow, huncned, mournful, ar.d in a coat fo- which
the only match was the rabbi’s dressing gown. ‘

In comes the maskil. Naturally, he laughs. “Reb Elye,” ke says,
“you must have sold your winning ticket just before the draw.”

“Look at him, the scoffer!” says Reb Elye. “As if he really didn't
remember what happened!”

“I forgot long ago what you're talking about, and my head has
been clear ever since,” swears the maskil. “That is, assuming 1 ever
heard your lics in the first place.”

“Lies? Lies, is it?” Reb Elye has taken offense. “According to you,
that isn't the only thing that’s a lie.”

I butt in to ask what he is referring to.

“You have surely heard of the holy Vorke rebbe, may his memory
be for a blessing,” Reb Elye begins.
“Surely.”




Deeon T ReEenPy BYP K LW 0T R I e i —

et APRE RS DS IUT DIDRCTTIN W BENI D EOn IO IK
St o P SR IR BYPTROY YT SEPRMEYS hwen T WA
¥ 15D MW D P RETET 2467 YK DYDIIRYS DT M |28 TR
I N pIeEone BT NG DETID'S 8 SnIDDwn N BT fnps hYn
BRS NTWT LT PR MBI R DY R W BrE menn
BAUVIBY YT PETDD, DIWPIRD DEDVDINE FIoR DR YN N335
1ND WINK W D MTPRT 'R MDDIN 8 DN PENL'S W
PR PSP DN RSP FEOYNIT PIWNR D I8N DY YD T¥T DIt
Y3 B3 DR [3¥N 1DISY WIR IR ,DDYN D DI K [PNF PR DY —
DY BSTINAYI LIDMR TR 13 DYT 'R DY ) DI DMK BADD
AFTIND (BN R BB M 515030 05 S 13Y 1B WP W

LB "D PR WIR SYBY R TN Y B — D5 Sp 1131 —
DD TSI YO [FERID A B 1Y) WER NP SN DY —
Hyaaws IR e vy (e ljxn

BINT 1D DIWBBIYY) DYRY ,BVIBR BYN 1YD

13 w3 182 M7 3% TR IR BEaY 1R Y BED NI —

WY AR SDUIN WKL 1BMY S IN3T W3 BN PIR TR 1SNYe3

w Bt

KD W IR L0NUE P PR A3 IR WM BEN 19D
© by PR naen

BN 15PN BIvNp DD 11 IDPY) — PR BYY KD —

KD {FNPI IR PP W LIDNMR BRI TR TR 113 DY IR W)
VRN DY 1M IR SEOP 1INFI NP P R NIRDTID R IND MIKPLD
YN BMP (IR JBIT DIRNYI NP DEN YD AN 1D [DOgNY BN
WTOR IR DAY DYN W JIWNPI BIPD TI8I PR DM R 1YY W
PR PDYD-SMD DYIVR D TP BINDIYT W I MIRDTID 1Y B
1"ney PRY 1¥7, — 4937 IR LINB NN33 e Y

“P3 TMPI NDWT 1R (YD DEN LMY WED PIRDY T bYW
0D BT 3RS DR [P WINPT BYN W IR BDINYI BEN W WD
BOYN YT T DS DR LNSYD SP N3 N wPan) byn W IR
O3 P Y B DI RTY I DYN DY LORAYI P DD [V

APMD SDR TR TR TR LI MNP DB PR (3 W)
OYSINS B DM BYY |MD IR NPD K3 W SM YWBNR M
DY DSBRORYIDMIN BEN D¥N ,NPD W YPRO IR LYY e
M) W 2ORN R AR PNYI MAYD 19DR DR (YD BN WDWT N0
NIBAT OEN 13T WT IR LIYNYI DN IR DR Y DYT D WY W
TBPYI MR NP DET W 00 P DOFBRMIDTIE ORI IR 1DV
SR T

. SUNYI IMYI ]I PR 0N

TSP PR OIRNYI RN PR 71253 1370 DY, — RSB
=P BIRN PR BED DYT 137 DY 1917 DIPPIIRY R WA P v
BYIY MD LJYPIRN WHIN D R YIRIDR BINNYI TR 34N IR
NP YRR DIYSY DY Y R R DY IR BIYSPI BET 2
"D DD BITIND 3N TR — WY .Y IODR 1R (YDIDIYDIR
£ SYDY Wl 1D 1YY DINDB TINR BEN T IR PR DY DN MY
WY e — ,DOXD EB R [PV BOYD NI N BRD 7anTT, 13N
fO5YDYI D BEN DEN LSDID [IBS R — DYINR W PBOEL

YR LT DR SOPDY PR P2 R DR DYITR W 010 0
AWIIIRYPRIPEND LINODPIY [R — WNY D 1% B oMY
1BYTT BFT PN IR BYN IR L13Y3 DRI NEY YD M 1D VoKD

1P ,DYPINI POPRAYI 1P BYN3 YIYPI1IL 11D DY) |DSYN DY LIND
BOIP 137 T LAY B TR P KT IR YD DR DY s
1 v — IR Ann oY, TR BIWSD DN IMIRPTID ANR
DY 1D DI P R PR IR PR DR DY gny) pvpays por
SPIrMIR DIIRN YD 1S8R NI IDOSKRNYT N S§r by W)
AR BIWN {1 MDD IND DY R BPNB BYIY (Yo by LIgd
IMPR-NIoD BIYN BY Ny PR WY SHmap

NIR L JIWNYI WOYI IET VR IR MIRPIID IRD NYY R R
13MBY3 LJINR YT DIBYYY LIVDIPYI U1 1% DR 1 DORTYI D T by
LT PRRY R LLIDYI DIY DY D IR TN (DMK W
PYORIDY LLITIIR HIR N2 O TN P 3 BN OIRD MR POV PO R
A15UDYI BRI SEDIND TR KR P BRI R BSYBYY — W LIy —
BYYIINY DR IND M IOSNNYY B NYR YHERY T b DR bRn 1
SUDID YT BPWYIDNIR IIRDR BN M H3RbY ApDya Sm v e
WND R PPRD 1R DISZR FSY 01 IDRAYI RND T BN PR NG S
fIonRE DORNYI " O BRT DIPYIRI DM WP W

VIV P3M PSR IR IVDPIRD 1¥ TR 21,71 DUDYIRE PR
IR IPINMN 1Y WD BPYI (IIKRD T BB DI APDR B Sp IR IR

“Of course! Everybody and his cousin-knew about him. Than you
know that not ouly God-fearing Gentiles used to flock to him, but
even Germanied Jews—and even Lithuanian Jews, unbelievers that
they are! May 1 have a piece of gold for every Lithuanian 1 saw
there! There’s a §tory 1 could tell you about the Tosaphot explication
of the Talmud. Lithuanians have to show everybody how smart they
are, so this one raised a question about the Tosaphot on a passage
in the tractate Nedarim.'"® The rebbe, of blessed memory, gave him
a wrong answer—on purpose, of course. The Lithuanian couldn’t
contain himself. ‘How can you say that, rebbe,’ he came back, ‘when
the Tosaphot dealing with the same subject matter in the tractate
Rosh Hashana explicitly says the opposite of what you have just said?’
Well, it was only a heaven-sent miracle that kept our fellow Hasidim
from putting an end to him then and there. But that’s by the way.

“The point I want to make is that the Vorke rebbe dealt with the
Sovereign of the Universe—if it were permissible to say such a
thing—as if he were dealing with a brother and friend. For instance:

“Once, after pacing around in his room, he stood still and said:
‘Sovereign of the Universe, wouldn’t You say that Your Jews have
suffered long enough from this heat? How can they sit and study
Torah?'

“He must have heard an answer from above, because then he
said: ‘All right, that's different. I'll go along with future payment for
present hardship. But Sovereign of the Universe, how about a little
payment in this life?’

“Again you could sense from his appearance that he had heard a
response, because he answered: ‘Al right, if You say no it will have
to be no. Your credit is good. We can wait.’ .

“But that too is by the way. The heart of the matter was his
presiding over rites of circumcision, the entering into the covenant
of our father Abraham. As to that, he was made of steel and would
not bend. His signal awaited Above, and all he had to do was give a
nod for the thing to be accomplished from Above. He said that
when going to preside over a circumcision, when merely bethinking
himself of the circumcisor’s knife, he was transported to a state ol
awe. The result was, as the psalm puts it, that ‘He fulfills the desire
of them that fear Him."®

“Grieving that people had become aware of these powers, he knew
that he was not long for this life. Unless he was soon called to the

Academy on High, the world could not be sustained. That mystery
was not meant to be revealed!

“But people did find out about it. So did I. As a matter of fact, 1
found out earlier than most. My first wife’s brother-in-law Moses
was a kind of secretary-cum-bodyguard of the rebbe’s, and he blabbed
the secret. When he was punished by being removed from his
position for half a year, it hurt him so much that the rebbe had pity
‘and reinstated him. But that too is by the way. Sufhice it that I knew.

“Our father Jacob ‘kept the matter in mind,” and so did 1.2 |
wasn't going to bother the rebbe about trifles, so 1 waited. At the
time I didn't live more than a mile from Vorke. Ml'ﬁr,_s(_ni_fms
still alive and things weren't going too badly for her. Though it was
hard to make a living, I earned a bit as a marriage broker, and she
helped to support us with her stall in the marketplace. She was even
able to lodge and feed my elder daughter and her husband, a first-
rate scholar. What more did I need? et

“*And it came to pass upon a day’ that my son-in-law is in Ger
with his rebbe, the fair is in town, and my daughter is giving birth
for the first time. Things are grim. Three days go by, she’s in great
pain, and Beyle-Bashe the Midwife doesn’t know what more to do
than she has already done. Cupping, bleeding—nothing helps. It is
definitely not good.

“Now | get word that the rebbe is coming for a circumcision!
Do 1 need to tell you that ‘the Jews had light and gladness??' We
couldn’t have been happier, our spirits revived in us. Our only
prayer was for God to keep her alive another day and a half, because
people weren't admitted to the circumcision until an hour before
the ceremony. In the meantime, my daughter’s condition was grow-
ing cven worse. Her life was in danger.

“A couple of hours before the ceremony was to begin, her
condition improved, or so it seemed to me. She came to, opened
her eves, insisted that her mother go to the fair, and called me to
her b dside.

“S'1ly woman!—but then, every woman has it in for her husband

"when she’s giving birth. She tells me that she dislikes her husband

Shmulik, never did like him, didn’t want him from the moment she
first saw him, can't stand him, doesn’t want anvthing more to do
with hit would rather die. The reason why she sent her mother
out is tl 1t she's afraid of her. And it's true that my wife, may she
105t in proace, was harsh with our children. She was actually going

-10 slap m: "ughter as the bridal veil was being put on her!

“Naturati . 1 give my daughter to understand that all women are
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what way, that some women even vow not to live with their husbands y
anymorr, that to dissolve such vows the Sin Offering was brought _
when the Temple stood, and that the Talmud’s principle is still
valid: People are not held accoumablc for what they say in their
pain.”?

“She is unaffected by what I have told her. She needs neither vows

- nor oaths, she says, because she is going. She tells me good-bye: ‘I'm

fading like a candle.’

“To tell the truth, I don't take her very senously I can sense that
she's imp improving. She has recovered her wits, and there’s only hall
an hour to go before the circumcision. She's even looking quite
attractive.

“So I sit at her bedside and talk with her. The midwife has left to
buy a cradle at the fair. I look at the clock, and it’s time to go. I look
at her and she seems fine, healthy. Still, I don’t want her to be alone,
practically the only one in town without company.

“In our town,” he explained, “the fair was held once a year for
three days, and those three days had to provide everyone’s livelihood
for the entire year. Even at the rebbe’s nobody was home. They
were all at the fair.

“So I wait a little.

“Half an hour later things suddenly get worse. She grips my hand,
falls back on the pillow, gestures, begins to wheeze. 1t isn't good.

“I cry out, but there is no answer from even one of the thousands
of people and peasants whose din 1 can hear in the marketplace.
They don’t hear me, you could think it's a wilderness. 1 want to
leave and call somebody. I try to remove my hands from hers. She
won't let go.

“A minute passes, two minutes. I'm going to be late. Bad as her
condition is, I tear my hand away and run to the other side of town,
to Tsemakh's house. The circumcision is to take place there.

“Over carts and over piles of merchandise I fly and fly. It's tak-
ing too long. Though it's summer and I'm running, 1 shiver with
cold.

“Tsemakh’s house is coming into view. As the Talmud says,
man'’s heart knows his own dire need'—my heart is pounding within
me as if I were a bandit: at home a soul is departing.?*

“I reach the first window of the house. I don't want to wait tili |
get to the door, I'll break through the panes. 1 look and the rebbe
is there, pacing about. I'm going to go in like a robber. It's as il |
can hear my daughter’s voice calling, ‘Papa, Papa!’ 1 summon my
last reserve of strength, and I leap.”

He had difficulty breathing, so he rested for a moment. With the
tears thick in his eyes he resumed, his voice low and broken.

“But it wasn't meant to be. In front of the window was a pile of
manure mixed with stones, so 1 fell and almost broke my neck. 1
still bear the scar on my forehead. When I was allowed to see the
rebbe, he made light of the matter.

““I returned home—and how 1 managed to do that, I'll never
know—and found her lying on the ground. Either she had fallen as
she died or 1 had pulled her off the bed when I tore my hand away.”

We were all silent, each of us with a stone weighing on his heart.
The maskil recovered soonest.

“Well,” says he, “l can only say, ‘Blessed be the True judge.’ But
you still haven’t told us how you almost became rich.”

Reb Elye wiped his eyes with his sleeve, smiled a sad little smile,
and went on with his story.

“Lonly_wanted to show you what ‘not_meant to_be' .means,” he
said.

“Afterward my_troubles heaped up. My wife passed away. }
couldn’t make a go of her little business—what does a man know
about market stalls? I was left with the children to feed, and didn't
have a crust. When_1 remarried, I purposely chose a woman who
wasn’t_young. What I wanted was a woman who could make some
money from the stall. What I got was what the Talmud might call
deceptive marrlage because she gave birth year after year. The
business done in our fairs fell off steadily, and the stall wasn’t worth
a whistle.

“Then 1 said to myself, “This can’t go on! I'll give up my marriage-
brokering, get rich, and sit and study.’ Only, how do you get rich?

“So 1 write to my first wife’s brother-in-law, the rebbe’s man, and
beg him by all that's holy to let me know the next time the rebbe
attends a circumcision. Before the month is up I get the word. |
rush to Vorke—right to the rebbe’s, no detours.”

L'Into a bigger pile of manure?” cracks the maskil >

Reb Elye looks daggers at him and says: “The rebbe of the Vorke
Hasidim, may his merit shield us, was entirely dedicated to ritual
purity. Of all the ways of serving God, devotion to ritual purity was
the rebbe’s special way. .. "
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£ *Just look how he’s looking at me!” cries the maskil. “You ingrate!
When you came to town, who was it that helped you? A fellow Vorke
Hasid? Or maybe your own uncle, the rebbe? Or was it me? Well?
If it hadn’t been for me, you would have starved to death long ago!”

Then, turning to me: “And what do you think he does now? He’s
my children’s teacher. If I were_to fire him, good-bye livelihood!
Good-bye his last crust of b-ead!”

The Jew in question look; down and says nothing.

The maskil was growing more repugnant to me by the minute,
though earlier he had winked and then gestured to signal that
thanks to his efforts I would be able to get-back to work the following
day. ‘

1 Zidress the hapless Jew: “Go on, and tell us more.”

“Just take a look,” says he to the maskil, “take this recorder, here.
Anybody can tell from his appearance that he's more of a maskil
than you are, but he doesn't poke fun. It's possible to disagree
without being disagreeable. We don't think the less of Maimonides,
may his merit shield us, for disbelieving in witchcraft.? A Jew should
... Itisn’t right. . . . Making fun of people doesn’t prove anything,
it just stabs you in the guts.”

“All right,” the maskil says, less harshly. “Spill the rest of it.”

“I'll make it short,” the pauper begins. “I come in to where the
rebbe is. I haven't written out a request to show him, I'm unprepared,
I don’t even have the honorarium—not that that was the occasion
for an honorarium. When it comes to presiding over a circumcision,
it is as the Psalm teaches: there can be no question of a ransom,
whether offered to God above or to man here below.?

“The rebbe’s countenance is so terrifying that my hands and feet
tremble. I stand mute while he, may his merit shield us, paces back
and forth with giant strides. Suddenly, he notices me and lets out a
roar like a lion's: ‘What do you want?'

“I become even more frightened. I force out an answer: ‘I want
to be rich.’

“The rebbe seems to have trouble believing his ears. He thunders:
‘You want to be rich?’

“I answer, and my voice is lower than ever: ‘Anyway, to make a
living.’

“He shouts again: ‘What do you mean, ‘make a living'?’

“ ‘At least not to starve to death.’

“He keeps pacing about. Then he stops and asks: ‘And what else?’

“I thought 1 would die! It’s as if somebody else—and that's how
it still seems to me—took possession of my tongue to speak for me.
I hear myself say: “That my son Joseph should be a scholar.’

“And that was it. I barely escaped alive from the encounter and
he, may his merit shield us, passed away the week after. So I didn't

get rich, but I missed by no more than a hairbreadth. And it was
strictly my fault that 1 missed. 1f I had only been more resolute and
stuck it out . . ."

“Aside from that,” I ask, “is your Joseph a distinguished scholar?”

“I'm sure he could have been,” came the stammering answer.
“But the desire is lacking and against that no rebbe can prevail. My
son simply refuses to study, and nothing anybody can do will help.”

Here the maskil breaks in: “Don’t make things so complicated.
Your story has a simple moral: first, nobody should pile manure
under a window; second, take a rebbe’s honorarium with you if
you're going to ask him for anything; and above all, don't let any
rebbe scare you!”

Instantly, Reb Elye's sallow face crimsoned, his eyes burnt, his
form straightened, and the room echoed to the pair of slaps delivered
to the maskil.

I fear that neither will Reb Elye’s second request be granted, and
that he will yet starve to death.
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A LITTLE BOY?

I can’t stop thinking about the innkeeper’s sweet-faced little boy,
the one with the unpleasing mannerisms and the curls full of feathers.
In my mind’s eye I see him holding a scallion and weeping for an
extra one, or I remember him at the afternoon and evening prayers
saying the Kaddish in childish tones so tearful and so earnest as to
pierce my heart.

The frightening drama of the Hasid slapping the maskii had
turned the boy’s ruddy face greenish-gray. 1 took him by the hand
and led him out. “Let’s go for a walk,” I said.

“A walk?” he stammered, as his color returned.

“Don’t you ever go for a walk?”

“Not anymore. May she rest in peace, when Mother was alive she
used to take me for a walk on Sabbaths and holy days; but may he
live long, Father says I can spend the time better by looking into a
sacred book.”

Now we were in a long entryway that was dimly lit by the reflection,
suggesting a Star of David, from a distant lantern. I couldn’t see the
child’s face, but his thin little hand was quivering in mine. We went
out into the street.

The sky hung over Tishevitz like a dark blue uniform with dull
silver buttons. To my companion it must have seemed a silver-
spangled curtain before the ark in a synagogue. Maybe he was
dreaming of a comparable blue silk, spangled bag for his future
phylacteries. In five or six years this child might be receiving one as
a present from his bride.

At night the shtetl looks altogether different. The humpbacked,
lurching hovels vanish into “the poetic, still bosom of the night,”
while the windows and shutters look like wide, fiery, purple-streaming
eyes. : -

On the stoves potatoes or else dumplings and beans should already
be cooking in their pots of boiling water. The statistical data show
the average per capita income in Tishevitz to be thirty-seven and a
half rubles a year, or about ten kopecks a day. You can do the
arithmetic: tuition fees; two sets of kitchenware and tableware, one
for milk and one for meat; Sabbaths and holy days; illness; something
for those who pray efficaciously for you—add it all up and you will
understand why the stoves are so seldom used for preparing a fine
meal, why the dumplings are made without a single egg, and why
the potatoes may be served dry.

And those are not the worst houses. Others are completely blind,
indeed eyeless. Here the diet consists of a crust of stale bread, with
or without a scrap of herring. It may even be that the tenants must
say the bedtime prayer without having had any supper at all. In one
such house, doubtless, lives the old widow whose needs are so few,
tapping at her heart with scrawny hand as she recites the Long
Confession. Maybe she is measuring her shroud again, or maybe she
recalls the wedding dress she wore so long ago, with its borders of
gold thread. Maybe her ancient eyes let fall a tear or two, and maybe
she smiles in the darkness of the night: what does an old Jewish
woman need?

Those are not my little orphan boy's thoughts. Hopping about,
he lifts his face to a moon Hoating with lordly insouciance behind
and between the wispy clouds. He sighs. Has he seen a falling star?
No.

“Oh," says he, “how I wish Messiah would come!”

“And why is that?”

“l would like the moon to get bigger! It’s a pity about her. She
committed a sin, sure, but hasn't she been punished long enough?
It’s almost the sixth millennium now."26

Those are his only petitions: of his earthly father, an extra scallion:
of his Heavenly Father, growth for the moon. 1 have to curb a fierce

impulse to say to him: “Forget it. Your father here below will soon
remarry, you will soon have a stepmother and be a stepchild, and
then you'll be crying for a piece of bread. You're better off as is,
even without the extra scallion and a bigger moon.”

By now we have left Tishevitz behind. A breath of spring wafts
toward us from the fields. He draws me to a tree and we sit. It
occurs to me that this is where he must have sat with his mother.
She must have taught him what was grown in the townspeople’s
narrow furrows, because he recognizes wheat, rye, and potatoes.

“And these are thorns growing here! Does anybody eat thorns?”

“They say donkeys eat thorns.”

“Why,” he wants to know, “did God make every different creature
eat different things?”

He doesn’t know that if all creatures ate the same, they would all
resemble one another.
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“That's foolish,” he answers. “In the end it had to stop. We h
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1904 (translated by Milton Himmelfarb)

Impressions of a Journey
17 Bavon Mamice de Hirsch (1881 -

devored his forrune 10 zlevia:

95). a Belgian-Jewish philanthropist who
: ing human distress. He embarked on a project
of transporting Russian and Romanian Jews to Argentina, where they would
set up agricultural colonies, but he was not successful.
'Baron Edmond James de Rothschild (1845-1934), a French-Jewish
philanthropist and patron of Jewish settlement in Palestine. Because of his
Notes - 363
concern for all problems in the settlements, he became known as “the Father 1% / “Behold, the Guardian of Isracl"—Psalms 121:4.

of the Yishuv” (settlement). 15 / *Then Mordekhai returned to the King's gate, while ‘Haman hurried

; home, his head covered in mourning”— :
2 / Rabbis with the reputation of being able to perform miraculous cures ' g"—Esther 6:12.

asters of >ood Name, or Good Jews. T : - 3 . T :
were called masters of the G i J 16 | There is a general principle found in the Talmud (sce, for example,

Kethuboth 16a) to the eltect that if someone creates a prohibition through his

“Cui : "__I'ractate Sanhedrin 98a. . . : : : i i
3 / “Guilty or innocent"—Tractate testimony, he is allowed to continue his testimony and nullify the prohibition.

4 | “He issued His commands to Jacob, His statutes and rules to lsra.elA fle
did not do so for any other nation; of such ordinances they know nothing”—

Psalms, 147:19-20.

17 / 'T'he Hasidic Rebbe Israel of Kozinitz (1733-1814) was known for his
sweet devotion and ecstatic faith.

18 / Perhaps Peretz had in mind the Tosaphot in Nedarim 4a, Elu Hataot

“r : i "—Psalms 130:3. ;
5 / “If you keep account of sins, O Lord, who can i -+ ve-Ashamot, and the parallel Tosaphot in Rosh Hashana 5b.

6 / “The lord said to Moses as follows: speak to the Israelite People and
instruct them to make for themselves fringes on the corners of their garments

; the fringe at each . ‘ ) .
lhl'()ug‘l_wl!l\; lh? 326:,5 l;; tgcge:slll;‘,c,:l}?az?)l(:, ([)‘rci‘:::(:gulfq lr) ﬁ,e Hasidic 20 / With respect to Joseph's dreams, “his brothers were wrought up at him,
corner"—Numbers 15:37-8. 91),

rabbi of Rodzin, claimed to have discovered the tekhelet (the color blue) of  and his father kept the matter in mind"—Genesis 37:11.

izit: his followers, who wove blue thread into their fringes, became w g s N AR
;::f()\l;::zaus'll'::[;l(l)le(-)'¥hread Hasidim. Most rabbinic authorities disagreed with 21 | “The Jews had light and gladness, happiness and honor™—Esther 8:16.

Leiner.

..19 / “He fulfills the desire”—Psalms 145:14.

22 | “People are not held accountable”—Tractate Baba Batra 16b.

7 | “There is no justice”"—Tractate Baba Metzia 97a. 23 / “A man’s heart knows"—TTractate Yoma 83a.

8 / “So Jeshurun waxed fat, and he kicked. . . . He forsook the God wh

d d the Rock of his support”—Deuteronomy 39:15 24 | Maimonides' “Laws of Idol Worship,” 11:16 in the Mishneh Torah, says all
made him, and spurned the Rock o — :15. .

witchcraft is false and nonsense.

9 / “Why do nations assemble, and peoples plot vain things; kings of the eart
take their stand, and regents intrigue together against the Lord and againt
His Messiah?"—Psalms 2:1-2.

25 / Peretz conflates two verses: “He will not have regard for any ransom. He
will refuse your bribe, however great"—Proverbs 6:35; and “Wealth is to no

avail on the day of wrath, but righteousness saves from death"—Proverbs

—_ 114.
10 | “Moj panie” is Polish for “My dear sir.

his brother Esau in the land of Seir, ihe 26 / “Equal in size and power were the moon and sun created, but the moon
oh ’

1/ "J?:COb Fi;‘(;(::‘es;z'(‘lg;::(:::;?l tthem as follows: Thus shall you say to my ~ Was reduced because it complained and said, ‘It is impossible for two kings
country o Y : ) : ;

: b: 1 have sojourned with Latan an¢ 10 use one crown’ "—Rashi on Genesis 1:16. It is believed that the moon will
Sor Eswa =~ cuss o your"sefvanl.jacﬂ.". 5 ;vehi iommenls on the phrast be restored to its full size when the redemption comes. The prayer for the
lr.emained }herc l(linll,lllllol:-ban’f."le:;362;05311-"]:; ith Laban-lhe viked,bu moon based on lIsaiah 30:26 states: “May i_l be Your wi'l‘l. O Lord, my God
t;:‘g‘;; ng:lr;:zd::la:xs 1 obsc'rvcd. and 1 did not learn from !\i' x i! dee(!s. and God of my forefathers, to fill the flaw of the moon.”
‘The maskil appears to be alluding to this comment by Rashi :n{d nnplyn}\“
that just as Jacob was uncurrupltzd by his impious surroundings, so h
preserves his worldliness in his benighted surroundings.

27 | “Every river has its own cyrrent"—Tractate Hullin 18b.

28 | Certain defects found in some of the organs of a slaughtered animal
render the animal treyf, and forbidden for consumption. Since a fair per-
centage of animals suffer from lung disease, the lungs must always be carcfully
examined by the slaughterer and, if a defect is found, brought to a rabbi to
determine if the meat is thereby rendered unkosher.

12 / “Let the young warriors duel"—I1 Samuel 2:14.

13 / In 11 Samuel 20:19, a wise woman of the city of Abel refersto her city a
the mother city in Israel.







29 / "No leaven shall be found in your houses for seven days. For whoever
cats what is leavened, that person shall be cut off from the community of
Israel, whether he is a stranger or a citizen of the country”"—Exodus 12:19.
Rabbis traditionally gave two major sermons a year, the first on the Sabbath

during the Ten Days of Repentance, and the second on Shabbes Hagadol,
the Sabbath before Passover. '

30 / “Whatever discovery"—Leviticus Rabah 22:1.
31 / “Blessed be the Lord"—Psalm 68:20.
32 | According to Jewish law, a blemish invalidates a sacrificial offering.

33 / "The notion that each man has his own unique God-
in Jewish literature. One classic ex
Berakhoth 17a: “A favorite sa

given task is widespread
pression may be found in the Talmud
ying of the Rabbis of Japheh was: I am God’s
creature and my fellow is God's creature, (Rashi comments: 1 who study
Torah am God's creature and my fellow the peasant is God's creature.) My
work is in the town and his work is in the country. I rise early for my work,
and he rises early for his work. Just as he does not presume to do my work,
so | do not presume to do his work. Will you say, I do much and he does
little? We have learnt: one may do’much or one may do little; it is all one
provided he directs his heart to heaven.”

34 1 Atthe conclusion of the recitation of the Kaddish (prayer of sanctification),
one takes three steps backward.

35 / Queen Esther's complexion—Megillah 13a.

36 | “Therefore shall a man"— Genesis 2:24,

37 / “Thou shall not insult the deaf, or put a stumbling block before the blind.
Thou shall fear thy God: I am the Lord"—Leviticus 14:14.

38 | “When a righteous man departs”—

See Rashi's commentary on Genesis
28:10.

39 / “The Lord God said, ‘It is not good for man to be alone; I will make a
fitting helper for him’ "—Genesis 2:18.

40 / The morning Shema must be recited from shortly before sunrise till the
end of the first quarter of the day. Tractate Berakhot 1:1-2. Hasidim in

emphasizing their spiritual preparation for prayer often recite it later than
the prescribed time.

41 / “When thou eatest the labor of thy hands"—based on Psalm 128:2.

42 / ‘T'ractate Kiddushim 1:7 states that women ar

e exempt from time-bound
commandments.

43 / This legend about the arrival of the Jews in Poland after their 1
expulsion from S
Peretz.

492

44 / Peretz, contrasting the high spiritual inheritance of
current misery, was himself thought to be a descendant of prominent Spanish

Jews. The author of the standard work of laws governing kosher slaughter
was Rabbi Alexander Sender Schorr (d. 1737).

these Jews with their

45 | Before studying the Chapters of the Fathers,
Mishna Sanhedrin 10:1, which quotes this passa

it is customary to recite the

ge of Isaiah 60:21.

46 / There is an ancient Jewish mystical concept concerning the Pargod (“Cur-
tain” or “Veil”) that separates God the Creator, who sits on the Divine Throne,
from the other parts of the Divine world; it prevents the ministering angels
from seeing the Divine Glory.

47 | “Asif 1 were a raven"—Psalms 147:9.

48 / Probably Abraham Joshua Heschel of Apt (d. 1825), the Hasidic rebbe

who recounted fantastic events he claimed to have remembered from former
incarnations.

49 / “And he dreamed, and behold a ladder was set up on the earth, and the
top of it reached to heaven; and behold the angels of God were ascending

and descending on it." The midrash is cited in Rashi on Genesis 28:11.and
is based on the Talmud Hullin 41b.

50 I “A scholar’s waiver"—Tractate Kiddushin 32.

51 / Spelling Noah with seven mistakes is a common idiom
an ignoramus.

52 / “There was not a house"—Exodus 11:30.

G

53 / The Hasidic Rebbe Yakov Yitzkhak of Pzhysha (d. 1814), called “the Jew™
(Yehudi). See Martin Buber, Tales of the Hasidim: The Later Masters, pp. 33—
36.

54 | Hasidim tied a belt around the waist to separate the upper from the lower.
profane part of the body during prayer.

55 | Hemdat yomim is an anonymous popular prayer book and compilation ol
customs and practices dating from the eighteenth century.

56 / Psalm 47 was read before the blowing of the shofar on Rosh Hashana.

37 1 Jewish Law required tailors to return re
expression held that they lived off “remn
to order more clot

mnants to customers,

ants,” L.e., routinely t
h than was actually needed.

but a popular
old customers

58 / “The ignorant man”—Chapters of the Fathers 2:5,

59 | There will be no second flood—Genesis 9:] I

pain was still circulating by word of mouth at the time of

atic description ol






