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INTRODUCTION TO

The Little Man
s

Dos Kleyne Mentsbele, subtitled “The Biography of Yisskhok-
Avrom, the Strong-Arm Man,” was the first work in Yiddish
published by Mendele. Here translated as The Littla Mart {rather
than_literally, as “the little person™, it is generally considered the
work which marks the beginning of the modemn period in
Yiddish literature.

The first work by Sholem Yankef Abramovitsh 10 appear
under the pen-name Mendele Movkher-Sforim, it was originally
published in 1864 as a short story of several dozen pages in the
Yiddish supplement tothe Hebrew newspaper Haneyiils. Mendele
points out in Notes For My Biography (see page 310 that “this tale
made a great impression on the Jewish public.” A second printing
was issued in Odessa in 1865, and a third in Vilna in 1866. Afoutth
completely revised and expanded edition was published in Vilna
in 1879 This new version increased the number of pages by more
than three-and-a-half times, A final revision was made by
sMendele in 1907 for an edition of his complete works, published
in Odessa. Aside from stylistic and grammatical changes, the 1907
version differs from the 1879 version in that it changes the
sequence of some of the chapters and also omits the first
introductory chapter of the 1879 version.

Gerald Stillman, one of the editors of this volume and the
ranslator of The Little Man,* used the 1879 edition, as pub-
lished by the Hebrew Publishing Co., New York, in Volume 1 of
The Complete Works of Mendele Moykher-Sforim, 1210: °1 hawve
also compared it to the 1907 text as published by YKLUF
Publishers, New York, in Volume 1 of The Selecled Works of
Mendele Moykber-Sforim, 1946, In a few scattered instances,
where the sentence structure is clearer in the 1907 text, [ have
used some phrases or words from the latter.”

*Published originally In 1556 by Thomas Yoseloff under the title The Parasdte
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According to Mendele's friend, ).L. Binshiok, the figure of
Cutman in the novel is modeled after Avrom-Ber Goitlober. The
figure of Yitskhok-Avrom is modeled, according to Sholem
Alevkhem, afier a powerful man who “at that time cracked the
whip in Glupsk (Berditchev) over the congregation of 1srael”

A picaresque novel, it is a bitter attack on "tcadies,” or
influence peddlers, who live off the peaple (milking the rich and
sueezing the poor) without really contributing anything in
return, As Gerald Stillman cogently observes in the introduction
1 the orginal edition of this translation (1950), since. the
protagonist learns that "the quickest and surest road to comfort
and security les in swindle and deceit, this very idea is in itsclf
a profound condemnation of society.”

Writing under the influence of the baskole (the Jewish en-
lightenment of Eastemn Europe), Mendele not only attacks toadies
and infleence peddlers, but also the Jewish "establishment,” as
well as the cramped Jewish way of life of the time, especially its
educational system and its cultural level. The Little Man displays
Mendele's acid, bittetly satiric tone, as well s his desire 1o reform
the life of his people.

By "condescending” 1o employ Yiddish as a serious literary
medium, Mendele elevated both himsclf and it He risked
ridicule from his comemporary maskifis (adherents of the haskole)
who looked down on Yiddish as a "jargon,” notworthy of serious
cultural effort (see "Notes For My Biography™). But Mendele
demonstrated that Yiddish could be employed as a powerful
literary medium by using the ordinary language of the people
with grace, beauly, style, and authenticity—something which had
never really been done before. No wonder Sholem Aleykhem's
designatinn of him as the “zeyde” (grandfzther) of modem
viddish (and Hebrew) literature became so quickly and widely
adopted. _

In reading The Little Man, we not only read Mendele's first
Yiddish novel, and not only the work that begins a new phase
in the development of the literature in that language, but we also
see reflected in it the life and state of mind of a large segment of
the Jewish people at that time and place, as well as the then
temper of the haskole, We also touch the heart, mind, and soul
of 2 man—af Sholem Yankef Abramovitsh, called, affectionately,
Mendele by his people, a great Yiddish writer, the “zeyde,” who
speaks 10 us magically across the chasm of time.
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Translated by Gerald Sullman

CHAPTER 1

The first question thar one Jew asks another. even a wotal stranger,
as soon a5 thev have met and shaken hands, is: “And what is your
CLANTY

It oocurs o aeither of them that his response might be as foll s

“Tell me, brother, why is it so impoRant for vou o know my
name? Are we going to discuss the betroth] of our children? T'm
called by the name that Iwas given and let me be!

But the question ~And what is your 12 me?” is a namral ane. Itis
as much a habit as

feeling the materal of someone’s new coat aracd inguiring:
~How much is it 2 yard®” _ _

or asking for a cigaretle when 2n acqualntance opens his
cigarette case; or sticking your Firgers isto someons's souff box
arcl tking 3 whifl; o

or dunking 3 greasy kerchiel into anpohers hattle af lindment
and giving yourself a rublomen;

or walking over 1o twvo people engaged ina converstion and
liztening i fora while: _ .

or asking someone for no good pewson heve bis business is
going and then weigning hisn cown with advice altheugh be
dioes pot need i

Such acts and many others are to be expected, since they are
pan of the order of things For all eternity. To protest against them
would make a man seem raving mad and perverse.

Jews are fairly well convinced that. immediately upon getting
ane’s foat in the door in the world o come, the Anpgel's fiest
question will be: “And what is your name, brother?”

Even the Angel who wrestled with Jacob did not viclae the
eternal order of things and scon asked Jacob how he was called.
A similar act on the part of a human being wha is only of flesh and
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blood is therefore a foregone conclusion. 1 know very well that
this, my first venture into Yiddish literature, will be grected trith»}
the eternal question: “And what is vour name, uncle?” 4
Mendele is my name! Thus, ladies and genilemen, was 1 named
afier my greac-grandfather on my mother’s side, Reb Mendele
Moscower, blessed he his memone. in his time, he was known as
Moscower hecause he had once traveled to Moscow to purchase
spme wares, As a result of this joumey, he had, m his inle corner
of the world, a respected name and much honor. He was consid-
ered 4 shrewd man, well versed in the whys and wherefores of the

world. When any need arose, or if a petition was o be submited

to the government, he was always consulied frst, bur that is not
Y point. /
1 am. however, not ver properdy introduced. After this inftal#
question, Jews become curious inearnest. They bombard one with
all sors of questions, such as i

Whese are you fiom?

Are you married?

Any children?

“What lrusiness are vou in¥
Wohere ane vom going?

and many others which have been accepled by the dispersed
children of Israel as mandatory if the questioner is to be considered
worldly wise and not a backward bench wamer. Sheer benevo-
lence dictates that these questions e answered, just as one an-
swers “A pood vear o you!” upon being greeted with a “Good
Shabbed” or a *Good Haoliday!” Having no desine 1o go against the
cstoms of the world, 1 stand reddy 10 answer these questions as
briefly and clearly as possible.

1 was bom in Tsvuatshits® in the provines of Teterivke, which
is fmones For its excellent canle and even more for the deprecating
grint with which its inhabhants greet every remark. Tsvuatshis is
keowen for this grunt throughout the weord. In my passport. [ am
described as being fifty-two vears old, but | wouldnt swear o my
exacl gge. My father and mother, may they rest in peace, 5 ¥

= Mendele, like Gosed, avails himseil ol the umonoes devios of plavig upon place
rilinen, Tapea, i Hebrew, means “yena” or “hypoonse.” The English equivalent of
Tgeotslaity can be ke as *Hyepaville.” Trerens: m Russian, means “grosse —a
bard resembling a pheasant. Teverpbe could e tzhen 2 “Grempsevilles ”

=
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disputed the calculation of my age. They both agreed that I was
bom at the lighting of the first candle during the Great Fire, bt
according 1o my father's reckoning, this took place when the Great
Fro= descended upon our region and when my great-grandfather.
blessed be his memory, was carried off. My mother, however,
insisted that this happened approximately two vears after the first
Great Foght in our town, may we be protected from a similar
occurrence today! As proof of this, she offered the Fact that it was
then that our red cow calved and she made milkhike jam-tants for
half the wwn. over which everyvone licked their ngers, and to this
day many an old man can still eecall their taste’
My specifications in the passport read as follows -

Height—medivm

Hair amd! eyeboows—gray
Eyes—hronen

Swose and mouth—ondinar
A grav beand

An unmarked Fice

o distimpuishing features,

But this is completely meaningless, am merely a person like most
other people and neither 3 wmeat nor an ass, God forbid. The
question arises then, if the passppon did not describe one's
features, one would sl be a human being, for who ever heard of
giving & passport 1o an ass? To which we make answer as followes,
It is nex wise to ask questions.”

The whole idea is—here is a description of my features, and
there. you still do not kaow howe ook, .. . And, in truth, suppose
vou knew that my forehead is high and wrinkled, that my nostrils
are large and mther coarse, that when [ part my lips Lappear o be
smiling very ;11:1':1[3.-'_ Believe me, even before we were married, my
wife was not interested in such petry details,

She was 1old: “Congramlations, bride, you have a groom!”

Enough’ Whose concem is it what kind of a nose he has or what
kind of Fice® Whose business is it and why should it bother
anvbody? Anvway, ladies and gentlemen, now vou know thaclam
narried. It stands to reason that [have children, and plenty of them
at thar, may the evil eye not harm them, for whi has ever heard of
a Jew who is married and does not have a minimum of halfa dozen
linle ones? Especially a poor Jew.

My business is selling books: Kbumoshim, praverhooks for
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festivals, penitentiz] prayeraooks, ordinary praverbooks, and all
soets of religious works. | 2lso have storybooks, including a few of
the more modern novels. In my time, 1 have had many different
jobs, Spon after leaving the room and board of my inaws, |
heciame a money changer. a spice dealer, an innkeeper, a grain
dealer, a peddler. and a melamed. | went from one tvpe of trade
e another, 45 most Jews do, and remained a pauper. As the old
saving has it Yeu I wonk all day for @ wisp of hay. Finally [ ook
tor sedling hooks, and for a number of vears, blessed be His name,
| have done Fairdy wcll. Aside from books, 1 also camy
pravershawls, venemablelooking  isitses.  shoyfers, mezzes,
wolves teeth, amulets, shiny patent-leather shoes for children,
skullcaps, and sometimes brass and copper wares.

Exactly how brass and copper wares fit in with religious books,
1 41 niot quite certain maysell, but it has been a custom of ours for
vears snd vears, since a Yiddish author must sometimes alsobe a
matchmaker, just as a Polish janitor in a small shed must have a
liquor concession on the side, or a tax collector will sometimes be
a cook and butler at an affair given by the social elite, or a rabbinical
gssistant must have some confidential business deals afoot, or a
rich idler must have his finger in the tax-farming pie. . . . But that
iz not my point. For years | have been on the mad. 1 travel all over
Poland and visit all its linde wieens and villages, 1am as well known
there, blessed e His name, as a counterfeit kopeck.

Usually you will find me a1 my wagon near the synagogue. My
horse is there with me, facing the wagon and eating some oats (if
there are anv 1o be had) from a cloth which has one end tied o

the trestle of the wagen and the other end 1o the voke. Jewish |

children quiedy steal behind and glechelly tear the hairs from his
poor rail, and he, the shiimazl, stands there calmly, as if he were
not hothered at all. Scanetimes he drops his lower lip, at which
tme he seems to engage in a wothy laugh just like, forgive the
comparscn, 4 human being,

When there is nothing o ear, which happens on oocasion, he
stands thoughtfully with perked ears, looking at my display of
books, and ane could swear that with his horse sense he knows
ruite well what is written there, possibly better than many a. . ..
But that, tao, is heside the point,

believe that I am now absolved of all inroductory obligations.
I have answered all the questions and it is high time to proceed.
with our storv., Anvwav, 1 am only human, and if 1 have left
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anything out. believe me, upon my word of honor, that, just as
soon 25 1 remember, [ will certainly include it in one of my
narrations, which [ plan, with God's help. o publish one after
another. Furthermere, if there are any who are so impatient that
they must immediately know the entre root of my being in
complete detail, let them ke the trouble to write to me and they
will spom receive a clear answer. My address is:

Mendebe Yudelovitsh Moyvkher-52osim
Tavznshurs, Teterivke

Thev do nothave o hather adding the ritle “Reb Jew," The postal
officials will be able to tell without that. , . .

Wait 2 minute, ladies and gentlemen—I completely forgot the
most important thing! Itis g good thing thar Tcaught mivself in time,
It is the custom of our Yiddish weiters. as is well known, either 1o
mention directly the names of their modest wives in their books.
or. by means of dever symbols, to praise their virtue and piety.
Therefore, vou will all probahly want to know my wife's name and
you will cerizinly be justified.

Ladies and gentlemen. her name is Yente!




CHAPTER 2

And nowe that we have become acquainted, ladies and pentlemen,
oy o imagine me, Mendele Movkher-Sforim. standing near my
wigon somewhere along the mad, deeply absorbed in thought,
and apparently rooted 10 the ground. It is auumn. You will
possibly think that my wagon is stuck in the mud and that | am
considering the best way 1o extricate it? No! This is the vear 3615,
which will be especially noted in the almanae for its mimculously
elry and beauiful avramn, '

The weather was quite summery, warm, clezr. The cattle grared
in the fields from which the dense voung grain was shooting forth.
Thetrees were garthed invellow-green parments. somewhat faded.
shredded, and moth-eaten. Yer it was plain thar they had no
intention of stripping completely bare in order o sleep their usual
winter sleep. Long white gossamers (loated through the air, 2 sure
sign of good wenher, although 1he almanae had, may | be par-
doned for saying so, guessed wrong and had, as wsual, 1old a big
lie. But chis is beside the point.

You will possilly think that 1 was standing near my wagon
because [ was lost? Wrong again? 1 knew very well that a lidde
further, at e fork in the road, the road on the ight leads o Glupsk®
and the road on the lefi leads 1o another town. The problem was:
which road e take—ao the left or 1o the right®

1 had to go to Glupsk in erder to transact some business there—I
wanted to unload some wares and waxen Kbanike candles. On
the other hand. T #lso wanted 10 go 1o the firin the other oo
Therefore, 1 stood undecided, going neither here nor there, as if
chained 1o the spo

I happened 1o plance a1t my horse. He was calm 2nd unper
turbed, scratching his neck against his hamess. In general, he
seened very pleased at not being in motion. 1 stared as though
expecting the soughi-for advice from him. Then it occumed to me
ta leave the entire matter 10 his discretion.

Don't laugh, ladies and gentlemen! When in doubt, even wise
peaple full back on strange solutions. Tell me please, what is the

* A play an the Russian word pfig, “stupad” o “Ioolich © Glupsk can therefiore be
lerprered as “Foolstoan ®
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paint, for example, in slapping oneself on the forehead ©

a die? Of what value is it o flip a coin or to use any ot

device? A fool can be very useful in such cireumstances. |

him and ke his advice. It happens quite frequently in this seom.
of ours that wise men allow themselves o be led by fools. T know
of many fools who play an impaorant role with some businessmen
highly respectable people, too. But this is beside the point.

Climbing into the wagon, | flicked the reins and then dropper
them, letting the horse lead the way. He chose the road on the righ
toward Glupsk. Well, lead me, lead me, horse o' minge, Mayhb
vou're right. If vou prefer Glupsk, le it be Glupslk!

Tuesday morning, having said my prayers, [ arrived in Glups
and, as usual, drove right up to the svnzgogue, Before 1 had
chance to catch my bressth, 1 was surrcunded. Old men and youn
men alike began to investigate the contents of my wagon, peckin
o books, tapping my brass woares, examining the amulers an
the wolves teeth, asking me questinns and asking each othe
quiestions, a5 is the custom among Jews. A gang of voungsters, th
bovs from the Talmud-Toyre, greeted their old Fiend, my horse
and were spon merrily plucking the hairs from his il

In the courtvard of the svnagogue, 1 noticed groups of peopl
arguing. Thev were talking, lavghing. worrying, shaking the
heads. Scon sevenal linle groups merged into one, Commeatior
activity, noise, talking with hands and feet. Then the large grou
exploded, like a soap bubble, into a number of smaller one.
Apparcmily something had happened. Where there's smoke
there's fire.

[ weas very curious o know what was going on; afeer all, I'mals
a Jew My soul is, as the saving goes, not made of dough, On
should know about evervthing that goes on in the world. One ca
nevertell when this knowledges will he useful. There s many a Jer
who eams his daily bread by poking his nose into every pot an
saiffing: wherever there are two partners. he barges in to make
third and demands his share. Being united is a Jewish trait.

[ listened o the conversation of a group which had just forme
Near me.

“Lord Almighty, blessed be Your justice! He was still a vour
man. [ would say about forty. Such a man, such a man!”

“What are vou so upset about, Reb Avrenushe, that you car
console vour poor self! Pish, a grear event! What was so wonderh
ahout the man?”

39



“For you. Yosl, nothing is a great event and no man is ever
wonderful, Reb Avremishe is dght, Such a man, such a rich man!
It's a pity. AsT am a Jew, it's a piny!”

"How d'ye do! Here's a new Mr. Pitv! Leybtshe suppons Reb
Avremishe with his booming bass and, like a good Jew, expresses
his pity. Tell me, Levbishe, what weas it that you said a while ago?®

“What 1 said a while sgo? 1! What @id [ say, Yosl? Really, what
did . ..”

“Certainly!, centainly! You vourself. with your kosher linle
mouth! Dida't veu say: ‘Is he also 2 human being, this Isik-Avrem)®
the: Btrong-arm Man® He was, he may pardon me or not, a roffian,
2 leech, a swindler, a lizr, 3 hrute and, to top it off, a lecher®

“Whe? Me? Yosl! What? Well . . . good day! | really have notime.”

*A mond day and a8 good vear! Come with me Reb Avremishe
We'll po to the synagogue and lhave a2 drink. The caretaker has
some good brandy rodav”

“¥Yeu don't think that a linle brandy would do any harm, do vou,
Yosele?! Upon my life, you did a clever thing by geming rid of tha
liar. Let's not fool ourselves! What was that man amyway? He was,
may he rest in pedce, an ignotmus, 1 busybody, a swindler, a
teech. s all r’;,h{ he left plenty of money—other people’s
money?”

“That's why I like you, Reb Avremishe. Because vou always like
ter teell the truth.

1 unharnessed my horse, rurning him around so thar he faced
the wagon, in order to feed him some oars. Then I got 1o work and
began unloading the wagon. Thad hardly put things ina semblance
of order. siringing up on both sides of the wagon rings of amulets,
satin skullcaps, a few sets of wigses. a pravershawl or tavn, when
the caretaker of the Beys Din came running toward me and shot
aul all in cme breath;

O g vald Eelr Mendele!  Shofem aleviehem, Reh Mendele.
The Rabhi, may helive long, cordially requests vour honor iocome
1 him quickly. Guickly, Reh Mendele!” The fac that the Rabhi had
s0_soon become aware of my presence did not surprice me
pamicularly. Glupsk, vou see, is a Jewish town, and Jews become
aware of things 51::&&-;:1:!}- Let someone even so much as make a
rernatrk and it will immediztely become known ten sireets away.

= il At is e dimminutive foom for Jebbod-Armnm, Dimmothees in Tiddisk ane
vsed cither endeainely or sascastically, depesdizyg upom the comtex

k]

As a manter of Fect, the remark will be garnished and serv

all on a lile plamer. It's really much more effective
telegraph. What surprised me was the fact that the Rab..

to see me. And why did he send the caretaker of the Beys o an.
me in such a hurry? It occurred to me that a lawsuit must be
imvolved. Yes, ves, there must be 2 linle worm gnawing here
somewhere. My heart skipped a heat. For where can vou find a
businessman who does not have some ugly lite secret which,
when found out, will allow others to prod their noses into his

I my mimnd, [ quickly began to review all my business dealings.
The firt 1o appear before my mind's eve was my daughter's
father-in-lew. Maybe it is he who is stirring up the pot. Maybe he
wants to force me o pay him the rest of the dowry and settle the
whaole affair. This father-in-law of my daughrer’s is a simple soul,
He believes that whatever is writien in 2 marriage contract must
be fulfilled, and that whatever onge has undertaken 1o pay must
resilly be paid in full. He doesn’t understand, the fool, dyat all that
is mere tlk and is writtentin black and white only for the sake of
p-nhlt:n-_*ﬁ One must talk our of both sides of one's mouth 5o as
1o cremite a stir in the world, a custom which our fathers and theic
fathers before them developed.

Or mavbe, I thought, God forbid, it is that book dealer with
whom 1 did some trading last summer. T gave him Sherwes
prayerbooks, amulets, wolves' teeth, current novels, and sundry
and varied trash. He gave me brass wares, books of religious
guestions and answers, prayer books for the guiltless, praver
books for festivals, and varows other kinds of bools. The poin is
that he may have reconsidered the whole tansaction, felt that he
had been cheated, and now wished, on the basis of an unfair price,
to stpueeze some more out of me! May the good Lord protect and
defend a man from having any dealings with the book sellers of
this area. One can ger ulcers fromm their claims and demands! Bue
that is beside the point.

Whatever the story, my heart grew heavy. Willy-nilly, I must go.
I decided that I might as well take along some wares, small items,
a brand new Thbire to which the Rabbi's wife might take a faney,
which cemainly would net do me any harm, 1 was annoved with
my horse, Why had he chosen the road to Glupsk? T only let him
smell the oats. [ insulted him with a few scathing remarks, lefi him
and my wagon in the hands of the caretaker, and stalked away in
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anget. Let his friends, the boys of Glupsk, pull the hairs from his
tail to their heans’ cantent Serves him rght’ It was his choice. If it
makes him happy, then 1 am happy and it is none of my affair.

o sponer had 1 stepped inside the Rabbi's door when he came
Lo preet me,

~Cyv. Rel Mendele! Oy, sbolen alevkbem, Reb Mendele! Only
the Lord Himself could have brovght you here just when we need
you, when we really need you, dear and heary Reb Mendele, This
is truly divine intervention, a veritable miracle. You did 2 wonder-
Fullv clever thing o come o Glupsk just at this time, Reh Mendele!”

“This wonderfully clever thing was done not by me, Mendele,
but my horse,” I laughed 100 myself and in my hearn apologized
iy the shifmazi Obvicusly, I'was not summoned for a lawsnit. Why
was | wanted ther?

anuther person might easily believe thathe wasea gerly awaited
because af his wagon full of wares. But since T 2m no numskull.
noarwas 1 born vesterday, 1 knew bener. You see, Thave found this
w01 b rules 1t ds deceit that mikes the weorld go around. One wha
needs to buy a particular ilem plavs cralty, acts 2 if the ftern were
ahsolutely vseless to him, so tha he might pick it up for a song.
Thus, for example, a4 customer wanis 10 buy a praverbook for
festivals. Does he look at it Na! First he looks at a penitential
praverbook, then &t some fsifses, then at some other wares, In the
meanwhile, he picks up the prayerbock for festivals, as if in
passing, lays it down with a shrug and a lide smile, and savs: “1f
vou wianted only a few kopecks for it 1 might buy it.”

Believe me. the whole world is one big rading post. Some look
Fror bargains. Some want to cut the ather fellow’s price. Some are
waiting for others 10 lose something so they might find it Sull
others look out for themselves first, and then. after the good Lord
has helped them to snatch bargains Iy hook ar crook, 50 many
that they almost choke on them, they are genuinely interested in
helping—themselves,

I cauddd tell from the Rabbi's face that he was not interested in
hurving anything from me, If he were, he would not have made it
cey obvious that he was eagedy awaiting me. It is rrue that the Rabbi
is o kosher, upright individual, so help me, but when one lives
among walves, one must howl like 2 wolf.

The Rabhi, long may he live, ook me by the arm and led me
intn his private moom, Within, apparently absarbed in thought.
were seated the officers of the synagogue and many of the wealthy

62

o r—

husinessmen of the town, Well, wealthy businessrmen alwiys seem
to be thinking and womying, and they look at you with such a
frowning glance that vour mether's milk curdles in your veins, One
feels compelled o leave and never to have to look upon them
again. 1 really can't understand it- if one has money, why so much
thinking, so much worrying, such serious faces? It seems to me that
Joftv thoughts are not pamiculardy necessary In arder w count
coins. 1t seems o me, too, that one may have money in his coffers
and yet look a person straight in the eye. Anywiy . . - but thar is
beside the point.

~Gentlemen.” the Rabbi addressed the rich men and the syna-
gogue officals, “1 have rrouhled vou ta come here because of an
imporant mater. However, since, asif by a miracie, Reb Mendele
arrived in our community tody, [decided o have vou waita while
longer so that 1 could ask him to frvor us with his presence which
is indispensable in this matrer, Please forgive me a humndred tmes
over. Now that we are all assembled hene, [should ke to tell you
of a wondrous marter.”

I was completely baffled by the proceedings and wondered
what all this would lead o, But then [ decided not 1o be so
impatient: soon 1 would be a few minutes older, and have my
curicsity satisfied. The Rabii drew a thick packet of papers from
his breast pocket and spoke.

“Look, gentlemen! These papers were sent to me at davhreak
tockry by the new widow, sk hok-Avrom's wife. Before his death,
he requested that. 25 soon as his soul departed, the papers should
be delivered to me. Bear witness, please. gentlemen—my name is
writren at the top of the first page. [ shall not be mysterious about
ir. but 1 shall read the papers to vou without delay. Be seated, Reb
Mendele! Kindly place vourwares onthe shelf, and sit down here."

Tt became verv quiet in the room. Nota sound could be heard,
All present apened their eyes wide and, with bared breath, waited
to hear what the Rabbi would read,

As if Satan had had a hand in it the stool upon which the Rabhbi
had asked me o sit had 3 broken leg, No sooner had T seated
myself, when I tumbled over and created 2 slight commotion,



CHAPTER 3

When 1 had seated mysell’ praperly, the Rabbi, may he live long,
stroked his heard several times with 21 five fingers and, with a
movement of kis shoulders, began 1o read aloud the contenis of
the papers:

A A These papers of ming contain my entire auobiography
aned the will which [ have drawn up. 1 beg of vou, Rabbi, o fulfill
all my requests comained herein to the smallest detail. Forgive me
a hundred times over for roubling your honor with such a long
nareaticn, When you reach the end, you will see that this is not,
God forbid, meaningless pranle hut that, on the contrary, this
narrat:ve of my life mayv be of greatvalue, T really was compelled
o write It .

[ wits bom of poor parems in the wown of Bezlindeff* [ do not
remernber my father, for he died while 1 was still in diapers. Upon
his death, his estare consisted of a sicklr wife o4th quite 2 number
af little ones, myself included as an additional reasure. And that
wis all! .

1can recall childhood events frorm the time [ oeas five or i vears
cld. 3o far as 1 can remember, 1 was not considered espedially
Eright in my youth. All my actions and remarks were greeted with
much laughter. I waas cenginly never pened or spoiled. 1was never
kissed, never caressed, never embraced as were other children.
When [ cried, 1 was never soathed with pancakes, candies, or tovs.
Insted, T got a Few slaps or a heating.

The words mercy or pitywere never mentioned in my presence.
1 never heard anvone sav about me ;

“Whidl o pity? The paoor thing hass earen.” "What a pao His
ooor Litle face is all seolien”

“Shuamefull The poor child hasn't slepe”

“‘Mercy oo ws! He's [mzen! He waalks amund naked and
Trarefoo,”

“What a pirv! The poor child doesn’t have an ounce of flesh
o his bopes.”

* A play on e Bussian word lindpimezning “poople” of “homaen bemps * BeeliadeT
slpnifies a fown devoid of buman beings, e, devoid of propke =110 homan fmis
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The only comments [ ever heard were:

“Look ar that mweg, 5at uply sonoot of his, tose feet 55 red as
boets!™

“Look at that plutton! The spitle is already dibbling from his
roeitfit®

"Look at that devilish crezmure. He's up 1 his Enle tricks
agnin—trembling, shivering, and gnushing his teeth, .7

A poor man’s child is alwavs an unwanted thing in this world.
He is alwayvs in someone’s woay, While still in the womb. death
is quietly wished upon him. At birth, he is greeted like the plague,
Before he has ever seen the light of day, he has made biner
enemies. Once he arrives, he prows somehow or other, incapable
of awakening a feeling of pity or mercy in the breasts of even
his own parenis—unless he becomes deathly sick. Only then
do the deep-seated parental feelings come forth and they pour
oul their grief at the bedside of their poor child, the dear and
inmocent creature, who has led such a desolate and dreary life,
never having had an hour. of peace and love. Then do they see
their life in the sharpest colors and their hearts weep tears of
blood. When a frozen heart melts, it can release a devastating
flood. T have experienced this mysell of late—it boils, it seethes,
it erupts with ternble force! That is why poor parents lament
their children much more vehemently and mevingly than do the
rich.

I grew like a wild horse on the steppe, crude, savape, with
all the ugly habits of a wild street urchin. One of my habits was
w waich someanes eeth while he talked or to stare into his
eyes. My mother beat me within an inch of my life for this a
number of times.

Onece [ was sick in bed and Mozher was good to me. Somehow
I began to look into her eves, She allowed me o do o in order
oot o irritate me. [ couldn't control myself and asked:

“Mama! Who is the little man in your eyes?”

Mother smiled and answered:

“My limle fool® The linle man is the soul. The little man cannot
be seen in the eyes of any other crearure, in the eves of neither
animals nor cattle. He can be seen only in Jewish eyes,”

Mother's answer made a great inpression upon mes and awak-
ened many fresh, vibrant thoughts, When a mother says some-
thing. she must know what she is talking about, Afterall, sheisa
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e ber and bigz, maybe ten times biggerthan 1. Her ﬁng:r 15 thicker
thyan my amm. [ accepied her words as proven, confirmed fact and
believed in them with all my hean.

From then on, my imaginative powers were busy with the lindle
rmatn., Restlly, isn' it a surprising, 4 curious thing? Even in my sleep.
! eould not forget the little man. [ dreamed that T played with him,
that 1 leaped inte other people’s eves just as he did. In shom, his
Image was my constant companion.

I developed a great desire 1o be a litde man myself. Can you
Imagine—he little man is a soul! In size no bigger than a flea. and
yer in him s concenirated the gist, the very kernel of life! The
thought of how [ could wouch or feel the lide man occupied my
rind constantly.

Once [ had a2 bright idea. While Mother was bending over in
order to remove 1 pol from the stove, | ran up behind her like
one obsessed—to this verv day. T hardly understand the workings
of my mind @ the time—and, placing myself in God's hands, 1
struck her in the nape of e neck with my s, so that the linle
man would be forced to leap out of her eves. even for a moment!
You can well imagine the blows | received for this act, All that
day 1 went hungry because Mother had broken the pot of
porridge with her forehead.

| wus rewarded even more richly on another occasion. A
thought, tinged with heresy, had entered my mind concerning my
meother's words, I wanted to find cut for myselfwhether a cow had
a litle man in her eyes or not. [ ook a walk down the street one
day until I came upon a cow, and, while I was busy looking into
her eves, she gored me with her horns, mauling me very badhy.
The mark has remained on my left cheek to this very dav, These
mislortunes by no means forced the idea of a lindle man out of my
mind. On the contrary, the idea became mone fmlyummm:hed
thian ever.

Ismedied in the Talprd-Tovre. Everyone knows what a Talmid-
fopre s, 5o that it is really unnecessary o describe i It is a grave
in which poor Jewish children are buried, where their minds are
mutilated and where they are removed from all contact with the
world in which they live, It is a facorny that manufactures good-
for-nothings, ne'er-do-wells, and spineless, unfortunate creatures.
It 45 o vast pit, an abvss, an unclean hovel standing on wobbly
supports, even a5 dre our Tafmd-Topres here—a shame and a
disgrace for other people to see,

6O

Al the age of eight, 1 was studying the Kbimesh and its assaci-
ated commentaries, including those of Rashi, no small feat for a
boy of my age who was not as vet very fluent in the Hebrew
language itself. Apparently a person can be a scholar and a big
fool; one has nothing to do with the other.

Maother used w call me shlimaz! and, in truth, she was quite
rght. In the Talmud-Topre, [ was more of a shlimaz! than any
other child. The refibe, who by no means deserved the title Rahbi,
was enchanted by one subjec—hbeatings, possibly even more so
then by a bit of brandy. For no apparent reason, he simply enjoyed
werturing the depressed and persecuted linle childeen, who re-
ceived flayings aplenty without his aentions and who were so
thin that their souls harely manzged o remain united with their
bodies. But he broke the already broken bones; he pinched and
tore at the small bodies, and the best pomion of his blows came
Y Wy

Once, he became so annoved with me and best me so mernci-
lesshy that 1 barely escaped with my life and had (o stop attending
the Tedmud-Toyre. This s what happened.

The rebie had been explaining 10 me that passage in the book
of Genesis which reads: And Lamech said unto bis wives...

“Lamech was blind. Tubal-cain was leading him, and when he
saw his grindfather Cain at a distance, he thought it was a wild
beast.” (The refibe said “fox” in order to make it clearer). “He (old
the hlind Lamech to aim at the fox. He did so and killed him. And
when Lamech found out that he had slain Cain, he began to beat
his palms together in sorrow and, in doing so, beat his son
Tubal-cain to death. Because of this. his wives would not stay with
him. He appealed for a feconciliation.

“Vayomar Lamech—and Lamech said, ['moshbiv—unto his
wives: "Adab v Zillab—Adah and Zillah, sb'man koblee—~hear my
voice, noshee Lamech—ye wives of Lamech! . . ' "

One fine dav, a clean-shaven German® suddenly amived at the
Talnsud-Tonre. 1 belisve he had come from St Petersburg, To-
gether with him came all the tax collectors in order to audition the
children. To my great misfortune, the German chose me to trans
late a passage from the Khumesh—none other than the one
beginning with the phrase Vayomar Lamech !'noshiv!

* Any clean-shaven, beardiess perzon aas knoan as o *Gennan® o the fews and
alsiey try the Rusaian pesigantoy 34 2 whots
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Since when was I accustomed to talking to grown-ups, espe-
cially to a German, a shaven one? | quivered and quaked like a fish
ot of water, There was a roaring in my ears and a beating in my
heart, My hair stood on end and my blood ran cold. 1 felt that |
would be unable 1o repeat such a long story as the one about
Lamech. And here were these men standing over me, urging me
on with one voice.

“Speak! Speak!”

What could I do? T had to speak. Completely breathless, I began
tor deliver a confused, stuttering explanation.

"Vayomar—a fox, Lamech—a blind man, I'moshiv—his wives
left him, Tubal-cain—leading him, Adab v Zillab—and he killed
him, ....."

The German was petrified. Beside himself with anger, he called
the rebbeand said 1o him harshly:

“Hah! What is this 1 hear? Is that how you teach vour pupils?
Shame and dishonor!

The rebbe scratched himself, picked his nose, and babbled:

“Gond sir The bay became frightened. He's really 2 good bov,
upon my word.”

Whereupon the German mrned 1o me.

“Fear not, my child. Nothing will happen to vou. Tell me, what
is the meaning of the word tayomar?

[ ner lenger knew what was happening to me. With my eves
staring blankly like those of 2 smme, [ shot out

“Afox! ., . No, I mean, vayomar;, he appezled 1o his wives, .. .~

The poor refbe looked as if he had been dragged through a
kevhole, He was fit to be buried alive. He submittied to all the abuse
that was heaped upon him and had a miserable day. My tum came
later, when he vented his spleen upon me. From that time on, he
would pick on me and beat me umtil 1 could no longer bear it 1
became very weak and had to stop anending the Tafmud-Toyre,






